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    Chapter 1

    Prologue

    At long last, the time had come.

The mechanical bed hummed to life, its faint but distinct operating sound filling the air.

Lying on the machine I had seen even in my dreams, I was consumed by an excitement so overwhelming that it wouldn't be an exaggeration to say I was on the verge of madness.

It had been roughly three years since the release of [Arcadia], the world's first and only gaming device to make VR—Virtual Reality—a reality.

From the day this virtual world sent shockwaves across the globe until now, I had endured days of patience and hard work. And finally, I had obtained the ticket to the dream world I had yearned for.

When [Arcadia] was first announced, it brought elation and despair in equal measure to all the boys and girls around the world who had long fantasized about the fictional concept of "VR games" from 2D media.

The [Arcadia] unit, which was announced as a completely built-to-order system, boasted a level of technology still described as being "several centuries ahead of its time," even three years after its release. Naturally, its price was just as extraordinary.

The cost for a single unit was a staggering three million yen.

Including myself, a middle school student at the time of the announcement, there were likely no ordinary students who could simply act on their desires and say, "I want it! I'll buy it!"

The only ones who could get their hands on it at launch were adults with enough disposable income to splurge on their hobbies. The reality for dreaming children was that they had no choice but to give up.

But this was VR.

It was the dream world that had only existed in stories, a world everyone desperately wanted.

So, for me, who was completely immersed in the swamp of gaming at the time, the option to 'quietly give up' simply didn't exist.

And so, I dedicated my three years of high school to part-time jobs.

After school, I worked until the absolute latest minute the school rules would allow.

On holidays, I worked multiple jobs from morning till night.

During long breaks, I took on every high-paying short-term job I could find—

Living a life devoid of any social interaction, my classmates bestowed upon me nicknames like the Part-Time Maniac, the Money-Grubber, the Corporate Slave Warrior, and so on.

After my horrified parents lectured me, telling me to "act more like a student," I threw myself into my studies with a death-or-glory attitude alongside my jobs just to force them to accept it.

As a result, I ended up at the top of my grade—a ridiculous achievement that, in its own way, seemed just as crazy. I even had the honor of receiving the less-than-flattering evaluation of 'hopeless case' from my parents and teachers.

My average daily sleep was a flat four hours.

I spent what little pocket money I scraped together on energy drinks.

And so it was, just before my high school graduation, having barely learned the names of my classmates or teachers—that I finally reached my goal of three million yen.

If I hadn't needed to study in parallel to persuade my parents, I could have reached it much sooner, but that couldn't be helped.

As a child still under their care, I couldn't outright defy my parents... though if someone pointed out that, in a way, I was defying them head-on, they'd have a point.

At any rate, after staring at the crystallization of blood, sweat, tears, and energy drinks recorded in my bank book at least a dozen times, I placed the order for [Arcadia] with the help of my parents, who wore the resigned expressions I had grown so used to over the past three years.

Since the assembly process required optimization based on personal data, I had to travel from my rural hometown to Tokyo to handle the paperwork, inspections, measurements, and all that—

—and while I was at it, I took my university entrance exams—honestly, from around that point, my memory of how I spent the remaining days is a blur.

I suppose I was in a constant state of excitement, overflowing with anticipation. I also heard that by the time I graduated high school, I had acquired several more dishonorable nicknames, starting with 'that crazy guy.'

I might have lost the trust of my friends from middle school, my parents' faith, and whatever human dignity I had left... but who cares.

Even the acceptance letter from the prestigious university I'd applied to on the side...

...to me, right now...

...none of that matters anymore!

The only thing that's important is this—for just under a month...!

"Until university starts...!"

—the long-awaited fact that I can indulge myself in this virtual world!

"...Let's fucking go, Arcadia! Drive ooonnn, yeeeeaaaaaahhhhhhh!"

And so, I screamed the voice-authenticated activation key, 'Drive On,' with all the fury of my soul...

"—Would you shut the hell up, you idiot son!"

...only for my mother to burst into the room with enough force to kick the door off its hinges, subjecting me to a solid hour-long lecture. It was probably because my tension and articulation were both completely shot.

The machine ignored my beastly activation roar... and the ark to the virtual world remained frustratingly silent.



    Chapter 2

    Waking Up in a Dream

    Even when you just say 'VR,' the concept is rich with diversity within works of fiction.

There's no end to the examples one could give, but the system used by [Arcadia], the world's only realized VR device, was touted as being a 'full-sensory immersion' type.

Users lie down on a bed inside a capsule that completely envelops their body and simply 'sleep' to enter the virtual world. In short, it's a full dive.

The user's brain, lulled to sleep by hypnotic waves from the device, resonates with [Arcadia] via special radio waves. This leads them into a fabricated 'dream' known as the virtual world—

...or so they say. The detailed technology is a complete black box, a piece of ultra-tech that has experts throwing up their hands and declaring it 'utterly incomprehensible' even after disassembling it down to the last screw.

For an ordinary person like me, even attempting to speculate on it would be presumptuous.

It's an existence with one foot, or perhaps both, firmly planted in the realm of fantasy. However, due to its nature of using human dreams as a stage, the world, while a game, is not constructed with existing graphic technologies like 3D polygons.

I don't have the knowledge to explain how it works, but... the one impression universally shared by those who have witnessed that world is the well-worn phrase in the gaming industry: 'indistinguishable from reality.'

...Anyway, having spent three years shutting out information to the absolute limit for the sake of my own sanity, I now found myself diving into the virtual world I'd longed for with almost zero prior knowledge—

"So this is Arcadia... the world of virtual reality, huh?"

As the very embodiment of ignorance and incompetence regarding this world, I was, as expected, standing dumbfounded in what was likely an initial setup space—a hall of pure white.

The only thing in the white plaza was a single, large full-length mirror. Other than me standing in front of it, there was nothing else in this space.

Inevitably, what the mirror reflected was me. The person looking back at me, a perfect mirror image, was an all-too-real version of myself, identical to my real self down to the last detail.

"—Welcome to Arcadia."

"Tch...!"

The person in the mirror opened its mouth.

The sight of 'me' in the mirror, speaking with my face and my voice, was a genuinely terrifying experience. I flinched involuntarily, and the other 'me' reflected in the mirror's surface offered a smile—

"Welcome to your other reality."

"Wha—whoa?!"

The next moment, as if being dragged by an irresistible force, my body was sucked into the mirror.

"Hey, what the—"

I instinctively shut my eyes, and when I opened them again, I was no longer in the white hall, nor was I in the mirror.

"W-wow..."

I was in the sky—floating in the middle of a clear blue sky where clouds drifted by.

A wind that felt utterly real gently brushed against my cheek... and then I began to fall.

"Wait, no—whoooooaaaaaaahhh!"

I burst through the clouds, my body accelerating endlessly. Looking down, I saw a blue different from the sky's—water—

"The ooooocceeeaaannn—glub glub glub!"

I was slammed mercilessly onto the water's surface. There was no pain, but I was tossed about by a tremendous impact. I was on the verge of panic, but as I struggled, I realized that, strangely, I could breathe—

The moment I wondered why, I, who should have been swallowed by the sea, was standing on a grassy plain.

A warm breeze reminiscent of spring caressed me, and the vast expanse of green rustled with a soft sound.

"—This world is your second home."

A woman's voice came from behind me as I stood there, stunned. When I turned around, there was no one there—instead, a dazzling ball of light was floating in the air.

"Okay, anything goes at this point..."

This is a pretty wild, chaotic, and rough introduction, I thought, aware of the strained smile on my face.

"What do you desire, that you have come here?"

The light pulsed in time with the voice.

"What do you seek, that you have come here?"

Suddenly feeling a strange sensation in my body, I looked down.

Just a moment ago, I should have been wearing the same clothes I had on in the real world... but what I saw was an unfamiliar—and decidedly cliché—set of simple *initial equipment*.

"Everything you desire and seek is in the hands of your second self."

And with those words, the presence of the light began to fade.

When I raised my head, I saw the same large mirror from before. The figure reflected in it was... a young man who looked very much like me, a familiar face.

It was the spitting image of my real-world self, with only the color of the eyes differing—none other than the avatar I was asked to prepare when I ordered [Arcadia].

—A searing heat bloomed deep in my chest.

It's time, right?

It's okay now, isn't it?

The distinct 'pull' I feel from this great mirror, beckoning me—that's what this is all about, isn't it?

—It's telling me to take that first step.

"Hh...!"

Then let's begin.

Right here, right now—my adventure into a new world!

◇◆◇◆◇

The moment I leaped into the mirror, my vision went black. As my temporarily lost senses returned, I felt my consciousness, which had been strangely fuzzy during the opening sequence, sharpen.

My physical sensations were back, but for some reason, I couldn't move.

I was enveloped in a chilly sensation from head to toe... Could I be buried in something, or perhaps trapped?

Since I'd arrived today without looking up any advance information, the only prerequisite knowledge I had about this game was the utterly useless premise that it was 'basically a fantasy world.'

However, my intuition, honed by a life dedicated to 2D media before I fell to the life of a part-time warrior halfway through my first year of high school, was telling me—*this has to be the 'sealed away' trope, right?*

If that's the case, some kind of event should trigger before long... *and there it is.*

A single point of light appeared in my vision, which had been pitch black, either due to my eyes being barely open or a lack of a light source.

Just as I thought, I seemed to be sealed in some kind of translucent material. Through what looked like frosted glass, I could see the pale blue light that had appeared on the other side, flickering and swaying as if trying to tell me something.

...I'm truly sorry to say this while you seem so desperate, but I still can't move a single finger, nor can I speak. Unfortunately, no matter what you're trying to convey, I can't even offer a word of comfort.

It seems the light figured that out quickly enough. It stopped its flickering and, as if mustering all its strength, its glow began to intensify—

"—Hh...!"

A sound that was high-pitched, profound, delicate, and magnificent all at once rang out, and the thing that had imprisoned me shattered.

Thrown into the air, I still had no control over my body. My helpless form fell, and what it touched was hard rock—I guessed I was probably in a cave.

Realizing I could barely move my neck, I looked up at the light twinkling above me. It was flickering, on the verge of disappearing.

—Even though it had no face or eyes, I felt clearly that we were looking at each other.

Perhaps it thought the same thing. The light seemed to flash once, brightly and with satisfaction... then, as if its role was complete, it scattered and vanished ephemeral.

..................—Alright, I can move.

Perhaps the event's compulsory hold vanished along with the light, because I could feel a distinct sensation return to my limbs. Confirming that control of my body had finally been returned, I shot to my feet with a surge of energy, ready to begin—

"Heh...! Nice!"

With a light, bell-like sound, a series of user interfaces popped up in my vision.

Some whose purpose I didn't yet understand, and others I could vaguely grasp.

Various UIs lined up in my view... finally, a two-tiered frame, likely for HP and MP, settled in the top-left corner, and the green and blue gauges began to fill.

Within the stylishly designed frame shone the letters of my name: 'Haru.'

Suppressing my endlessly rising excitement, I checked each of the interfaces in order. While struggling with the much-rumored 'thought-based controls,' I called up the system menu and proceeded to read—or rather, skim—through everything.

I see, I see... not a minimap, but a radar. No idea what it shows, but—ah, yeah, this has to be the time display. What the hell is 25:00? Oh wait, I think there was something about the flow of time... so that's that, and this is this, and that's that—

"Got it!"

I pride myself on being fairly experienced with games, and I actually have a decent amount of experience with online games, or MMOs.

Even in VR, a game is a game. I should be able to apply what I know where there are commonalities.

Having quickly finished my checks and settings, I dismissed the translucent menu window floating in the air as if throwing it away—more specifically, I literally crumpled it up with both hands and tossed it... wait, what's with that useless feature? It was so surprising the shock hit me a second later.

I can call it back up, right...? I thought, nervously opening the window again before finally finishing my system check.

—And with that, it was finally time for gameplay.

The current location seems to be a dead-end chamber in a cave, with nothing particularly noteworthy. In the end, it seems I was trapped in some kind of mysterious blue crystalline substance, and its shattered remains are scattered all over the place.

I thought about picking up a few as souvenirs... but when I picked up a shard of the crystal, it strangely melted away like ice.

Uncollectible item, got it. In that case, I have no more business here.

—It looks like a straightforward path, so I guess I'll head forward!

The cave is still pitch black, but things similar to the crystal I was sealed in are jutting out from the rock face here and there, emitting a faint glow.

The pale blue lights floating in the darkness are sufficient guideposts, as long as you don't consider how creepy they are.

"...Well, hey, I'm not generally bad with horror or anything?"

So this feeling of my legs about to freeze up has to be my imagination.

Muttering to myself rather than trying to convince myself—I stepped into the single path filled with darkness.

<hr>

I want to write a story of freedom. It would be my honor if you would join me.

※Added 2024/11/9: This work is a hazardous material that aims to melt readers with a battle x romance double-plotline, containing rom-com elements that rival or even surpass the battle action parts.

From the mid-game onwards, please be prepared to drown in a sea of sugar.

If you read this with a similar mindset to other works in the SF (VR Game) genre, you may suffer severe burns from the heat of the red-hot sweetener, so please be careful.



    Chapter 3

    When Faced with a Losing Event, Resist with Your Fists

    ---After leaving the small chamber where I awoke, I walked for a while down a narrow passage. Relying on the faint light sources, I reached a second small chamber. Peeking inside from the entrance wall, I was trembling with excitement.

"Whoa...! Whoooa...! Seriously? This is for real...! A real golem! A real monster!!"

My very first encounter, my first monster. The chamber was just as plain as before, with no notable objects besides the glowing crystals, but inside, a rock-like mass about a meter tall was lumbering around.

It was bipedal, but too stout to be called humanoid. I called it a golem on a whim, but it looked less like a mud doll and more like a round rock with long arms and short legs.

"Is that an enemy...? I'm completely unarmed."

If it's a hostile enemy, it's likely a combat tutorial. Even if it's a real enemy without a tutorial, it seems to be moving slowly. I could probably evade it at a light jog if it spots me. It shouldn't be too hard to slip past it and dash into the new path I can see on the other side.

"...Guess I'll go."

In any case, this is the very beginning of the game. It's always best to just dive in and try things.

I have no weapon to ready, so of course I'm bare-handed. There's no cover to hide behind either, so I decided to be bold and strode into the chamber. The golem, which had been aimlessly wandering around the room, immediately noticed me and stopped dead in its tracks.

It's just... a rock. I couldn't see anything resembling eyes on its torso, which was the center of its limbs... yet strangely, I could clearly feel that it was watching me.

"Uh, hello there...?"

I tried to communicate, just to see what would happen. The response was, of course, silence—no, it moved.

It was slow. But fast. Its speed was about that of a young child's jog, but it was a world of difference from its previous tottering pace.

The rock mass moved straight toward me—

"Whoa, that's terrifying!?!"

That's genuinely scary! I'm a first-timer in both VR and a fantasy world! Having a rock with arms and legs running awkwardly towards me is just plain horrifying!

—Hey, what are you planning to do with that raised hand? If it's for a handshake, you don't need to swing it up with that much force!!

"So it is an enemy after all!"

The battle started abruptly, but aside from my fear of the unknown, I didn't feel a sense of crisis just yet. VR combat, where you actually move your body—in other words, it's synonymous with a real fight—but it's not like I'm uncoordinated.

I was active in a club in middle school, and in high school, I ran the grueling gauntlet of part-time jobs for three years. I'm reasonably confident in my physical abilities, and I have some idea of how to move my body efficiently.

Surely, I can easily dodge an attack as telegraphed as this—

"Hiee..."

*SWOOSH!* With a magnificent whoosh, a rock arm passed right by my body. It moved like a whip, and while I could track it with my eyes, that didn't mean it lacked power.

As if to punish my cockiness for trying to dodge with minimal movement, the golem's rock arm slammed into the equally rocky ground with a harsh *thud*, easily shattering it.

...Uh, what is this? Don't make me encounter something like this while I'm unarmed.

"...Running away is the best strategyyyy!!"

As a newbie who's only been playing for a few minutes, I haven't had time to develop any pride. Acknowledging defeat less than ten seconds into the fight, I spurred my legs, which were about to freeze up, with a pathetic war cry and fled.

—I *tried* to flee.

"Wha...!?"

For tactical reasons, I tried to retreat back the way I came to regroup, but a wall of rock erupted from the ground, blocking my path. I managed to plant my hands and avoid face-planting, but the exit to the passage was now completely sealed.

So, I turned back to dodge the golem and head for the passage ahead—

"Ah..."

I watched as the golem absorbed the surrounding rocks I had just raised, growing in size at an accelerating rate, and I understood everything.

"This is a losing event, isn't it...?"

Early in the story. An unavoidable, powerful enemy. Zero means to fight back.

With all these elements in place, anyone with even a little gaming experience would realize it. This was a so-called losing event, where defeat is predetermined.

Presumably, some kind of rescue will arrive the moment the golem is about to finish me off—or, if this is a game where the player is expected to die and revive repeatedly, this might be the place where I experience my first death.

Either way is possible, but the common theme is that "resistance is futile." For an experienced player, this is the moment to either die quickly or willingly jump into danger to advance the plot.

I absentmindedly watched the now-massive rock arm, which had grown to an incomparable size, as it was raised again, and I pondered my options.

—To resist, or not to resist.

To be honest, before I dedicated myself to my part-time jobs, if you asked me if I was a heavy gamer, I would have said no. I was what you might call a light otaku, delving into novels, manga, anime, and games just a bit deeper than the average person.

I'd played some of the so-called "death games" on analog consoles, games known for their difficulty, and in the early-game death events often found in them, I had always quietly accepted my fate.

I could follow the developers' intentions this time as well and just let myself be crushed. I admit I'm a little scared to experience death in VR for the first time, but [Arcadia] is an MMORPG, a genre where player lives are relatively cheap. I'll need to get used to the countless deaths that await me sooner or later.

—But that would be boring. Having finally arrived in the world I'd longed for after three years, my ever-rising excitement was screaming at me, and that was a fact.

Even if it's virtual reality, the things I see, the sounds I hear, the feel of the air, the temperature, the smells—every sensation is just like in reality. So, from my perspective, this world is no different from the real one.

For me, a representative of the average person who has never even been in a single fight in real life, this giant golem standing in my way, about to turn me into a stain on the ground, is a mass of unknowns from top to bottom.

I'm a modern boy suffering from adventure deficiency. With an opportunity like this, you gotta fight back, right!!

"—A man's gotta have guts! Hollywood diiiive!!"

I managed to dodge the descending rock arm with a diving leap to the side. It resulted in me performing a spectacular face-slide on the ground, but there's no pain in [Arcadia], which doesn't replicate the sensation of pain. The damage you take manifests as an impact and a numbing sensation that is suitably unpleasant.

My HP took a rather merciless hit from the face-plant, but getting hit by that rock mass, which had swollen to the size of a small car, would have been an instant kill for sure. Cheating death is a win!!

—Whoa, no time to be impressed by my first experience with damage-numbness.

"Against a right-handed opponent... counter-clockwise!"

From personal experience, in 3D action games with a high degree of freedom, the standard strategy for one-on-one boss fights is to circle them and harass them. For opponents who are right-handed, or rather, who tend to use attack actions from the right side of their body, it's safer to move counter-clockwise and get to their left side. Your mileage may vary.

The golem had grown larger overall by absorbing the terrain, but the growth of its right arm was particularly significant. Seeing as it attacked with its right hand for both its first move pre-transformation and its second move post-transformation, it's safe to assume that's its main weapon.

I thought it would become sluggish after getting bigger, but that doesn't seem to be the case. However, it still doesn't seem capable of agile movements. Getting behind it is relatively easy—and my very first attack will be with my bare fists! Let's go!

I have no weapon, so my only means of attack is my own body! Take this, a straight punch based 100% on manga knowledge!!

I've only been moving this virtual body for a short time, but even in that limited period, I can tell how high-spec it is. Probably because it's not bound by physical limitations, its reaction speed and the smoothness of its movements are on a different level from reality.

I haven't even seen a level display for myself yet, but even so, this body moves far better than my real one! With a sharp movement that surprised even me, I stepped in accurately and slammed my fist into the golem's wide-open back with all my might.

"Owww—!?"

Yep, no damage. Instead of the rock mass, which didn't even flinch, it was my right hand that took all the damage and cried out in agony. A fierce numbness, so intense it felt like pain for a moment, shot through me, and in the corner of my vision, my HP dropped more drastically than it did from the face-slide.

Honestly, I knew that would happen. So I'm not discouraged!

Bracing my body as it recoiled from the impact, I followed up with a kick against the golem, which still had its back to me. Hey, Mr. Rock, did you know? A kick is said to have three times the power of a punch!!

"N-no good!!!"

Unlike the bare-fisted punch, the front kick delivered with my shoe didn't send a shockwave back at me, but it didn't seem to have done any damage at all—and right at that moment, something changed.

With a bell-like sound, an orange cursor and a single HP bar popped up above the golem's head. Inscribed above the HP bar was what I assumed to be this enemy's name—

"[Chosen Stone Doll], huh..."

To put it bluntly, it's a rather simple, or should I say, plain-looking golem. I mean, a huge chunk of rock moving on its own is impressive enough, but design-wise, it's just a lump of rock.

For what it is, it has a somewhat meaningful name, which sparked a premonition.

"A losing event—this isn't one, is it...?"

I muttered, contradicting the certainty I had just moments before, and glared at the golem as it turned around with a slow, leisurely motion as if to show it was completely unharmed.

I think the developers' intention was probably for players to be killed by this thing here, with their escape route cut off. Given the complete lack of explanation right at the start and the absence of any system intervention as a tutorial after the battle began, I have no choice but to think that's the standard route.

But I've definitely noticed something. Probably because of my second kick, its HP gauge has been chipped away by a millimeter.

If there's no branching outcome to the battle, there's no reason to give the boss HP and not lock the value. That means this battle has a branching route that occurs if I can chip away at its HP or deplete it entirely!

"This is all just random guesswork and fantasy, though!"

Honestly, I'm just enjoying thinking about all this in the middle of the unknown, so it doesn't really matter to me whether I find the answer or not. Even if it takes a hundred hits to the back to amount to a pittance of damage, if I can chip away at it, I'll carve it down!

"Roar, my right leg!!"

—And so began the long, long brawl of bare hands versus a chunk of rock.

<hr>

On the issue of the protagonist talking to himself too much: He's just so hyped up about finally reaching the virtual world after three years of hard work that his tension is through the roof. He'll eventually calm down and return to his original character, so please watch over him.



    Chapter 4

    A Choice at the End of the Line

    Utterly pointless—if I had to name this battle, there would be no other fitting description for such a damn fierce fight.

My only means of attack was kicking. I tried picking up some of the rocks lying around and bashing it a few times, but the moment they made contact, they were absorbed into its body, and it declared no damage. I told myself that it was merciful it didn't heal its HP, and I transformed into a machine that did nothing but deliver kicks.

The early-game event boss was generously given pattern changes, and after about an *hour* of kicking it and chipping away 30% of its HP, its behavior changed.

Specifically, its left arm also grew larger, turning it into an ambidextrous and dexterous stone doll.

"Huh, so they actually prepared a second phase," I thought, impressed, as I, the incarnation of the backstab kick, spent another two hours kicking the stone doll to death.

Honestly, there were more than a few times I considered just giving up and letting myself be turned into mince. It was beyond a matter of patience... but what kept me going was simply the exhilaration of my avatar, which felt no fatigue and could leap around with ease.

—Yes, I saw it through.

After a battle lasting three hours and just under twenty minutes, the pitiful stone doll, which had been kicked thousands of times, finally saw its HP bar disappear.

"—Hh............ugh."

I thought I had kept my composure fairly well, but as I watched the [Chosen Stone Doll] crumble into a silent pile of rocks, I collapsed into a sitting position without even letting out a victory cry.

That was rough. My HP gauge had remained untouched since the face-slide and the initial punch, but if that had gone on any longer, I probably would have started contemplating the meaning of life.

It was a deathmatch smeared with futility, emptiness, and pointlessness...

"...Oh."

Then, with a faint sound, a single window popped up in front of me. Thinking it was the battle results, I peeked at it—

◇ Title Acquired ◇
・'One Who Throws Themselves into Conflict'
・'One Who Possesses an Indomitable Heart'

I had honestly expected experience points or loot, but that was all that was written. The window vanished after a few seconds, and no matter how long I waited, nothing else seemed to happen.

"............Hmm."

It was honestly a bit of a letdown, but I guess getting some titles is better than nothing. I called up the menu to check, and it seems they weren't the type you collect for some kind of bonus, but rather you could set a title of your choice to gain a specific beneficial effect.

'Conflict' gave a slight increase to experience points gained, while 'Indomitable' reduced stamina consumption. But, as they were obtained so early on, their effects were practically negligible.

I set 'One Who Possesses an Indomitable Heart' on a whim and closed the menu, then stood up with a "Well then." There was likely nothing more to gain here. I had noticed that when the stone doll crumbled, the path I came from and the one leading forward had both opened up.

In [Arcadia], one hour is forty minutes in the real world. In this world, which has established some mysterious technology to accelerate consciousness and extend the passage of time, you can experience time at 1.5 times the rate of reality. But since I had spent three hours kicking a rock, over two hours had already passed in the real world.

I'd probably be forgiven for missing dinner, but if I kept this up without eating or drinking, there was a high chance I'd get an earful from my mother. I wanted to find a good stopping point as soon as possible and log out for a break.

"What would have happened if I lost... revived at a city temple? Or maybe the event would have just progressed without me dying."

I walked on, imagining the alternate route that I could no longer verify.

"Actually, if I could lose HP by face-planting, couldn't I have just died by headbutting a wall or something... huh?"

As I muttered such useless thoughts, my view soon opened up. It was the third small chamber, counting from the one where I awoke.

"...This looks like the place."

The mysterious crystal I was sealed in. And the [Chosen Stone Doll] that was strongly suggested to be a losing event. Unlike the previous two chambers, which each had only one distinct object, this place had several "it" objects arranged within it.

The space, a perfect circle, was clearly man-made, unlike the natural cave scenery up to this point. The walls had been smoothed to some extent, and the crystals that still served as a light source were shaped and placed at regular intervals.

And what naturally drew my eye were the five pillars. A large one in the center of the room, and four smaller ones, about waist-high, arranged radially in the back.

As I approached the central one, something immediately happened.

*—O awakened one.*

"Whoa..."

A voice echoed in my head. It was clearly different from what you'd hear through earphones or headphones, a fantasy phenomenon you could never experience in reality. As I reflexively tensed up, the central pillar began to change.

Countless pale blue lines instantly ran across its pure white surface, which had no patterns and was made of an unknown material. Immediately after, it broke apart into countless pieces, and a ball of light pulsed in the center of the floating debris.

*—O one who has shown the will to fight.*

*—O one who has shown an unbreakable heart.*

Oh, are these special lines based on the titles I acquired? As I watched with relative calm, my tension having peaked and subsided during the fierce battle with the stone doll, the flickering light began to pulse faster, its glow intensifying.

*Desire, seek, and follow your heart—*

The ball of light, which had flashed with particular intensity, split in two. One of the halves, the smaller one, floated down in front of me. It stopped at chest height, pulsating as if asking for something, and my hands naturally moved to receive it.

...No, they really moved on their own. So this part is a forced event, huh.

As I watched the ball of light melt into my chest, a magnificent, fanfare-like sound echoed in my ears.

◇ Blessing of the War God Acquired ◇
・Level System has been unlocked.
・Status System has been unlocked.
・Skill System has been unlocked.

Ah, so the game systems are officially unlocked here. The reason I didn't get any experience points or anything for beating the stone doll was because I hadn't even acquired the concept of a level yet?

And a War God, huh. It feels a bit at odds with the incredibly gentle and graceful, beautiful voice that I could vividly imagine belonging to a pure-hearted beauty.

Its role fulfilled, the dismantled parts reassembled, embracing the remaining light and returning to their original form. With a final gentle glow, as if bidding farewell, the pillar fell completely silent.

"Hmm... and next?"

It was a rather solemn event, but I was still in the middle of a tutorial where I hadn't been given any knowledge, even with the three-hour fierce battle in between. Feeling little sentiment, I bypassed the silent central pillar and faced the remaining four.

I saw that each was engraved with an emblem symbolizing something different. The designs were quite complex, or rather... for someone like me with only a very average aesthetic sense, they were so stylish I could only say "wow," but the motifs were easy to understand.

In short—far left, a sword.

—center left, a heart.

—center right, a wing.

—far right, a castle... is it a castle? Something, a building.

And so, these four pillars were each engraved with their respective emblems. On top of each, which served as a pedestal, rested a glowing crystal. These crystals were also different colors...

"A common trope would be to choose one of these—tch...!?"

As I casually approached the pedestal with the wing emblem, being the closest one, the crystal suddenly began to glow, startling me again. The light enveloped me as I stood frozen with caution—

"............I see."

What the crystal brought was, so to speak, "reference footage." I was made to watch it four times by approaching each pedestal, and after grasping the general idea, I stood there with my hand on my chin, pondering.

I had deliberately shut out information and dived into this game completely blind, but now I had come to learn the general worldview, or rather, the setting of the stage.

To put it simply, there are four factions in this game that players can belong to. And it seems they are all in a state of war.

Well, it's not a bloody war, but rather a kind of sportified conflict. In short, large-scale PvP... but as I'm a latecomer who's three years behind, it'll probably be a long time before I get involved, so let's set that aside for now.

Each of the four factions has a god that governs a different blessing, and the blessing you receive differs depending on which faction, named after its god, you choose.

The symbol of the sword is the Eastern Faction—Istia. The blessing it grants is Conflict.

The symbol of the heart is the Western Faction—Vestol. The blessing it grants is Peace.

The symbol of the wing is the Northern Faction—Nortalia. The blessing it grants is Luck.

The symbol of the castle is the Southern Faction—Sotalm. The blessing it grants is Wealth.

It's too abstract to understand the details of the blessings from just that, but there was also a detailed explanation with a system window attached.

'The Blessing of Conflict' from Istia seems to give an upward correction to skills related to combat, making it heavily combat-oriented. As a bonus, it also gives a bonus to experience points gained in battle, and it seems to offer the benefit of maturing early.

'The Blessing of Peace' from Vestol has a similar skill correction to Istia. However, unlike the Blessing of Conflict, it affects non-combat skills like production. Because it affects the far more numerous non-combat skills, there doesn't seem to be a bonus.

Nortalia's 'Luck,' as the name suggests, gives a positive correction to all phenomena related to the luck parameter. As someone with experience in online games, I can declare with certainty that Nortalia is by far the most popular of the four factions. Would you understand the reason if I said that a fixed value, not a multiplier, is added to all rare drops?

Sotalm of 'Wealth,' I feel this one is the second most popular. As you can imagine from the name, it provides a correction to money-related matters, but the multiplier is insane. Acquisition is doubled, and consumption is reduced to seventy percent. Strong.

No matter which you choose, you can get a pretty broken blessing, but there's a good reason why each one has such an excessive effect or a crazy multiplier. However, that's related to the "war" I mentioned earlier, so it's not relevant to me right now.

—So, which one to choose?

"Nortalia is just too tempting..."

As expected, the lure of the north is strong. In online games, especially MMORPGs, being able to add a fixed value to the drop rate is huge.

Someone who has never played this genre of game might not be able to imagine it, but basically, rare farming in MMOs is a bottomless pit. It's a world where a single-digit drop rate is scoffed at as being easy, where decimals are commonplace, and where it's a daily occurrence for the probability of a rare drop from a rarely-encountered rare enemy to have multiple zeros.

The value added is a whopping "10%"—a plus 10% on all drop rolls.

In middle school, I dedicated nearly two months to a single rare drop in an MMO I was hooked on, and as someone who experienced retiring from the game in anger without ever seeing it, it's very... very tempting, but,

"It's got to be Istia."

There was an attraction in the east that was more than enough to shake off the allure of the other three factions, including Nortalia.

The appeal of Istia? It's not the upward correction for combat skills, nor is it the experience point bonus.

What is it then?—It's the overwhelmingly small number of affiliated players!!

The total number of players belonging to each faction, which can be checked by touching the pedestal, is by far the lowest for Istia!!

I can guess the reason. To put it in extreme terms, MMOs are a game genre where you enjoy the endless process of "self-improvement." It's attractive to have your constantly used combat skills strengthened, but it's meaningless if the self-improvement needed to utilize them stagnates.

MMORPGs are games where a desperate gap that can't be overcome by just "hitting a little harder" is created by the state of your equipment set and enhancements. So, it's only natural that the faction that's advantageous for self-improvement would be popular.

Why would I kick that logic to the curb and choose Istia? Because it has the highest potential for me to be involved in the "war" in the future.

It's not relevant right now, but as someone who is dead serious about getting into [Arcadia], I naturally want to participate in the major event that is the war eventually... but this war, it seems there's a limit to the number of people who can participate in a single event.

Since the rewards for winning the war... or rather, the rewards that can be snatched from other factions, are truly outrageous, every faction should be desperately selecting members to win.

So, to put it simply—lower competition is better, that's what it's about.

"Well, there's a chance it might be even tougher with all the combat fanatics, but..."

When that time comes, I'll deal with it. The early maturity bonus is also appreciated for a latecomer like me. Let's enjoy it.

◇ Will you join the Eastern Faction of Conflict, Istia? ◇

I held my hand over the crystal on the sword pedestal at the far left and slammed the "YES" on the displayed selection window with force.

<hr>

I will continue posting today until I reach a good stopping point. If you have time, please join me.



    Chapter 5

    Two Worlds Collide

    —I opened my eyes, and there was a beautiful girl.

I'm sure you have no idea what I'm talking about, but I have no idea what happened either.

The moment I selected my faction, I was enveloped in a blue light and "transported" to another space—a phenomenon that I could never experience in the real world, no matter how hard I tried. As I let out a cry of excitement, I was sent off to a new land. When I opened my eyes, which had been closed against the dazzling torrent of light—

""Huh?!""

She was so close, it was a miracle I could even register her as a "beautiful girl." A face I'd never seen before filled my vision, and—

"—Wah?!"

"—Oof, agh?!"

While I calmly processed the situation—a running girl had crashed into me, who had just teleported right in front of her—the height difference caused her forehead to slam into my chin, and I was knocked flat on my back, stunned.

Wow, this game is something else. I was actually stunned. Look, there's even a status effect icon under my HP bar, probably indicating I'm incapacitated...

"Oww...! A-are... are you okay!?"

Though she was holding her forehead, it seems it wasn't a critical hit like it was for me. The girl rushed over, looking flustered. Her face, peering down at me with concern, was so beautiful it was like a work of art.

Dazzling blonde hair that seemed to have a glowing effect. Large, amber eyes that sparkled like embedded jewels. Every feature was so perfectly "adorable" that, though it's cliché, she looked like she'd stepped right out of a 2D world. Then again, Arcadia's graphics are realistic, so maybe saying she could be an idol is more fitting.

In any case, in this game, you can customize your appearance in any way, except for your gender and voice. I myself created my avatar with only minor adjustments to my real face for certain reasons, but I'm probably in the minority.

I've heard that if your avatar's height and other features deviate too much from your real self, it takes some getting used to the movement, but other than that, you can pretty much become a completely different person in [Arcadia].

Which means that this beautiful girl, who looks to be in her mid-teens, is almost a hundred percent likely to be a "created beauty." But—honestly, I couldn't care less. There's no point in worrying about the "person behind the character," so if the beautiful girl I see is a beautiful girl, then it's more beneficial to enjoy her as a beautiful girl.

In a game with character creation, the ones who don't make handsome men or beautiful women are definitely in the minority. This world will likely not be lacking for eye candy. As for the male-to-female ratio due to the inability to change gender—oh, the stun wore off.

"Um, uh..."

I had simply been unable to respond due to the forced stun, but as I slowly and silently sat up, the girl's eyes wavered with anxiety.

...Seriously, the degree of freedom in facial expressions is insane. It's becoming hard to believe this is a game.

"Ah, I'm fine. You surprised me, but this game doesn't have pain, so..."

I put on a smile, consciously making my voice sound cheerful and gentle. It seemed my customer service skills, honed through countless jobs during my part-time work days, were put to good use, as I could see the girl's posture relax slightly.

"Oh, is that so? I'm glad... Um, I'm so sorry. I thought no one would be coming to the starting point, so I was just running around...!"

The girl said, looking around. I followed her lead and saw that we were in the middle of a dense forest. Just as I was thinking we'd been teleported from a cave straight into a forest, I took a closer look and realized we were in a well-maintained clearing that practically screamed "this is a safe zone."

"Ah, so you were running around and I teleported right in front of you."

"Y-yes. You startled me... ah, I mean, I'm the one who startled you."

"Well, I guess you wouldn't expect someone to be at the starting point three years after the game's release..."

Huh?

"Wait, what... are you starting today too?"

Three years have passed since the release. The dedicated hardware costs a fortune. And on top of that, choosing the overwhelmingly unpopular Istia.

To be starting at the same time under these conditions, isn't that a pretty low probability? She seemed to be thinking the same thing, as she blinked in surprise a moment after I did.

"Wow, that's amazing. What a coincidence!"

For some reason, the girl said this with a happy smile.

...This tentative beauty's voice and mannerisms are just as beautiful as her looks. I'll upgrade her to 'presumed beauty.' Fantasizing is free, after all.

So, I've hit a low-probability jackpot rarer than an online game's rare drop and encountered a presumed beauty, but—uh, what do I do now?

As a healthy young man of my age, I would gladly party up with a presumed beauty in this situation. But while it might be fine in an analog game, asking a girl out in this world, which is indistinguishable from reality, is, by my standards, as difficult as hitting on someone.

As a battle-hardened part-time worker, I'm confident I've polished my communication skills to some extent, but as someone who could only see [Arcadia], I had no time to put effort into getting a girlfriend.

I'm a damn weakling with zero experience points. While I can handle customer service or work-related interactions, I can't come up with a way to communicate with a woman in a private setting.

"Y-yeah. What a coincidence, huh."

See? The only thing that comes out of my mouth is a low-intelligence agreement that has no conversation-extending capabilities. I'm starting to despair at the current situation where I have no choice but to entrust the conversation to the smiling girl, who seems to be having fun for some reason—

"Since we're here, would you like to party up for a bit?"

—Just as I was about to despair, a lifeline was thrown to me by the girl herself.

Should I be happy or feel pathetic? Either way, in my mind, the "presumed beauty" with the dazzling smile had earned the simple adjective of "beautiful girl."

◇◆◇◆◇

This is just my personal guess, but I think the place you get transported to after choosing your affiliation from that place I've tentatively named the [Cave of Awakening] differs depending on the faction you choose.

Why? Because if I had chosen Vestol, which preaches 'Peace,' and was unceremoniously thrown into a forest full of such aggressive enemies, I'm confident I would have been furious!

"............Um, I'm really sorry, Haru-san. You said we'd party up, but I'm just relying on you completely..."

I wonder how many it's been now. The girl made a deeply apologetic face at me as I let out an exasperated sigh while finishing off a [Goblin Mushroom], the giant mushrooms that inhabit this forest.

The monster mushroom, its HP completely depleted, froze for a moment before exploding into a polygon-like blue phosphorescence. Amidst the light, I glanced at the results screen that popped up and then smiled at the shrinking girl.

"No, I'm glad we happened to start together. I'd be surprised if you had managed to get through this forest on your own, Sora."

When I said it in a teasing tone, the girl—player name [Sora]—smiled shyly.

After that, we introduced ourselves with just our player names and left the safe zone, only to be attacked by fungi ten steps later.

Fortunately, there were some initial equipment items prepared in my inventory, so this time I didn't have to become the incarnation of kicking—but a few seconds into the encounter, Sora left the front lines.

It wasn't that she was ambushed and lost all her HP in one hit. To be specific, she screamed and ran back to the safe zone like her life depended on it.

Well, the fungus wasn't exactly what you'd call cute, and the sight of a giant, grotesque mushroom with a faintly eerie face and limbs growing out of it, attacking you... well, it was kind of horrifying.

I watched her girlish retreat with an amused smile and sliced the mushroom, which had the same agility as the stone doll, into pieces with my dagger. The problem came after that.

—This beautiful girl is fatally bad at combat.

Well, I'd be terrified if a girl who just started a VR game was skilled at combat in this game where combat is basically a real fight... but still, Sora's combat skills are so bad that I can't see any way for her to defeat a 'Goblin Mushroom.'

First of all, the fact that she always closes her eyes when she swings her weapon makes her a non-starter.

There are many other problems, and every time I point one out, Sora honestly tries to improve, but it's bound to be difficult to overcome them all at once.

While we were practicing, my follow-up was too slow, and Sora died. Feeling guilty for letting an innocent girl die, I too stood there defenseless as the mushroom's body slam pummeled me, and I meekly accepted my first death.

And we awoke at the starting point. It seems that for those who chose Istia, the cushy game mechanic of "reviving in town after death" is not allowed, and we have to live with the fungi unless we break through this forest.

For now, I don't know if it's a game specification or just for this forest, but it seems that death doesn't cause a decrease in accumulated experience points. That means that if we can just take out the mushrooms one by one, we should eventually be able to break through by brute-forcing our levels.

But from the looks of Sora, there's no telling how long that would take. Having judged the situation, I'm now playing the role of her knight, soothing her as she urged me to go on ahead alone—

"There are so many of them."

The number of mushrooms I've already sliced up is countless. For me, who acquired an indomitable fighting spirit from the deathmatch with the stone doll, the fungi, whose only means of attack is a pathetic body slam, are no threat. They were quickly reduced to mere experience points... but the encounter rate is just too high.

Since I'm proceeding cautiously while protecting Sora, the end of the forest is still not in sight—ah, I leveled up.

While I was thinking, I was dismantling another fungus, and I leveled up for the nth time. [Arcadia]'s level system seems to be a status point allocation system, where you get 10 points for each level up and use them to improve your abilities as you like.

Alright, let's distribute these points, something like this seems good.

――――――――――――――――――
◇Status◇
Name：Haru　 Lv：6
STR(Strength)：5
AGI(Agility)：20
DEX(Dexterity)：20
VIT(Vitality)：5
MID(Mind)：5
LUC(Luck)：5

◇Skill◇

――――――――――――――――――

By the way, the initial values were all zero. When it first appeared, I was Lv.1 with 10 saved-up points. In games like this, I usually go for a specialized build, focusing on one thing, but since I'm going in blind, I have no way of knowing which stats are useful and to what extent.

Surprisingly, Sora seems to have some prior knowledge, and when I asked, she said that it will be possible to reset status points eventually. So, for now, I decided to put one point into each stat to see what happens, and eventually decided on a policy of pouring points into Agility and Dexterity, as improving my physical abilities felt the most right.

Being able to move quickly is quite exhilarating, and I considered going all-in on AGI, but I confirmed that if DEX doesn't keep up, you end up getting thrown off by your own speed, so for now, I'll raise them both together.

Since we're in a party, experience points are shared, so of course Sora is also leveling up. She seems to be raising MID and LUC. Acknowledging her lack of talent for melee combat, she plans to aim for acquiring magical attack methods for now.

I thought it would be there, but there is magic. I'm having fun moving my body, so I plan to go with a melee build for now, but I'd like to try my hand at magic someday.

"How is it?"

"...Not yet, it seems."

I asked Sora, who was also distributing her status points, but she operated another window to check something and then shook her head disappointedly.

Currently, we are trying to get through the forest while leveling up, and we are waiting for a magic skill to appear for Sora.

This game's skill system is special, or rather, it has some pretty technologically advanced specifications. To put it simply, skills are automatically generated based on the player's actions and appear in the skill tree.

The number of skills confirmed so far is enormous, and there are many unique skills that have only been manifested by a single person. That's great, it's a story full of dreams.

Magic skills can be acquired relatively easily by putting a lot of points into MID, which is related to magic attack power and MP values.

"I haven't gotten any skills yet either, so let's take it easy."

"Ugh... I feel so useless."

She seems to be bothered by it, but as a guy, just having a girl with me is a bonus. I don't have the guts to say it to her face, so I'll just be grateful in my heart.

"It's just that there are a lot of them and it's a pain, but once you get used to them, they're just fungi, so it's fine."

I have no idea what's so fine about fungi, but I said it with a lighthearted joke and a smile. Perhaps giving up on making excuses, Sora bowed her head and said, "Thank you for your help," with a shy smile.

<hr>

contact (collision)



    Chapter 6

    The Gilded Veneer Peels Away

    "—I did it!!"

Has it been about an hour since we started slaughtering mushrooms? After a few more level-ups, Sora, who had opened her status screen, finally let out a cheer.

"Oh, really?"

I, who had also opened my window at the same time, was drawn in by her voice and, leaving my own level-up behind, went over to Sora's side.

"It doesn't seem to be an... attack magic. Um... —[Heal Light]?"

"Healing magic?"

The first skill Sora acquired was a support magic that, well, suited her temperament.

"That's great. I didn't have any means of healing, so that's a big help."

"Mmph... Haru-san, you haven't been hit even once."

When I spoke my honest thoughts, the girl seemed slightly dissatisfied with the skill she had acquired.

"Well, I mean, it would be pretty lame if I got hit by a slow-moving mushroom after maxing out my agility, right?"

It wouldn't be very cool for a guy. I'm actually being pretty careful not to show a pathetic fight.

"Having insurance makes me feel more at ease, you know."

While soothing Sora, who was glaring at the window with a look of dissatisfaction, I returned to my own stat allocation—and here it is.

"I got a skill too."

"Wow, what kind is it?"

Sora, who had been grumbling, suddenly perked up and flew over to my side, looking excited as if it were her own skill. I ignored her and checked the details of the skill.

This is interesting. Even though I just got it, I can understand what kind of effect it has as if it were second nature. It's a strange feeling, like knowledge was naturally installed in my head—wait, isn't that scary? Can we stop with the constant barrage of mysterious technology that redefines common sense?

"It seems to be a passive skill."

"A pas... what is it?"

"A passive skill. It's not something you activate voluntarily, but a support skill whose effect is always active."

The name of the skill I acquired is [Multiple Weapon Aptitude]—it seems I gain aptitude for a wide range of weapon types, not just a specific one. It probably appeared because I was switching equipment in every battle, wanting to try out different weapons.

It seems to affect the attack power multiplier and handling of the weapons I use, but it's probably less effective than a specialized aptitude... well, it's not something that hurts to have, so I guess it's fine.

"Um, is it a good thing?"

"Well, it's the kind of thing that helps to have."

"Then, I'm happy for you!"

Sora said, looking as happy as if it were her own achievement.

...This girl is just so pure and cute. I'm starting to feel more like a guardian than a member of the opposite sex, and I'm worried about her future, wondering if she'll be deceived by some bad guy.

I don't know her real age, so she could even be older than me. Oh, I've been talking to her casually this whole time... too late now.

◇◆◇◆◇

◇ Skill Acquired ◇

"Oh."

Just as the scenery of the forest began to change slightly and I reached level 10, the announcement of my second skill acquisition echoed in my head.

"What is it?" Sora asked, and I showed her the window. Her face lit up in a very easy-to-read way. While basking in the healing waves of this girl who seemed to be the embodiment of innocence, I checked the skill. The second one was an active skill called [Quick Change].

"—Wait, isn't this a god-tier skill?"

Its performance, which was installed in my brain as usual, made me unconsciously mutter those words. The words were unfamiliar to her, and Sora tilted her head, repeating, "A god-skill?"

"With thought control, you can switch weapons without directly manipulating the equipment slots."

"...Um?"

To demonstrate for her, who was still tilting her head, I raised the short spear I was holding... needless to say, in this short amount of time, I'm still not used to the 'thought control' unique to the virtual world. To be honest, I'm not sure if I'll succeed—here goes!

"Wow!"

Well, it didn't seem to be that difficult. The short spear I was holding in my right hand glowed faintly, and with a soft *vwoom* sound, it switched to a hand axe in the next moment.

In front of the cheering Sora, I straightened my face, which was starting to relax into a slightly smug expression, and, also for confirmation, I switched weapons one after another—ah, this skill is so damn convenient.

It seems to be spammable with a slight cooldown, and it doesn't consume MP. For a very brief moment after switching, the weight of the weapon, or rather, the feeling of holding it, becomes vague, which feels a little strange, but I should be able to get used to it.

With this, I don't have to switch weapons before a fight; I can instantly change weapons according to the situation in the middle of a battle. Isn't this too much of a god-tier skill for a second one?

"It's like magic, isn't it?"

"Well, I guess it is magic. It doesn't use MP, though."

In any case, it's a significant increase in my adaptability. I'll gratefully make use of it.

◇◆◇◆◇

――――――――――――――――――
◇Status◇
Name：Haru　 Lv：11
STR(Strength)：15
AGI(Agility)：40
DEX(Dexterity)：40
VIT(Vitality)：5
MID(Mind)：5
LUC(Luck)：5

◇Skill◇
・Multiple Weapon Aptitude
　[Quick Change]
――――――――――――――――――

"Well, I've leveled up a fair bit, but..."

Some time has passed since then. With the help of my convenient new skill, I've been piling up the corpses of mushrooms with ease, and after about two hours of adventuring, we've finally reached the exit of the mushroom forest.

The mushroom forest... that sounds pretty bad. One letter off and it could start a war.

Anyway, the reason I know the exit is near, even though we're still in the middle of a dense forest, is because—

"I-it looks strong..."

Peeking out from behind a tree, we see a clearing in a perfect circle ahead. Sora and I are looking at a living tree, about three meters tall, with small mushrooms growing out of its body here and there.

Enemy name: [Host of Mush]. This monster, with a name as grand as its eerie appearance, is most likely the master of this newcomer-unfriendly forest.

"It probably is strong..."

Having only experienced the slow-moving golem and slow-moving monster mushrooms, my measure of strength is skewed, so I can't gauge its strength from its appearance at all. So any enemy I see for the first time will probably look strong... but even so, that one looks tough. The otherworldly graphics, no different from reality, also contribute to its extremely intimidating appearance.

Well, I probably can't see the outside of the forest without dealing with this thing somehow. I have no choice but to brace myself. I pushed away the thought that if I lost and died, I'd have to traverse this damn huge forest again, which seemed like it would cause a mental breakdown.

"Sora."

"Y-yes...!"

"As usual, I'll charge in. I have a feeling I won't get through this unscathed like before, so I'm counting on your support."

"Hh... Yes! I'll do my best as a healer!"

Sora, who had been resigned to having no turn until now because I hadn't been hit even once, clenched her fists with a determined look. How cu—no, I need to concentrate.

"Try to keep your distance and not draw attention as much as possible."

"Yes."

"It's a boss enemy, so it might have area-of-effect attacks. I don't think it'll have anything that can kill you instantly, but let's try to be flexible."

"Yes.

"Bosses in this type of game sometimes use special gimmicks. If that happens and we can get away, we'll regroup."

"Yes."

"Finally."

She's probably nervous. I smiled at Sora, whose expression was getting stiffer with each point I made, trying to keep my tone as light as possible.

"Even if we lose, we can just come back stronger for a rematch—it's a game, you know? Let's have fun."

"Hh... Yes!"

My attempt to act cool, though I'm not used to it, seemed to have worked, as Sora's expression brightened. I gave her a nod, re-gripped the straight sword in my hand—and now, let's go!

"Alright, first boss fight! Let's do this!"

"Huh...? L-let's do this!!"

Ah, sorry, my tone slipped because I got excited—what? The [Chosen Stone Doll] was a boss? A rock that can be taken down with a kick doesn't count! Let's go!

◇◆◇◆◇

"—It's strong!!"

About ten minutes into the fight. The battle against the [Host of Mush], which had been going surprisingly well at the start, took a turn for the worse when the boss gimmick activated after its HP dropped below half, putting me at a disadvantage.

"It's still just mushrooms in the end!!"

The trump card (gimmick) of the [Host of Mush] was the mass summoning of the all-too-familiar [Goblin Mushrooms]. I thought it was just scattering the small mushrooms growing on its body, but they grew into monster mushrooms at a tremendous rate after they fell.

Fortunately, I had put points into STR to reach the one-shot kill threshold for these guys, so dealing with them one by one is easy, but the number is insane. Furthermore, the weapon types that can one-shot them are great axes and greatswords, which are not very maneuverable, so my response is slow and I'm taking more hits.

"[Heal Light]!"

Sora keeps sending healing magic my way, but since we haven't been able to test it before, I don't know how much aggro healing generates in this game. If I let her use it too much, there's a chance the mushrooms will all swarm Sora at once.

I want to end this quickly, but unfortunately, we're a pair of new players. We don't have any trump cards yet.

Making Sora work any harder is a bit scary. I [Quick Change] the greatsword I was swinging desperately in the middle of the mushroom tsunami to a straight sword and a dagger in a dual-wielding stance—I'll just hit everything and grab all the hate!

"Behold, my half-remembered manga swordsmanship!!"

I hold both swords in a reverse grip and, making full use of the agility I've invested points in, I run around, slashing as I pass by. I can't kill them in one hit, but I'm evenly spreading hate and damage, reducing their numbers.

Oh, hello there, parent. It's been a while.

"You have too many kids!!"

"GYOOOOOOOOOOOOOOH?!"

While dealing with the mushrooms, I happened to pass by the parent, so I threw my straight sword at its face. It stuck in its nose with a rather wet *thud*, and unlike the mushrooms, it seems to have a voice box, as an eerie shriek rose up.

I threw it on impulse, but when I activate [Quick Change] and switch to a hand axe, the straight sword that was stuck in its face disappears and is stored in my inventory.

...There might be a range limit on retrieval, but isn't this still a god-tier skill?

"Then how about this, you bastard!!"

It was an accidental discovery, but this knowledge is a blessing. It's an ad-lib, but I'll use what I can! Here comes the great axe boomer-aaaaaaang!!!

It should be absolutely impossible with my STR stat from a pre-equipped state, but [Quick Change] seems to have a lag where the weapon weight is only reflected for a moment after switching. Or maybe it's a system-intended 'grace period,' but since I'm in a rather critical situation, I'll make use of anything I can without hesitation.

Enter the throwing motion beforehand, and a beat before throwing, [Quick Change] my weapon to a great axe or greatsword and let it fly. The sight of the mushrooms being trampled like trash before the vicious mass of the cheerfully flying weapon makes me realize I'm exploiting the system, but—

"I'll send an inquiry email later, so feel free to patch it or whatever, yeeeeaaaaaahhhhhhh!!"

This is starting to get fun! Take this, double tomahawk boomerang!!

Well, one of them is a greatsword, not a great axe. Flyyyy, you baaaastaaaards!!!

◇◆◇◆◇

"..............................,"

How should she describe the scene before her eyes—the girl, who had at some point become frozen in the shade of a tree, could only stare blankly at *it*.

A chance encounter that occurred with a very, very low probability. The first player she met in [Arcadia], a world rumored to be full of handsome men and beautiful women, had the appearance of a somewhat reassuringly "ordinary boy," and he was very kind to her, who had caused him trouble so early on.

He repeatedly laughed and said, "Don't worry about it," to Sora, who was unable to be of much use in battle, which was very gentlemanly, and she appreciated his efforts to break the ice with jokes here and there.

So, he—Haru—had earned a rather high evaluation in Sora's mind, but............ um, what in the world is that...?

Starting with the sudden change in his tone at the beginning of the boss fight, his words and personality gradually transformed as the battle intensified. Finally, he started laughing maniacally and throwing large axes and swords around with some incomprehensible movements.

To put it mildly, Sora was taken aback. To be honest, she was completely put off.

It's not an exaggeration to say that she had started to develop a slight girlish crush, thinking, "He's a wonderful person," for Haru, whom she had just met but had started to trust. But now, he looked like a complete berserker.

In front of Sora, who could only watch in stunned silence, the monster mushrooms were being pitifully torn apart by the thrown blades... or rather, they were being torn apart by the thrown blades at an incredible speed—huh, ah.

"Ha-... Haru-san!!"

To be honest, it took a lot of courage for Sora to call out to Haru right now, but she still had a sliver of composure left. She noticed that behind the rapidly dwindling mushrooms, the boss was standing alone and had stopped moving.

Haru flinched at Sora's voice and turned to look at her as if he'd been shot.

Combined with his previous demeanor, his movement was enough to strike fear into Sora—but he must have had his own thoughts. His face, which had turned red in an instant, then turned pale, and finally, as if filled with some incomprehensible sorrow, he looked up at the sky.

An inexplicable urge to "follow up" with something welled up inside her, but right now there was something more important she had to tell him.

"The, the boss! It's open!!"

"—Hh!"

She thought her words might have been insufficient, but Haru reacted instantly to Sora's words, turned on his heel, and ran through the thinned-out mushrooms at an incredible speed.

He must be good at using his body. Even though he, like Sora, had just started this game, his movements were so captivating that she couldn't help but think, "He's cool"—but she couldn't shake the image of his previous berserker state from her mind.

In the middle of a boss fight, where she should have been focused, Sora couldn't help but smile wryly as she watched his back.

"This is all your fault, you son of a biiiiiiiitch!!!"

Swinging the great axe and greatsword he held in both hands simultaneously, Haru delivered the finishing blow to the [Host of Mush] with an incomprehensible roar.



    Chapter 7

    Bye-Bye, Buddy

    ◇ [Host of Mush] has been defeated ◇

◇ Title Acquired ◇
・'Vanquisher of the Host of Mush'
・'Conqueror of the First Hardship'
・'One Who Weaves Bonds'

◇ Skill Acquired ◇
・[Weapon Darts]
・Accel Tempo

◇ Skill Leveled Up ◇
・[Multiple Weapon Aptitude] ⇒ [All Weapon Aptitude]

"—Hhhh...!!"

Battle results and other logs are flowing by, but I've got bigger things to worry about—I completely screwed up. I let my excitement get the better of me and showed my crazy side to an innocent, beautiful girl.

It was a first for me. I was vaguely aware that my thoughts had gone off the rails and my tone and personality had veered in a strange direction, but to be honest, I barely remember most of it.

So I turn into that when my tension maxes out...? A shocking new discovery about myself after eighteen years of life...

And what's with me juggling a great axe and a greatsword like that? This isn't that kind of game! Or at least it shouldn't be, I don't know for sure!

The sound of consecutive level-ups is so loud! Right now, I need to figure out how to erase the image of a madman that's been burned into Sora's eyes—

"Um..."

"Hyuh..."

Without even the resolve to check her reaction, an odd sound escaped me at the sound of Sora's voice as she approached. I timidly turned around to see the girl wearing an indescribably awkward expression.

She was probably trying to smile. I could see a glimpse of her usual earnestness, which made it even more painful.

"Uh, um... I-I'm sorry you had to see that..."

I managed to get out an excuse without being able to look the innocent girl in the eye.

"Ah, ahaha..."

And that was her reaction. Yeah, "ahaha" is right. Ahahaha, damn it, I can hear the sound of a flag breaking before it's even been raised! Aaargh!!

It wasn't like I was seriously seeing Sora as a romantic interest, more like just thinking "how cute," but the thought of my category in her mind changing from "a pretty kind guy" to "a madman who throws weapons around while laughing maniacally" dealt a fatal blow to my mental state.

As Sora laughed awkwardly, I, lacking the tough heart to pile on more excuses, was heartbroken. I hung my head and quietly opened my status screen.

Allocating status points in an MMO is a blissful time of joy... it's gentle on a wounded heart...

Perhaps sensing my dejected state, Sora began to panic and tried to offer some words of support—and then,

"Um, Haru-sa, n...!?"

"Huh?"

Suddenly, the ground of the circular clearing where the boss fight had taken place began to glow. It wasn't the kind of light that sparked a sense of danger, but a soft one—and then this feeling...

"Teleportation... right?"

From the cave to the forest, a sensation I had experienced only once before.

The moment Sora and I looked at each other, we were enveloped in light and sent somewhere else.

◇◆◇◆◇

A brief feeling of floating, a sense of the surrounding air and atmosphere changing all at once. After experiencing my second teleportation, I slowly opened my eyes.

And my impression of the scene that unfolded before me was—

"—Wow...!"

—summed up by the excited tone of Sora, who had let out a breath before I did.

"Oh?"

"Wait, a newbie?"

"Seriously? That's rare."

"Two new people in the same faction at this time? Are they family?"

"Could be a couple."

"What? Guilty."

"The jealousy of a single person is..."

"Ugly."

"Shut up, you guys are single too!"

"Anyway, how long has it been since we had a newbie? So grateful."

"A girl! A precious girl! Welcome to Istia, let's be friends!"

From a dim, claustrophobic forest to a vast space brightly lit by dazzling streetlights. What burst into our view was a town with rows of beautiful buildings with colorful roofs, looking just like something out of another world. And in its center, as if by rule, was a magnificent fountain square with a giant sword motif.

It wasn't just the scenery that burst forth; the voices of the many players coming and going also rushed towards us as a great clamor.

...Oh, by the way, that last excited voice was a woman's. No need to report her.

As the voices around us suggested, it seems that newbies like us who chose to join Istia are rare. We ended up gathering quite a bit of curious stares—

"It's definitely a couple, right?"

"Well, they're sticking that close together."

At those words, I glanced beside me.

And I'm only just noticing this now, but there's a strange sensation on my left arm...?

"—Sora-san."

"Yes!"

I called out to Sora, whose face was strangely close. The girl, completely thrilled by the beautiful cityscape and the lively players, looked up at me with sparkling eyes—ah, you noticed? Yes, your face is super close.

Not just her face, her whole body is close. I don't know when it started, but during teleportation, there's a moment where you lose all sense of your body. Because I'm not used to it, my senses must have been thrown off, and I didn't notice until now.

Well, if she's clinging to my arm like that, it's no wonder people would mistake us for a "couple." Ahaha, this soft feeling and warmth...!!

While offering my utmost gratitude to [Arcadia] for faithfully recreating the feel of human skin, I hid my true feelings behind a polite smile. And then, Sora, with a speed that seemed to make a *shwip* sound, took a distance from me, her cheeks flushing bright red.

"S-sorr...! I'm so sorr...!?"

"No, it's fine. It's really fine."

If I moved my facial muscles now, they would definitely relax into a goofy grin. With that conviction, I kept a polite smile, a mask of iron, on my face. Across from me, Sora seemed to be writhing in embarrassment.

"A rom-com just started."

"What? Are you trying to pick a fight?"

"Hey, don't be rude to the precious newbies."

"Isn't being rude to a happy couple more like a praise, or rather, a declaration of defeat?"

"Cute."

"Cute."

"I can't tell what she's like on the inside, but based on her voice and mannerisms, I'm betting on her being a genuine beauty."

"You gotta have dreams, man."

"Who's that average-looking guy? Someone assassinate him for me."

"Just kill me instead. I'm so jealous I want to die."

"Let's go to the arena. I'll let you use me as a punching bag."

Having shown such a textbook-cute side of herself under the watchful eyes of the public, Sora became the butt of their cheerful conversation.

She seemed to be in a light panic, but she must have heard their voices clearly. Sora's cheeks flushed even more, as if she were about to let off steam... wait, is that really smoke coming from her head? So the game is even equipped with gag-like depictions like that—

"H-ha, hahahaha, Haru-san!! Um, for today! Thank you so much!"

"Wait, huh?"

"Thank you sooooooooo much!!!"

As if to vent her embarrassment, she let out an incredibly loud shout—and with an effect similar to teleportation, Sora vanished from the world of [Arcadia].

"..................Huh...?"

It was a logout of escape, a girl's desperate measure.

"We have an announcement: the presumed beauty has fled."

"Alright, show's over."

"She ran away from you, lol."

"Poor guy."

"Lmao."

"Yeah, lmao."

"That was fun. Good luck, newbie."

Perhaps it's true that everyone's interest in a beautiful girl is the same, even if it's just an avatar. The moment Sora logged out, almost all the senior players seemed to lose interest, either scattering in different directions or returning to their own conversations.

The party was disbanded the moment she logged out, and I hadn't even registered her as a friend, thinking I'd ask her when we parted ways if we got along well.

That means I have no way to contact her... I don't think this is the last time we'll see each other, but I don't know when we'll meet again.

"......................Um, to log out..."

Struck by a not-insignificant amount of shock and a sense of loss, I quietly logged out of the virtual world, feeling some strange emotion that I couldn't quite put into words.

The time I awoke from my dream was around 9 PM. My mother, who had held back her complaints and saved dinner for me because it was my first day, looked at me, and the drop from a beautiful girl (Sora) to my mom dealt me an indescribable amount of damage, and I let out a deep sigh.

My mother, whose face was met with a very disappointed sigh the moment I saw her, got a vein popping on her forehead, and it goes without saying that I received my second lecture of the day.



    Chapter 8

    The Next Day, Alone

    "This incredible sense of disconnect..."

—Day two of playing. My plan for an all-night marathon was thwarted by the pressure of my angry mother, so I went to bed early, woke up early, and returned to the virtual world at 5 AM.

Unlike the first time I logged in, where I was tossed around at will, there was no dramatic intro of being thrown into the sky or the sea this time. After the [Arcadia] title logo, a whiteout occurred, and my consciousness was once again sent into my avatar in this world.

My current location is the fountain square where I logged out last night. It's 5 AM in the real world, but in the virtual world, where time flows at a density 50% greater than reality, it's almost 8 AM. The sun has already fully risen, and the square is already bustling with activity.

Now, as for what I'm grumbling about with a grimace on my face, I'm currently unable to hide my confusion at the difference in physical sensation between my body in the real world and my body in the virtual world. In my initial state before allocating any status points, it was just a matter of "moving well," but after the boss fight, my level is now 17. This avatar, which has gained 170 status points, has already surpassed the specs of a normal human.

――――――――――――――――――
◇Status◇
Name：Haru　 Lv：17
STR(Strength)：15
AGI(Agility)：70
DEX(Dexterity)：70
VIT(Vitality)：5
MID(Mind)：5
LUC(Luck)：5

◇Skill◇
・All Weapon Aptitude
[Quick Change]
[Weapon Darts]

・Accel Tempo
――――――――――――――――――

This is my current status. Even before the boss fight, I was able to move in ways that surpassed an Olympic athlete... and compared to this body (avatar), which has gained even more points since then, the physical specs of my real-world body are garbage.

Perhaps because of the huge disparity between my physical abilities in both worlds, I feel an incredible sense of disconnect all over my body, even when I'm just standing still. I think I'll get used to it if I move around a bit... I'll just have to hope I get used to it eventually.

"...Now, what to do?"

I currently have no plan for what to do next. Now that I've parted ways with Sora, who seemed to have some prior knowledge, I'm forced to act like a foreigner lost in a foreign country again.

If I'm really in trouble, I could ask one of the senior players walking around for a lecture... but, well, everyone is decked out in shiny equipment, and they look dazzling, or rather, intimidating, you know?

"Ugh............Huh?"

As someone who is clearly a beginner in both equipment and atmosphere, I stand out even without Sora by my side, unlike yesterday. Feeling embarrassed to be standing still under theチラチラ glances, I opened my inventory to at least look like I was doing something... and the equipment section was completely empty.

"...I forgot."

I had completely forgotten that the set of initial weapons that had been so helpful yesterday were limited-time tutorial-only items that disappeared as soon as I cleared the mushroom forest.

The materials section of my inventory is packed with a large number of [Mushroom Caps] and what is probably a boss drop, an item called [Ancient Wood of the Mushroom Bed]—but these are useless for even mushroom hunting.

Yesterday, I was forced to hunt mushrooms endlessly, so the currency dropped by them has accumulated quite a bit. So, the place I should head to for now is—

"Excuse me, do you know where the weapon shop is?"

"Huh? Oh, yeah. A weapon shop?"

Hey, you kind-looking big brother over there! Give me a lecture!!

◇◆◇◆◇

"Welcome."

Guided by a kind senior player, I arrived at an NPC shop—excitedly, I passed through the door and was greeted by a female NPC shopkeeper. I received a gentle healing from the smiling beautiful woman and, with a bow, approached the counter.

"What can I do for you today?"

"I'm in need of some weapons."

"The equipment we handle at our shop is all beginner-level weapons for starters, but..."

"Oh, I'm a beginner, so that's no problem."

When I said that as if it were a matter of course, the shopkeeper looked surprised.

"So, you're new to Istia? It's been over half a year since a new traveler has come here."

"Oof..."

Istia, huh... I thought it would be unpopular, but I didn't think it would be that bad. Well, I guess people who do their research before starting this game wisely choose other factions... What's a traveler? Is that what NPCs call players?

Anyway, as someone who runs a shop for beginners, she must have had a lot of time on her hands. I felt a warmth at her somewhat happy demeanor and asked for a product catalog.

"This is a list of the items we carry."

With a wave of her hand, a translucent, glowing system board stylishly deployed in mid-air. Wow, how game-like and wonderful.

"Hmm..."

Even for beginners, there seem to be some variations, such as iron, alloy, and forged steel. The types of weapons are also all the ones I used in the beginner series, and there are even some unusual ones like a transforming scythe and a chain flail.

But well... in my case, I don't really need to choose, or rather, considering my fighting style from yesterday, my general build is already set, so—

"I'll take everything in the iron series."

If it's the lowest-rank iron weapons, I can just barely afford all the weapon types in the catalog. After a quick calculation, I told her my order, and the result was,

"What?"

—a smile from the shopkeeper and those words, or rather, that voice.

It wasn't that she was trying to intimidate me. She was probably just confused about what I had just said. I was also aware that my order was a little (a lot) strange, so I had an explanation ready.

"It's just that I tend to switch between a lot of different weapons when I fight, and my build isn't specialized in any one weapon, so..."

"I-I see..."

Oh, she's surprisingly not convinced—or rather, what is it? She looks a little troubled.

"Uh... is there a problem?"

Did I miscalculate? Do I not have enough money... no, I haven't even told her how much I have... Hmm?

As I tilted my head in confusion, the shopkeeper, with a hesitant gesture as if she were unsure whether to say it, pointed to a spot on the catalog floating in the air.

It was a corner of the page that showed a simple description of each weapon, a place where a small but definite "number" was written—

"...Huh?"

Wait, was there a number like that? I don't think it was on the beginner series, right? So I must have missed it... and... —Item weight?

"..................Ah."

"Well............"

The shopkeeper seemed to realize that I had noticed.

—Ah, that makes sense. A kind shopkeeper like her... it must be hard to point out a customer's "ignorance."

I suppressed the heat rising to my face and quietly opened my own status screen. I found the item labeled "Maximum Carry Capacity" and compared it to the item weight of the weapons the shopkeeper had shown me.

Ah, I see... so even though it's a game-like extradimensional storage, the restrictions are still pretty strict...

"Well... for a beginner's capacity, considering the balance with armor, consumables, and loot from hunting..."

...It's okay. It's okay, shopkeeper. You don't have to look so apologetic.

When I smiled with a look of complete understanding, she smiled back apologetically and—

"A large weapon and a small one as a sub, or two medium-sized weapons like a straight sword, would be the limit..."

My dream of a walking armory (quick-change build), has come to an end.

◇◆◇◆◇

—So, what do I do now?

I can't just stay dejected. After that, we both bowed our heads apologetically an infinite number of times, and for now, I bought an iron straight sword and a great axe. After getting my weapons, I left the NPC shop and went straight to the [Plains of the Horizon], the beginner area with the lowest recommended level.

...And now that I think about it, was that lady really an NPC? Her emotional expressions and word choices made her seem like a real person—no, let's put that aside for now.

As expected of a beginner area in the unpopular Istia, there are no other players in the vast plains as far as the eye can see. The enemies in this area, the [Fool Boars], are everywhere, but it seems they aren't aggressive enemies. As long as I don't attack them, they won't attack me first.

The problem that has come up is my avatar's future development plan. I didn't even think about it yesterday, but it seems the beginner series I was using in the mushroom forest was a special type that didn't take up inventory space.

That's why I was able to carry so many different types of weapons. In reality, equipment naturally has weight. Daggers are light, while large weapons like greatswords and great axes are ridiculously heavy.

I also asked the lady if there was a way to increase my maximum carry capacity, but as far as she knew, the only way was to level up—in other words, there's no immediate solution. Case closed.

I had a theory that quick change was broken, but I never expected a pitfall like this... well, I still think throwing and switching is broken, but a technical style of switching between various weapons is probably not realistic.

"Basically, I'll fight at high speed with a high-attack-rate weapon, and switch to a large weapon for a decisive blow..."

For the time being, I plan to go with an agility-focused light warrior build, but it seems I don't dislike a big, one-hit-kill style either. For a while, my style will probably be a basic straight sword, switching to a great axe for a finishing move.

A fighting style where I switch between various weapons according to the situation, like yesterday, is impossible for the time being... but well, for now, I think I'll stick with this status point allocation policy.

I won't be holding a large weapon all the time, so I don't think I need to reconsider my STR allocation—and with that,

"Let the hunt begin."

By the way, because I forced myself to cram a straight sword and a great axe into my inventory, I'm at my maximum carry capacity. I can't even carry potions, let alone pick up loot. Welcome to my mysterious self-imposed challenge run.



    Chapter 9

    Reckless Rush

    I'm sorry.

<hr>

"This is bad!!"

In a corner of the first beginner area—the [Plains of the Horizon]—I was facing off against a [Fool Boar] that exploded with a pathetic "peegyii" death cry. I had my straight sword stuck in the ground and was spewing out some pretty harsh language.

Why? Because these wild boars, true to their name, seem to have only one attack method: a straight-line charge. But their STR and VIT seem to be set high, because even if I hit them with a great axe counter, they barely survive, and if I take a direct hit from their charge, my paper-thin durability means I naturally get one-shotted.

So, the only two options for fighting them are to either finish them off with a surprise attack or to dodge their initial charge and then chase them down and finish them off with a rush from behind... but the thing is, the moment you hit them from behind, they run off in a completely random direction, and even if you dodge their charge, they don't even notice and just keep running off into the distance, turning the fight into a game of tag.

As a result, it takes a long time to kill one, but the experience points you get are the same as or even less than the slow-moving mushrooms from yesterday. Why is the experience lower than the enemies in the very first tutorial stage? My frustration is just getting worse.

"Should I change hunting grounds...? No, I can't enter the next area without defeating the area boss..."

And the only enemy that appears in this area is these idiots. What with the [Goblin Mushroom] hell in the mushroom forest, isn't the variety of enemies in the early game a bit small? If I didn't know that this game has been the undisputed champion for three years since its launch, I'd be worried about the future with this simple taste.

So, should I just ignore the small fry and challenge the boss? I looked around, but...

"I can see for miles in this plain, but I don't see anything that looks like a boss."

As the name [Plains of the Horizon] suggests, it's a vast, flat plain with no obstacles. So I can literally see all the way to the horizon, but all I see are fool boars, and I don't see any that are huge or look different, like a boss.

And because the area is so ridiculously large, my sense of distance is getting messed up. I can see the fool boars in the far distance as tiny dots, and I have no idea what kind of rendering technology this is.

"Well then..."

I'm still a low-level, but I'm already pretty confident in the agility I've invested points in. I can't be bothered dealing with these idiots one by one! I'll run from one end of the area to the other!!

◇◆◇◆◇

"You idiots!"

I'm running at full speed, letting out a scream. The cloud of dust rising behind me like something out of a gag manga isn't from me, but from a horde of [Fool Boars] that has swelled to several dozen.

After that, I started running through the plains, ignoring the [Fool Boars], but—for some reason, these idiot boars started linking up every time I ran past them, and one after another, they turned aggressive and started chasing me.

At first, I was just thinking, "So that's how they react," and didn't take it seriously, but as the sound of footsteps behind me grew into a deafening roar that shook the ground, I realized I couldn't ignore them anymore.

Fortunately, the horde seems to have stopped growing after a certain number... but whether it grows any more or not, the two words "instant death" that I'll face if I get trampled won't change.

I found out when I died in that failed counter-attack one-shot, but it seems the death penalty exemption was only for the tutorial stage, the "mushroom forest." I lost a good chunk of my accumulated experience points, so I'd really rather not get run over.

And it comes with a status-lowering debuff that lasts for a ridiculously long eight hours in real time, or twelve hours in virtual time. A 10% reduction is not a big deal now at a low level, but for a max-level player, that's a 10-level debuff. I have a feeling it's going to get tough later on.

Now, it seems my AGI is higher, so I'm not in danger of being caught... but unfortunately, even a virtual body that doesn't get physically tired can't move indefinitely.

If I continue to perform at this level, including the full-speed sprint I'm doing now, I'll run out of a hidden parameter, stamina, which isn't displayed as a number. If that happens, I'll be forced into a fatigue animation, and since I can't put enough distance between us right now, that would mean certain mincemeat.

"Damn, I'm getting pissed off...!"

I've been running with these boars in tow for quite some time now, but there's still no sign of a boss, and the scenery hasn't changed at all. The boars that aren't part of the horde are just munching on grass or berries, and they look at me with disinterest as I sprint past, which is also annoying.

The horde behind me is also letting out a series of squeals and grunts, as if to taunt me. It's so annoying! "Pugyaaaah"—Shut up!!!

"Let's do this, you pigs! It's time for the slaughter! Let's go!"

I activated [Quick Change]—which can actually be activated even from a bare-handed state—and summoned my [Iron Straight Sword]. I used my DEX to control my full-throttle AGI and made an instant 180-degree turn. I let out a furious roar and leaped at the lead boar, which was maintaining a distance of about five meters.

I slammed my straight sword into its snout and, with the momentum, kicked it hard in the side, sending my body to the side. I narrowly dodged the horde's stampede, letting out a cold sweat, and got behind the horde.

It would have been easier if the idiots had just run off into the distance like idiots, but it seems the entire horde has completely targeted me. The [Fool Boars], having lost sight of me in front, braked hard, crashing into each other—

"Large weapons are for throwing!"

The great axe boomerang from yesterday hit the last few boars in the line. Unlike the dried-out monster mushrooms, the [Fool Boars] seem to have a different density and weight. It didn't wipe out the entire horde, and the great axe lost momentum and fell after taking out five or six of them.

But the results were more than enough. I switched back to my straight sword with [Quick Change] and charged into the horde, finishing off the near-dead boars in one breath. I ignored the numerous death effects that blocked my vision and dashed sideways at full speed—as expected, the [Fool Boars] that had finished turning around burst through the phosphorescence like something out of a bullet-hell game.

The horde, which had changed its strategy from a giant bullet to a swarm of homing missiles, still had the same ridiculously straightforward trajectory for each individual boar. The sheer number meant I had to be careful, but dodging something that couldn't make sharp turns and was slower than me was easy.

"It's a telegraphed charge! Thanks for calling!"

A frontal counter is just suicide, but a sideways slash as I pass by is no problem. I slammed my straight sword into the sides of the [Fool Boars] that came at me one after another. It felt like I was playing a rhythm game, but unfortunately, the only sound was the annoying squeals of the pigs, not music.

After dealing with most of the charges, I turned around again and dodged the next attack from the boars that had already turned, then smacked the butts of the ones that had lost their balance.

"That's about it! Reflect on your actions and come back when you're stronger, you pigs!"

Completely unaware that I was probably putting on a display that would make Sora recoil in horror again, I, who tend to get carried away and lose my cool when I get into a fight, let out a loud laugh.

Although I was in a one-shot situation in terms of durability, the horde of [Fool Boars] was just a mob of trash with only one attack method. Unable to resist the enraged berserker, the horde of idiot boars was quickly thinned out.



    Chapter 10

    An Anticlimactic Reunion

    My vision, once dyed white, gradually regained its color, revealing a bustling scene as sound washed over me. I blinked repeatedly, my eyes adjusting, and looked around the fountain plaza where I had logged out the previous night.

I’d made a complete fool of myself in front of a huge crowd yesterday, but now that I was back in the virtual world, few people were paying me any mind. It was only around seven in the morning in the real world, yet plenty of players were already coming and going. I was relieved to see I’d avoided an awkward run-in with any of yesterday’s spectators.

After a good night’s sleep, Sora returned to the virtual world with renewed spirits. “Alright!” she declared, full of motivation. First and foremost, she had to find Haru, the boy she had so abruptly left behind out of sheer embarrassment.

He had helped her so much, yet she had logged out on him without even getting a way to contact him. She had to meet him again, apologize properly, and—if possible—ask him to be friends.

Even though she’d made a conscious decision, it seemed that new players choosing Istia were still a rarity. After yesterday’s ordeal, Sora was painfully aware that she, being apparently inept at combat, needed allies to make any progress. Since she couldn’t reasonably hope for any fellow newcomers to join her, the only person she could think to rely on was Haru.

She felt a pang of guilt for leaning on him so much, but beggars couldn’t be choosers… and more importantly, adventuring with him had been fun. She had glimpsed a rather… *unique* side of him at the very end, but she could write that off as him just getting carried away by an uncontrollable surge of excitement.

“I wonder if I’ll see him again…”

Her biggest regret was her own foolishness last night, logging out in a fit of shame. In this game, you couldn’t exchange messages with someone unless you were friends, in the same clan, or connected through some other community line.

That meant for Sora to find Haru again, she would have to swallow her pride and ask passersby for his whereabouts, or trust in luck for a second chance encounter.

In an Istia devoid of new players, they would have stood out as obvious beginners, so the first option probably wouldn’t be too difficult—the problem was that Sora suffered from a case of shyness.

Realizing her heart was leaning toward the latter, more passive option, Sora shook her head. *No, no.* She scolded her naturally timid self.

“I’m the one who messed up, so I have to be the one to fix it!”

One moment she stood there with a melancholy expression, the next she was smiling as she recalled yesterday’s adventure, then her eyes would droop sadly at the memory of her failure, and finally, she would pump her fist to psyche herself up.

The girl, an undeniably beautiful avatar, was drawing warm, amused gazes from the surrounding players, but in her determined state, she remained completely oblivious.

Naturally, some saw the girl, who was clearly a new player, and thought, *Here’s my chance,* preparing to approach her. But Sora’s attention was elsewhere, and she was about to call out to a kind-looking player passing by when—

“—That damn boar! I’ll never forgive him!!!”

—Without any warning, Haru’s furious roar upon respawning echoed across the fountain plaza, louder than anyone else’s.


◇◆◇◆◇


*Seriously, what the hell was with that boar, popping up out of nowhere and then hitting me with an unavoidable stun-and-charge one-shot kill? How was I supposed to deal with that? I’d just wiped out the entire mob and my combat high was completely gone. So it’s a boss that spawns when you meet a condition? What’s the trigger? Do I have to train all those idiots together again? What are non-AGI builds supposed to do? Is there some other condition? “H-Haru-san…?” There has to be, right? Like killing a certain number of them? Well, hunting them one-by-one is a pain too, so maybe training them is the way to go, but still, how am I supposed to handle that AoE stun—*

“Um, Haru-san!”

A familiar, sweet voice pulled me out of my rage-fueled spiral of thoughts. Not just familiar, I mean…

“Eh, ah… Sora?”

It was the girl I had adventured with yesterday, my partner for one night before we parted ways in a rush.

“Uh, um… g-good morning.”

“Oh, yeah. Morning…”

“…”

“…”

…*Crap, what do I do?* I’d hoped we might meet again, but my last impression was so intense that I had no idea what kind of face to make. It’s just… weirdly embarrassing.

Should I thank her for clinging to my arm for some reason? I feel like I’d get slapped.

She seems to be in a similar boat. Maybe she’s remembering the same thing I am, because a faint blush is coloring her cheeks, making things even more awkward.

…………Ugh.

It’s not that I’m completely opposed to this kind of sweet, heart-fluttering situation. I’m a college student this spring, still a youth permitted to enjoy his prime.

Her appearance may be an avatar, but… she has a great personality, a cute voice and mannerisms, and most importantly, she’s a girl I can be around without feeling strangely exhausted. She’s comforting. I’d be honored to be in a rom-com-like situation with a girl who has, for all intents and purposes, won the title of “perfectly lovely girl.”

But honestly, right now, I want to enjoy the game called [Arcadia] to the fullest. More importantly, after adventuring with her last night, I know she feels the same way about enjoying this world.

Which means, for now, it’s a hard pass on the rom-com. I know if I said that out loud to the veteran players glaring at me for creating this awkward atmosphere with Sora, I’d be risking an endless cycle of merciless PK-ing, but—it’s a no from me.

Okay. From this moment forward, I will treat the girl before me as my “little sister.”

“—Alright.”

The moment I made that decision, I felt all sorts of troublesome things vanish from my mind. Sora is cute. But she’s not *that* kind of cute. She’s a little-sister type of existence who’s fun to play with. Case closed.

“Sora.”

“Y-Yes…”

“I forgot to ask yesterday, but I was wondering if you’d want to register as friends.”

I spoke, dispelling the previous atmosphere with a speed that felt a little unnatural even to me. Sora must have been taken aback by my sudden change in demeanor; her large eyes blinked in surprise. Cute.

“R-Really…? A-Are you sure?”

“Of course I’m sure. Most guys would be overjoyed to become friends with a girl like you.”

“Huh…? …!?”

Ah, crap. Once I excluded her as a romantic interest, my choice of words got a little too casual. It was clearly different from the gentlemanly act I’d been putting on yesterday, and my slightly flirty tone seemed to deepen Sora’s confusion.

Time for a course correction. She’s my little sister, but I should keep a bit of distance and lean back toward gentlemanly…

“I had a lot of fun yesterday. I’d be happy if we could keep playing together.”

I offered a natural smile—behold, the natural, customer-service smile I’ve cultivated over three years of part-time work!!

“…”

Sora seemed to be thinking something over. Whether it was my part-timer-warrior smile that did the trick or some other factor, I had no way of knowing, but—

“Y-Yes, I’d like that…!”

And so, with a somewhat nervous bow from the girl, Sora’s name was etched into my previously pristine friends list.


◇◆◇◆◇


Sora extended a welcome invitation, “Since we’re here, would you like to adventure together today?” I accepted without a second’s hesitation and immediately invited her to my party. After guiding her to an NPC shop to gear up like me, we headed out together to the [Plains of the Horizon].

By the way, she purchased a [Ring of Novice], apparently to assist with casting magic, and a set of leather armor that wouldn’t impede her movement. I wish a certain barbarian who bought only a weapon and is still running around in his starting visuals would learn a thing or two from her.

“So yeah, that’s what I was up against with those boars.”

Having just returned, I gave her a quick lecture on the main enemy of this field, the stupid boars. She nodded along before tilting her head.

“From what you’ve said, they don’t sound that strong…”

“Well, they’re weak. Oh, wait, with your AGI, they might be tough if they charge you from up close.”

“Right, I’ll be careful with my spacing… but that’s not what I meant. Are they strong enough to even defeat you, Haru-san?”

Hmm? …Ah, I see.

“If you’re talking about me respawning just now, these guys weren’t the culprits.”

Well, I did get run over and killed once because I was messing around at first, but I wasn’t about to share such a stupid failure with her.

“A different enemy…?”

“Different, or rather… the big boss of all these stupid… boars.”

That thing, designated as the enemy [Buried Great Boar], was a ridiculous beast that was buried in the ground despite being no less than five meters tall—the area boss that ruled over these Plains of the Horizon.

“To be specific, the earthquake it causes when it appears stunned me, and then it trampled me flat.”

“…Wow.”

Sora’s only experience with death had been a relatively soft one—a body slam from a fungus, creepy as it was. Hearing my story of literally being “minced” seemed to shock her; her cheeks twitched faintly.

I didn’t want to see a scene as shocking as a beautiful girl being squashed flat by a giant boar either. I wanted to go into this with a chance of winning, but… well.

“My positioning was the worst, too… I really don’t want to believe that it normally pops out of the ground right under your nose.”

“Was there, um, any kind of warning?”

“A warning, huh. I was messing around with a herd of about thirty of them right before it happened, so it’s possible I missed a sign.”

“Thirty… Wh-What were you doing?”

Don’t give me that “you’re doing something weird *again*” look. It’s not like I’m actively trying to do strange things.

“Anyway, this is your first time with the smaller boars, so let’s try hunting them one by one.”

“Ah, yes!”

After hunting about ten of them, I had abandoned all pretense of caution and chosen to become the wind, but if I had stuck with it more steadily, I might have noticed the trigger.

Now that I had reunited with Sora, I’d just pretend my solo journey a little while ago never happened and switch to a more relaxed, enjoyable approach.

“Um… but even so, I still don’t have any way to attack…”

Sora trailed off, seeming to shrink as she remembered… but wait.

“Didn’t you just log out last night? I got a few skills, so you should check yours too, Sora.”

“Oh… now that you mention it, I forgot.”

It was true that I’d handled all the attacking, but without her healing support, there’s no telling how many times I would have been scattered into death effects. It was hard to believe she wouldn’t be granted any skills after we defeated a boss, especially given her solid contribution to the fight.

…Well, if it was based on player actions, she probably wouldn’t get any attack magic. But who knows, maybe she got lucky. I believe the system is kind to pretty girls—

“Um… is this… *Healer’s Precept*?”

Yep. Confirmed for the pure healer route.

Sora read aloud the name of a skill that was in no way related to attacking, her face a mixture of emotions that was hard to decipher. Knowing that deep down, despite her lack of aptitude, she wanted to fight on the front lines herself, I found the sight too painful to watch and quietly looked away.



    Chapter 11

    Ignorant Innocence

    “Tenth one… got it.”

Having already confirmed I could handle them even in a pack, a single boar was nothing to fear. I crisply hunted down the Fool Boars one by one while receiving healing from a pouting Sora.

“Hmph… It’s also my fault for being dissatisfied that you’re defeating them without a scratch, Haru-san!”

“Would you prefer it if I died in one hit?”

“Eh…? W-Why are you so frail! And I just noticed, your armor! Why aren’t you wearing any?!”

“Frail…”

I can’t help the armor situation. If I equipped a straight sword, a great axe, *and* armor, I’d hit my weight capacity limit. Then I wouldn’t be able to carry back any loot from hunting, which would be a pointless situation.

Anyway, when I asked, it turned out Sora had distributed her stats in a fairly balanced way, just as you’d expect from a sensible person. I was relieved she hadn’t poured points into useless things like STR for her likely build path, but she was already sturdier than me. She could probably take a hit from a Fool Boar and be fine.

“Well, if you don’t get hit, you don’t take damage.”

“But I have a problem if you don’t take damage!”

She said “don’t take damage” like she wasn’t used to the phrase. It was kind of soothing.

That said, it was also a fact that my current build was extremely weak against area-of-effect or hard-to-dodge attacks. Case in point, I was currently stuck on the “first area boss.”

“But then again, willingly limiting myself to one weapon and letting my skills go to waste seems like a shame…”

Though it was inferior to a specialized aptitude, the game had bestowed upon me the skills `All-Weapon Aptitude` and `Quick Change`, as if tailored just for me.

It’d be a waste not to use them, and I wanted to see what kind of feats this avatar could accomplish once I mastered them.

I knew we were a mismatched pair, and I felt bad that I couldn’t give her a turn, but…

“For now, I’ll stick with the current plan.”

“Hmph… Maybe I should go buy a weapon too…”

Apparently, magic in this game doesn’t get a boost from weapons, so Sora, having only picked out a ring for mages, was currently unarmed. There were staves and such, but those were apparently for magic knight builds that mixed in staff arts.

Sora muttered while clenching and unclenching her empty hands… Yeah, let’s not? Let’s wait until you can swing a weapon without closing your eyes before you make your melee debut, okay?

When I gently explained this in the softest terms possible, Sora puffed out her cheeks in extreme dissatisfaction.


◇◆◇◆◇


“Huh?”

“Wah!?”

After we’d been hunting for a while, a sudden strange phenomenon made us both cry out.

It was a faint tremor. The detailed senses provided by virtual reality told us it was “gradually getting closer.” This shaking was probably—

“Haru-san, could it be…”

“Is this the omen…?”

My first encounter had been a real rage-inducer, with it bursting out from right under my feet just after I’d wiped out a herd of Fool Boars… I see. If we assume the condition for the boss to appear is “kill a certain number of mobs,” it was highly likely I had fulfilled that condition during the battle with the herd.

The vibrations coming from the ground were faint but definitely perceptible. It wouldn’t be surprising if I’d missed them while running around in a state of high tension.

If that’s the case, then…

“I can deal with the initial stun… Sora, I’m going to try fighting it, so stay back a bit.”

“…Could you please level up your VIT or put on some armor?”

“Sorry, I’ll give it serious consideration from now on…”

My healer, who had no job to do even in a boss fight for the crappy reason that her frontline fighter dies in one hit from anything, seemed quite displeased, glaring at me with narrowed eyes.

However, this time, Sora wouldn’t be a complete spectator either.

“I will do my part to support you.”

“Hmph… `Spectate Yell`.”

Sora, whose pouty expression was now second nature, bestowed upon me the support skill she had newly acquired.

She seemed to dislike the skill’s name, which probably meant “Spectator’s Cheer,” from the bottom of her heart, but its effect was quite unique and powerful.

By adhering to a set condition, this skill applied a multiplier to all of the target’s stats, and that multiplier was an astonishing twenty percent increase.

It was a pretty broken modifier for a new player to acquire so easily, but the condition for its activation was extremely restrictive: “the caster cannot participate in the subsequent battle.”

—*I wonder whose fault it is that a skill like this manifested.* Ahem, Sora-san, please stop glaring at me.

As Sora raised the hand wearing the ring and chanted the skill name, my body, the target, began to glow faintly.

“Ugh… this is still disorienting.”

The sudden shift in my senses from the boosted stats made me stumble… but I’d get used to it. I could work on adapting to sudden ability changes later.

My current level was 18, so my total stat points were 180. A 1.2x multiplier on all of them was equivalent to a boost of nearly four levels. Assuming the level cap is 100, if you used this on a max-level player, they’d become a level 120 monster, wouldn’t they?

“Haru-san?”

“Oh, just shuddering a bit at your future potential.”

“…?”

Just as my multiple weapon aptitudes grew into an all-weapon aptitude, if her `Spectate Yell` were to evolve further… I should stop thinking about it.

Rather than that terrifying thought, the master of the earth-shaking tremors approaching me was more important. …It’s a terrifying thought about Sora—

“—Dodged the bad pun!”

“*BRRRMMMOOOOOOOOOOOO!!*”

Just as I failed to suppress a spine-chilling thought, the dirt-covered giant I’d met before finally emerged from the ground beneath my feet.

As long as I could detect the omen, I already knew how it would appear. I timed a jump to evade the forced stun from the vibration!

The beast letting out a roar more like a raging bull than a boar was none other than the villainous fiend that had given me a stun-combo from hell, the [Buried Great Boar].

“Eek…?!”

I could sense the girl behind me gasp, and for good reason. If I hadn’t been pulverized three seconds after meeting it, I probably would have been terrified before I got angry.

It was easily over five meters tall, and its dirt-caked bristles were so thick and tough they’d make a scrub brush feel soft. Its two massive tusks, which spiraled flamboyantly like a wine opener, made you wonder how it even burrowed underground.

It looked like the very embodiment of VIT and STR—which meant, well, for starters…

“Allow me to introduce myself—now die!!”

Having evaded the opening stun-combo earthquake mid-air, I landed on one of its twisted tusks. At point-blank range, our eyes met—its pupils were surprisingly small—and I mercilessly plunged the tip of my straight sword into one.

The sword, thrust with the force of my entire arm, sank deep into its eyeball. Not even a few seconds after appearing, the great boar let out a scream as an effect like fresh blood sprayed from its right eye.

“This is [Arcadia], after all! Of course it has a part-breaking system!!”

I kicked off its snout to disengage as it writhed in agony. Behind the subsiding critical hit effect, a large wound was now depicted where its eye had been, and my excitement soared—whoops.

“…”

I could feel a gaze on my back. To be more precise, the kind of gaze one would direct at “something really messed up.”

Get a grip, me. This dark side of myself that I only just discovered last night at the ripe old age of eighteen isn’t something I can just reveal to an innocent young girl.

—*Face it, me. Right now, you’re a real psycho.*

“Be cool… stay calm and be cool, me…!”

That mutter itself wasn’t cool at all, but this was a side of me I had trouble controlling. I calmed my heart, but kept the torque of my thoughts revved up so as not to lose performance—

“Heh, not bad. Now come at me, you boss of morons—it’s time for a rematch.”

As I taunted it, having forcibly shifted gears, the great boar, now suddenly blind in one eye, furiously pawed the ground, declaring it would crush me on the spot.


◇◆◇◆◇


“—*HRAA!!*”

From a safe zone more than ten meters away, the player dodged a charge of such immense mass that it made even her, who wasn’t being targeted, freeze in her tracks. He sidestepped it as if it were nothing and followed up with a counterattack.

“Is charging all you’ve got, just like the small fry!?”

His taunt was insolent, but… well, it was more subdued than yesterday. Whether it reacted to the provocation or not, the great boar skidded to a halt near him and shook its body, scattering the dirt clinging to it with tremendous force.

It was clearly more than just what was on its body; a massive amount of dirt clods flew out in a game-like area-of-effect attack—and he,

“—Hup!”

Did he react?

“Ngh—!”

Was he thinking?

“—Hup… hah!”

Could he see it?

“————————Hah, dodged ‘em all!!”

He ducked, kicked off the ground, threw his body aside, leaped, did a backflip, a cartwheel, a one-handed vault—and hid his body behind a great axe he materialized in mid-air.

It looked exactly like an acrobatic performance. If she recorded it and showed it to him, would he realize it himself?

“He acts like it’s perfectly normal for a beginner…”

—He seemed to have no awareness of his own abnormality.

Haru had come to [Arcadia] knowing nothing about it. Sora had only just met him, but she had figured that out right away.

But Sora was different. She didn’t know why Haru was so ignorant and unspoiled, but this game was by no means a closed-off world. Even now, three years after its release, [Arcadia] remained the “only virtual world,” the unchanging center of global conversation.

Technical matters aside, even the smallest new discoveries within the game were reported on daily by every media outlet, each racing to be the first. Major events were a matter of course, with in-game footage broadcasted on a massive scale in the real world.

That’s why Sora knew, and understood. The way he flew around so freely was not something a person who had just dived into the virtual world could do.

“Haru-san, what you’re doing is actually incredible… you know?”

For some reason she couldn’t quite explain herself, Sora couldn’t bring herself to tell him that.

Just for a little longer… Even if it was just a pretense on her part, she wanted to stand on the same ground of “ignorance” as him—and watch him revel in his own innocence.

In the distance, where Sora’s complicated gaze fell—Haru, toying with the great boar, was smiling as brightly as a child.



    Chapter 12

    Back-to-Back on the Plains

    The [Buried Great Boar], once you dealt with its initial area-of-effect stun, was a gentle boss with honestly no other difficult elements.

The pressure from its massive body was intimidating, but its charging speed was about the same as a Fool Boar’s, making it easy to dodge if you stayed calm. The area attack where it flung dirt clods was also easy to handle, as the impact points were always at a fixed distance from it.

It did use the earthquake stun again besides the opener, but the wind-up of raising its forelegs was so theatrically long that you could just hop over it like a jump rope. Its difficulty was perfectly suited for a beginner area boss, so,

◇You have defeated the [Buried Great Boar].◇

◇You have acquired a title.◇ ・‘Vanquisher of the Buried Great Boar’ ・‘He Who Dashes Across the Plains’

◇You have acquired a skill.◇ ・Boar’s Heart ・Acrobatics

This was the inevitable result. The moment my straight sword pierced its brow, the great boar froze, and several logs popped up at once—

“Total victory!”

With the exploding carcass of the boar and a fanfare as my backdrop, I flashed a peace sign, only for the goddess of victory waiting in the rear to pointedly turn away.

From my perspective, her pouting face was an adorable sight that almost made my own expression uncontrollably soften, but considering her feelings, I knew I had to offer some sort of follow-up or risk losing her favor completely.

She was a girl who was presumably beautiful, with a gentle and modest personality. I had no idea what twist of fate allowed a plain guy like me to be with her, but there was no reason to get complacent.

As I walked over to the displeased girl, the way she kept glancing at me out of the corner of her eye made it obvious she was just “pretending to be mad.”

“Sora is so cu—whoa, that was close!”

“Heh?!”

That was close! The post-boss fight euphoria almost made me blurt out what was in my head!

It’s not “Sora is so cute,” what am I doing, trying to flirt with her so naturally? That’s not my character!!

I let out a deliberately theatrical cough and turned to smooth things over with the girl who had jumped in surprise at my sudden outburst.

“You saved me. I might have been in trouble without that stat boost.”

“…It didn’t look that way to me. You were moving as weirdly as ever.”

She must have judged it as flattery, because her response was chilly… but honestly, I really was in trouble.

That first dirt-flinging attack, I dodged it all on reflex, but I doubt I could have done that with my base stats. Even if it had a damage value, I doubt getting hit by a dirt clod would have been a one-hit kill, but there was a good chance I would have been knocked down and finished off with a follow-up attack.

There was no effort to be spared in placating my cute companion. As I rattled on with that sentiment in mind, Sora, though still looking dissatisfied…

“Hmph… I’ll let it slide for now.”

…seemed to accept my explanation, for the time being.

“In any case, I need to figure something out. You must be bored just watching all the time, Sora.”

“You have no idea. Other than using my healing skill a few times during yesterday’s boss fight, I haven’t even been able to participate in combat.”

Yeah, well, if I were in her shoes, I’d be bored enough to complain too. I definitely needed to find a way for Sora to intervene in battles.

“On that note, did you get any new skills from the results just now?”

“Oh, right. Um… `Observer’s Eye`?”

So it seems like attack-type skills really don’t manifest without direct combat experience. Still, that’s an interesting name.

“Oh? What kind of skill is it?”

“Well… hmm, how do I put it? It makes it easier to see… and understand… the movements of an opponent who’s some distance away?”

She seemed to be having trouble explaining it in words, tilting her head in confusion just as I was. Thanks to that brain-installation thing, she probably understood it herself.

“Umm… please look at that Fool Boar over there.”

“Alrighty.”

Trying to explain it as best she could despite her trouble with words, Sora pointed to a boar a short distance away.

“For example, if that boar suddenly started running,”

“Okay?”

“It takes us a little while to register that, right? Before we think, ‘Oh, it started running.’”

“Hmm? Oh, I see… yeah.”

I kind of get what she’s trying to say. It’s about the time it takes to see, perceive, and understand something.

“It’s a skill that seems to shorten that delay… Um, does that make sense…?”

“It’s okay, I think I’m surprisingly getting it.”

So, in short, it increases the processing speed of visual information. That’s actually pretty good… wait, it can do that? Manipulating an individual’s perception speed and all that… what kind of… is this more mysterious tech? As expected of [Arcadia].

“From the sound of it, that seems like a really useful skill.”

Its effectiveness would depend on Sora, but this `Observer’s Eye`, which improved reaction speed, was very much suited for combat—in fact, isn’t it just a straight-up combat skill?

She must have thought so too, because even though it wasn’t the attack skill she had hoped for, a look of anticipation gradually spread across her face.

“The condition of keeping a distance isn’t a problem, since I was already planning on giving up on close-quarters combat. If I were to make use of that skill, a long-range weapon… like a bow?”

“Yes, I think so. I can’t get a gun since I’ve just started, so a bow seems like the best option until I can learn some attack magic.”

Well, that’s the safe bet—wait, what? This game has guns? That’s pretty unusual for a full-on fantasy setting…

While I was surprised, still committed to my ignorance until I felt like looking things up online, Sora seemed to be getting motivated now that she had a direction.

“I’ll try it out!” she said, activating the skill with excitement. I watched her with a smile—

“—Haeh?”

The next moment, Sora let out a bewildered cry and staggered.

“Ngh… huh…? …! …Ngh?!”

“S-Sora-san…?”

It wasn’t just a single stagger. She let out a faint voice that sounded like both a moan and a scream. Noticing something was wrong, I called out to her—and then Sora’s knees buckled.

“Hey…!”

I instinctively caught her slender avatar. Her HP was full, and she wasn’t suffering from any status ailments. I peered at her face, worried about the sudden, unexplained collapse…

“Ugh… kyuu…”

For some reason, Sora’s eyes were spinning—no, they were literally spinning. Like in a manga, where the pupils become spiraling lines.

The graphics, which are indistinguishable from reality, threw in a gag-like expression like this, so the dissonance was… well, let’s put that aside for now.

“Sora, are you okay? …Hey, Sora-san?”

“Ugh… the future… is overlapping… with the present… spinning… dizzy…!”

“O-Okay…?”

Sora, clenching her eyes shut as if fighting a headache, was trying to tell me something in a faint voice, but her words were unclear and broken, leaving me to do nothing but tilt my head in confusion.

She leaned on me as I supported her, seeming to try to stand for a moment… but it looked like she couldn’t. Sora went completely limp, entrusting her body to me. I supported her as we slowly sank to the ground together.

This is just like something I saw working at the izakaya. A drunk guy, about five seconds away from getting sick and letting it all out.

It’s a terrible comparison for a presumably beautiful girl, but I’m sorry, it’s a perfect match.

Even the way she was clinging to my hand, putting force into it as if to distract from the rising nausea, was identical… I should stop comparing it to that experience. If I recall the tragedy that followed five seconds later in vivid detail, my own mental state will be in jeopardy.

Fortunately, Sora… well, I don’t know if you can get sick and throw up in this world, but… she was gradually calming down.

“…You okay?”

“Sorry… just a little longer… like this…”

It seemed she still needed some time, muttering weakly while still leaning against me. It’s a nice perk… but I’m genuinely worried.

It was obvious that the new skill she had just tried to activate was the cause… but still.

“Um…”

“Feeling better?”

Sora, who had been completely still as if any movement would mean death, timidly lifted her head after a while.

Of course, since she was leaning on me completely, we were at zero distance. For a moment, she held her breath and blushed at the closeness of my face as she looked up, but she didn’t rush to pull away.

Her eyes, when they met mine, were slightly out of focus. It seemed she was still a little dizzy.

“Don’t push yourself. Want to lie down?”

I patted my lap to illustrate. Sora looked surprised, then her cheeks flushed shyly as she shook her head.

“I-I’m okay… now. I’m sorry for suddenly… thank you…”

Gradually regaining her composure, the girl took a breath and said, “Alright,” as she sat up.

“It was the skill, right?”

“Yes, um… it was… intense.”

So, intense.

“Well… the moment I used the skill, everything that was moving started to look blurry.”

“Blurry?”

“Yes. I think… the information I can normally perceive and the information I could perceive with `Observer’s Eye` got mixed up… I think.”

“…Oh?”

Crap, I don’t get it. This is probably one of those things only she can understand.

“It’s like I can see it but I can’t, or I’m seeing too much… I think my own processing power isn’t enough.”

“Seriously…? Can you even get a skill like that? A skill that knocks you out every time you use it is just a self-destruct button.”

To put it mildly, isn’t that a trash skill?

“Um… I have a feeling that if I get used to it, I’ll be fine.”

“You didn’t look like you were at a level where you could just ‘get used to it’…”

“You know how when you learn a skill, you roughly understand how to use it? It’s like that, I have a feeling that it’ll probably be okay.”

“Hmm…?”

So it just needs practice? If it’s a skill that brings about such a drastic change, it’d be a waste to let it go unused. If she says so, then I guess we’ll go with training.

“Wanna train then? Think just using it over and over will work?”

“Yes, I think so. Outside of combat, the boars move slowly, so if I try using it a few times here…”

“Okay. You can count on me for a backrest.”

“Ah, thank you ve—huh?”

“Hmm?”

“Eh?”

Eh?

“N-No, um, I couldn’t possibly! A backrest, something like that…”

“But still, there aren’t any objects to lean on in this field.”

It really is just a grassland as far as the eye can see. You’d think there’d be at least one rock lying around, but the only objects are some bushes with berries that are probably food for the boars.

If we had bags, we could use them as pillows, but we, who enjoy the blessings of fantasy-like inventory space, are naturally empty-handed.

“It might be weird if you think of me as a guy, but hey, it’s just an avatar. Don’t worry about it.”

Having relegated Sora to the little sister category, I no longer possessed any shame or ulterior motives. This offer was one hundred percent out of kindness—no, I’m exaggerating. I’m a guy, so of course, I have about one percent of an ulterior motive!

“B-But, um… Ugh, ughhh…!”

As I played the part of the “reliable man” as if I didn’t have a shred of an ulterior motive, Sora fidgeted in embarrassment—hey, what’s with that cute gesture? It’s super effective on me, so please stop.

“Uuu… okay, then… will you… stay with me?”

“Yeah, leave it to me.”

I theatrically patted my chest, which made Sora giggle. After a moment’s hesitation, she leaned her body against mine, back-to-back.

I could feel the warmth of her virtual body, which was indistinguishable from a real one, and I had to calm my heart, which threatened to race.

I could hear her breathing, as if she was steeling herself. To keep from being too conscious of Sora as she began her training, I decided to focus on my own tasks.

For now, I’ll set aside the growing number of titles and newly acquired skills and start with my stats.

Between the boss fights and mob hunting, I’ve leveled up quite a bit and have a nice stash of points.

It’s pretty easy to level up in this game. The growth feels much faster than in the few MMOs I played in the past.

Istia’s blessing, which aids in early growth, probably plays a big part, but… anyway, let’s distribute these points.

――――――――――――――――――
◇Status◇
Name：Haru　 Lv：23（60）
STR(Strength)：15
AGI(Agility)：70
DEX(Dexterity)：70
VIT(Vitality)：5
MID(Mind)：5
LUC(Luck)：5

◇Skill◇
・All-Weapon Aptitude
 `Quick Change`
 `Weapon Dart`

・Accel Tempo
・Boar’s Heart New!
・Acrobatics New!
――――――――――――――――――

“Now then…”

What to do? My initial plan was to go all-in on AGI and DEX, so I wasn’t opposed to splitting the points between them and hitting the triple digits.

I wasn’t, but… for some reason, I have a feeling I’ll be pairing up with Sora a lot more in the future, which I’m grateful for.

We have a strange connection, and since we can’t hope for any other newcomers at our level, if we want a partner to progress with, we have no choice but to rely on each other.

In that case, should I avoid a solo-focused build? If Sora were heading toward an attack-oriented skill set, it would be a different story, but as it stands, her path is definitively that of a support healer.

If I stick with a build where any hit is a one-shot kill, making healing useless, the meaning of pairing with Sora is halved.

It does synergize with her broken support skill `Spectate Yell`, but I have no intention of making her use a spectator-only skill frequently.

What’s the point of playing a game if you’re just watching? She’s a player, not my option. There’s no point if we can’t have fun together.

“In that case…”

So, should I raise VIT? It’s not that simple. Sora calls me frail, but that’s not just due to my stats; it’s also because I’m not wearing any armor, a state of being completely naked… well, naked in a game sense. I’m still wearing the default villager-like underwear.

Anyway, just raising VIT probably won’t have much of an effect. The vitality stat does bolster your base durability to some extent, but its main purpose is to meet the requirements set for each piece of armor, allowing you to equip it.

But if I start wearing armor, I’ll be shackled by the weight capacity limit, and my current style will be completely shut down.

I’m sure some would say I should just fight with one sword, but my aptitude skill is `All-Weapon Aptitude`, and its modifiers are inferior to specialized aptitudes like `Straight Sword Aptitude` or `Greatsword Aptitude`.

If I limit myself to a single weapon style, I’ll become a completely inferior version of a player with a specialized aptitude, and several of my skills, starting with `Quick Change`, will go to waste.

…Yeah, this is a dead end. It seems I have no choice but to continue down this path.

――――――――――――――――――
◇Status◇
Name：Haru　 Lv：23
STR(Strength)：15
AGI(Agility)：70→100
DEX(Dexterity)：70→100
VIT(Vitality)：5
MID(Mind)：5
LUC(Luck)：5

◇Skill◇
・All-Weapon Aptitude
 `Quick Change`
 `Weapon Dart`

・Accel Tempo
・Boar’s Heart
・Acrobatics
――――――――――――――――――

Yep, two beautiful 100s lined up. While I’m at it, let’s check out the two new skills I acquired.

Boar’s Heart—activates after running for a certain distance. When followed by a body slam or an attack with a weapon, it adds bonus damage and a knockback effect.

Acrobatics—when DEX provides support for high-speed maneuvers from AGI, that support is strengthened.

“Hmm…?”

Not bad. Boar’s Heart turns any action after a run-up into a pseudo-charge skill, and Acrobatics simply lets me save points I would have put into DEX, allowing me to boost AGI even more.

Aside from the fact that I probably got the former from my idiotic sprinting sprees, it’s a satisfying haul. Good stuff.

Now, for the titles. I’ll check the ones that have accumulated from the two boss fights.

Hmm, well, it’s still the early game, so there don’t seem to be any titles with noticeable effects… but this `One Who Weaves Bonds` seems pretty good.

I probably got this title from clearing a stage with Sora. Its effect is a bit unique: by designating a specific player, you get a slight bonus to all stats when you’re in a party with them.

Compared to the lackluster effects like a slight stamina increase or a slight EXP boost, this is an attractive benefit.

I don’t have anyone else, so I’ll designate Sora as the target… and that should be it.

Her occasional pained sighs, the weight she hesitantly put on me. I manipulated the status window as if to distract myself from the sensations coming from her back.

<hr>

As the skill section of the status screen is going to get cluttered from now on, here’s a simple explanation of how to read it, using the protagonist’s current status screen as an example.
――――――――――――
◇Status◇
Name：Haru　 Lv：23
STR(Strength)：15
AGI(Agility)：100
DEX(Dexterity)：100
VIT(Vitality)：5
MID(Mind)：5
LUC(Luck)：5

◇Skill◇
・All-Weapon Aptitude
 `Quick Change`
 `Weapon Dart`

・Accel Tempo
・Boar’s Heart
・Acrobatics
――――――――――――
Basically, the currently activated aptitude tree will be at the top of the skill list.
The group of skills attached below it are the dedicated skills from that tree, and they will disappear if you switch to a different dedicated tree you’ve acquired.

The group of skills separated from the aptitude tree are general-purpose skills that remain active even when you switch trees.
In conversations, all skills are written with ` ` brackets, but in the status screen, skills with brackets are active skills that require manual activation. Those written without are passive skills that are always active or activate automatically when conditions are met.

That’s all. I wonder if it’s hard to read… I hope not.



    Chapter 13

    An Encounter Through the Screen

    A while later, Sora had endured the battle against dizziness, nausea, and everything else that came with each skill activation, and just as she declared, she had mastered the skill within about an hour.

With her confident that she could probably use it in actual combat without issue, we returned to base, where we bought a shortbow as a ranged attack option for Sora.

We immediately returned to the boar plains, ready to put it to the test against a Fool Boar.

“Well… here I go.”

“I’ll have your back if things get dicey, so just relax.”

I called out to Sora, who showed a hint of nervousness for her first attempt. She gave me a shy smile and gently placed her fingertips on the shortbow’s string.

A pinching motion—and instantly, a translucent, faintly glowing arrow materialized. Unusually, bows in this game seemed to be purely magical weapons that didn’t use physical arrows; their ammunition was mana (MP), not supplies.

Now, she had said she’d never even touched a bow in real life, but the game system seemed to provide some assistance. Probably receiving some kind of guidance, Sora drew the bow with a form that was far from amateurish.

A glance was sent my way. I held a straight sword in one hand and nodded, “Anytime.” Sora held her breath and released her first arrow.

The result was—a splendid success. It landed squarely between the boar’s eyes.

“It hit!”

The boar let out a pathetic squeal, and Sora whirled around, overjoyed—wait, Sora-san, it’s not dead yet!

“Whoa there!”

“Feh?!”

I thrust the great axe I’d taken out into the ground, intercepting the boar as it charged at the girl’s defenseless back. I used the handle to create an angle, deflecting it, and the Fool Boar went flying past us.

“S-Sorry…!”

“Well, I get it.”

It was her first attack on her second day. It’s no wonder she got excited.

“Were you using `Observer’s Eye` just now?”

“I was. I’m still maintaining it.”

“So the duration is pretty long?”

“As long as my mana holds out, it seems to be fine.”

“So it’s a sustained-cost type.”

Excellent. In that case, depending on her mana pool, she could probably last for a decent amount of time in a fight.

We exchanged words while watching the Fool Boar slowly turn around after its charge. I doubted she’d be careless a second time, and I could probably leave the rest to her, but—

“Guess I’ll be the frontliner.”

I switched the great axe, which I couldn’t handle with my base STR, back to a straight sword and stepped in front of Sora, twirling it idly in my hand. I was already moving with the assumption that we were a pair, so it’d probably be better practice for her if I was actually in front.

“I’ll hold back on my attacks, so whenever you think you can get a shot in, go for it.”

“Y-Yes… Um, I’m sorry if I hit you.”

“Well, I doubt a single arrow from beginner equipment will take me out… probably… not? Yeah, maybe, I’m sure.”

Sora gave a wry smile at my faltering words, and I looked away as I ran to grab the Fool Boar’s aggro.

Seriously, I’ll be fine, right…? Show me what you’ve got, VIT 5…!!


◇◆◇◆◇


“—Ughhhh…”

Exactly at noon, real-world time. I logged out of the virtual world for lunch and lay on the VR machine I had woken up in, letting out a groan worthy of an old man.

My body felt so damn heavy. Probably because I was building my avatar as an agility specialist, the perceived weight difference between my body there and here was too great. It was bad when I logged out last night, but I felt like it had gotten even worse after I poured the status points I’d gained from two boss fights into my stats.

“Is this a path every Arcadia player has walked, or is it a problem with my VR aptitude…?”

If it’s the latter, I’ll be depressed… As I grumbled, I sluggishly moved my incredibly heavy real body. The machine detected my change in posture, automatically opened its lid, and a reclining bed-like mechanism lifted my back.

…This is a game console, you know? A marvel of super-technology through and through.

“Alright, food time.”

No matter how much I jumped around in virtual reality, my real body was just lying there. I wiggled my arms and legs to loosen my stiff muscles and left my room.

My parents, who both work, weren’t home. I passed through the quiet living room of my house and rummaged through the fridge for ingredients.

Alright, I’ve logged out, but my head is still completely in the virtual world. Sora’s combat training has been going well, and our pair’s progress is smooth. We decided to take a temporary break for lunch, but I was happy to be invited by her to continue later.

No, I’m really happy. I’m honestly worried I might have used up all my luck for this lifetime with this sudden turn of events, but I gladly accepted, and my afternoon is now promised to an adventure in another world with a presumably beautiful girl.

“I’m grateful for this chain of coincidences… A stir-fry should be fine, it’s easy.”

I grabbed some likely ingredients at random and put a frying pan on the stove. Cooking, when you’re not trying to be fancy, surprisingly involves a lot of waiting. Right now, I was itching to spend even one more second immersed in virtual reality, so even the short wait for the pan to heat up felt tedious.

Out of boredom, I decided to turn on the TV in the living room.

“Whoa, it’s been three years since I last touched a TV remote.”

Three years since [Arcadia] was announced. To protect my sanity, I had cut off all contact with any and all information media. Not just the internet from my smartphone or computer, but I also did my best to avoid paper media like newspapers and magazines, dedicating my days to my part-time job.

There were many times I accidentally came into contact with information about [Arcadia], but each time I managed to avoid it by using my job and studies as an excuse.

So it wouldn’t be an exaggeration to say I’ve been left behind by society for the past three years, but that’s how much effort it took to completely shut out news of the century’s biggest title, [Arcadia].

However, now that I finally have the virtual reality of my dreams, there’s nothing holding me back. In fact, if I’m going to get serious about clearing the game, the help of information media will be essential. With a deep sense of emotion, I turned on the power, and what appeared on the display was—

“Oh, speak of the devil.”

Coincidentally, it was footage related to the virtual world that currently occupied one hundred percent of my brain. The text displayed at the top of the screen read something like, *Arcadia’s Strongest Sword King! Uncovering the Secret to His Strength!?*

“Who the heck is the Sword King?”

With zero information, even if they told me someone was the strongest or the Sword King, I couldn’t follow at all. As I threw oil and ingredients into the preheated pan, I pictured a muscular man holding a golden greatsword in my mind—

“—Whoa…!?”

A few seconds later, when the “Strongest Sword King” was shown on the TV screen, I found myself unconsciously holding my breath.

—*Cute.* She was a girl so beautiful that describing her with common praise like amazing or incredible felt inadequate.

Silver hair with a faint blue tint, large eyes that sparkled like garnet—an unnervingly perfect beauty.

The graphic rendering in [Arcadia] is almost indistinguishable from reality, and you can barely tell the difference between a person there and in the real world, even up close. And yet, the girl on the screen looked like a character straight out of an anime or manga.

To be blunt, she was far more beautiful than any heroine from a work of fiction. Is this what they call 3D surpassing 2D…?

“Well, it’s just an avatar, but still…”

Even so, that was on another level. Even if it was a beauty created through character customization, she was so stunning that she made all the handsome men and beautiful women I’d seen in the city of Istia pale in comparison.

…Eh, Sora? No, they’re in different leagues… This girl is the beautiful type, while Sora is the cute type, you can’t compare them—I mean, you can’t. When you get to this level, you’re not even human anymore, you’re an angel. Sora is pretty much an angel too, but she’s an angel as a girl, my source of comfort, whereas the strongest girl on the screen has transcended humanity—

“Crap, ahh!?”

I hastily pulled the pan, which was starting to smell slightly burnt, away from the heat. I had been completely captivated without realizing it! As an emergency measure, I splashed some water into it, suppressing the near-abyss that had been forming in the pan.

“That was close…”

As I caught my breath and looked back at the TV, it seemed to be an interview-style program. A player dressed like a reporter was asking various questions, but… there were a lot of technical terms. As a complete beginner, I was in a state of “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“Hmm, her voice is cute too.”

At least she didn’t seem like the loud type. Her voice, fitting her dignified, princess-like atmosphere, was modest yet held a sweetness that was pleasant to the ear.

I still couldn’t follow the content of the interview, not a single bit of it was registering in my brain, but just watching the girl’s movements was a feast for the eyes. As expected, whether in virtual reality or not, beautiful girls are a good thing. Their mere existence can bring comfort to even a complete stranger.

While thinking such foolish thoughts and quickly preparing my lunch, I watched the girl named [Iris]—“The Strongest Sword King”—as I shoveled stir-fry into my stomach.

<hr>

First half of the day done. Planning another post this evening.



    Chapter 14

    Labyrinth of the Wasteland

    “That’s Alicia White-san. She actually holds the title of [Sword Queen], not ‘Strongest Sword King.’”

“Huh… she seemed more like a ‘Princess’ than a ‘Queen.’”

“Fufu, you’re right. Most people agree that ‘Princess’ suits her better, so that’s what she’s commonly called.”

“Though she herself doesn’t seem to care about being called a queen or a princess,” Sora added. As expected, she was well-informed. After finishing our lunch break, I had met up with her again at the fountain plaza in Istia, where my surprisingly knowledgeable partner was sharing her wisdom with me.

“So she’s really famous, huh. I mean, she’s on TV and called the strongest, so I guess that’s a given.”

“Among the players who appear in the media, she’s by far the most popular. She’s incredibly beautiful, after all.”

True, that avatar was on another level. If there was a character creation service, you could probably charge money for that.

“But still, it’s pretty cool that a girl that cute is the strongest. It feels very fantasy-like.”

So there’s no performance difference between genders in virtual reality. I guess there are still individual differences like reflexes and reaction speed, though.

“Alicia-san is truly amazing. There should be a lot of war archives on video sites, so I recommend you watch them, Haru-san.”

“Oh. So they really do stream videos like that.”

At my impressed remark, Sora gave me a look that said, “What is this guy talking about?”—well, yeah, I guess so. I’m probably the only one who would dive into a grand world like virtual reality after a three-year gap with absolutely no information.

“Hmm…”

It’s not like it’s a secret, so I could just tell her, but… for some reason, I feel a strange aversion to bringing up real-life topics in a game like this.

If I confessed that I was going in with no prior information, the conversation might spiral into my three years of high school spent as a part-time-job warrior. Talking about my real self like that would feel like I was just talking about myself, which is embarrassing.

I’ll just answer if she asks.

“Alright, on to Stage II.”

As we chatted idly, an arch about three meters high with an elliptical shape appeared before us. Made of intricately carved white porcelain, it was a transfer gate that connected to the external fields.

There were several of these gates set up within the city, but since you could choose your destination, it didn’t matter which one you used. Now then, the second area for beginners was—

“[Rocky Wasteland], huh…”

Having cleared the boar-infested [Plains of the Horizon], the second field appeared in the selection list. As I muttered its name, the empty transfer gate, which had been reflecting the scenery beyond, was instantly filled with a blue phosphorescence.

Passing through this light, which rippled like the surface of water, would transport us to the external field.

“I wonder what kind of place it will be.”

Sora’s eyes sparkled as she excitedly imagined what lay beyond the gate.

It seems that while she’s done some research, she knows nothing about the maps or strategies. Since we’re teaming up, it’s better if we’re both going in blind, so I’m grateful for that.

“Come on, Haru-san, let’s go!”

Sora, whose demeanor and speech usually made her seem more mature than her apparent age, had a strong sense of curiosity and would show her innocent side in situations like this. I wasn’t trying to figure her out, but I couldn’t quite tell if she was older or younger than me, and more importantly…

—The contrast is just unfair.

Even if I had categorized her as my little sister, her beauty remained unchanged. Pushed from behind by an eager Sora, I suppressed my fluttering heart and passed through the transfer gate.

“—Whoa…”

“—Waaah…!”

Beyond the light of the transfer—we were greeted by endless rock walls that seemed to pierce the heavens, and we both let out cries of admiration.

Spread out at our feet was a wasteland with only a few patches of dry grass. And towering around us, forming a “path” about five meters wide, were giant rock walls. Indeed, it was truly a [Rocky Wasteland].

The entire area was a dull brown, and the rock walls were so high that they completely blocked out the sunlight, leaving us in a dim shade. Being sandwiched between the walls also created a strange sense of pressure, an unsettling feeling.

“…You don’t think these walls are going to suddenly close in and crush us, do you?”

“I-I was thinking the same thing… Please don’t say such scary things!”

When I voiced the thought that had just occurred to me, a nervous-looking Sora chided me.

Yeah, well, I doubt they’d be so sadistic as to kill us in such a way… right? I can tolerate being beaten to death by a monster because of the fantasy filter, but I’d rather not experience a death I can vividly imagine, like being crushed by walls.

“W-Well, anyway… let’s move on. I’m counting on your support.”

“Understood…!”

We both took out our straight sword and shortbow and began our exploration of the ‘Rocky Wasteland’—


◇◆◇◆◇


Compared to the first stage, an endless plain where boars were scattered about as if to say, “Feel free to play,” the second stage took the complete opposite approach.

If the boar plains were “open,” this was a “closed” labyrinth of rock walls. The monsters here were not carefree extroverts running around at will, but introverts lying in wait for wandering players.

Mob number one, a large lizard called a [Wall Lizard] that clung motionlessly to the rock walls. They generally lurked on the upper parts of the walls, and if you tried to pass beneath them without noticing, they would drop down and ambush you.

They were formidable enemies, about two meters long (big), with decent AGI (fast), and considerable STR (painful). But as long as you paid attention to what was above you, you could avoid the ambush, so they were merciful.

Mob number two, a frog called a [Rock Toad] the size of a basketball that camouflaged itself as a rock by the roadside. When you entered its detection range, it would break its camouflage and attack.

Its body movements were sluggish, but its attacks were nimble. It would whip out its frog-like tongue, but the tip was hard and enlarged like a rock, and its power was insane. However, contrary to its rock-like appearance, it had paper-thin durability, so it was merciful.

Mob number three, a [Dust Bat] that would occasionally appear from the sky visible through the gaps in the rock walls, possibly a random encounter. I will never forgive this thing. It pecks at you with needle-like sand particles from a place my sword can’t reach, and when you try to counterattack from a distance, it instantly moves away to mock you, and it follows you relentlessly, and the experience points for defeating it are pathetic, HAAAAAAAAAAAAAH!!!

“Sora-san, finish it!!”

“There goes your personality again…”

As I gave the order in a fit of rage, Sora, who was already getting used to handling her shortbow, moved with a wry smile.

With a fluid motion, she drew her bow, and the released mana arrow struck the unforgivable damn bat without missing its mark.

“How dare you reptiles try to coordinate your attacks…!”

I cursed at the large lizards that had launched a bold offensive, relying on the cover fire from above, and charged forward from my previously retreating position.

Two Wall Lizards were in front of me—despite their size, they were nimble, but without the annoying harassment, they couldn’t keep up with my AGI-maxed legs.

I measured the distance to the giant that was opening its massive jaw to meet me—now!!

“Roar, Acrobatics!!”

I used my newly acquired DEX-assisting passive skill to its fullest, bringing my triple-digit AGI completely under my control.

As a result, my body, which had been running at a speed easily surpassing a short-distance runner, turned at a right angle while maintaining top speed—I leaped, planted my feet on the rock wall, and turned into a pinball.

Rock wall, rock wall, ground, rock wall, wall, wall, wall, ground, wall!!

“This is what gaming is all about!!”

I bounced around inside the passage with movements impossible for any human—or any living creature, for that matter—and sliced the Wall Lizards to pieces with the straight sword in my hand.

Can I be honest? This is SO damn fun!!

“And that’s the end of that!!”

As a finishing touch, I cleanly sliced off the heads of both lizards and landed with a dramatic pose. I then showily spun my straight sword and activated `Quick Change`, and the weapon vanished into thin air with a faint light effect…

To put it mildly, this has to look cool, right—if only my face wasn’t so plain!!

“Ahaha… you’re really enjoying yourself, aren’t you?”

“Well, it’s a once-in-a-lifetime other-world experience, so you have to have fun. My stats have gone up, and I can finally move like this.”

I’d be lying if I said I didn’t want to try a STR-focused muscle build, but… for now, I’ll focus on mastering the high-speed warrior path.

“‘Like this’… I’ve never seen anyone move like that…”

“Hmm?”

A mutter reached my ears. When I turned my gaze, I was met with a somewhat exasperated, deadpan look from Sora-sama.

“It’s nothing… I’m going to heal you, so please stand still.”

Sora’s healing skill was area-targeted, not player-targeted, so it would apparently dissipate if I moved around too much.

So I understood her warning, but… her tone and expression were exactly like someone scolding a restless child.

Wait, is that the image I’m projecting now?

It’s true that my combat style is becoming like a migratory fish that dies if it stops moving, but… I felt a slight sense of dread as I skimmed through the results screen that had appeared.

EXP gained, items acquired, `Dust Bat Wing Membrane`, `Wall Lizard Rough Claw`, and so on—

“Hmm… so this game probably doesn’t have direct equipment drops, huh?”

It was still early, but so far, all I had gotten from battles, including bosses, were material items.

I’m sure you could get them from events, but it seemed unlikely that regular enemies would drop them.

“What’s the deal with that, professor?”

“P-Professor…?”

Now that I had stepped into this world, I had no intention of continuing my self-imposed information ban. I wanted to avoid major spoilers, but Sora seemed to be a blank slate when it came to strategy, so I probably didn’t have to worry about that.

I would humbly call her professor.

“Um, I’m sorry. My knowledge is mostly from watching videos, so it’s rather narrow and shallow…”

“I see.”

So it’s skewed. She has a shallow understanding of what she knows, but knows nothing about what she doesn’t.

“Oh, but the blacksmith players are famous. The crafting system in Arcadia is said to be incredibly free, and it’s been bustling ever since the service started.”

“Ah, so it’s mainly crafting, huh.”

I received a納得 a flash of healing light and let my thoughts drift to the glittering equipment I had yet to see.

In a game with such a broken level of freedom, you could probably create your own one-of-a-kind equipment. The possibilities were endless.

I wanted to graduate from my plain, store-bought iron sword as soon as possible, so I decided to push forward with clearing the content.



    Chapter 15

    A Scramble, Three Sets of Footsteps

    After that, we continued to meticulously map the completely labyrinthine ‘Rocky Wasteland,’ chatting and fighting as we went.

“You’re really good at drawing maps.”

“R-Really…?”

I praised Sora for her neat and surprisingly accurate mapping.

“‘Rock Frog Meat’… this has to be a food item, right…?”

“It just looks like a lump of rock…”

We both shuddered at the thought of a food (?) that looked like it would shatter all our teeth the moment we chewed it.

“Haru-san.”

“Yes.”

“People can’t fly.”

“Yes.”

I got scolded by Sora after trying to hunt that damn flying beast by wall-kicking my way into the air, only to fall headfirst and nearly die.

“That’s why you should leave it to me! It’s bad for my heart when you slip and come crashing down!!”

“But!”

“No ‘buts’! Are you a child!?”

And so, with my authority as the leader figure gradually diminishing—

“—Finally.”

We finished our long exploration of the labyrinth and reached the deepest part of the ‘Rocky Wasteland,’ where the area boss awaited.

“What is that… a scorpion?”

“Looks like it. A cross between a crab and a scorpion.”

Its sand-colored body served as camouflage in the wasteland. For a scorpion, its torso was rather stout and round, with four thick legs and a pair of pincers in front.

Its appearance was more crab-like, but what made it a ‘scorpion’ was its characteristic tail. A weapon with a vicious stinger, it was arched over its head, swaying back and forth.

“[Sand-Eating Great Scorpion], huh… damn, it’s huge.”

In terms of size, the [Buried Great Boar] we fought this morning was bigger, but the difference in scale between a real-life large boar and a scorpion was on another level.

It looked ridiculously huge, and to be honest, it was creepy. The way its mouthparts were wriggling was giving me goosebumps, and I was genuinely repulsed.

I glanced at my partner beside me—

“…Ngh…………ugh…………”

“Knew it.”

Sora-san must have been observing it as closely as I was. Her face grew paler and paler as she started to back away.

“Uh, you okay?”

It was obvious she wasn’t, but I couldn’t think of anything else to say. I asked anyway—ah, Sora-san, you’re not smiling, you’re not smiling, that’s a textbook forced grimace.

Seriously, with Arcadia’s level of graphics, this kind of monster is just not okay. It’s one thing in a display, but we’re facing it in the flesh, so to speak.

“Well, uh… it probably won’t eat us.”

“R-Right……………… You think…?”

“Eh.”

I had muttered that to calm Sora and, incidentally, myself. She had nodded once, but after a moment of silence, she posed a question.

“We get trampled flat and all that, so maybe…”

Eh, ah……………… huh? A being-eaten experience…?

““………………””

We both simultaneously arrived at the same unpleasant thought and fell silent. In front of us, the [Sand-Eating Great Scorpion] was scooping up dirt and sand with its pincers and shoveling it into its mouth.

Its name was Sand-Eater, and it was indeed eating sand, but that was no guarantee it wouldn’t eat meat.

I really wanted to avoid a gory death like being eaten alive, but if we were going to challenge that thing, we probably needed to be prepared.

“…Let’s go.”

“A-Are we going?”

Either way, not challenging it wasn’t an option. I steeled myself and summoned my straight sword, but Sora was still slightly hesitant.

“Don’t worry. As long as I’m alive, I won’t let it get past me.”

“………………What if you’re defeated, Haru-san?”

“Then you can observe my dying moments and prepare yourself.”

“Prepare for what?!”

Well, you know… I really don’t want to see a scene where a beautiful girl gets eaten by a monster. I have to avoid dying after Sora at all costs.

“There are no mobs around, and given the size of the area, I doubt it’ll summon any adds… Now, is it a power type or a speed type?”

Either way, for me, it would only be a difference between “a graze is instant death” and “a graze might be instant death.” The former, where I could be certain of my speed advantage, would be easier to deal with.

The circular area, which was only slightly larger than average, was also perfect for three-dimensional wall-kicking maneuvers. Judging from the Rock Frog’s tongue attack, I’d need to be careful of its tail, but—whatever the case, you never know which one will break until you hit it.

We hid in the shadow of the passage at the entrance to the plaza and prepared for battle. I poured the experience points I had gained from exploring the labyrinth into my stats and gripped the summoned straight sword in my right hand.

“…Sora.”

“I-I’m okay.”

Sora had shown a rather cowardly side, like when she had tried to run away from the fungus monster in our first encounter.

But in the end, she had shown the resolve to stand her ground and fight, and she usually didn’t take long to get to that point.

To be honest, the presence of these monsters, even the mobs, was on a whole different level from analog games. I wouldn’t have been surprised if a quiet girl like Sora had immediately given up on combat and switched to a crafting profession.

But when I checked on her, she replied, “I’m okay,” and though her voice trembled, her eyes were steady.

Well, what can I say—as a partner, she was incredibly reliable.

“Okay. I’ll charge in like always, so cover me. Basically, just use your bow and try to find a weak spot, but if you feel like I’m not holding its aggro well, stop attacking.”

When I told her I’d give her instructions, Sora nodded obediently.

Arcadia’s bows are magical attacks. If that crab-scorpion turned out to be a physical defense monster, there was a chance I wouldn’t be able to draw its enmity enough without any magical attack options.

“Yes, understood. …………Um, Haru-san!”

After our short meeting, just as I turned to go—a hesitant voice stopped me.

“Yeah, what’s up?”

“No, um… just… l-let’s do our best!”

I don’t know what got into her, but she suddenly held up her small hand… what’s this, a pre-battle high-five?

I didn’t quite get her intention, but it was a rare offer of physical contact. Maybe she was fired up because this was the first boss fight where she could properly participate—thinking that, it was a rather heartwarming sight.

“Yeah!”

I suppressed my slight embarrassment and lightly tapped my hand against Sora’s palm—and so, our third boss battle began.


◇◆◇◆◇


“—You liar, Haru-saaaaaan!!”

“I’m so sorry! Hey you, stop, you crab-scorpion, you bastard!!!”

Sora’s tearful scream.

Three sets of footsteps, large and small, scrambling across the desolate land.

A useless sky-flyer, enraged at the scoundrel who made a girl cry.

The small plaza where the boss awaited in the rock-wall labyrinth had turned into a scene of pandemonium.

Currently, we were engaged in a game of tag, linked in the order of Sora ← Scorpion ← Me.

The root of all evil was, of course, this crab-scorpion—the third boss and a bastard who came equipped with the crappy feature of random targeting.

And I’m not even sure if it’s random targeting. This thing started relentlessly chasing only Sora within seconds of the battle starting!

“Hey, you, stop!! You’re getting your back pummeled, you know! Are you okay with that, boss?!”

Its legs were reasonably fast, but not so fast that Sora, who wasn’t an AGI-focused build like me, couldn’t just barely keep running away.

Its durability wasn’t particularly high either. It was tough, as a boss monster should be, but its double-layered HP bar was being steadily chipped away with each of my attacks.

But it wouldn’t look at me. This crab-scorpion was completely smitten with Sora, no matter how much I hit it.

“—You lolicon, if that’s how you want to play, I’ve got an idea too!!”

“—Loli…?! W-Wait, who are you—?”

I thought I heard a protest, but that can wait.

To be honest, I had started this battle in high spirits after a pretty cool preamble. So to be completely ignored from the very first hit, to be kicked and punched without so much as a glance, was beyond infuriating.

“Is my sword-poking too light for you…?”

Fine, then I’ll use the great axe.

“Quick Chan…ge, ORAAAAAA!!”

Switching from the straight sword. And in the brief window after the quick change—the moment when the weight of the massive weapon wasn’t applied—I swung it with all my might, even though my STR didn’t meet the requirements.

The boss’s giant body swayed for a moment as the great axe struck its relatively thin leg—but its target was still Sora.

—Oh, is that how it is.

“Then I’ll flatten you completely…!”

The moment the weight was applied—just as I was about to be pulled down by its original weight, I used quick change again to switch from the great axe to the straight sword.

I continued my assault without stopping my pursuit—now!!

“HRAA!!”

The moment the cooldown ended, I used quick change again and swung the axe. I compensated for the lack of power due to my low STR with the speed of my swing, something that would normally be impossible with such a large weapon! Your damn HP bar’s depletion is proof that it’s super effective, you piece of crap scorpion!!

I don’t know if it’s a crustacean or an insect, but the boss didn’t even scream; its rapidly decreasing status bar spoke for it.

At this rate, it wouldn’t take long—

“—Ngh… H-Haru-san!”

“Sora, sorry! Just keep running for a little while longer! If you do, I’ll—”

“I’m sorry!”

“Heh?”

Why are you sorry?

“My legs, my legs feel so heavy…!”

“—!”

Crap, is she out of stamina…!?

Stamina is a hidden parameter not displayed on the status screen, but it naturally increases and decreases with a player’s actions.

For me, it’s a loose restriction I’ve never really had to worry about, but for Sora, who isn’t a light warrior build, if she’s been sprinting at full speed for a long time—

“Ngh… ah, ugh…!”

It was inevitable that her legs would eventually give out.

“—Sora!!”

The long game of tag came to an end. As Sora’s legs were caught by the system’s forced effect, the crab-scorpion opened its giant pincers in front of her.

The moment I saw its motion, which closely resembled its sand-eating behavior from before the battle—I kicked off the ground with all my might.

My paper-thin armor meant I couldn’t act as a shield, so I had been attacking from behind to try to peel off its aggro, but that positioning had backfired.

The boss was huge, but there wasn’t enough space to duck under it. And if I went around the side, its pincers would reach Sora before I did.

It was obvious that hitting it now would just be ignored like before—so!

I jumped from directly behind the stationary boss, kicked the middle of its long, arched tail to change my trajectory, and—!!

“No touching, you bastard!!”

With that momentum, I slammed a full-power flying kick into the pincer that was closing in on Sora.

My meager STR wasn’t enough to send it flying—but the inertia from my high-speed maneuver boosted my insufficient power!!

“Ngh, Haru-sa—fwah?!”

“Excuse me for a sec!”

I had succeeded in deflecting the pincer that was about to grab Sora, but it had another one.

Before it could unleash its second attack, I snatched Sora away from the boss.

A princess carry? Like I have time for that!!

Carrying Sora on my shoulder, my legs slowed down by the extra weight. My previous advantage was gone, and it caught up to me—crap.

“It’s faster…!”

We were not just at the same speed; it was completely faster than me. I can’t shake it…!

“Ugh, this…!”

From what I had seen so far, its attack patterns consisted of simple, wide swings with its two pincers and tail.

Even with my reduced speed, I could still dodge each individual attack. But what made this crab-scorpion so troublesome was the extremely short interval between its mechanically delivered attacks.

And what made it even more of a bastard was its behavior of never stopping its legs even when attacking, something unheard of for a large boss—!!

“H-Haru-san! Put me down!”

Sora, still on my shoulder, shouted as she was tossed around by my desperate evasive maneuvers.

“Are you saying that after seeing that motion just now?!”

“Mo-tio—hyaa?! Wh-what… what was that?!”

“You were about to get munched, Sora-san!!”

“Munched?!”

It seems she was too preoccupied to see. Well, it was unclear if it was actually a devour attack, but there was no doubt it was some kind of restraining motion. It’s not hard to imagine the nasty attack that would have followed.

“Munch… B-But at this rate!”

I’m the one dodging, so I can tell. This lolicon is still relentlessly aiming only for Sora, who is being carried.

It’s probably programmed with a behavior like, “Keep targeting one player, and when that target is down, move on to the next.”

Arcadia is an MMO. And even considering that I’m still not used to the VR environment, the combat difficulty has been quite high so far. It’s likely that bosses are meant to be challenged with a proper party.

In that case, the orthodox strategy for this crab-scorpion is probably to have a proper tank stand between it and the targeted player to protect them while fighting.

The fact that it keeps moving while attacking also makes sense if you assume that a properly built tank could withstand it while impeding its movement.

So this is what happens when you challenge it with a pair—and a pair with no tank and one member made of paper at that. If only it had targeted me instead…!

“No choice, emergency measures…!”

“Do you have a plan?”

Sora, still on my shoulder, caught my muttered curse and her voice rose with expectation.

I kind of have one, and if I use it, I can probably turn the tables easily. Unlike the ‘Host of Mush’ battle, we have a trump card now!

“Alright, time for a counterattack, Sora! The plan is called ‘A Girl’s Cheer = The Ultimate Buff’!!”

“—So in the end, I still can’t do anything?!”

Forgive me, Sora… I don’t like turning you into a decoration either, but it can’t be helped in this situation…! I think if I let go of you right now, you’ll be munched in a few seconds…!!

“I thought I could finally fight properly… Ugh, fine!”

As if to vent her frustration, Sora, still on my shoulder, lightly slapped my back and activated the extraordinary support skill she had acquired.

“`Spectate Yell`!!”

Could you please stop shouting like you’re sulking? I’ve told you how many times that cute moves are super effective on me.

A light enveloped my body as I bounced around with Sora in my arms, and a buff icon shaped like a halo of light appeared on my status bar—as if shifting gears, all my stats jumped up.

The speed I had once lost… hell yeah, I’m faster again!!

“From here on out, it’s all me!!”

“W-Wait, Haru-sa, why are you still carrying me…?!”

Well, you see, a percentage bonus on my durability is like a drop in the ocean. Since I still can’t act as a shield, my only choice is to outrun it while carrying you!!

“Ah, wait, wait, plea—!”

Let’s go, top gear!! I’m inviting you on a superhuman maneuver experience!!!

“Ah, no…!!—Kyaaaaaaaaaa?!”

Sora’s scream trailed behind us as we dodged the pincers and leaped into the air. I shifted Sora into one arm and received a desperate hug around my neck, but I had no time to enjoy it.

I deflected the stinger that was aimed at me in mid-air with a sideways blow from my straight sword, and as my body tumbled from the recoil, I used `Quick Change` to switch to the great axe—

“KYAAAAA?! KYAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA!!”

Sora was screaming her head off like a textbook example, but her STR was much higher than mine, even while being swung around. Confirming that she was holding on tight, I swung the great axe with one hand without hesitation.

A direct hit on the tail I had just parried. The solid impact and further recoil sent my body flying, and while holding a person, I pulled off a three-and-a-half twist in mid-air before landing—a move I myself found insane—then switched back to the straight sword and charged again.

“Ha, piece of cake!! I have the blessing of Sora-sama!!”

“No, stop…!—Iyaaaaaaaaaaaaaah!!”

I was completely in the zone and hyped up, while Sora was half-crying—no, full-on crying—more intensely than when she was being chased by the boss.

The contrasting screams of the two echoed through the rocky wasteland, and the sound of clashing swords accelerated without end—.



    Chapter 16

    Something Like a One-and-Only Partner

    ◇You have defeated the [Sand-Eating Great Scorpion].◇

◇You have acquired a title.◇ ・‘Vanquisher of the Sand-Eating Great Scorpion’ ・‘The One Who Protected’ ・‘The Untouchable One’

◇You have acquired a skill.◇ ・Jump Maneuver ・Carry Running

――――――――――――――――――
◇Status◇
Name：Haru　 Lv：28（40）
STR(Strength)：15
AGI(Agility)：110
DEX(Dexterity)：100
VIT(Vitality)：5
MID(Mind)：5
LUC(Luck)：5

◇Skill◇
・All-Weapon Aptitude
 `Quick Change`
 `Weapon Dart`

・Accel Tempo
・Boar’s Heart
・Acrobatics
・Jump Maneuver New!
・Carry Running New!
――――――――――――――――――

A few minutes after our counteroffensive began, the Sand-Eating Great Scorpion, which had been relentlessly pummeled by me, and Sora, who had been subjected to my human-powered roller coaster, went down at the same time.

One exploded into a phosphorescent light, while the other was completely dizzy and incapacitated in my arms. Now that I had calmed down, I realized, “I’m definitely going to get lectured for this later,” and, belatedly panicking, I leaned against a rock and tended to Sora.

“Auu… auu…”

The sight of a beautiful girl on my lap was quite surreal and sweet, but knowing that a lecture was waiting for me, I had no room for any ulterior motives.

And seriously, I felt bad. As I earnestly fanned her with my hand to show my sincerity, Sora groggily opened her eyes a crack.

“Uh… a-are you okay?”

“………………”

I received a textbook deadpan stare and couldn’t help but look away. As I awkwardly continued fanning her while looking away, I heard a small sigh from below.

“…I’m not that angry. I was the one who held us back, and thanks to you, we were able to clear it.”

Her voice was slightly peeved, but… when I glanced back at her, her expression wasn’t particularly angry, just as she had said.

It seemed I had avoided the lecture. As I relaxed, Sora met my gaze for a moment—before quickly looking away.

It was a suggestive, sullen gesture, but she couldn’t escape Arcadia’s specification of having overly expressive emotions. Seeing her faintly blushing cheeks, I could tell she was just embarrassed.

“Um… sorry about that. I know I did something crazy, even if it was on the spur of the moment…”

She still didn’t seem to be trying to get up, so she must still be feeling unwell. When I honestly apologized, Sora, still looking away, glanced at me.

“…The boss was mean. So, please don’t worry about it too much.”

“Haha… hearing you say that…”

Her concern, turned back on me, stung. She really is a good kid…

After a while, Sora recovered, and we checked our newly acquired skills and allocated our stats. There didn’t seem to be anything left to explore, so we passed through the ring of light that had appeared in the plaza after the boss’s defeat and returned to the city.

I checked the time and it was just before 4 PM in the real world. We could still keep going if we wanted to, but—

“I’m sorry, Haru-san, but I think I’ll call it a day…”

“Oh, right.”

Unfortunately, this was it for Sora. …Well, we’ve been logged in for quite a while in real-world time, which translates to over ten hours here. She must be tired, and it wouldn’t be surprising if she had other things to do.

…Me? I don’t have any plans, and I could go all day!!

“Um, Haru-san, you’re…”

“I think I’ll keep going for a bit. I plan on taking a break later, though.”

She probably expected as much from my demeanor, but when I told her, Sora’s face fell slightly—

“I see.”

—and she smiled as if to hide something.

…I get it. That feeling of sadness when your partner, who you’ve been adventuring with from the start, goes on ahead while you can’t play.

—To be honest, Sora doesn’t seem like a hardcore gamer, or even a light gamer. She seems to be the diligent type, as she’s done her research, but judging from the way she would tilt her head at the gaming terms and internet slang I sometimes used… this girl is probably just a “normal girl” who is unfamiliar with this kind of thing.

In conclusion, my playtime and Sora’s probably won’t match up. It would be impossible for us to progress through the game at the exact same pace.

If we were to try to force it, I would have to halt my progress and match Sora’s pace, but… that feels wrong, somehow.

I might be able to pretend at first, but eventually, my unfulfilled desire to progress would build up. And Sora, being on the side that was “being waited for,” would likely feel guilty, given her personality. I can easily imagine that.

If that were to happen, we wouldn’t be able to enjoy the game anymore.

That’s why I have no intention of doing that.

“Hey, Sora.”

“Yes?”

“Our pace of progress might not match, but we’re still the only newcomers around, right?”

“Yes, that’s right.”

We can’t hope for any newcomers to join us, and the players ahead of us have at least a six-month head start. In that case… ah, I’ve already put the words together, but it’s a little embarrassing to say this kind of thing with a straight face.

“So… uh, well, you know. We’re each other’s one-and-only partner… something like that.”

“Partner…”

Sora’s small repetition of the word fanned the flames of my embarrassment, but her sad expression from before seemed to have done a number on me. I wanted to properly dispel any unnecessary anxiety she might have, and I found myself thinking that.

“I might go on ahead, but I won’t leave you behind. Feel free to call me whenever you have time.”

“But, then Haru-san would be—”

“I won’t find it troublesome or a bother, okay? If we’re going to continue as a pair, your progress is a plus for me too. It’ll be good practice for party play… so it’s not so much helping you out as it is a form of self-improvement for me.”

When I stated my true feelings simply, Sora, who at first had a complicated expression, gradually softened her face.

“…Please don’t push yourself. If you ever think it’s a bother, please tell me.”

She smiled hesitantly, saying it would be easier for her to accept if I were direct.

“Well, for starters, there’s no way a guy would find it a bother to be relied on by a girl.”

When I added that lighthearted remark as a final push, Sora seemed to be convinced.

“Fufu… Sometimes you turn into a flirt, Haru-san.”

And with Sora’s gentle smile dealing a critical hit to my mental state as the final act… my adventure with my adorable partner came to a temporary close.

<hr>

――――――――――――――――――
◇Status◇
Name：Haru　 Lv：28
STR(Strength)：30
AGI(Agility)：130
DEX(Dexterity)：100
VIT(Vitality)：5
MID(Mind)：5
LUC(Luck)：10

◇Skill◇
・All-Weapon Aptitude
 `Quick Change`
 `Weapon Dart`

・Accel Tempo
・Boar’s Heart
・Acrobatics
・Jump Maneuver
・Carry Running
――――――――――――――――――
Backstage explanation of skills not detailed in the main story.

`Quick Change`—An active skill exclusive to the All-Weapon Aptitude tree. By clearly visualizing the details of the target equipment, it enables instantaneous equipment switching without needing to use the UI.

`Weapon Dart`—Provides aiming assistance and a slight damage bonus when throwing a weapon.

`Accel Tempo`—When the same active skill is used consecutively, its cooldown time is progressively reduced. The effect is broken if a different active skill is used, but passive skills that activate automatically do not interrupt the effect’s continuation.

`Jump Maneuver`—Assists and stabilizes the avatar’s movements during jumping actions.

`Carry Running`—When running while carrying a heavy object, the load is reduced according to the STR and DEX values.



    Chapter 17

    Interlude

    “—No way…”

In a dimly lit space illuminated only by the faint light from several large wall-mounted displays, a voice filled with a mix of surprise and utter disbelief echoed amidst the chorus of low humming from the rows of equipment.

The man who had been ‘observing’ the video on the display sank into a state of fatigue similar to someone who had just finished a very long anime series or movie, repeating the same words over and over.

“Not a cheater with a sub-account, not a veteran returning player, but a complete newbie…? *That*… is a newbie?”

It was still impossible. It was rare for anyone to even be able to stand properly right after their first dive, yet this one had not only jumped up energetically but had also walked without any sense of unease…

“A second perfectly adapted individual, just like the Princess…? No, seriously, why is the person in charge always absent at times like these…?”

He had sent a message to his ‘superior’ a long time ago, but as usual, whenever it was a serious matter, there was no reply.

As a mere ‘observer,’ he had no authority to do anything on his own… and since he had nothing to do but ‘observe,’ he had been tracking the player in question—

“It’s like irregularities attract each other…”

His gaze shifted to the small figure accompanying the player who was the star of the logs. Watching the smiling girl with her dazzling blond hair, the man let out a deep sigh at the premonition of impending trouble.



    Chapter 18

    Chimney, Hammer-sound, Muscles

    “Whoa, this is getting me seriously hyped…”

After parting with Sora, I logged out for a break myself. Now, having returned to the world of Arcadia, I stood before a certain building, trembling with excitement.

Following the advice of the veterans I had met, I arrived at this very tasteful brick building—yes. It was a blacksmith shop, an indispensable part of any fantasy world.

The chimney, puffing out smoke, looked just right, and the constant *clang, clang* of a hammer hitting iron that echoed from within was endlessly cranking up my excitement.

“Here I go…!”

Still not quite used to the fantasy setting, I felt a slight sense of intimidation, but I pushed open the door, which had an “OPEN” sign hanging on it.

The door creaked with a somewhat old-fashioned sound, and as I stepped inside, I was greeted by a rugged counter, shelves, and various blacksmith products adorning the interior.

The sound of hammering continued, and there was no one who looked like a shopkeeper in sight. It seemed they were holed up in the forge behind the counter without anyone watching the shop.

I could call out… or rather, I’d love to take a look, but I didn’t want to interrupt their work. Since I wasn’t in a hurry, I decided to browse the products quietly until the owner came out—though if they didn’t show up in ten minutes, I wouldn’t hesitate to shout.

“As expected… these are a different league from the store-bought iron ones.”

The objects in this virtual world, a fusion of dreams and electronic data, possessed a presence no different from their real-world counterparts.

The various weapons and armor hanging on the walls and from hooks. Not a single one was the same, and they exuded an aura that the mass-produced store-bought items lacked.

And damn, they look so cool. The level of detail is insane. This will definitely make the store-bought stuff feel inadequate… what does ‘level of detail’ even mean?

“Is this, like, a sample…?”

Something I could touch—as I looked around, I found a straight sword that seemed to fit the bill perfectly.

Below the straight sword, which was lying on a simple rack, was a sign that helpfully read “FREE.”

In that case, without hesitation,

“Ngh……………… It really is different.”

I had been slightly worried about the STR requirement, but it seemed I met it, as the straight sword settled into my hand smoothly.

Compared to the iron sword I was using, its shape was a bit shorter than the orthodox design. But the feeling of… reassurance, I guess, that came from its small blade was on a whole different level.

The visual aspect probably played a large part. The gleaming, polished blade seemed to be made of a different material from ordinary iron, as it had a faint blue tint. From the guard that protected the hand to the pommel, it was a work of simple yet elegant craftsmanship.

But even setting that aside, there was something that was definitely being transmitted from the left hand that gripped it. Was this my avatar unconsciously reading the numerical stats set for the sword, or was it…

“—What, a customer?”

“Whoa…?!”

I had been half-entranced by the sword when a gruff voice suddenly pulled me back.

I almost dropped the sword, but I quickly placed it back on the rack and turned around to see a large figure appear from behind the counter.

He was huge. His height was only a little taller than mine, but his width, or rather, the mass of his muscles, was insane. I was certain that if he were to charge at me, I would be minced in one hit. He was a man like a rock.

His face, with a black bandana-like cap covering his head completely, had no wrinkles, but he didn’t look like a young man either.

He was a tanned, muscular, handsome middle-aged man.

“Haven’t seen you around.”

When I hear the word “blacksmith,” I immediately imagine a difficult, stubborn old man, but this muscular guy didn’t give off an obvious sense of severity. He just seemed like the type who was straightforward and didn’t show much emotion.

I collected myself after being momentarily overwhelmed by his appearance and deployed my customer-service persona, honed by my part-time job, to make a good first impression.

“My apologies for not announcing myself. I’m a newcomer who just arrived in town yesterday, and I was recommended to come here by some of the more experienced players.”

The shopkeeper stared at me, the polite young man, for a moment before plopping down on a stool at the counter and muttering, “You’re so formal.”

…Hmm, so he prefers a more casual approach. Well, I’ll adjust as we go.

“Well, whatever. What do you want?”

He pulled off his cap as if tearing it off and asked while wiping his sweat with a towel. Seeing his short-cropped white hair, I was strangely surprised, thinking, “So he wasn’t bald.” I summoned my current beloved sword to my hand.

“I bought this at the weapon shop in town, but I’ve earned a bit of money, so I was hoping to get an upgrade.”

In response, he silently held out a thick arm. As requested, I handed over my straight sword. He stared at the sword, which looked even more flimsy compared to his massive frame, and—

“It really seems to hate you.”

—he said, without much emotion.

“…Eh, h-hates me? Does it?”

I asked back, slightly flustered, but there was no reply to my words. The shopkeeper continued to examine my sword and spoke again.

“This is one of the mass-produced ones I sold to Ronna.”

“Oh, is that so… Who’s Ronna?”

“How did you use it?”

Ah, this is one of those people who does things their own way. From experience, if I don’t completely commit to being the listener, our conversation won’t go anywhere.

“Uh… how I used it. Well, just cutting things, normally.”

……………… Man, am I going to get yelled at for this?

“Um… l-like, throwing it, and stuff?”

“Throwing it.”

“…Yes.”

And then silence.

…………This is scary. When a guy with that build goes completely silent, the intimidation factor is off the charts.

“Kid.”

“Y-YES, SIR.”

“Swing it.”

He said, handing the straight sword back to me. Wait, swing it here?

“Um, but—”

“Just swing it down where you are. One swing, with all your might.”

“…………”

Hmm, I don’t get it. I don’t, but…

“……Understood.”

I don’t know why, but this kind of thing is exciting, isn’t it? An event that you would absolutely never experience in real life.

The development was too sudden for me to read the shopkeeper’s intentions, but this must be one of those “I’ll see what you’re made of” moments… there’s no way I’m not getting fired up!!

I don’t have any sword training, but I have enough experience to have slain three massive beasts. I believed I could at least look the part—

“HRAH!!”

I raised it slowly and swung down with all my might.

“…………”

The shopkeeper said nothing. Five seconds, ten seconds of silence passed.

“…………”

Feeling awkward, I released my stance. After a flourish of pointless but hopefully graceful and careful cuts, I sheathed the sword—or rather, since there was no sheath, I put it in my inventory. The silence continued.

One minute, two minutes. Just as I was beginning to suspect that he had fallen asleep with his eyes open, the muscular guy finally spoke.

“…A bundle of Glowbird tail feathers, and two chunks of blue iron ore.”

Just when I thought he had opened his mouth, this is what he says. I feel like lecturing him on the importance of context.

In the real world, I would have tilted my head and asked, “What are you talking about?” but considering that this world is a game, the meaning of the shopkeeper’s words was clear. In other words…

◇A quest has been initiated.◇

‘A Partner to Walk With’ ※Optional
・Great Winged Bird’s Tail Feathers 0/10
・Blue Iron Ore 0/2

—It was my first quest in Arcadia.



    Chapter 19

    A Cliffside Tour Straight to Hell

    "—And so, I've arrived at stage three."

The muscle-bound old man... he wasn't unfriendly once you got him talking, but he was fatally tight-lipped. After somehow prying the location of the required materials from that walking pile of muscle, I learned they could be found in the third area, which I had conveniently just unlocked.

So, I immediately set off for my first solo expedition since this morning, but... hmm, well now, this is...

"Sora's going to cry again."

The area was called the [Cliff Road of the Sky Bridge]—and the other side of the transfer gate was the top of a sheer cliff where fierce winds raged. And I can't even read the area name. How the hell are you supposed to say that?

...Wait, this is no time for jokes. What do they mean, 'Sky Bridge'? This is just a cliff's edge! The path is less than a meter wide.

I kind of got the feeling they wanted to deliver a variety of adventures and combat scenarios, but aren't they ramping up the danger a little too fast? You don't try to kill the player with the terrain on the third map.

"Fighting bird-type mobs on a footing like this is..."

The material I need is called [Glowbird's Tail Feather], so they're bound to show up, right? These 'Glowbirds,' or whatever they're called. This is a bit risky... or rather, tough. No, it's impossible. I can't even get a proper footing, so my throws won't have much power.

By the way, the first thing I did when I got here was check below the cliff, but it was impossible to even estimate the altitude.

To be specific, it was a sea of clouds... The only way in or out is the transfer gate, but does this mean we're not near a town or anything? The terrain is just too insane.

"I just have to believe there's some way to deal with this."

If it doesn't work out, I can just think of it as practice for falling from a great height... Damn it. Ever since that boar squashed me flat, my fear of death has been getting numb.

For now, judging by the terrain, this stage should be a straight path. A complex labyrinth of sheer cliffs wouldn't make any sense. As long as I'm careful not to misstep and fall to my death, I should be able to reach the goal... I hope.

"Anyone with a fear of heights would be stuck here. The gross scorpion was bad enough. I wonder if there's a way to skip stages..."

No use just standing here frozen. Guess I'll get going.

Luckily, with my acrobatics-boosted agility, I'm confident in my movements. I probably won't fall to my death over some minor accident.

"...I feel like I'm jinxing myself every time I say something like that."

Muttering to myself, I took a step onto the unreliable footing.

◇◆◇◆◇

"Oh?"

I wasn't about to go full-sprint on this terrain, so I proceeded cautiously for a few minutes—when something caught my eye.

"Could it be... No, it definitely is."

On the cliff-face side. On one part of the rock wall I'd been using for support as I walked, a piece of a foreign object with a clearly different color and texture was exposed.

Its color was a dull blue—that must be the blue iron ore I'm looking for.

"Finding it just lying on the roadside like this must mean it's a common, general-purpose ore."

It's not in a spot I can't reach, so I should be able to mine it without any problems.

"Now then..."

I summoned the pickaxe they so graciously lent me when I accepted the quest. This quick-change ability affects not just weapons, but all equipment including armor. It's seriously useful.

Okay, I'll wind up—

"No wasted effort."

As if to break the area around my target,

"Just swing away!!"

That explanation of mining was way too vague, you muscle-bound geezer!!

But it seemed to work, game-wise. After swinging the pickaxe rather haphazardly two or three times, a lump of dull blue rock tumbled from the cliff face with a satisfying *thunk*.

"Alright. That's one... It's bigger than I thought, huh?"

The rocky chunk that rolled to my feet was about the size of a shot put. It looked pretty heavy. I wonder if my inventory capacity can handle it.

"It'd be better if held items and inventory were separate... but, yeah, this should be manageable."

Most games I know have separate slots for equipped items and inventory, but Arcadia applies a total value.

In my case, that means the combined weight of my straight sword, my great axe, and all the loot I've gathered so far is what counts against my capacity limit... Yep, it's all the great axe's fault.

This game probably isn't designed for new players to use large weapons.

I'm too new to know the reasoning behind that design choice, but at this early stage, without the expanded capacity from leveling up, it's difficult to even wear armor while holding a large weapon, let alone anything else.

I want to expand my capacity soon and at least put on some armor so Sora doesn't have to give me the side-eye for being 'frail,' but we'll see.

"I guess I can find the iron ore like this, but the real problem is the birds."

It hasn't been that long since I set foot in this area, but it feels like I should have had at least one encounter by now.

At this rate, this is just a cliffside hike. If you ignore the fact that one misstep means death, it's not so bad... Damn it, my sense of the value of life is plummeting. The death penalty isn't light, so I need to stay on my toes.

After proceeding further along the cliff path for a while—

"...Here it comes."

Without warning, a cry like a kite's echoed through the air. It reverberated through the valley of cliffs rising from the sea of clouds, making it hard to pinpoint the location.

On this footing, my signature mobile combat is impossible. I put my back to the wall, readied my straight sword, and waited to intercept the attack—and there it was.

"From below...!"

The enemy attacked from below—bursting through the sea of clouds. I reflexively swung my sword at the object closing the distance before I could even get a good look at it. It took off, distancing itself from me with a loud flap of its wings.

"A Glowbird, huh... Seriously, it's overgrown."

As I got a full view of it, those words escaped my lips.

Its body was blue. With four large wings in two pairs, its slender, flimsy torso looked more like a butterfly's than a bird's.

What was most remarkable was its size. Including its long tail feathers, which were more than double the length of its body, it had to be well over three meters long. The wingspan, when spread, looked even wider.

"Isn't that too big...? And this is a common enemy?"

As I stood there stunned, the great-winged bird parted its yellow beak and let out a threatening cry—then, it closed in fast.

"Tch!"

It closed the distance. It was going to strike with its talons or its sharp beak—or so I thought. In some trick of acrobatics, it maintained its flight with only its smaller, lower wings, and swung its massive upper wings down at me.

"What kind of bird does that?!"

I never expected it to use its very lifeline as its main weapon. I hastily intercepted the huge wing that came at me with a terrifying *WHOOSH!*.

I was startled, but I reacted in time. The blade, which met the wing in a counter, slashed through the blue wing... but it didn't cut!?

"It's hard!?"

A loud metallic clang rang out as the straight sword and the great wing were mutually repelled. *Impossible,* I thought as I looked closer—and saw a 'hand' reminiscent of a wyvern's, complete with a thick talon, halfway up the wing's edge.

"Damn, this is annoying!"

I wasn't given time for a long complaint. Another wing attack came from the other side. I tried to block—not gonna make it!

"*Quick Change*!"

In place of my repelled right hand, I summoned the great axe to my left. I instinctively shielded myself with the axe head, which was incomparably larger than my sword—

"Gah...!"

Wasn't this thing just a mass of feathers?! It's too heavy! I blocked a direct hit, but my health dropped sharply, and...?!

"Tch—Crap!"

As if being swept by a broom, my body was pushed aside by the force of the wing's blow. The battlefield is a narrow cliff path. If I stumble in the wrong direction here...

"*Gasp*..."

The feeling of the ground disappearing from under my feet.

—Huh? Seriously? For real? ...Huh?

"W-wait a—"

Swatted by the great wing and thrown into the air, my body hung there for a moment of weightlessness, and then—

"Gah... Damn youuuu!!?!"

I was falling. Before I could even glare at the Glowbird that let out a triumphant squawk above me, the weight of the great axe pulled me down, and I was swallowed by the sea of clouds in an instant.

"Not... yet!"

I'm not dead yet. I don't know the structure of this stage, but if I'm above the clouds, there should be some time before I'm slammed into the ground, the final destination of my fall.

In a normal game, death would be sealed the moment you fall. But this is [Arcadia]. If it lives up to my expectations, it should properly smash me onto the ground and finish me off!!

"Then...!"

My first idea for a 2D-style solution in this kind of situation—stab a sword into the wall to break the fall.

I used *Quick Change* again, swapping the great axe that was hastening my demise with my straight sword. My vision was almost zero in the thick clouds, but since I fell straight down from the cliff's edge, it was easy to aim at the rock wall rushing past me.

Suppressing my racing heart and rising panic, I pulled back in a forced, upside-down stance—

"Hraaaah!!"

Perhaps it was a surge of adrenaline, but the thrust I unleashed from a position where I couldn't even get a foothold was, if I do say so myself, a critical hit.

The blade slammed into the rock wall with great force, embedding its tip deep into the stone—and a split second later, it snapped with a high-pitched metallic shriek.

"Gah... Dammit!! I guess it would hate me after all the crap I've put it through!!!"

My fall didn't stop, and I let out a cry of utter agreement with the muscle-bound blacksmith's theory that my "beloved sword hated me."

Damn, would it have been different if I had some kind of piercing attack skill...? No, given how it broke, it was probably a durability issue. Even if it had stuck, it would have just snapped anyway.

Fortunately, it seems equipment doesn't vanish when it breaks. I apologized to the straight sword, now a pathetic sight with its blade missing from the middle, and stashed it in my inventory.

"Seriously, my bad, beloved sword... ...Wait a minute."

This is taking a while. How long am I going to be falling... or rather, how long am I going to be in these clouds? I feel like I've already dropped over a hundred meters, but there's no sign of the clouds breaking.

I really don't get it. What kind of terrain is this?

"...Could this be that thing?"

A suspicion suddenly formed in my mind, leading to a hypothesis—and before I could even examine it, a foreign object flew into my monochrome white vision.

It was a bizarre sight that could only be described as a "stone net." Countless stone bridges, each several meters wide, intersected to form a 'net' like a wide-meshed spiderweb.

"—Whoa, that was close!?"

It was only for a moment, but I was captivated by a sight I'd surely never see in real life. As a result, one of the stone bridges rushed toward my face.

Instinctively—or rather, reflexively—I summoned the great axe and, to escape my falling trajectory which was about to clip the edge, I slammed it sideways into the side of the stone bridge.

"Owww...!"

This time it didn't snap like the straight sword, but a severe shockwave shot back into both my arms.

Fortunately, I managed to get my body out of the way, but the numbness in my hands was intense. I returned the great axe I almost dropped to my inventory—crap, what do I do now...?

The web of stone bridges continued downward in layers. I just survived the first crisis, but if another bridge comes along on a direct collision course, my avatar will be shattered in an instant.

"............I could just give up, but..."

As I miraculously slipped through the wide-meshed net, I muttered to myself, nearly out of options.

Logically, this is an impossible situation. By any common sense, I'm done for... This is the part where I just give up, close my eyes, and tell myself, "I won't fall next time"—but,

"I decided to give this adventure everything I've got—as much as I possibly can...!!"

Next impact. Thirty meters until I intersect with a bridge on a glancing trajectory—twenty, ten... Roar, acrobatic AGI!!

"Ngh—!!"

Fighting against the gravity pulling me down, I forced my body up, twisting and coiling it—and slammed the soles of my feet against the side of the stone bridge.

"Nngh... Next!!"

I ignored the HP bar that vanished by a good twenty percent and the intense numbness that made it feel like my right leg was gone from the knee down.

I deliberately shifted my trajectory and aimed for the next 'footing'—a stone bridge one level below—and landed.

"Gah, that hurts!!"

The numbness, now indistinguishable from pain, seized my left leg, but the numbness in my right was fading slightly.

I still have HP left—I'm not dead yet!!

Third level, fourth, fifth... I gradually redirected the force of my fall sideways, turning the impacts into landings.

Little by little, I reduced the shock, and the damage lessened with each stage—but this next one is the limit. If I die here, well, it can't be helped!!

One last push-off. The target landing spot isn't the edge of the bridge, but the dead center. If my legs can't withstand this landing, it's goodbye and good riddance!!

Crushing the fear I'd been avoiding between my molars, I used *Quick Change*—and at the moment of intersection, I slammed the summoned great axe into the stone bridge with all my might.

An ear-splitting impact sound, a ridiculous shock that sent stars across my vision and shot through my body—I was blown back by the recoil, thrown, tumbling, and finally ended up spread-eagled, looking up at the web of stone bridges.

"..................It's okay to say it, right?... I'm amazing."

Looking at my HP bar in the corner of my vision—which had held on by a sliver—I muttered that to myself, completely drained of strength.



    Chapter 20

    The White Throne

    If this were a game where falling equals certain death, then a long, pointless fall time would be completely meaningless and just cause unnecessary stress for the player.

This being Arcadia, a VR game, it's hard to imagine they would needlessly implement an element like a prolonged fall that could be traumatic for some people.

Based on that flash of insight during my descent, I figured there must be some kind of lower stage beneath the main cliff path route. I was expecting something like a route back to the upper level, or perhaps a hidden, secret path...

"I see... so that's why it came from below the cliff."

Ahead of me was a giant nest—the kind everyone imagines when they hear 'bird's nest,' formed from branches and other things.

"About that size, though..."

It was ridiculously huge. Boldly occupying one of the intersecting stone bridges, it was a big-scale structure easily over five meters wide. Considering the massive size of that great-winged bird, the size made perfect sense.

Its owner was absent, but given its obvious appearance, it had to be the place. I was starting to grasp the structure and nature of this area... but there was one problem.

"Where am I supposed to go from here...?"

As I muttered that, I was currently on the top level of the web-like stone bridges. Conveniently, there was a groove where the bridges connected to the rock walls, so I was able to climb up through it.

I made it up... but it looks like there's nowhere to go from here. I checked both ends, but there are no more grooves leading further up. I couldn't find any cave-like holes either, so a route back to the upper cliff path seems hopeless.

"Don't tell me I have to go down... There's not a secret boss, is there?"

There's totally going to be one. In fact, the way this is flowing, there definitely is—and it's bound to be a secret boss, more vicious than the one on the main route and clearly above the proper level for this field.

I'd bet on it. It's ab-so-lute-ly not balanced for a low-level player to challenge solo.

"Haha, a journey to my death, you say? Hilarious."

Damn it all. I just survived by pulling off some ridiculous moves. I'd like to get something out of it...

"Well, no choice but to go... Down, I guess."

It's a lot easier than climbing. A short jump down to the next level should be a no-damage landing... but if I misstep and fall, I'm dead for sure this time. My sense of danger is getting numb.

◇◆◇◆◇

The scenery within the thick clouds changed surprisingly quickly. After a few minutes of jumping down the stone bridge layers, about a hundred meters down, the 'ground' came into view.

"...Seriously?"

It was a rock floor, with the same texture as the walls. Having gotten so used to the narrow cliff paths and stone bridges, the spacious ground felt almost alien.

"No, seriously... Does that mean what I think it means? But still, haah..."

I was under a misconception—or rather, I was deceived.

"'Sky Bridge,' my ass."

The white that still surrounded me—it wasn't clouds, it was fog. The name 'Sky Bridge' made me mistake the stuff spreading below the cliff for clouds, and I'd wrongly assumed the field was set high up in the sky.

If this rock floor is the ground, then it was just a cliff about two hundred meters high. I mean, that's still tall, but the name 'a road that bridges the sky' and fog disguised as clouds—talk about misleading.

"The designer's got a twisted sense of humor... or maybe I'm just overthinking it."

At any rate, I can assume this is where the secret stage truly begins. Depending on the difficulty setting, it's highly likely I won't even be able to stand up to the regular mobs, let alone a boss...

"And this fog... isn't it a bit too thick?"

It's so dense I can't even see my fingertips when I stretch out my arm. Isn't that dangerous? If there are mobs in this fog, I could be one-shotted by a surprise attack before I can even fight back.

Because of my STR issues, I can't keep the great axe equipped all the time. My broken straight sword, with '(Broken)' added to its name and its stats tanked, will have to do as a comfort blanket.

With my tragically maimed sword in hand, I advanced into the fog with no end in sight. With literally zero visibility, I kept walking along the wall, but at this rate, I might not even notice if there's a fork in the road.

If this area has a maze-like structure like the [Rocky Wasteland], I might never reach the goal.

"...If nothing happens after ten minutes, I'll have to reconsider."

Mainly, how to kill myself and respawn.

◇◆◇◆◇

And so, about ten minutes later—just as I was starting to contemplate my suicide strategy, *it* appeared before me.

"—, hah, what..."

At eighteen years of age, I might have just experienced being "speechless" for the first time.

The dense fog parted rapidly, with a force that made me imagine the sound of a receding wave. With my last step, an indescribable sensation intensely informed me that I had *stepped inside*.

My vision opened up so explosively it almost made me dizzy. The spreading vista was a crater—a hollow so vast it made me lose all sense of distance.

It was a circular depression, likely several kilometers in diameter, surrounded by sheer walls rising three hundred meters high. Countless cracks ran through them wherever I looked, and I must have emerged from one of them.

And then, dwarfing everything else, was an overwhelming piece of visual information—a *white* presence in the center of the crater that had my eyes glued to it.

"A dra, gon...?"

Despite being in the center of this massive crater that warped my sense of distance, its body was so colossal that I could make out its details with my naked eye.

Its color was pure white. It had reptilian features, large wings, and a long tail, a form that would make anyone unconditionally accept it as "ah, a dragon."

But there was a question mark in my mutter because of three distinctly bizarre parts.

One was its head. It was a flat oval, like a catfish's, almost entirely taken up by an oversized mouth. It was closed now, but if that thing opened wide, it could probably swallow a house whole.

Second was its abdomen. Like a swollen caterpillar, it lay heavily on the ground. It had legs that matched its scale, but I couldn't imagine it walking with that grotesque form. Its wings were also massive and didn't look atrophied, but could it actually fly?

And the third was its head. I'm not repeating myself because it's important; it was a second head. At the tip of its long tail, a distorted head was attached, like the serpent tail of a chimera—

"—"

Our eyes met. With *it*—a face like a human's twisted in agony, radiating an eerie dread.

No, its eyes were closed. But I knew, with absolute certainty, that I was being watched. The tail, like the main body, was lying on the ground, but from the face turned towards me—a gaze.

*This is bad.*

I can't move.

It's not about it being scary, or the pressure it exudes, or anything on that level. It's violence by information overload from a transcendent being, invading my thoughts so completely I can't even issue a command to my body.

This is a game?

That thing is a construct of data created in a virtual space?

Don't be ridiculous. That thing is—

"—?!"

Suddenly, it was right in front of me. The one who moved was—me.

As I stood there frozen, it was as if I'd been carelessly grabbed and pulled closer. Without moving a single step, I had been instantaneously transported to right in front of the *white* thing.

In front of it—or to be precise, in front of the head on its recumbent tail.

My virtual avatar broke out in a cold sweat. The straight sword I unconsciously tried to grip slipped from my right hand, which had lost all its strength.

An echoing clang on the rocky ground. And then—a massive tremor.

"Hh... ha, hha...!"

The strained laugh I tried to force out turned into a clumsy sob. My legs, instinctively trying to retreat without my conscious thought, were caught by a ground-shaking tremor on a level I had never experienced before.

I fell back on my rear, and before my eyes, the *white* thing *stirred*—and this time, it raised its main head and looked at me.

On either side of its flat head were two huge, milky-white eyes, like cataracts.

Why isn't my HP going down? Even though *this is so heavy*.

It was like a standoff between a human and an ant—if ants had feelings, is this what it would be like?

Neither I nor the *white* thing moved. Ten seconds, twenty seconds—the confrontation, which felt like it would last an eternity,

"—Hh.................. Kuhah."

...ended with my voice, as I finally caught my breath.

—Yeah, okay, I lose. It's my complete and utter defeat. I was totally swallowed by it, couldn't even move a fingertip. What am I, a coward? At eighteen, in a game, of all places... Haaaah, how pathetic!!!!

"You've done it now, virtual world... Yeah, that's right. Things have been going a little too smoothly, and I was getting cocky. For a moment there, I even thought, 'I'm amazing.'"

To think it would smack me down with such a big surprise out of nowhere, it's truly—an unexpected blessing.

"Ah, I'm speechless. Is this the best? There's nothing else it could be. Is this the best, Arcadia...!!"

I didn't seek out information, but I imagined it all.

I imagined the greatest adventures, I imagined the greatest encounters, and I imagined the greatest battles.

And at the end, I always added a caveat—*I hope it's as amazing as I'm imagining it to be*.

The virtual reality world I'd dreamed of. But it was a virtual reality world that had been *made real*. I didn't know if it could overlap with the dream worlds that exist in fiction.

I kept wishing—please, let it be just one step behind.

I kept telling myself—surely, I'll be satisfied even with that.

Let me be clear. I underestimated [Arcadia].

I remember the moment I first dived into this virtual world—the scenery, the textures, indistinguishable from reality, were overwhelming.

I remember the battles I've fought—the experiences, the excitement, the elation of victory I could never have had in reality.

I remember the adventures I've had—the times I was completely engrossed in this world, this moment, that instant.

—In those moments, did I really see this 'world' as just a game?

"And to top it off, there's you."

An encounter like a punch to the head—the 'best' I had imagined has been reduced to something trivial.

"Whoops... excuse me?"

I picked up the straight sword I had so shamefully dropped.

I gripped it, gave it a light swing, and held it straight out in front of me.

For who, you ask? For the supreme being who has been looking down on me this whole time.

"So, can I beat you?"

Is it even an enemy? I don't know.

"If it is an enemy, its majesty seems to scream 'no parties, raid only,' but what do you think?"

Considering this overly vast area and its gigantic body that I can't even begin to imagine tackling alone, that's almost certainly the case.

"I wonder if it's a piece of content that's already been cleared and can be challenged multiple times, or maybe it's a champion that's been undefeated for the three years since the service started."

At the very least, I'm certain that even with a hundred of me, I couldn't even scratch it.

"Can you hear my voice? No reaction, a good listener? Not even a hint of a response, so I can cross off 'dragon NPC,' right?"

I'm at my limit, so it's okay, right?

What limit?

Isn't it obvious—the limit of holding back the first step into this violent wave of excitement!!

"Feel free to blow me away—'cause I'll definitely be back for revenge someday!!"

—Just one hit. Whatever comes, I'll dodge it.

—Just one hit. Even if I can't even scratch it, I'll land a blow.

In complete contrast to my blazing excitement, my mind cooled to a burning intensity. *Remember the teleportation. It's highly likely this thing is a cheat-spec that can manipulate space. Don't be fooled by its sluggish movements. Whatever its attack is, don't think a low-level weakling like me can react after seeing it.*

Predict. Imagine. What action would an overwhelmingly powerful being take to blow away a speck of dust that's lost its mind? Or would it just ignore me? No, if it's an enemy, it shouldn't be possible to ignore a hostile act from a player. It will definitely take a combat action.

If I were the designer, what first move would I want this thing to have? Dragon, giant, appearance, slow, big mouth, human-faced tail, fog, teleportation, stillness—thinking conventionally,

"Tch—!!"

I was already running.

It was right in front of me, but the scale was too different. The distance between us was about fifty meters, flat.

The closest part was its left foreleg, planted on the ground—the *white* thing moved.

It's an all-or-nothing gamble. My thoughts, catching up to my preemptive action, delivered their conclusion.

*The* white *thing's first move is a sweeping attack with its long tail.*

No time for questions—it's too late to react after seeing it, just do it!!

I jumped straight up with all my might. My maximum height with my current AGI is over three meters, but—it's not enough!!

The *white* thing's first move is coming. Its movements are slow, but due to its size, it's *slow but super-fast*. A giant white wall, like a bridge or something, rushes towards me at tremendous speed.

From the trajectory of the tail gouging the earth as it approaches, a three-meter jump isn't enough to escape—so,

"—*Quick Change*!!!"

I summoned the great axe, curled my body as much as possible—and extended it *down below me, towards my palm*.

I've used this skill to death, and its properties are hammered into my senses. I don't care if it's an exploit, if my prediction is right—it should be possible!!

I condensed the impact into the shortest possible moment, and the handle of the great axe that appeared in my palm—I didn't grip it, I *kicked off it with all my might*.

A thin, but definitely solid, footing. I shot up another three-plus meters, no different from a full-power jump from the ground—and then, a deafening roar.

A total of nearly seven meters. Thanks to a forced mid-air jump, the *white* thing's tail shot past right below me, scattering a terrifying blast of wind pressure.

Buffeted by the aftershock, but unharmed—three seconds and a bit, cooldown finished.

"...ick Change!!!"

Next up, the straight sword—no time for a natural fall!!

Using the straight sword as a foothold just like the axe, I jumped a third time. I landed on the ground with the force of a crash—and ran, then *Quick Change*.

Left behind in the air, the straight sword vanished, and what I summoned was—the pickaxe I got from the muscle-bound blacksmith, and then

"I don't care if it's no damage...!—Take this!!!"

My first and greatest all-out effort since I threw myself into this world.

I closed the distance to zero, and to the tip of the *white* thing's foot, so close I could count every scale on its snout—I slammed my utterly insignificant fang.

◇You have encountered 'Tsarkalv of the White Throne'◇

◇You have acquired a Title◇
・'Aspirant to the White Throne'
・'One Who Sees Recklessness Through'

◇You have acquired a Skill◇
・Embodied Protection

"—Alright, I'm dead! Yessss!!"

With a *shing*, I revived. At the fountain, my usual respawn point, I let out a roar before the light effects even faded.

My fellow players, who were chatting or just passing by, all jumped in surprise, but with my excitement still boiling over, I didn't have time for them.

I tossed the encounter, titles, and skills into the 'pending' folder in my brain and, spurred on by my racing heart, I furiously tapped the system window I had called up.

To cap off my storm of typing, I slammed my fist on the logout button, and the light of return to the real world enveloped my avatar.

"Just you wait, [Arcadia]—from now on, I'm playing for real."

From this point on, I will challenge this VRMMO with everything I have.

So, what's the first thing to do—the answer is simple!!

"I hereby unseal the fountain of knowledge (the strategy guides)!!"



    Chapter 21

    A Certain Girl's Afternoon

    "...Nn, ugh..."

A slow rise to consciousness. It seems it will take a little more time to get used to the autonomous return from the world of dreams. The woman—a young girl—wiggled, trying to put strength back into her vaguely sensing limbs, and the machine detected her movement and lifted her up.

The automatically opening and closing lid, the unadorned, functional appearance—it still felt more like a piece of medical equipment than a game console. With this thought crossing her mind for the umpteenth time, she sat up and checked the time.

Even though she had experienced a time that should have been approaching sunset, the clock in the real world showed it was just a little past three in the afternoon.

"...I feel like just my mental age is going to become an adult before I know it."

No matter how many times the principle was explained to her, she still couldn't quite grasp the time acceleration technology. If one were to do real-world work or studies 'inside,' wouldn't that be obvious cheating from the perspective of non-[Arcadia] users—

"Ah, right... I have to hurry."

This was no time to be lost in thought. If she didn't start preparing soon, her turn would be taken from her again, just like yesterday.

The girl threw a haori from the rack over her loungewear and hurried out of her room.

"Oh my, are you already finished for today?"

As expected, when the girl reached her destination, someone was already there.

A woman, wearing an apron as if it were the most natural thing in the world, stirring the contents of a pot in front of the stove. Seeing her, the girl puffed out her cheeks in displeasure.

"Itsuki-san! I told you, meals on holidays are my turn!"

When she complained, the woman—Natsume Itsuki—giggled and gave a playful, teasing smile.

"Fufu, I thought you might be engrossed in another adventure with yesterday's *knight*."

"Tch! Y-you're still misunderstanding! It's really not like that, it's a game!"

At times like these, she hated how easily her feelings showed on her face. She was aware that trying to explain away a misunderstanding like this while blushing wasn't very convincing.

It was her own fault for getting so caught up in the excitement of her first adventure last night and telling Itsuki all about it. Resigning herself to being teased, she knew she had to at least get her out of the kitchen.

As she pushed Itsuki away from the pot, saying "excuse me, excuse me," Itsuki offered little resistance, simply saying, "Oh my, oh my." The gaze she directed at the girl's narrowed eyes was one hundred percent warm and affectionate. The kind a mother or older sister would give.

She was endlessly grateful to Itsuki for handling all the housework she couldn't manage, but she wished she wouldn't usurp her own duties or try to look after her in strange ways.

Did Itsuki think she was such a simple girl that she'd fall in love at first sight with a man she'd only spent a little time with in a game? She wished she wouldn't underestimate her so much.

"Honestly... The dashi stock, is this for miso soup?"

"Yes. Would you like to take over?"

"I wanted Western food today."

"Oh my, then I shall make soup tomorrow."

"It's spring break, so I'm on cooking duty tomorrow too!!"

Her retort, meant as a comeback, lacked punch and was smoothly deflected. Itsuki was in her mid-twenties, she thought—could she herself acquire that kind of composure in the next ten years or so? She sadly couldn't imagine it.

Perhaps noticing the girl starting to genuinely sulk, Itsuki quickly dropped the teasing atmosphere and smiled softly at her side.

"Don't be upset, please tell me another story. You had a lively adventure today as well, didn't you?"

The girl was weak to this side of her. A gaze like a gentle older sister, or perhaps a calm mother. It always made her feel ticklish and embarrassed, and she couldn't help but look away.

"Well... yes, it was lively."

"Then, please, tell me. I must admit, since yesterday, I've become a fan of your tales of adventure, Milady."

This person was impossible to dislike, saying such things without hiding her genuine excitement. However, there was one point she couldn't overlook.

"I won't tell anyone who calls me 'Milady.'"

"My apologies. In that case—Lady Sora, would you please be so kind as to tell me your story?"

"I-tsu-ki-san?"

"Oh, Sora, you worry about such little things. Now, hurry up and tell me your fun story, won't you?"

Feeling undeniably played, the girl—Sora—pouted and, while looking away, said, "I suppose I have no choice," and began to recount the adventure that followed last night's.

<hr>

A little short. Will post a follow-up later this evening.



    Chapter 22

    Objecting to the Fountain of Knowledge

    "No way..."

Smartphone in hand, diving through the sea of the internet, I muttered for what must have been the hundredth time.

Seriously, I've lost count of how many times I've said it. It's a festival of "you've got to be kidding me," a carnival of shock... Was the [Arcadia] I'd been playing a different game from what everyone else was playing?

"That's the real 'no way'..."

I was put off by the sheer number of pages on what seemed to be the biggest strategy site, so for now, I limited my search to the bare minimum I needed... but no, I can't stop saying it. No way.

First, regarding my most immediate and biggest question, [Tsarkalv of the White Throne]—turns out, while it has been encountered before, its strategy is still unknown, and its information section on the wiki is filled with question marks. It's a raid boss.

It's been three years, and there's a boss that's been discovered but not defeated? Seriously?

Apparently, a raid party of over a hundred players, including that Sword Queen girl, challenged it and got instantly annihilated... I don't even feel like speculating. There's too little information, so I'll pass for now.

Next, the most important thing to look up in any MMO—character build and progression paths... Yeah, about that, I'm having a hard time wrapping my head around it...

Should I summarize the key points in three simple lines?

One, don't spec into AGI! You'll regret it later and die!
Two, light-armored warriors are for pros! Normal people, wear armor! Or you'll die!
Three, all-weapon proficiency is the trash of all trash! Just die!

"Are they targeting me specifically?"

My alter ego has stepped on every landmine with artistic precision. Have you no shame?

And yet, I find myself not convinced by the articles I read to reach that conclusion. It's just that so many things clash with my own understanding...

"Most of all, there's no way the all-weapon proficiency tree is trash."

After logging out, I've been staring at my phone intently for nearly two hours. In that time, I've managed to shed my ignorance and incompetence and have come to understand the various mechanics of [Arcadia] to some extent.

I can now make a rough self-assessment of my current in-game status by comparing it to the vast amount of information recorded by my predecessors—but the problem is that my evaluation is far too low.

First, the core of character building in [Arcadia] is the proficiency skill. For me, that would be 《All-Weapon Proficiency》, but it seems that if you acquire multiple proficiencies, you have to activate one at a time.

In other words, even if you learn both 《One-Handed Sword Proficiency》 and 《Two-Handed Sword Proficiency》, you can't use them simultaneously. You have to choose which one to apply and toggle it on or off.

Furthermore, after acquiring a proficiency, you learn skills that match its nature, which are structured in a tree format with the proficiency skill as its core. The conclusion is that you can only use the skills of the currently active tree.

So, based on that premise, the bewilderingly diverse proficiency trees are each given a rating... and 《All-Weapon Proficiency》 is not the absolute worst, but it's pretty close to the bottom.

There are several reasons given, but first, as I expected, its various damage multipliers are inferior compared to specialized proficiency trees. I get that. Next.

Second, apparently, you basically can't learn any attack skills. In other words, it's an underprivileged build with almost no special moves, which made even me gag and say, "Are you serious?"

Yeah, that's rough. I get it, I get it. Next.

Third, the skill considered the core of the tree, 《Quick Change》, is so uselessly trash that it's not even funny and—okay, stop right there.

"No way."

Just, no. Before anything else, that's a perfect, god-tier skill. You should be calling it Master Quick Change.

They say: The activation lag is so bad it's unusable.

They say: The demand on mental imagery is too high, making activation unstable.

They say: It's faster to switch manually than to struggle to activate the skill.

"What parallel universe are they talking about?"

What are these veterans on about...? I was only confused the very first time I got it. Since then, it's been working for me like an extension of my own limbs.

I don't think the mental control is as difficult as they say, either. You just quickly picture the appearance or name of the equipment you want to summon and activate it. Once you get used to it, it doesn't even take a second.

Is it an individual difference...? No, even so... hmm.

In my opinion, the all-weapon proficiency tree—or rather, the skill 《Quick Change》—is an insanely good skill that's one step away from being completely broken.

It allows for flexible tactics by enabling instant weapon changes during combat, and if you can solve problems like inventory capacity, it has the potential to handle both offense and defense at will.

In addition, there's the weight negation at the moment of switching and the brief period where the weapon is fixed in mid-air until you grip it... The last-ditch mid-air jump I used to dodge the *white* thing's attack was made possible by exploiting the latter property.

It's packed with so many exploitable characteristics, yet it's showered with low ratings and branded as a trash skill... I don't get it.

I'll admit it's a bit niche. I mean, I've been forced into this one-hit-and-I'm-dead, ninety-percent-reflexes, high-mobility-warrior playstyle, which is not something a beginner should be doing... and no, that's not what I really want. I'm starting to enjoy the pinball tactics I'm developing, but honestly, I'd like to at least wear some armor.

I'm still running around in my plain default underwear. When I walk through town, I'm pretty much guaranteed to get 'what's with that guy' looks stabbed in my direction, you know?

"But still... yeah..."

From what I've seen on the site, acquiring a specific proficiency skill isn't that difficult. So the idea of switching to a specialized skill tree now, based on the veterans' ratings, has crossed my mind...

"But after just two days, this build is already starting to feel just right."

All three boss kills I've experienced so far, the time I cheated death after falling off a cliff, and the moment I dodged that *white* bastard's attack and landed a counter—all of these were things I could only have achieved with my current build.

No matter what the popular opinion is, the power my avatar has developed has already won my trust.

"...It's worth a shot."

Gathering strategy information isn't just about looking, understanding, and being done with it. In this modern age where it's easy to exchange opinions with countless people, you lose out if you don't speak up yourself.

"I think there was an exclusive user page for [Arcadia]..."

This must be it. I'll enter my Arcadia unit ID and password on the login page—and,

"Oh, my name and avatar ID are displayed."

So it's not anonymous. That's unusual for this kind of service... but well, being the only VR content out there, I guess they have their reasons.

After a quick look at the recent boards, it seems everyone is friendly but also quite polite in their interactions.

Even though it's a virtual space and you're wearing an avatar, communication in Arcadia happens face-to-face. So it seems that etiquette and manners towards others are taken pretty seriously... Ah, found the question board. This should do.

I was careful not to write something hard to read, didn't forget to mention I was a beginner, and listed out my various questions. Finished writing, gave it a quick once-over... looks about right.

"Replies welcome, and now..."

That's enough of a break. I've already had dinner by myself and informed my mother of my plans. As I've been diving nonstop all day, she gave me a very cold look, but I'd like her to bear with me like this for at least a week.

"For now, I'll just quickly finish the muscle-bound old man's quest... Dive on."

Muttering a soliloquy that's become more frequent these past two days, I lay down in the unit and called out the activation word for the third time today.



    Chapter 23

    On the Question Bulletin Board

    【Faction-Agnostic】Question & General Chat Board【Part.1259】

139: Teresa-san
It really depends on the player's skill, so it's hard to say.
For now, trying out the build mentioned above is your best bet.

140: Lilac
By the way, I'd recommend getting at least three people if you can.
If you mess up the mechanics there, a duo often can't recover.

141: Mekabu Kingdom new!
I see... got it. I'll try tackling it with the build you all suggested! I should be able to get three people! Thanks for all the detailed replies, everyone!

142: Nier
Good luck!

143: Teresa-san
It's always heartwarming to see new players.

144: Tsukudani Samurai
This isn't a game where we can expect a huge population boom.
We have to cherish each and every player to keep things lively.

145: Haru new!
Excuse me, I'm a new player who just started yesterday. I just unlocked the strategy guides for various reasons, and I'd like to get some opinions on a few discrepancies between my experience with my build and what's written in some of the articles.

The main topic is the All-Weapon Proficiency tree—...
—... 
—...
—...
—...
—...
—...
—...
—...
—...
—...
—...
—...
—...
—...
—...
—...
—...

...—Those are the points I had questions about.
As a newcomer, my explanation might have been a bit disorganized, but I would be grateful for any opinions.

146: Haru new!
PS. I'm about to dive into Arcadia, so my reply will be delayed.
The muscle-bound old man is waiting for me, so please forgive me.

147: Nier
..................That was so loooong!!

148: Teresa-san
Wait, a newbie... uh, what is this... what?

149: Ricar Lamp
Isn't he writing some pretty crazy stuff...?
And that's not a PS, come back here for a second.

150: Tsukudani Samurai
I feel like the All-Weapon Proficiency tree hasn't been a topic for nearly a year.
Still, this is...

151: Hazel
The most mysterious part is the sudden mention of a "muscle-bound old man," isn't it?

152: Lilac
Seriously, it's long and formal. Is this a business report?
I can't tell if he's being serious or just messing around.

153: Teresa-san
It's not anonymous, so I doubt a newbie would start trolling right away...

154: Nier
Quick Change is that thing, right? The one that was a small topic right after the service started. Didn't they conclude it was too bad to be usable?

155: Lilac
It seems Haru-san? has doubts about that 'unusable' evaluation. But the counterarguments he's listed are...

156: Ricar Lamp
Instant activation and easy continuous use... in the middle of combat, right? Plus using the weight-application lag on switch to throw overweight weapons, and using the momentary coordinate lock on switch for a pseudo-air jump............?????

157: Teresa-san
Is there anyone here who's actually used the All-Weapon Proficiency tree?

158: Ricar Lamp
I have. In fact, it was my main tree for a while after the service started, until it was deemed useless.

159: Nier
Whoa!

160: Ricar Lamp
Which is why I'm holding my head in my hands right now.

161: Nier
Oh...

162: Lilac
As someone with experience, what do you actually think?

163: Ricar Lamp
Well, to put it simply, it's impossible. At least, it was for me. Even if I tried it now, with more experience in mental commands and stuff, Quick Change is still impossible. Seriously.

164: Nier
It's that bad? I mean, I've never used it, so...

165: Ricar Lamp
To put it simply, it's a question of whether you can draw a picture in your mind during combat. And not just any picture, a super-detailed one that's instantly recognizable at a glance. That level of detailed imagery is the bare minimum activation requirement.

166: Teresa-san
I couldn't do it. My artistic skills are dead, both physically and mentally.

167: Nier
Yeah, nope, can't do it.

168: Lilac
Tough. It's probably more realistic to just open your inventory and switch on the side.

169: Hazel
So it's most likely a joke then?

170: Ricar Lamp
But the mechanics of the switch he mentioned are actually correct. If Haru-san really can activate it at will...

171: Lilac
He can throw a great axe while ignoring STR requirements, and use a summoned weapon as a foothold to air jump?

172: Ricar Lamp
............It might be possible.

173: Tsukudani Samurai
Wait, seriously... Seriously?

174: Teresa-san
It's a shame he just posted and left. This seems like a major topic that needs verification.

175: Ricar Lamp
Yeah, really. That's not a ps, come back, Haru-san.

176: Hazel
And he's a newbie, so judging by his post, he probably doesn't know you can view this in-game.

177: Teresa-san
Ah, so that's it...

178: Nier
Should we just go find him? If he only started yesterday, the areas he can go to are limited. And the beginner fields are super empty, so he shouldn't be hard to find, right?

179: Ricar Lamp
That's an idea. I'm free, so maybe I'll go look, worth a shot... Wait, what's his faction?

180: Ricar Lamp
Ah.

181: Nier
Istia!?

182: Teresa-san
Seriously...

183: Lilac
He wrote that he started without any prior info, but to this extent...

184: Tsukudani Samurai
A new player in the East is nothing but a disadvantage right now...

185: Ricar Lamp
Yeah, well, putting that aside... I can't go. I'm in the South.

186: Lilac
I'm in Nortalia. Anyone from the Istia faction here?

187: Lilac
I knew it.

188: Ricar Lamp
We're stuck. Daaamn, I guess we just have to wait for him to come back.

189: Kagura
Excuse me for butting in, should I go look?

190: Ricar Lamp
Oh! Seriously? Could you?

191: Nier
It's Kagura-san! What's up, you working in Istia?

192: Kagura
Just making a delivery. This looks interesting, so I'll go find this 'Haru' person.

193: Lilac
Then please do. If you find him, just reporting whether it's true or not would be great... I'm really curious now.

194: Kagura
Got it. See ya.

195: Tsukudani Samurai
We pray for your success.

196: Teresa-san
It's been a while since we had a bombshell like this... Looks like we'll be waiting, so let's slow down until there's an update or another question comes up.

197: Hazel
Sorry, I just want to point out one last thing.

198: Hazel
Haru-san wrote "I started yesterday," but does that mean he's been doing boss-level combat since his first or second day of diving?

199: Lilac
...................

200: Nier
KAGURA-SAN, FIND HIM, FAST!!!

<hr>

Planning to post multiple chapters tomorrow or the day after. More likely the day after.
If I lose my mind and post multiple chapters two days in a row, pray for me.



    Chapter 24

    Cliff Road Revenge

    "King of the White Throne."

That was his first utterance—to be precise, it came after a dozen seconds of silence following my visit to the blacksmith to beg for a replacement for the pickaxe that had, naturally, shattered when I smacked that white bastard. I had bowed my head humbly and presented the borrowed tool, which was now in two pieces.—The muscle-bound old man spoke solemnly.

"...You know your stuff."

King of the White Throne—I didn't need to think twice about what that referred to.

"A smith reads the iron."

"..., ...?"

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

Don't just nod like you're thinking, 'He gets it.' I don't get it at all. If you think that conveys any meaning, you should get your speech center replaced.

"I see, how profound..."

But still, if NPCs have affection parameters, I'd rather play it safe for the future.

Ignoring me as I swallowed my true thoughts and nodded in understanding, the muscle-bound old man stared intently at the broken pickaxe—at its tip, which was faintly discolored white.

Profound indeed, mainly the gap between our minds... and then,

"Hm?"

A *shing* sound reached my ears. Looking for the source of the odd feeling, I saw a 'Quest Updated' notification in the corner of my vision.

"One bundle of Glowbird tail feathers."

Along with that, a verbal notification from the old man. I checked the quest details and saw that the blue iron ore was no longer listed as a collection item.

"Wait, you don't need the iron ore anymore?"

I was treated to a bungee jump without a cord by a great-winged bird before I could find the second piece of ore, so I shouldn't have reached the required number. Despite that, [Blue Iron Ore] had vanished from the completion requirements, and as I tilted my head in confusion—

"Not needed. I'll use this for the core."

The item his rugged hand pointed to was the broken pickaxe I had just given him... Wait, seriously?

"It's scrap iron, but it's devoured a sliver of 'power.' For a first piece, it's a more than adequate core."

"...Seriously?"

This is it... I've definitely triggered a special route, haven't I!?

No time to waste! Just you wait, you bird bastard, I'm coming to wipe you from existence!!

◇◆◇◆◇

In the central district of Istia, a female player stood alone in the fountain plaza, a popular meeting spot, with a thoughtful look on her face.

Her flame-like, vibrant crimson hair was eye-catching, but what stood out even more was her attire.

Japanese-style clothing was still a rarity in the world of Arcadia due to a shortage of specialized artisans. Her appearance, wearing a splendid, high-priced kimono in a loose, stylish way, made her stand out terribly, even when she was just standing there quietly.

"Hmm..."

She had impulsively stuck her nose into an interesting matter on a message board she'd glanced at out of whim, but the search for a person, which she had started with almost zero clues, was proving difficult... or so she thought. Information about 'him' had fallen into her lap with surprising ease.

Apparently, the player in question was the first new joiner to Istia in about half a year, and he was more conspicuous in this town than she had expected. A little bit of asking around yielded a fair amount of information—in fact, she had probably figured out his current location without much effort.

This was because he had been witnessed moments ago, charging towards a transfer gate at an absurd speed while shouting something like, "Cliff Road of the Sky Bridge, yeaaah!!"... The image of a person who wrote a formal, business-like report on the message board was drifting further and further away from the real thing.

Besides, the post on the board had said, "I started yesterday," but what did it mean for a day-two player to be tackling the third beginner area?

Furthermore, if the eyewitness account was correct, he was currently tackling it solo. This was getting more and more incomprehensible.

In the first place, there was no way a new player on their second day could sprint at a speed that would appear 'absurd' to a high-level player—

"Well now, this is getting interesting."

She had only gotten involved on a whim and to kill some time, but she couldn't shake the feeling that this would lead to an unexpectedly fun encounter.

The woman muttered to herself, her hair swaying cheerfully as she left the fountain plaza.

◇◆◇◆◇

"I knew it, you're no generic mob, are you!?"

I rushed back to the [Cliff Road of the Sky Bridge]—and as I traded blows with the fated great-winged bird on a corner of the cliff path, I spat out my conviction at the bird bastard.

There was no two ways about it; for a common enemy treated as a generic mob, this thing was too tough in every respect. Combined with the combat field that forced me into a one-sided assault, I felt like a straight-up fight wasn't what was intended.

In that case, the options were either to repel it or to flee, but the latter wasn't realistic.

You can break through the ground on this cliff path if you step in the wrong place. Trying to make a full-speed escape here is synonymous with direct, not even roundabout, suicide.

"Then it's repulsion...! I bet it's a certain amount of damage or surviving for a certain amount of time!"

I believe that achieving either of those will allow me to repel it—in that case, the only option for me, a paper-thin glass cannon, is the former!!

"I'm guessing a counter is the proper way to do this, but...!"

To hell with that! I'll teach you that the sky is no longer your exclusive domain!!

I used *Quick Change* and unleashed a great axe swing at the Glowbird that had been persistently rushing me. The great-winged bird took the bait and distanced itself from my wide, unexpected swing, and in response—

"A man's gotta have guts!!"

My next action was a follow-up attack. Kicking away the fear that tried to hold me back for a split second, I leaped off the edge of the cliff with all my might. Perhaps my mad act was a shock even to the bird's eyes, as the Glowbird's movements faltered for a moment, and I got above it.

In my right hand, the great axe had already been replaced by my straight sword. My beloved sword, its blade restored by the muscle-bound blacksmith's repairs—

"Hraah!!"

—I slammed it down onto the bird's dumb-looking head.

The HP reduction wasn't huge, but the surprise attack was definitely a solid hit. A high-pitched shriek echoed, but I didn't have the luxury of yelling back, "Take that!"

*Not yet, hurry, hurry, hurry, hurry, hurry, yes, cooldown's over!!*

"Quick Change!!"

My body, pulled by gravity, was sent flying upwards by my newly acquired secret technique, the air jump. Using the great axe that appeared in place of the straight sword as a foothold, I returned to the cliff path, trembling with an indescribable sense of accomplishment.

"Yeah, take that! How's this for pseudo-aerial combat? Still think this is a trash skill!?"

It can't compete with a real air jump skill, but for someone without a legitimate means, being able to step on the air is a huge advantage.

The surprise factor is also commendable. The proof is right there, in the form of the great-winged bird retreating in a panic!

"Alright, as long as I don't look down, I can handle this."

With my revenge complete, it was proven that my newly learned pseudo-aerial combat style was effective against the bird bastard.

Ignoring the fact that my mental state takes a hit if I accidentally look down, I can say I've established a strategy. To be honest, it's so scary I could puke, and I can't help but ask myself, "Are you sane?" But I'll just put a lid on common sense.

This is a game, so it's fine, it's fine.

"Well then, let's get through this quickly."

◇◆◇◆◇

【Faction-Agnostic】Question & General Chat Board【Part.1259】

896: Kagura
I'm surprised the momentum hasn't stopped. I was also surprised to find a weirdo who jumps off cliffs without hesitation.

897: Hisasagi
That's impossible, right? They've stubbornly refused to implement an air jump for three years, so why would they leave a loophole like that?

898: Nier
YES, I've been waiting, Kagura-san!!

899: Lilac
Wait, that was faster than I thought. And a weirdo who jumps off cliffs...?

900: Telephone Cannon
Oh? Is this an update?

901: Nier
Okay, okay, slow down!! Kagura-san's writing a report, so everyone slow down!!

902: Kagura
I found the player in question. He was fighting a bird on a cliff in the third beginner area. Actually, he's still fighting, ah, he just jumped off again. It's hard to explain, but he jumps from the cliff, attacks, then switches weapons, uses that as a foothold to jump back to the cliff. I've never seen anything like it. And for some reason, he's not wearing any clothes, he's super hyped, he's yelling something, and he's scary.

903: Lilac
............?????

904: Nier
O-kay... Even the moderator is speechless. Kagura-san, can you record a video? Or at least a screenshot?

905: Kagura
No good, recording isn't authorized. His privacy settings are probably still on default.

906: Kagura
I wish he would put some clothes on.

907: Lilac
Wait, what, is this a story about a naked pervert committing suicide by jumping off a cliff?

908: Nier
That's terrifying.

909: Kagura
It's a story about a guy in the default underwear, swinging a sword and a great axe, laughing maniacally, and bouncing around all over the place, on the ground and in the air.

910: Nier
That sounds like he should be arrested.

911: Telephone Cannon
So he's a new type of enemy, got it.

912: Hisasagi
This is so messed up, I'm dying lol

913: Lilac
Um... Kagura-san, can you make contact? If you feel you're in danger, just observing is fine.

914: Kagura
He's progressing through the route at an incredible pace and has already entered the boss area. For now, I'll just watch and see. Is it okay if I talk to him when I've steeled my resolve?

915: Telephone Cannon
The cliff boss... can that be beaten solo...?



    Chapter 25

    Hit It With a Blunt Object, It Dies

    "Alright, you pretentious plateau."

After fighting off repeated attacks from the Glowbirds and climbing a cliff path that had become increasingly uphill, I arrived at a circular plateau about thirty meters in diameter.

The ground wasn't exactly smooth, but it was a much more manageable flat surface than the cliff path. There were no noticeable objects in sight.

I did a lap around the edge, but there were no other routes besides the one I came from. In that case, this is probably...

"The end of the line..."

It was a long and arduous battle... well, the distance itself wasn't that great, but the footing was terrible and the damn bird attacks were persistent, so it really wore on my nerves.

After a dozen or so cliff jumps, my fear went numb, but even so, having to pay attention to so many things at once is exhausting.

So, after overcoming such hardships, who's waiting for me at the goal... I already know, don't I? After all, I haven't defeated a single one yet.

"The muscle-bound blacksmith must be tired of waiting by now... How about you let me pluck those tail feathers of yours?"

The surrounding atmosphere instantly shifted with a unique sensation. I'd experienced it several times in boss battles before. As I felt it on my skin, high-pitched cries echoed, surrounding me where I stood in the center of the plateau.

Yes—surrounding me. Meaning there were multiples. In conclusion, the boss enemy of the [Cliff Road of the Sky Bridge] is...

"A battle royale-style boss, I take it. No wonder you're so tough in every way, Mr. Glowbird."

Four huge bodies soared up from the edge of the cliff. All of them were blue with great wings spread wide, and all bore a scar in a familiar location.

In other words, these were the same individuals I had intercepted on my way here. Considering the number of times I was attacked, it wouldn't be surprising if a lot more appeared... Are they reinforcements, or is the difficulty adjusted to my party size?

As I hoped for the latter, I readied my straight sword and looked up at the Glowbirds, which were all screeching threateningly at me like a brass quintet.

"The athletic hike was pretty fun, you little pests. I'm gonna thank you properly, so get ready!"

Whether in response to my taunt or not—the next moment, three of the Glowbirds moved with a particularly shrill cry.

The ones to the left, right, and behind me out of the four that had been surrounding me—their action was a simple charge!

"Tch...!"

I instantly reversed my feet, which had reflexively hesitated, and rushed towards the one approaching from behind. The area was much wider than the cliff path, but it was still narrow. If we ran straight at each other, we'd cross in an instant.

"If I have a solid footing...!"

Before Glowbird D, which was approaching from behind, could take any action in response to my turn—

"I can put my hips into it!!"

I dodged its beak thrust and, as we passed each other, I brought down a full-power strike on its slender neck. I braced myself against the momentum of its massive body, which threatened to pull me along, and pushed forward further—

"Hraaaaah!!"

I forcefully swung through. No matter how large it is, it's a flying creature. A human, with their feet planted on the ground, can even overpower it with sheer strength—no, that's definitely impossible in reality. All hail fantasy!!

As I raised my hand to deliver a follow-up strike to D, who was slammed to the ground and crying out in pain, I heard the whoosh of wind from my left and right and immediately abandoned the idea.

The moment I leaped back, B from the left and C from the right flew in, as if to protect D. While those two whiffed their attacks on the spot where I had been... hey, I can hear the flapping of your wings, you know?

"A surprise attack is impossible with those huge wings, now get... down!!"

*Quick Change*—I returned the favor with a surprise attack of my own, throwing the great axe at Glowbird A, who was planning a dive bomb from directly above.

For a split second, before the weight was applied, I exploited a loophole in the system. The great axe, thrown with one hand, spun at high speed, effortlessly cutting through the air and crashing into A's beak.

This wasn't like the attacks I'd been landing in mid-air without a proper footing. The blow, packed with full power, exploded with a massive hit effect, and the great-winged bird's beak shattered as if it had detonated.

As I looked up at the Glowbird plummeting towards the ground, I walked towards its landing spot with what I'm sure was a wicked smile.

"Time for the debut of weapon change repertoire number three."

From my experience with the great axe, I was certain of it: "heavy weapons are strong." So, captivated by that power, the next thing I sought was the representative of heavy weapons! Come forth, king of blunt instruments!!

Towards A, who had crashed at my feet, I swung my empty right hand down with all my might. In the middle of the swing, the great axe that had fallen behind the Glowbird's huge body vanished above my head—and in its place appeared a grotesque warhammer.

"My style—*Quick Change* Strike!!"

The massive iron chunk, a size I definitely couldn't lift even with two hands, swung with a cheat-like speed, retained its momentum, and then regained its original weight—and landed.

—————————————————!!!

An indescribable scream—no, it was no longer a voice, but simply the sound of shattering.

The [Distorted Iron Lump Hammer], crafted with the leftover blue iron ore from the quest as its core and as much extra iron as I could afford, demonstrated a power that made even its wielder flinch.

To be specific, Glowbird A's head exploded, killing it instantly. ...Wait, even if it's a multi-boss, it went down in pretty much one hit?

"Was weight really power...? No, was the momentum boost just that strong...?"

I had swung it down with the thought of, 'Big damage, woohoo!' but the unexpected result left me confused and breaking out in a cold sweat.

And I wasn't the only one shaken; the other three, who were just about to move in to support A, were frozen in fear.

I stood there, stunned.

Glowbird A faded away into particles of light.

Three birds, flapping their wings hesitantly, watched me.

I slowly raised my head and returned their gaze.

At that moment—the instant my sixth sense received the emotion of "fear," our relationship changed from "boss and challenger" to "hunter and prey."

You know which one is the prey, don't you? Now hand over those tail feathers...

◇◆◇◆◇

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

In a corner of the [Cliff Road of the Sky Bridge]—specifically, hidden behind a rock just before the boss area—she was racking her brain over a sight that she couldn't find the words to describe.

There was no reason for her to be hiding... The player she was tracking was currently in a boss battle—it was a boss battle, right? This is different from the boss battles I know.

...In any case, the person challenging the boss was a pretty dangerous character, so she was taking the precaution of delaying contact.

"...He seems to be doing everything that was written on the message board, right?"

She'd seen him demonstrate the air jump plenty of times on the way here, and she'd also seen with her own eyes his instant manipulation of heavy weapons using the *Quick Change* skill.

A warhammer that made her want to comment on a few things from a *professional standpoint* had appeared, but it was true that swinging something like that with one hand would normally be impossible for a low-level character's stats.

In fact, even a high-level warrior would struggle. Assuming it was made entirely of iron and estimating its weight by sight, it would require at least 300 STR... and to swing it with one hand at that speed, you'd want double that. A build that heavily favored strength wasn't the current meta.

And how on earth was his inventory capacity holding up with something like that in it? The other great axe, which looked like a store-bought item, must also be quite heavy—wait, is that why he's not wearing any armor? Don't tell me he's not carrying any consumables either?

"What should I do about him..."

There was no doubt about it anymore—that player was the same kind of existence as the handful of "irregulars" she had encountered before.

An existence that shatters the common sense of this virtual world, which is surprisingly restrictive for all its freedom, with sheer absurdity.

It wasn't unprecedented for someone to be extraordinary from the day after they started. The face of one of her female acquaintances came to mind, and she couldn't help but smile wryly.

"...What should I do about him?"

Her mind was in turmoil, a whirlpool of such understanding, confusion, and various other emotions.

She had a feeling from the start that he was a strange player, but she hadn't expected him to be this far out there—to be honest, she was hesitant about whether she should just post this information on the message board.

Every player with an account in Arcadia has passed the operator's screening and possesses a certain level of common sense and decency. Therefore, even if she were to expose the many 'strange points' of that player, it probably wouldn't lead to a situation where he's immediately swarmed by a horde of looky-loos.

But there would definitely be some who would make a move. And without exception, they would be old veterans that were far too early for the newcomer to get involved with.

...Distracted by his all-too-numerous and questionable actions, she had already made a few ill-advised posts—but it wasn't too late.

For now, the fate of that newcomer was still in her hands—in that case,

"...Maybe that's a bit of an excuse."

Kagura stood up from behind the rocks and let out a wry smile at herself for unconsciously piling on excuses. She had been trying to convince herself by lining up various reasons... but in the end, she decided to act on her true feelings.

—Honestly, her hands were itching to create like crazy.

The invisible barrier that had surrounded the boss stage plateau suddenly dissolved. That was the sign of a conclusion.

The victor, standing alone in the center of the field, looked slightly dissatisfied, as if the battle that had ended in an anticlimax wasn't enough for him.

Seeing this, Kagura let out a soft chuckle, then stopped hiding and stepped out. Feeling a slight sense of guilt towards the residents of the message board for the minor betrayal she was about to commit—

"—Sorry for jumping the gun."

On the face of the hedonist, an irrepressible curiosity was plain to see.



    Chapter 26

    The Magic Crafter

    ◇You have defeated the 'Great Winged Bird Flock'◇

◇You have acquired a Title◇
・'Vanquisher of the Great Winged Bird Flock'
・'One-Hit Pulverizer'

◇You have acquired a Skill◇
・Heavy Attack Manipulator

◇Your Skill has evolved◇
・Jump Maneuver ⇒ Jumble Step

"This feeling of anticlimax..."

Come to think of it, is this the first time I've defeated a boss without much of a struggle? The mushroom, the boar, and the scorpion all had some kind of pinch moment, but this one ended anticlimactically without any kind of rage mode at the end.

No reinforcements came, and I just smashed the four bird heads one by one. Congratulations. It was satisfying to get my revenge for all the trouble they gave me on the way here, but honestly, it was a little... no, a lot...

"Isn't this thing... kinda broken?"

Looking down at myself, a body that was accumulating power at an accelerating rate, I felt a cold sweat form.

Arcadia is an online game—an MMORPG. There are surely exceptions among the many games in the genre, but as is common in MMOs, boss battles are generally set to a high difficulty.

True to its name as a massively multiplayer online game, the game design is often premised on the principle of "together with multiple people."

I've only just started, but from the level of detail I've seen so far, I can feel that the combat in Arcadia is also quite severe in difficulty.

Gang attacks, ambushes, targeted strikes, and advantageous terrain—the concepts prepared are already vicious by the fourth field, and if you think about it calmly, you can see that all of them encourage mutual support among multiple people.

And then there's me, who just smashed a boss solo while practically humming a tune...

"Did I over-level...?"

"What level are you now?"

"Still around 30."

"That's about the right level for here."

I see. So, with the exception of the iron hammer, the store-bought iron sword and my underwear aren't exactly overpowered gear. This really means that the all-weapon proficiency skill tree, which is rated as trash by the community, is...

"Huh?!"

I realized it after casually exchanging words. Lifting my head from my thoughts, I hastily turned around to find a single player standing behind me.

When I focused on her, a discreetly glowing blue color cursor popped up above her head... my first encounter with another player outside of town.

And wow. Red hair and a loosely worn kimono—a tremendously striking outfit. With her well-proportioned avatar's face and dignified atmosphere, she looked incredibly stylish, but it was a majestic appearance you'd never see in real life.

In this kind of game, the equation 'flashy gear = strong player' is never wrong. It's a given for a beginner like me, but she's definitely a higher-level player.

Why would a player like that be in a beginner area like this...? As I tilted my head in confusion, she spoke first.

"Sorry to surprise you. I was watching the boss fight. Congrats."

"Uh, ah, thanks."

Contrary to her splendid appearance, her tone was frank... or rather, it felt like she was role-playing a somewhat rough character.

I was surprised and her appearance was flashy, so I was reflexively on guard, but her relatively easygoing style naturally put me at ease. Even with virtual avatars, you can get a sense of a person's atmosphere after exchanging a word or two.

A friendly and beautiful veteran player—yep, nothing to be wary of here.

"Alright, I'm not one for beating around the bush. Let's get straight to the point."

While I was busy convincing myself with my extremely simple-minded thoughts, she raised her left hand with a somewhat mischievous smile.

A familiar system window unfolded at the tips of her slender fingers. After a practiced operation, an additional small window of a different color popped up.

"My apologies for the late introduction—I'm Kagura. A pleasure to meet you."

The window, flicked by her fingertip, spun towards me. I caught it reflexively, and there, like a business card, was her player profile.

"...Mirage Workshop?"

I was secretly excited by Arcadia's mysterious system while unconsciously reading aloud the name written next to the player name [Kagura]—a term that probably meant her affiliated organization or something.

Kagura nodded and then, without further ado, held out her hand to me.

"I'll be direct. Are you interested in having a personal Magic Crafter?"

After a moment's freeze at the sudden proposal,

"...A 'magic crafter'? What's that?"

The vapid question that came out of my mouth echoed foolishly across the now-empty plateau.

◇◆◇◆◇

"—So a Magic Crafter is basically a versatile artisan who can do anything with magic, is that right?"

"That's about right. The specialty varies depending on how you level your proficiency, but this game doesn't have job systems like Blacksmith or Tailor."

Apparently, many people call themselves by those titles, but those who mainly create equipment are broadly referred to as 'Magic Crafters.'

It comes from the name of the production skill tree, "Mako."

"My specialty is mainly iron—metals. I primarily make weapons and armor, but I also do engraving for accessories and such."

"I see..."

Since the conversation was getting a bit complicated, we moved, and now we were in a certain tavern in the Istia town area. The decor was exactly what you'd expect, which got me excited, but it turned out to be just a regular eatery.

Sitting at the counter and listening to her—Kagura-san's—'sales pitch,' I was still struggling to shake off my confusion.

I understood the meaning of a Magic Crafter from her lecture, but why would an artisan like her suddenly approach me?

"Um, why me, a total newbie, all of a sudden?"

"Precisely because you're a newbie."

Sipping her drink, she glanced at me as I tilted my head. She let out a sigh as if to say, "Good grief," and then operated her system window, opening some screen in front of me.

"Hmm...? General, Questions... wait, is this..."

It was a familiar sight—in fact, it was the message board I had just posted on. Wait, seriously, you can access this from inside the game?! 

She must have read my surprise, as Kagura-san added the note, "Only the officially operated sites, though," and I nodded in understanding.

"You posted, right? And as you can see, you don't know about the commotion that followed."

"Commotion? What do you mean?"

As I struggled to understand, Kagura-san tapped the message board with her fingertip as if to say, "Just look."

It was the will of a veteran player, so I obediently complied, and—

"..................What is this, it's terrifying."

—A few minutes later, I was completely taken aback by the lively excitement of the veteran players, which, to put it mildly, had exploded starting with my post.

"Do you understand the situation now?"

"Ah... yeah, I do. I think I get most of it."

Well, what can I say... In conclusion, it seems that there's something off about me. All the opinions in response to my post point out that abnormality.

And I also understood how she came to be here.

"For starters... I am wearing clothes, thank you very much."

My first words after grasping the situation. First, I had to object to being treated like a 'naked pervert,' so I spread my arms in protest, and Kagura-san gave me a look you'd give an idiot.

"In a game, not wearing equipment is called being naked."

"That's rude to my finest attire."

"Your finest attire is the default underwear? Honestly..."

I received a wry smile as if she were exasperated, but it's not like I'm playing the nudist role by choice. I'm simply embodying the optimal solution according to the talents bestowed upon me by the gods.

"...Anyway, I understand that my post fueled the thread's excitement. But to get back on topic, why would that lead to a Magic Crafter offering to be my personal one?"

"It wasn't just fuel, it was a bombshell the likes of which we haven't seen in a while... Well, part of it is an apology. I'm aware that I helped escalate this situation out of curiosity."

She was talking about how she had found me, observed me, and posted her thoughts. She even bowed her head and said, "My bad," so I had no intention of complaining. Besides, this was completely a case of 'ignorance is a sin.'

It's all my own fault that it's become such a huge deal... and even that a few other players, following her lead, have apparently already started looking for me.

"But honestly, that's just a bonus. My real intention is—simply put, I want to make weapons for you."

"And why is that... again?"

Judging by her genuinely joyful smile, that was indeed her main motive. Naturally, my questions only intensified...

"It might be strange for me to say it, but I'm an artisan who works for entertainment. Unlike the folks who stoically pursue high-quality items, I'm the enjoyer type who wants to make interesting things."

"Huh...?"

"I guarantee the quality too, though," she said with a playful laugh to my vague response.

"But a creator needs a client. There aren't that many interesting requests, and even if I make something I like on my own, no one will use it—and that's where you come in."

She pointed at me out of the corner of her eye and said with genuine delight.

"The requests you bring will be interesting. That's the reason."

"...I see."

So, what she's saying is that since I'm already adopting a crazy playstyle on my second day, I'll probably bring her equally crazy requests... wait, this isn't exactly a compliment, is it?

"You're just having fun with this, aren't you?"

"It's a game. What else am I supposed to do if not have fun?"

..................Hmm. That's an irrefutable argument.

"As you know, I'm a total newbie. I don't have money or materials, so I won't be able to make any significant requests for a while."

"I don't mean to brag, but I have some eccentric regular customers, so I'm not worried about money. Don't worry about it. When you need something, just bring the request to me first, and that'll be enough."

So she wants my patronage. As someone who's just started and has no connections, getting to know a high-level artisan is an incredible opportunity.

She wouldn't gain anything by deceiving a beginner like me, and from her vibe, her offer is out of goodwill, or rather, a desire for entertainment... yeah, there's no doubt about it.

Honestly, I quite like this person. Her way of interacting is clear, and I like the feeling that we're communicating directly.

In that case, well—

"...A bit late, but I'm Haru. It's a pleasure."

Since we're in a tavern with a nice atmosphere, I offered my cup instead of my hand.

"My pleasure. I'll give you a discount."

Kagura replied with a charming grin, and the sound of our cheers echoed cheerfully.



    Chapter 27

    Quest Complete

    Given her dignified demeanor, I had a hunch, and it turned out Kagura-san was indeed one of the oldest veterans from the game's initial launch. After that, she took on the responsibility of damage control with a very suave, "Leave the firefighting to me," and left the tavern with a wave, not looking back.

As for me, left behind, I could only fall for her with a sentiment of "oh my, how cool," but in any case, things have settled down for now.

She mentioned something about being a backer, but it seems her intention was to fend off the other veterans who would likely start pestering me out of curiosity.

For someone like me who wants to continue progressing at my own pace for a while, this is a great help. I'll leave it to my dependable big sister.

"And yes, I've escaped the nudist life."

Even though player names are hidden by default, wandering around in just underwear would get me identified instantly—so we both agreed that I should lie low until the heat dies down.

And so, as a 'token of our new acquaintance,' she gave me a costume item! When I asked how much it cost, she said it's better if I don't know!!

"I've gotten myself into some serious debt right off the bat..."

Black leather pants and a flax-colored jacket. Described that way, it sounds plain, but this is fantasy, after all. The various belts and other ornate decorations are a perfect tickle to my inner chuuni.

She said it's just a fashion item with no stats, but its simple yet refined design and comfort make a strong statement about its high quality.

It was a high-end item that automatically optimizes to the wearer's physique, and it was originally one of Kagura-san's hand-me-downs that she no longer used, but it fit my male avatar without any awkwardness.

"I bet this is expensive... In the online games I used to play, cosmetic avatars were super pricey..."

If I think about it seriously, my knees start to tremble. I'll show my gratitude by using it with care.

—Whoops, I can't just be sipping my drink forever.

I chugged the rest of my drink... What was this again? Shanatu Sparkling something... A grape soda-like thing with a weak flavor but a lot of weird aftertastes.

My first food and drink experience in the virtual world was neither good nor bad.

By the way, no matter how much you eat or drink, feelings of hunger and fullness are directly reflected from your real body. In many ways, that's to be expected, but the feeling of my throat remaining thirsty even after downing a soft drink is incredibly unpleasant.

"Alright, I'll quickly report and then log off."

I gave a cool, one-handed wave to the gruff NPC bartender with his well-groomed beard, stood up from my seat, and followed Kagura-san out of the tavern.

Pushing down the sadness of having my cool greeting completely ignored, I glanced around and saw a faint '!' mark, indicating a quest completion, pulsing in the corner of my vision.

◇◆◇◆◇

"...Indeed."

The muscle-bound old man solemnly nodded after receiving the 10x 'Great-Winged Bird's Tail Feather' I took out from my inventory and checking their condition and number.

I defeated four Glowbirds and got exactly ten feathers, so the drop rate per bird was probably random.

Man, I'm glad I had just enough. Having to go back for a second helping of cliffside hiking because I was one short would have been a real pain.

As I shuddered at the memory of the stress-inducing combo of restricted footing and pestering mobs, the old man took out the remains of the pickaxe I had left with him.

The wooden part, which had been snapped off at the base, was removed, and the disassembled metal parts were placed on the counter with a *clunk*. The faint 'white' stain on its twisted tip was proof that some reckless fool had bared his fangs at an overwhelmingly superior being.

"Your name, boy."

As always, his way of starting a conversation and changing topics was sudden and clumsy... but he was right, we hadn't even introduced ourselves. We were complete strangers doing a quest contract.

"It's Haru."

"What a coincidence. I'm Halzen."

...Oh, that's the muscle-bound old man's name? It's a strange coincidence that our names are so similar.

"Call me what you like, Haru."

Isn't 'muscle-bound old man' fine? No? The mood seems serious, so probably not.

"Then how about 'Master'..."

No, I'm not joking. Calling him '-san' doesn't feel right, and I'm not used to addressing someone clearly older than me without an honorific... I'll take that nod as permission. Alright, settled.

"I have the materials. I will now forge the iron."

"Yes, sir! Thank you for your trouble!"

I'm getting used to this context-ignoring phantom. He really needs to work on his conversation skills, like using conjunctions and transitions... but oh well.

Being direct isn't so bad. All hail simplicity.

"I'll need until this time tomorrow. If you have any requests for the sword, I'll hear them."

"Requests... Well, first, can you make it a straight sword?"

"That was my intention."

The first thing I gave him and showed him was a straight sword, after all.

The category is fine, but I can't really think of any other requests. I guess I'd just like a sword that's easy to handle for everyday use.

"I plan on making it my main weapon, so if you could make it easy to wield, that would be great."

"You want it light?"

"Hmm... Not too light... Ah, the straight sword on display felt pretty good."

"Understood."

Just then, the quest icon blinked. The newly displayed icon was an hourglass indicating 'waiting'—it seems we've successfully moved on to the next stage.

"Come back again."

"Will do. Looking forward to it."

Well, a lot happened... seriously, way too much happened, but for now, this wraps things up.

My virtual body may be tireless, but the real brain moving it certainly gets tired.

Following the faint feeling of drowsiness clinging to me and the thirst demanding real-world hydration, my second day of adventure came to an end.

◇◆◇◆◇

"So how is it, this long-awaited virtual world?"

—At dinner time. After a day's break, as the three of us, my parents and I, sat around the dinner table, my father asked me while sipping his tea.

"It's amazing. Life-changing level."

In fact, it's like I've grown a second life.

"Just be careful not to neglect your other duties."

"Yes, ma'am."

I got a word from my mother, but that's barely a scolding. This is content that basically keeps me bedridden in the real world, so it's obvious that I need to be thorough with self-management in every sense.

"Since you're at it, tell us a story once in a while. It's not often I get to hear my son's tales of adventure."

"I can brag to the guys at work," he laughed.

"Let's see. Well, yesterday and today, I took down a mushroom monster, a wild boar the size of a truck, a giant scorpion, and a flock of birds as big as wyverns."

"...You're surprisingly a brawler, aren't you."

"And I did a bungee jump off a cliff several hundred meters high without a cord."

As I had somewhat expected, my two parents were completely taken aback by my tales of adventure and gave me a look that said, "What is this kid doing?"

...Yeah, well, I guess I'm starting to realize it myself. I'll try to be more careful from now on.

◇◆◇◆◇

"—Haaaah... I'm exhausted..."

My consciousness shifted from the virtual world to my real body, a feeling I was now completely used to. When I wasn't used to it, the sudden change in physical sensation left me feeling lethargic and fatigued, but what I felt now was due to a completely different reason.

"I get that it's not fun when someone runs off with a hot topic, but..."

In the end, it took a great deal of time and effort to put out the fire, and on top of that, I got a scolding from the clan master for getting involved in trouble on my own and using the workshop's name.

My mental energy was drained, and my body felt heavy. But I didn't have a single regret. My mind was filled with a long-forgotten sense of exhilaration, and creative ideas were bubbling up one after another.

[Haru]—a male player with a plain appearance, a rarity in Arcadia. Contrary to the image I had of him during combat, when I spoke to him, he seemed surprisingly polite and well-mannered.

From his reactions and gestures, I got the feeling he might be close to my age... but that doesn't matter.

"He said he's an agility-focused build, so a lightweight weapon for now... no, he also said strength doesn't matter with instant manipulation, so if you consider a style where he switches one after another, a heavy single-hit weapon might be better...? But with his capacity limit, maybe an expansion accessory first... Do we have any Wind-Viewing Butterfly Crystal Feathers in stock?"

Honestly, I wasn't very interested in his personality. As I told him myself, as long as I can make interesting things, there's nothing more I could want.

Now, what kind of request would he bring me? Burning with newfound excitement, she let her cheeks relax into a smile.



    Chapter 28

    An Eager Test Run

    "Let's get this third day started!!"

The day after my consecutive encounters with a blacksmith, a mysterious boss, and a Magic Crafter. I must have been pretty tired, because I slept in until just before noon, so I logged in after having lunch.

Now, where should I start today? The most pressing thing on my mind is, of course, the state of my quest weapon, but it's still too early to go see the master.

In that case, I guess I'll just continue progressing... Ah, no, I'd like to sort things out a bit first. Yesterday, I was running on pure tension and momentum, so I haven't properly checked the details of the skills I acquired or evolved.

...Wait, what about my stat allocation? I haven't touched it since the scorpion fight. Okay, I know what I need to do.

I guess I'll just head out to one of the existing fields and move my body around a bit... Plains, labyrinth, and cliffs. I've only got one real option, don't I?

◇◆◇◆◇

——————————————————
◇Status◇
Name: Haru
Lv: 33 (100)
STR (Strength): 30
AGI (Agility): 130
DEX (Dexterity): 100
VIT (Vitality): 5
MID (Mind): 5
LUC (Luck): 10

◇Skills◇
・All-Weapon Proficiency
《Quick Change》
《Weapon Dart》

・Embodied Protection (New!)
・Heavy Attack Manipulator (New!)
・Accel Tempo
・Boar's Heart
・Acrobatics
・Jumble Step (Up!)
・Carry Running
——————————————————

"???"

In the [Plains of the Horizon], a place that already felt nostalgic despite the dense adventures I'd had in between, I opened my status screen and tilted my head at some of the displayed numbers.

The number of status points I'd gained didn't match my level increase. Last time, I was level 28 and had used all my points, so having leveled up five times, I should have 50 points, but...?

"A quest completion reward...? No, that can't be it. Five levels' worth for completing one quest is too much."

No use, I don't get it. For now, I'll just assume there are other ways to get points besides leveling up. I'll look it up later.

Now for the new skills... 《Jumble Step》 is the evolved version of Jump Maneuver. It used to assist with jump-related actions and stabilize my avatar's movements, but now it also seems to improve my acceleration during jumps.

"God-tier."

Next, 《Heavy Attack Manipulator》—wait, seriously? It increases my attack power when using weapons that I don't meet the strength requirement for... What is this, a skill made just for me?

"God-tier."

Last is 《Embodied Protection》. This skill is—

"............? ..., ............???"

《Embodied Protection》—Applies a correction to difficult-to-achieve phenomena.

"Mysterious."

No, I don't get it. What kind of correction does it apply? Is it some kind of protagonist buff? I'll have to put this one on hold until I can look it up later.

Anyway, the skills are fine, but as for my stats...

"Well, I'm not hesitating anymore."

Yesterday's battle confirmed it. I don't need STR right now. What I need is mobility to reliably land my switch-and-strike heavy attacks—AGI is the only choice.

What about vitality (VIT)? Since AGI is directly linked to evasion, isn't investing in AGI basically the same as investing in durability?

"If I hit a wall, I'll cry about it then."

Having made up my mind, I started pouring in the points. I was about to go all-in on agility, as my desires dictated—but I stopped my finger just short.

I had completely forgotten. Right now, I'm compensating for the DEX needed to control my high-speed AGI-based movements with the Acrobatics skill, but I haven't figured out how effective that assistance is.

——————————————————
◇Status◇
Name: Haru
Lv: 33 (20)
STR (Strength): 30
AGI (Agility): 130 ⇒ 210
DEX (Dexterity): 100
VIT (Vitality): 5
MID (Mind): 5
LUC (Luck): 10

◇Skills◇
・All-Weapon Proficiency
《Quick Change》
《Weapon Dart》

・Embodied Protection
・Heavy Attack Manipulator
・Accel Tempo
・Boar's Heart
・Acrobatics
・Jumble Step
・Carry Running
——————————————————

Well, that's a bit over, but now it's roughly double. Before I got Acrobatics, I needed an equal amount of DEX to handle my AGI, but...

"Alright... whoa!?"

The moment I pushed off the ground to check, my body shot forward with more acceleration than I could have imagined, and I let out a cry.

It felt like I was going around 70 km/h—and I got that speed in a single step, so of course I was startled. This was seriously unexpected...!

What I intended as a run turned into a jump. I instinctively braked my body and landed, digging up a spectacular amount of dirt.

...Come to think of it, number-wise, this is a fifty percent increase from what I had before. And since my failed step turned into a jump, the acceleration bonus from Jumble Step must have kicked in. Of course this would happen.

"I'm nicely starting to leave my humanity behind..."

I like it. This is getting really fun.

I did a few more shuttle runs, kicking away the [Fool Boars] that came to pick a fight, while checking my body's control.

The conclusion is that, at my current values, I'm feeling a bit AGI-heavy, pushing past the assistance from Acrobatics.

In that case, I can assume the bonus from Acrobatics is either a multiplication of DEX x2 or a fixed value of +100... Multiplication seems too strong, so for now, a fixed value is more likely.

Now, I'll have to start allocating points to DEX again... but I have some thoughts on that, so I'll hold off for a bit.

"At the end of the day, it's just assistance for the accuracy of my movements, so...!"

Since this is a flat plain, I can't do any wall-kicks, but that's not a problem. Using my weapon-stepping technique to bounce around freely, I thought while trying to tame my rebellious agility, which was starting to enter its teenage phase.

Yep, it's not impossible to control. Sometimes I mess up my body control and almost slam into the ground, but if I force it, I can manage.

"Alright, I'll go with this for a while."

With the plan to gradually get used to it, I left a few points unspent. Once I feel I've completely mastered the current AGI-to-DEX ratio, I'll add more to AGI—just then, I felt a familiar vibration under my feet.

"Oh, did I make too much noise—whoa!"

Too slow, you stupid boar! This is me, Ver. 1.1, who has expanded his stage into the air! An attack from below is no longer a threat!

"Bring it on, you bastard! I'll use you as a punching bag for my test run!!"

This being my third encounter, the sight was now familiar. I kicked off the great axe I had deployed in mid-air and mercilessly landed a flying kick on the snout with its twisted tusk.

—Incidentally, exactly ten seconds later, I miscontrolled my body, slipped, and was promptly stomped to death.

<hr>

Next part will be around noon. There might be a slight delay, my apologies.



    Chapter 29

    Express to the Cliff Bottom

    "—Huh?"

Just after my ignominious death from trying to act cool, a strange *ping* I’d never heard before echoed in my ears as I was revived.

At the same time, a simple mail icon popped up in the corner of my vision.

It seemed I'd received a message, but you have to be friends with someone to use the mail feature in Arcadia, which meant I only had two possible candidates.

Either Sora or Kagura-san—this time, it was the former.

The message was, in short, an invitation, but the wording was strangely awkward, almost like she was speaking a foreign language... It was just so painfully obvious that she was being hesitant.

"Hmm..."

I see... I'll just go ahead and kidnap her to show her that I'm not the kind of person you need to be so reserved with.

"And so, welcome to the sheer cliff face!!"

"What do you mean, 'and so'!?"

Using the friend-tracking feature, I located and secured my target, who was shopping at an NPC store. Without so much as a greeting, I extended a nonstop invitation to the [Cliff Road of the Sky Bridge].

She must have been waiting for my reply. Sora, who had been restlessly absorbed in her shopping, was subjected to being unceremoniously snatched away. After a sequence of screaming, confusion, and panic, she now seemed to have adopted a state of righteous anger.

"I got a pretty formal-sounding email, so I decided to show you through my actions that there's no need to be so reserved with a guy like me."

"I-I wasn't trying to be reserved... I've just never messaged a guy like that before, so I was a little nervous, that's all..."

I stated the reason for my actions with a slightly smug look, only to get an unexpectedly cute answer back. As I fumbled for a response, Sora turned away with a pout and muttered, "Please put me down."

"Ah, sorry about that."

I had carried her princess-style to reduce the criminality of kidnapping a young girl, but she was blushing, clearly embarrassed. I gently set her down.

"Honestly..."

Oh, my. That glare is rather adorable.

After staring me down for a moment as I scratched my cheek and looked away, thinking, *Did I go too far this time?* Sora's eyes widened as if she'd just noticed something.

"By the way, Haru-san, that outfit..."

Well, that makes sense. A guy who'd been running around like a barbarian in his starting underwear without even a hint of wearing armor suddenly shows up the next day decked out in stylish fashion—of course she'd be surprised.

"Ah, this... well, you see... I got it because of, uh, this and that."

"You got it...? Huh? I heard that cosmetic items are really expensive."

"Yeah, well, this and that happened."

If I were to honestly confess that I'd caused a huge uproar by carelessly posting on the Q&A board, I knew I'd get a look that screamed, *This guy again?*

I'd introduce her to Kagura-san when the opportunity arose, but for now, I'd just brush it off.

"Well, it's a purely cosmetic set, so my defense is still zero."

"That's not something to say so proudly, you know? ...Um, Haru-san, have you cleared this area already?"

I nodded in affirmation to her next question, but my mind was occupied with something else—namely, the existence of the *thing* that dwells *below*.

A quick search revealed it was one of the few pieces of uncleared content, making it not just well-known, but famous. There was a chance the studious Sora already knew about it.

"Sora, you don't really look up walkthroughs and stuff, right?"

"? Um, that's right. I try not to look up things like map information or what kind of monsters there are."

Basically, her preparatory knowledge consisted of system-related details, the general state of the world of Arcadia, and little tips that were good for beginners to know—the kind of "public knowledge" that was widely available.

My own first encounter with it was rather spectacular, not to mention idiotic, so if this was her first time, I definitely wanted her to experience that same sense of having her common sense shattered.

So, I decided to keep the spoilers to myself and just let her have an audience with it.

"...About this area, there's actually a hidden route. Well, less a route and more a hidden area? Like a secret region."

Sora's appearance is demure and her demeanor is that of a proper young lady, a textbook example of a pure and beautiful girl, but she's actually quite curious.

Which means, if I pique her interest like this—

"A hidden area!"

Just like that. It was obvious she'd bite in a second, her eyes sparkling.

"Yep. But the gimmick at the end is a little tough for us to get past right now... to be honest, we'll definitely die and have to respawn..."

Naturally, there's a death penalty. Since there's something to lose, I have to explain the risks, of course—but she's just looking at me with those sparkling eyes as if to say, "So what?"

"So gullible..."

It makes me a little worried. I sincerely hope she's a bit more cautious in real life.

"Yes?"

"Oh, it's nothing. So, I can show you the way if you'd like. Want to go?"

"I want to go!"

Okay, one customer, coming right up. Huh? How do we get there? To reach an area at the bottom of a sheer cliff, there's only one way, right?

"Then if I may have your hand... no, your entire person..."

"Huh...? H-Hey, wait...!??"

I took Sora's hand as she sparkled with excitement and then scooped her up into my arms.

I was getting pretty used to carrying a girl around by now, so a princess carry was a piece of cake—actually, it's pretty tough without both hands free.

"H-Haru-san...! Please stop suddenly picking me up like this—"

"Sorry, Sora, I need a hand free. Can you hang on tight? Not tight enough to choke me out, though."

"Choke you...? I-I wouldn't do that! No, that's not the point—"

"Alright, let's go! One person, coming right up!"

"—!? W-Wait, please wait...! The cliff, that way is the cliff, Haru-san. Haru-san...? Haru-san...!?"

Look, scary things are even scarier when you explain them beforehand and let people brace themselves, right?

If a terrifying experience comes at an unexpected moment, it's over before you're even scared—you're just surprised. This is an act of kindness.

"Sora."

"Y-Yes...?"

I stopped at the edge of the cliff and called out to her with an expression as carefree as if I were about to go for a stroll. The girl looked up at me, her eyes filled with terror.

"You said it yesterday, didn't you? Humans can't fly—allow me to present a counterexample."

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

—*What is this person saying?* her expression read.

—An expression that said she didn't want to understand what he was saying.

—An expression pleading for me to reconsider.

—A tragic expression, as if begging for mercy from a violent criminal about to commit a heinous act.

"In other words... you better hang on tight, or things could get messy, you know?"

"W-Wait...! Wai— Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaah!!??"

I leaped off the cliff with a smile.

Sora screamed her lungs out.

Gravity performed its duty.

And a roaring wind howled around us.

In exchange for Sora's sanity and my eardrums, which were pierced by her shriek at point-blank range, the two shadows vanished into the pathless mist.



    Chapter 30

    The Invincible Concept of an Innocent Beauty

    "If you do something like this again, I'm going to hate you."

"I deeply regret my actions. Yes, ma'am."

After a full-throttle, no-damage descent to the cliff bottom using weapon-stepping, I was, of course, subjected to a lecture from Sora-san while kneeling.

I was the perpetrator, so there was no arguing. Having transformed into a groveling apology bot, I was finally granted a pardon and allowed to stand up.

"Honestly... Still, this fog is incredible."

Just as it was when I visited yesterday, the fog was abnormally thick, visibility reduced to mere inches. Seeing it for the first time, Sora was on high alert, surveying her surroundings.

And since she'd just been lecturing me, she still had her "I'm angry" face on, but her anxiety seemed to win out, as she wouldn't stray from my side.

"There shouldn't be any enemies, so you can relax for now. But like I said before, the end point is dangerous, so be prepared."

"O-Okay..."

She huddled up, nervously looking around like a little animal. I found it endearing and started to walk ahead to lead the way, and Sora scurried to stick close behind me.

"How did you ever find a place like this...?"

"Less 'found it' and more 'got completely lost.' I fell off the cliff and struggled out of desperation, and it surprisingly worked out somehow."

"...Well, I suppose if you can fly—or rather, jump through the air—you can manage anything."

Unfortunately, I hadn't yet mastered mid-air maneuvering at that point, but confessing to even more ridiculous feats would only earn me a side-eye. Not that it would be much different from the look I was already getting, which was like I was some kind of freak.

"I don't think I'd understand even if you told me... but what exactly are you doing to jump like that?"

"Ah, um... well, to put it simply, right after I quick-change weapons, there's a momentary coordinate lock on the object that appears, and I—"

Along the way, I explained the trick behind my aerial jumps to Sora, who kept asking questions with a half-lidded gaze—

"Oh, I know about that. It's the growth weapon quest every player experiences, right?"

"Huh, so it's famous... Wait, hold on, a growth weapon? What's that? That old man never once said a word about—"

And in the middle of explaining the quest I was currently on, Sora dropped some unconfirmed information on me—

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

"...Look, it was an accident. I had no idea I was doing something so weird."

I let it slip and ended up being forced to confess the details of the "Forum Flame War Incident," earning myself an indescribable look—

—And so, about ten-odd minutes later, we safely made our way back to the city.

.........Huh? Oh, yeah, that's right. We returned in one piece. Well, maybe 'returned' is the wrong word... more like 'resurrected'—

"—Haru-san! Haru-san!! What was that, what was that!! It was so huge! It was white and it was huge!! It was amazing, it was a dragon, it was so cool and amazing!!!"

...Yeah, what is this? She's bugging out in a way I didn't expect.

After that, as planned, Sora and I had our first encounter with that thing—Tsarkalv of the White Throne. Immediately after, Sora's excitement levels went through the roof, just like this.

Of course, we were both obliterated and respawned together, but even after having our virtual bodies pulverized, her elation hasn't faded one bit.

Given its rather biologically horrifying appearance, I'd expected her to be scared or go into a frenzy, followed by a lecture. I never imagined I'd get a reaction like this.

"Uh... S-Sora-san. Please calm down a bit."

As usual, we were in the fountain plaza of the starting area, and there were, of course, a lot of people around.

If it were just me, respawning solo and muttering curses about what killed me, I'd attract glances for a moment at most. But when it's a beautiful girl avatar with a beautiful girl voice getting all worked up, that's a different story.

—We're being watched. We're getting a lot of stares.

Also, Sora-san, is your sense of personal space bugged? When she gets excited, this girl gets *really* close.

"I know what that is! I knew it!! That! That's a Colored Monster!! It's one of the most famous major content additions in Arcadia—"

"Okay, okay, miss, right this way. This is a public space, you know? Let's move somewhere else, okay?"

It's not that I'm a shy boy who can't handle being looked at. But Kagura-san just warned me to keep a low profile for a while, so the timing is just bad.

It's definitely not because I felt threatened by the male players who were looking at me with expressions that were one step away from giving me the middle finger. I grabbed the still-excited Sora and hastily retreated from the plaza.

◇◆◇◆◇

"................I'm sorry you had to see that unsightly display."

"Nah, compared to me, it's nothing, right?"

Compared to the guy who bugs out every time he fights, it's no big deal.

And so we found ourselves back on the cliff road. In this beginner area, devoid of other players, Sora finally regained her composure. She huddled up, turning away to hide her embarrassment.

A beautiful girl is cute no matter what she does, so it wasn't unsightly in the slightest, but it would be pointless to preach such universal truths to her.

"Come on, pull yourself together and let's get back to clearing this area."

"Ugh..."

Setting the boss fight aside, the path through here is a playground for anyone with a ranged attack. I'll have her take the main attacker role with her bow to her heart's content and quickly make her forget her embarrassment.

I'll seal away my mid-air maneuvers and stick to being Sora's dedicated tank escort—though my durability is one times my usual. A fragile body that will crumble with a single poke.

Clutching her shortbow and psyching herself up with a "Right," I set out to escort my adorable partner on our second trip through the cliff road.



    Chapter 31

    A Proposal for a Sulking Girl

    "Ugh... That was a disaster..."

"Hey, now. A standard party in Arcadia is six people, right? It's no wonder we struggled when we took it on with less than half that number."

About two hours after we set out to conquer the [Cliff Road of the Sky Bridge], we were back in the Istia district. After a hard-fought battle, Sora, who was knocked out by the flock of Great Winged Birds, was completely exhausted.

In a corner of the tavern that was becoming my usual spot since Kagura-san showed it to me, the girl sitting next to me was slumped limply over the counter.

On top of that, even though we managed to win in the end, she seemed displeased that I had coolly provided backup after she'd struggled so much.

"I've pretty much given up at this point... but you're a fraud, Haru-san. No beginner is like you."

"Aw, you're making me blush."

"I'm praising you, but I'm not praising you."

As I suspected, it seemed the number of those things that appeared was proportional to the number of challengers. This time, it started with four, but two more were added over time, eventually turning into a hellscape with a total of eight of them dancing wildly.

I sealed away my giant hammer and played the role of an evasion tank, holding back on my attacks. But the fact that I managed to dance for several dozen minutes in a kill zone where one wrong move meant instant bird food... well, even I think I'm a little crazy.

If someone were to show me a recording from a third-person perspective, I probably wouldn't think it was a beginner who had just started three days ago.

"I want to fight up front a little too, it's not fair..."

She glanced at the shortbow slung over her back and sighed sorrowfully. Her pouting glare was quite a sight to behold, but I knew she was genuinely sad, so it was hard to tease her.

Sora is surprisingly aggressive, or rather, she's been eager to fight since we first met. But the close-quarters combat she desires is... unfortunately, on hold, because she can't seem to break the fatal habit of closing her eyes when she swings a weapon up close.

She herself has half given up on it, which I can guess from the fact that she's been obediently building her stats for a magic-based build...

"............Hmm."

I watched Sora from the side as she continued to sip at a drink that didn't quench her thirst, her gaze fixed on the contents of the cup she held with a slightly sulky expression.

According to my own philosophy, she should just ditch the path that doesn't suit her talents and forge ahead on one where she has room to grow. But I understand that not everyone can make such a clean break.

Furthermore, Arcadia is a game. Since it's for entertainment, no one can blame her for ignoring her strengths and weaknesses to push through with what she's bad at.

If anything, she might need to consider not being a burden to her teammates in a party, but for now, the only one in that position is me.

So, when it comes down to it...

"—Sora, can I see your current stats for a second?"

If I'm okay with it, then there's no one to blame her.

When I finally spoke up, Sora, who had been making a strange face at the virtual drink she was probably tasting for the first time, tilted her head slightly before obediently saying, "Go ahead," and making her stats visible.

In games like this, a person's stats are usually treated as important information, but is it because she trusts me as her partner, or is it just because she's a beginner and doesn't know any better...? I'll choose to believe it's the former.

Now then, her stats, on display for the first time, were—

――――――――――――――――――

◇Status◇ Name: Sora Lv: 27
STR (Strength): 40
AGI (Agility): 40
DEX (Dexterity): 40
VIT (Vitality): 50
MID (Mind): 100
LUC (Luck): 50

◇Skill◇
・Light Magic Aptitude
  《Heal Light》

・Shortbow Aptitude
  ・Archer's Calm Breath

・《Spectate Ale》
・《Observer's Eye》
・Healer's Precept
――――――――――――――――――

"...Hmm."

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

For several dozen seconds, I stared at the window from top to bottom, scrutinizing it. Seeing me, Sora looked a bit tense, as if she were being graded on something.

――――――――――――――――――
◇Status◇ Name: Haru Lv: 35 (10)
STR (Strength): 30
AGI (Agility): 230
DEX (Dexterity): 110
VIT (Vitality): 5
MID (Mind): 5
LUC (Luck): 10

◇Skill◇
・All Weapon Aptitude
  《Quick Change》
  《Weapon Dart》

・Embodied Protection
・Heavy Attack Manipulator
・Accel Tempo
・Boar's Heart
・Acrobatics
・Jumble Step
・Carry Running
――――――――――――――――――

By the way, these are my current stats. She probably has no idea that I'm inwardly thinking, *Wow, my stats are so unbalanced it's hilarious.*

Yeah, no. Her stat distribution is like a model student's, perfectly fine. This game, unusually for an MMO, generally recommends a balanced build.

Anyway, her high MID is due to her being a magic type, but it's still early days, so she can easily fix it. The Mind stat also affects magic resistance, so it should be recommended for non-pure mages to get it as well.

"Sora, it's a bit late to be asking this after we've come this far, but—you want to try aiming for a switch to close combat?"

"................Huh?"

Although she had been sulking, she must have given up on the matter herself. The proposal, which must have seemed sudden to Sora, made her amber eyes widen in surprise.

"B-B-But... But I have that habit..."

"Well, it'll definitely be a challenge, but if we train thoroughly, you should be able to fix it, right? It's not like there's some psychological reason for it, it's just an unconscious habit, isn't it?"

That's what she said herself, and it's not something she would lie about, so it must be true.

"That's true, but..."

We've tried training several times before and it ended in failure, so she probably doesn't have much confidence. It's understandable, but that's no reason to give up.

"I'm the one helping, so you can decide, Sora. It's simple: do you want to try it or not?"

When I prompted her by shaking my cup, Sora opened and closed her mouth, looked up and down, and after a good thirty seconds of agonizing...

"............I want to try my best."

I nodded at her answer, drained the contents of my cup, and stood up with a flourish.

"Alright, let's go. As the one who started this, I'll take full responsibility and see you through it to the end."

I cut off Sora, who looked like she wanted to say something, with an intentionally theatrical speech, tossed the payment for two to the owner behind the counter, and held out my hand.

...Whoa, nice catch without even looking. Just as expected of a fantasy world, you never fail to deliver.

"Sora, did you see that? As expected of Arcadia, it lets you experience all the clichés—oh, you don't need to worry about being considerate and all that. We've been through that song and dance enough already, right?"

"............Honestly."

After an indescribable expression, Sora's face broke into a troubled smile, and she hesitantly raised her hand. Taking that as permission, I took it. I led her out of the tavern and made a beeline for the transfer gate.

—Yeah, well. Even I get embarrassed when I try to act all cool like that.

What demand is there for the blushing face of an average guy...? Burdened by a shame that not even a dog would eat, I walked ahead of Sora, feigning composure.

We both pretended not to notice the vaguely awkward atmosphere hanging in the air.



    Chapter 32

    Training Begins

    "—Ahem... w-well then! Let's get this training started, shall we!"

My voice cracked at the start, an utterly pathetic sound. Sora gave me a lukewarm look. The reality that my cool-guy act doesn't last is proof that I'm just an average dude—hey, don't you smile at that.

When I let go of her hand, why did you look so reluctant to let go? Are you not aware that such an expression from a beautiful girl is a logically proven lethal weapon?

"My heart has been toyed with. The training will be spartan."

"Why!?"

Go back and study the psychological effects a beautiful girl's words and actions have on a man—right. Thinking stupid thoughts really is the best remedy for calming the heart.

"Jokes aside, I think the only way forward is through practice."

"Ugh... Practice, you say?"

We had made our way to the convenient flatlands of the [Plains of the Horizon]. Sora glanced at the boars roaming about, her expression anxious.

Well, if we practice on them, the established outcome is that she'd close her eyes, swing her sword once, and then get sent flying the next instant.

"No, I don't plan on letting those idiots be our instructors. We'll go one-on-one."

As I said that and summoned a straight sword, Sora's anxious expression—huh? Why did the anxiety deepen?

"Huh... With you, Haru-san?"

Eh? That slightly reluctant tone, how should I interpret that?

"...Is there a problem?"

"I'd rather not be sliced into pieces..."

What on earth does she think I am? I don't know what kind of face I was making, but seeing me frozen in place, Sora let out a small chuckle—you were teasing me, weren't you?

"...Ahem. Well, to put it simply, just try to slash at me over and over."

"Hehe, I'm sorry."

Sora seemed pleased that her retaliation was a success, while I cleared my throat to cover it up. Is this girl's combat power increasing as she loses her reservations around me? She's supposed to be my little sister figure, am I going to be okay?

Turning my face away from her smile, which was a little too radiant, I twirled the straight sword and offered her the hilt. Sora hesitantly took the sword, holding the unfamiliar weapon in both hands as she tilted her head.

"Is it oka... It's okay, isn't it? It's not like I'm going to hit you."

That wasn't a nuance of 'I won't hit you because it's Sora,' was it? It was 'I won't hit you because it's *me*,' wasn't it?

And what's more, it wasn't just trust or any positive sentiment like that; it contained a subtle mix of exasperation and resignation.

............Hmph, so this is the fruit of my daily actions, huh?

"Um, what's with that expression?"

"Oh, just thinking about how you're gradually getting used to handling me..."

"...?"

No, it's nothing.

"W-Well, that's the gist of it. It'll double as evasion training for me, so it's two birds with one stone."

"I doubt you need evasion practice at this point, Haru-san, but..."

Sora smiled wryly, probably recalling the grand spectacle I'd put on against the flock of Great Winged Birds. She shook her head slightly as if to switch gears, and the girl raised her straight sword with still-unsteady movements.

Even with her small, girlish avatar, her stats give her a strength value higher than mine. Possessing a balanced mix of agility and dexterity, she is, in reality, more than superhuman.

There's no reason she can't swing a single sword.

"Um, so... my stance, and things..."

"Hmm, I'm self-taught and an amateur myself, so I can't say for sure... but if I had to say something, relax a bit more. Just enough so you don't lose your grip, and then put your strength into it the moment you swing through, maybe?"

Of course, I've never looked up how to swing a sword in detail, but after eighteen years of being a boy, I have some knowledge. I can give simple advice on the level of a required course for boys.

"Like this?"

"Okay. Try swinging it like that once... maybe you should focus a little more on the stop? It feels like you're being swung around by it at the end."

"O-Okay. ...Hah!"

Before we actually started hitting things, I gave her a lecture on the prerequisite level of body control. .........She doesn't have a problem with it when she's just doing practice swings. The key must be whether or not there's an opponent in front of her.

"Hmph... Hah... So, how's this?"

"Yeah, I think that's not bad."

This girl, as it turns out, is not uncoordinated. I still had some lingering preconceptions, and while I didn't think she was clumsy, I had an image of her as someone not good at sports... but in reality, her form when she runs is quite beautiful.

She's good enough to watch—no, actually, a blonde swordswoman is an incredibly picturesque sight. For some reason, my own motivation is starting to rise... Anyway, her sword swing is probably fine.

"Alright, let's begin. I'll dodge for sure, so don't hold back."

"Y-Yes, please take care of me...!"

And so, with a polite bow as the signal, Sora's training began.

◇◆◇◆◇

"—Well, I guess it won't be a speed solution in a few panels like in a manga..."

When I opened my eyes, the familiar canopy of [Arcadia] came into view.

Lately, the intense sense of unease from the physical performance disparity after logging out has been easing up, which is a good thing. It's safe to say my adaptation to virtual reality is proceeding smoothly... but the off-system quest I'm currently working on is facing some difficulties.

"I thought if she could just get rid of the habit of closing her eyes, it would work out somehow..."

—Three days had passed since we started training for Sora's switch to the front line.

At first, it went smoothly... or rather, the habit that should have been the biggest hurdle was cleared in just over an hour on the first day.

As expected, when people decide they're absolutely going to do something and put their all into it, they can manage somehow. I was getting excited, thinking this might be an unexpectedly quick resolution, but—

"To think we'd go three days without getting a single skill..."

With Sora having met the bare minimum for close combat, we started on the boar plains and continued our training by retracing our steps.

It was three days, but Sora couldn't go all day long like I could. Her daily login time averaged about four hours, which translates to six hours in Arcadia.

Even so, she had been swinging her sword for about eighteen hours in real time, but... nothing. No sprouts, no gains.

Even the aptitude tree, which is supposed to be relatively easy—or rather, possible to acquire on the same day if you just use the corresponding weapon type for a while—didn't even begin to bud.

It's pretty awkward for me, who made a big declaration and has been sticking by her side, but the extent of her own disappointment is truly heartbreaking.

From Sora's perspective, it's as if the system itself is telling her, "You're not cut out for this." When we parted ways today, the light was about 80% gone from her eyes.

—I'll probably never forget the look on Sora's face when a skill for the shortbow tree, which she hadn't even been using, sprouted up as if to say, *Just go back to your real job already.*

Who was it that said a beautiful girl is a beautiful girl no matter what she does...? Nah, a truly angry one is actually scary. I never knew people could have such cold eyes; if that look were directed at me, I'd die instantly.

"Haa..."

As I let out a sigh, wondering what to do, I got up from the [Arcadia] machine.

Seeing her dejected expression as I logged out, it's probably about time she needs some emotional support. I also have a responsibility for having fired her up—I wonder if I can find some wisdom on the internet, not just on how to acquire skills, but also on how to comfort a woman (real-life information unknown)...

Lured by the smell of dinner, I left my room, my head filled with悩み over how to acquire skills I couldn't get from my part-time job.

◇◆◇◆◇

"Is something wrong, my lady? If you keep making such a grumpy face, your cute face will be ruined... well, you're still cute though, you know?"

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

"Oh my, it's surprisingly serious."

She must be so down that she's ignoring my usual comment about calling her 'my lady.' Not so much ignoring as her mind is elsewhere; she's been like this since we started preparing dinner.

She's been gradually losing her energy for the past three days or so, a world of difference from a few days ago when she was all excited about starting Arcadia.

"What's wrong, Sora? Is something bothering you?"

When I put aside my teasing and asked, I succeeded in getting her attention, and her gaze turned to Itsuki.

"............It seems I don't have any talent."

Talent? What kind of talent, I wondered, and when I asked her directly—

"Talent with a sword..."

With a fleeting expression, the young lady I adore declared such a thing.

For a moment, I almost laughed, wondering if this child was a resident of some medieval or fantasy world, but I was at least perceptive enough to realize she was talking about the game.

"Hah, a sword... I certainly can't imagine you fighting with a sword, Sora."

"...The game told me so too."

I don't quite understand what she's saying, but it's clear that she's hit a wall and is feeling down.

"Hmm... Well then, why don't you try relying on that knight everyone's talking about?"

"Haru-san has already been with me for three days... I'm taking up his time, but I haven't made any progress..."

Not good, it seems I've stepped on another landmine. And this Haru-san person she's always with, he seems to be trusted by her a lot, but what kind of person is he?

It's not like I can get my own [Arcadia] machine and join them, so it's a bit frustrating that I can't see his character for myself.

"I don't know much about games, but since it's a game, you're losing out if you don't have fun, you know?"

"I know, but... Haru-san went out of his way to encourage me..."

It's rare for this child to be so openly dejected. Considering Sora's personality, it's not her own lack of progress that's bothering her, but the fact that she's causing trouble as a result.

"Haru-san is a man, right? Then you should just inconvenience him all you want. He might even be thinking he's lucky to be relied on by such a cute girl, you know?"

"You're saying strange things again... Haru-san and I are both in our virtual avatars. Appearance doesn't matter."

"Oh, but you haven't changed your face, have you, Sora?"

"I-I wouldn't go out of my way to tell him that! It's bad manners to disclose real-life information in Arcadia!"

I only have general knowledge about Arcadia as a form of entertainment, but it seems there are various rules. In a virtual reality that's indistinguishable from the real world, I suppose that's only natural.

"If it's too difficult, why don't you try something else? Look, since it's a fantasy world, why not try magic or something?"

"...In the virtual world, I wanted to try moving my body to the fullest. Because my real self is *like this*."

And with that, Sora pointed to herself, showing her dissatisfaction. Born with a weak constitution and forbidden from strenuous exercise, she has never been able to fully participate even in school P.E.

Her innate athletic sense is excellent, and contrary to her graceful appearance, she enjoys moving her body. As someone who knows this, I feel sorry for her, but I never thought a game would also stamp her as unsuitable.

It's pitiful, and in times like these, I can't help but feel sympathy for the young lady who is so unfortunate in many ways.

In the end, there's nothing Itsuki, who knows little about Arcadia, can do but listen to her complaints and weaknesses.

As she was subjected to a pitying gaze, Sora was comforted by her sister-like maid, her face gloomy the entire time.

---
Status Update for the two characters after the time skip.
――――――――――――――――――
◇Status◇ Name: Haru Lv: 44(10)
STR (Strength): 30
AGI (Agility): 280
DEX (Dexterity): 150
VIT (Vitality): 5
MID (Mind): 5
LUC (Luck): 10

◇Skill◇
・All Weapon Aptitude
  《Quick Change》
  《Weapon Dart》->《Piercing Dart》 Up!

・Embodied Protection
・Heavy Attack Manipulator
・Accel Tempo
・Boar's Heart
・Acrobatics
・Jumble Step
・Carry Running
――――――――――――――――――
◇Status◇ Name: Sora Lv: 38(10)
STR (Strength): 50
AGI (Agility): 80
DEX (Dexterity): 80
VIT (Vitality): 60
MID (Mind): 100
LUC (Luck): 50

◇Skill◇
・Light Magic Aptitude
  《Heal Light》

・Shortbow Aptitude
  《Snipe Arrow》 New!
  ・Archer's Calm Breath

・《Spectate Ale》
・《Observer's Eye》

・Healer's Precept
――――――――――――――――――



    Chapter 33

    Racing Across the Sand Plains, Gazing into the Distance

    "Now then..."

It's been exactly one week since I debuted in Arcadia. Although I'm stuck with a task with no clear end in sight, I personally have started to feel quite accustomed to the virtual world.

The current time is just before four in the morning. I woke up suddenly and decided to move from my bed to the [Arcadia] machine for a second round of sleep... but as expected of an online game, there are quite a few players around even at this hour.

Since I haven't updated my settings, I'm at the familiar plaza that serves as my login and respawn point. Leaning against the edge of the landmark fountain, I was staring down my status screen.

――――――――――――――――――
◇Status◇ Name: Haru Lv: 44(10)
STR (Strength): 30
AGI (Agility): 280
DEX (Dexterity): 150
VIT (Vitality): 5
MID (Mind): 5
LUC (Luck): 10

◇Skill◇
・All Weapon Aptitude
  《Quick Change》
  《Piercing Dart》

・Embodied Protection
・Heavy Attack Manipulator
・Accel Tempo
・Boar's Heart
・Acrobatics
・Jumble Step
・Carry Running
――――――――――――――――――

My level-up pace has slowed a bit after hitting 40, but it's still brisk. My stats are growing steadily, or rather, my AGI has completely graduated from human and is now that of a monster.

In fact, according to my research, the recommended AGI for the major light warrior build in this game is around 200. This means that at a level less than half the cap of 100, I've easily surpassed that threshold.

By the way, the current fastest light warrior—I think his name was [Hayagake] and he uses a short sword—has a published AGI of 350. If I put my banked points into it, I'll catch up to him in just six more levels.

I've learned that you can get stat points outside of leveling up (the mysterious addition before was a bonus for encountering the 'White Throne'), but the base amount is still 10 points per level for 100 levels, totaling 1000 points.

Additionally, if you're going to invest in AGI, you need a corresponding amount of DEX, and without the Acrobatics line of skills, that alone would eat up as much as seventy percent of your points... Considering that, it makes sense that that's the fastest you can go.

So, after all that, how fast am I really? Imagine one of those super-fast fight scenes you see in anime. The kind where people post slow-motion, frame-by-frame breakdowns on video sites just so you can finally see what's happening—frankly, I'm at that level.

My top speed during a full sprint easily surpasses a sports car. From the very start, the surrounding scenery blurs into lines, and my tiny human body of about 60kg naturally kicks up a gust of wind.

To be honest, I'm already reaching my limit. What limit? My reactions can't keep up with my own speed. No matter how much my body accelerates, my thought speed remains normal... In other words, the software isn't keeping up with the hardware.

I hear there's a ridiculous thing called a 'Thought Acceleration Skill,' but a quick glance told me it's impossible to get on purpose, so I can't count on it as a solution.

It doesn't have a thought acceleration effect, but I'm seriously envious of Sora's 《Observer's Eye》... It's for ranged use only, so it would be useless to me, but if a close-range version exists, I'd give anything for it.

By the way, I don't know if Sora-san is aware of this, but Observer's Eye isn't listed in the strategy site's database—meaning, unless there's a secret user out there, it's a unique skill only Sora has.

On top of that, that 《Spectate Ale》 skill was also unique. Who is that girl?

Feeling jealous, I tried searching for my own skills, but every single one of them was already known. I thought the mysterious skill 《Embodied Protection》 might be a possibility, but while the acquisition conditions are uncertain, it seems there are multiple users.

Well, if it were that easy to get, it would be a joke to call it unique, right...? No, I'm not, I'm not frustrated or anything, not at all...

"Haa... I should go level up."

Turning a blind eye to things that might lower my motivation is the best policy. It's not like I need a unique skill when my build itself is unique, a straight path down the road of a rare beast. I'll just keep running without thinking about unnecessary things.

◇◆◇◆◇

—The fourth area, the [Great Flowing Sand Cavern], is, in a word, a "stupidly wide circular dome (of sand)."

It's a massive, perfectly circular cavern where all the walls and the ceiling are made of sandstone. There are no obstacles to serve as partitions, and you can see from one end of the area to the other.

I've never seen a real desert, so I can't say for sure, but I wonder if they're like this. The ground is all soft sand, making it hard to get a firm footing. It's a tricky environment where a half-baked agility stat will have your feet mercilessly taken from you.

This absurdly simple layout of the [Great Flowing Sand Cavern] does, of course, have its own peculiar points—its size.

An area so vast it's ridiculous to even try to compare it to anything. I hear that an agility-focused player running at full speed along the outer wall would take half a day to make one lap. The scale is so insane that it takes several hours just to reach the wall from the initial spawn point.

"As always, my sense of distance has abandoned its post..."

Players who visit the area using the transfer gate are, as usual, thrown into a random location in this roofed desert. To be precise, somewhere on the circumference of a circle with a fixed distance from the center of the area.

This is my third time visiting this area. Its unchanging majesty assaults me with a sense of vertigo every time.

The atmosphere is completely different, but in terms of scale, it might be similar to the great basin where the 'White' one resides—including the fact that there's something strange in the center.

In this great cavern, where there are no other objects, it is the sole landmark and the goal for players to aim for.

—Flowing sand that falls and then climbs... there's no other way to describe the mysterious sight. As a simple visual, it's a giant tower of sand rising in the center of the area. But it's not sandstone; it's a circular wall of constantly undulating flowing sand.

It's not falling from a gap in the ceiling, nor is it gushing from the ground. It's just a waterfall of sand, flowing between the top and bottom of the great cavern... a truly fantastical sight.

Well, of course, the boss of this area resides within that thing, but I don't plan on challenging it for a while.

—Actually, to be honest, I've already tried it solo, but for various reasons, I've determined that it's 100 percent impossible for me alone, so for now, I'm waiting for Sora's training to bear fruit.

My, my, I was so full of myself after the boss fight on the cliff, but to be stopped so cleanly in the very next area... I'm half pleased and half embarrassed.

"Alright, I'm counting on you today too, partner."

I gathered my consciousness, which was threatening to blur in the midst of this strange space, and summoned to my left hand a one-of-a-kind blade that has no equal on the server.

Its name is the [White-Flawed Straight Sword]—a weapon made just for me, bestowed upon me by Halzen on the evening of the day I started training with Sora.

Its overall color is a dull gray, and the blade is slightly thinner than a standard straight sword. A characteristic feature is that the parts corresponding to the guard, ridge, and knuckle guard are barely formed, with only a diamond-shaped bulge separating the blade and the hilt.

And the remnants of the 'White' inherited from the pickaxe that served as its core material have firmly dyed the tip of the sword.

Its numerical specs, of course, surpass those of store-bought items in every way, and as proof that it was made for me, it even has its own special abilities.

It's truly a one-of-a-kind sword for me. It seems that all players receive a quest to obtain such an item, and by completing their respective tasks, they are given "equipment that suits their individual playstyle."

There are various names for it among players, such as unique or growth equipment, but officially, it's called an 'Anima.' In my case, it's a straight sword, but the category isn't limited to weapons; it can be armor, accessories, and countless other things.

...And I ended up researching all these details myself with the help of the internet. That muscled old man, he seriously didn't explain any of that and just finished it with a single, "It's done."

An 'Anima,' as it's called a growth weapon, is a special item that grows and evolves each time the player uses it to a certain extent.

For each of these milestone enhancements, you need to rely on the production-class NPC who gave you the quest, which means that I'm destined to have a long and prosperous relationship with the old man... Man, the future looks bleak, doesn't it?

"I'll definitely get you back for this someday... Now then."

Sora should be logging in around noon today. Until then, I'll devote myself to hunting to complete my own task.

The mobs that inhabit this domed desert are not visible, meaning they don't wander on the sand's surface. As far as I've confirmed, there are two types, large and small, and both basically lie in wait in the sand.

In the sense that they mainly ambush, it's similar to the [Rocky Wasteland] from two areas ago, but they're a more aggressive bunch in various ways, so more caution is needed.

What you need to be careful of is sound—the creatures in this area will converge on the footsteps of prey walking on the sand. In other words, if you want a peaceful journey, you should refrain from running, though you don't have to be as quiet as a mouse.

But my goal is hunting—so I should do the opposite.

"Alright, let's get this party started—let's go!!"

A sandy plain as far as the eye can see? Can't get a good footing? I'm a human machine with a top speed of over 200 km/h. Don't think you can catch these legs that can run 50 meters in one second flat with something like that.

My exceptional leg strength is more like "jumping" than "running." With my AGI, 《Acrobatics》, and 《Jumble Step》—all my mobility ignited at once, the sand beneath my feet explodes with a tremendous roar.

In that instant,

"—————————————————!!!"

With an indescribable roar as its introduction, it appears, surrounding the epicenter of the sound. This creature, boasting a body larger—no, longer—than any monster I've encountered so far, is the main enemy in the [Great Flowing Sand Cavern].

Its head has an exquisite design that mixes eeriness and foolishness, somehow reminiscent of a moray eel. Its body is also almost like a moray eel's, with a torso of uniform width all the way to the tip of its tail, swimming freely in the sea of sand as if it were water, thanks to some mysterious power.

The differences from a real moray eel are its reddish-black color, like clotted blood, and the large forelegs it has, as if its pectoral fins had undergone a mysterious evolution. In addition, there are organs of unknown detail, whether they are ears or gills, protruding from the left and right sides of its head.

Commonly known as the 'Desert Moray'—its official name, the [Desert Serpent], is an oversized mob enemy over 20 meters long.

That's right, a mob enemy. Now, let's list one characteristic of mob enemies in games. Well, to put it simply—there are a lot of them.

"3, 4... 6—Bring it on!!"

As I ran in a circle so as not to stray too far from the epicenter, the same roars echoed in succession, surrounding me.

There were six of them. The giant red bodies that leaped onto the sand at almost equal intervals were like a kill circle, pinpointing the fool who had burst into their feeding grounds—however, that prey can run around at an insane speed and is equipped with sharp fangs and claws.

My position was accurately pinpointed the moment I made a loud noise. The [Desert Serpent]s rush straight towards me to fight for the right to devour the bait—I set my sights on one of them that was sticking out, kicked the sand, and made a sharp turn.

There are a tremendous number of these things scattered throughout this desert, but their absolute numbers and spawn points are properly set.

As you can easily guess from the fact that their spawn locations were at equal intervals, in short, their territories are fixed.

Unless you do something like deliberately making a loud noise over a wide area like I did, if you're careful to keep them at their spawn locations, they won't even react to the sound of battle. In other words, it's not difficult to defeat them one by one.

However, once you've woken them up like this, they have a habit of persistently chasing their target until it's dead or in their stomachs. Their stats are quite tough, and their attack power is high, befitting their scale, so even though they're mobs, they might be treated like minor bosses.

In summary, they give good experience like a mid-boss, their spawn locations are fixed, there are a huge number of them that spawn at the same time, you can easily pull them just by making a noise, and they'll chase you to the ends of the earth—yes, they're perfect prey for train hunting.

The drawbacks are that you need legs strong enough to pull them around the sand with ease, and if you have an accident and get hit, you'll be swallowed by the moray tsunami and instantly crushed. Also, you'll be endlessly chased by a swarm of gross-looking fish-like creatures, a truly wicked situation that could be traumatizing for some.

But for a slightly crazy player who can clear these hurdles—

"It's the best leveling spot!!"

At the moment of intersection, I kicked the face of the moray that joyfully welcomed the bait that had jumped in on its own, and without killing my sprinting momentum, I managed to both evade and escape.

Breaking through the encirclement, I continued to kick up the sand without any hesitation. Ahead of me—more roars.

The predators reacted one after another to me, the bait, forcing my way across the desert alone, and in the blink of an eye, a red tsunami erupted in the desert.

Anyone who saw this scene without knowing the context would undoubtedly think I was a suicidal maniac who had lost his mind. To be honest, even I can't help but feel a little uneasy about the screws in my head when I look back at the great tsunami approaching from behind.

But the feasibility of this madness has already been answered the other day—no-damage is a piece of cake. Bring it on!!!

"Let's do this!! Let's goooooooooo!!"

Confirming the wave of morays, whose individual bodies were so tangled up that it was difficult to trace them, I kicked up the sand spectacularly and made a ninety-degree turn.

I firmly gripped my partner, the straight sword, and let out a spirited war cry—and without hesitation, I jumped into the kill zone.

In that instant, a great mouth approached, jaws, fins, mouth, mouth, tail, fins, tail, tail, torso, mouth, tail, torso, torso, torso, torso, tail, mouth, mouth, tail, torso, tail, mouth, mouth, mouth, mouth, mouth, mouth, mouth, mouth, mouth, mouth, mouth—

To be honest, when you throw yourself into a kill zone of this level, your normal thought speed can't keep up at all.

If you leisurely think, *An attack is coming, I should dodge,* you'll be dead in that instant. I don't know a state of mind like a clear and tranquil mirror, but at least this group of thoughts that are just pretending to think are all after the fact—the combat actions of spinal reflexes are almost like someone else's business from the perspective of the self-awareness that comes later.

I slipped past the mouth approaching from the front, used the tail that was brought down as a foothold to dodge the tree-trunk-like torso approaching from behind, and at the same time, jumped into one of the three great jaws that were clinging to me, not allowing it to chew me. I deployed my great axe inside its mouth, and as I tore its head to pieces from the inside, the moray that burst into a phosphorescent light released me, and I was thrown into the air, where twice as many mouths approached me without rest—

"Hah."

I don't know what's so funny myself. The smile that spread across my face was completely unconscious, but as I observed the scene with my delayed thoughts as if it were someone else's business, I was both horrified and bursting with laughter at myself, smiling creepily in the midst of a hellscape.

—Fun, oh so fun!!

I have to admit it. At least within [Arcadia], I'm definitely insane.

My actions, my mentality, my tension—they're all the same. Everything is probably far from normal.

And that—oh, that is unbearably, maddeningly joyful.

In the world I dreamed of and longed for, the realization that I might not be normal is so spectacularly exhilarating that it makes me laugh from the bottom of my stomach.

I had decided to go all out.

I had decided to have as much fun as I could.

I had decided to fight with all my might.

I had decided to adventure with all my might.

And now, I've decided. I'll go as far as I can.

Being three years late or the pioneers being ahead of me doesn't matter. With these legs that have caught up to speed, I'll race to the front lines on the express train—!!

To that end, as a first step.

"—You blockheaded fish, turn into experience points, all of you!!"

For now, I'll aim for an early escape from the beginner area and a quick level cap!!

The great axe danced wildly, the great iron lump struck with heavy blows, countless sword flashes flew, and the wielder also ran around the air in all directions.

The heavy sounds and roars of the giant bodies intertwined eventually turned to screams—from the red tsunami of the desert, blue phosphorescence continued to gush like a fountain.



    Chapter 34

    A Vista of Spoils

    "................Wow."

A voice so drained of energy it sounded as if all was lost. In the desert, which had become eerily quiet compared to a moment ago, even such a hoarse whisper echoed clearly.

Two shadows stood in the now-still field. One was, of course, me. The other was Sora-san, who had come running in response to my request for help.

"This is... this is................"

I had an inkling of how she would react when I sent the message with a heavy heart... but seeing the girl now covering her face with both hands in despair, even I couldn't shake the feeling that I had really gone too far.

Before us, who stood frozen, was a scene that should have been a uniform expanse of sand, now filled to the brim with red—countless drop items scattered about, so many that I couldn't even be bothered to count them.

The spoils of this game are directly deposited into the inventory, but if the maximum capacity is exceeded, they are apparently dropped at your feet or in a nearby empty space. For whatever reason, materials and items for selling were set to be much lighter than equipment... but...

"Yeah... I got a little carried away because it was so much fun..."

On top of my already maxed-out inventory, I went on a reckless hunt for large enemies—and this disaster is the result.

My inventory, already strained by excessive weapons and armor, filled up in the first few minutes. The spoils from the moray fishing that continued for over an hour after that were all scattered on the sand that had become our battlefield.

This is truly a case of not having a place to step—I'm not sure exactly how many [Desert Serpent]s I sent to their bloody end, but judging by this scene, it was probably more than ten or twenty. I'm a little horrified at my own actions.

And if even I'm horrified, then I can only imagine what Sora is feeling.

"A little...? A little? ...I see, a little. It seems your definition of 'a little' and mine are quite different, Haru-san?"

Sora slowly lowered her hands from her face and looked around the cluttered desert with a sluggish movement. I felt an indescribable fear in her eyes, which seemed somewhat clouded.

"By the way, how long were you hunting for?"

No matter if I say a short time or a long time, that question will just lead to me being looked at with disgust in a different form, right?

"A-About an hour..."

"An hour..."

See, Sora-san covered her face again.

It's not that I think I'm doing anything wrong, but I can understand how Sora feels. She's currently stuck in a rut trying to switch to close combat—to have such a huge victory paraded in front of her like this must be painful.

I had no choice but to do it... but maybe I did something cruel after all.

"What did you do in an hour to... No, it's fine, I don't want to hear it."

I opened my mouth to offer a half-hearted explanation of my train hunting, but Sora shook her head and stopped me—her words sounded like she was sulking, but from the tone of her voice, she seemed to have regained some of her composure.

I, who had been secretly terrified, let out a sigh of relief.

"Well then, let's start picking them up... I don't think we can fit all of them, though."

As Sora said with a wry smile, even for her, who is lightly equipped and can reduce the number of healing items she carries thanks to her own healing magic, there's a limit.

I doubt we can pick up even half of these drops that stretch as far as the eye can see... I'm starting to feel a little wasteful, but I'll just have to chalk it up as the price of my unplanned hunt.

"Sorry for taking up your time... It's not much of a payment, but feel free to keep as much as you like. No, actually, please do."

For the sake of reducing my own guilt.

"Ahaha... Well then, I won't hold back."

As she said that, Sora showed a slightly troubled expression.

"I haven't started crafting equipment yet... Should I ask that 'master' you're indebted to, Haru-san?"

She said that she had been selling most of her spoils so far, leaving only a certain number, so she didn't know what to do with them.

"That should be fine, right? Besides, I don't know any other production NPCs besides the old man..."

For a moment, Kagura-san's face came to mind in addition to the NPC, but I felt hesitant to bring materials from a beginner area to a master artisan who was so far ahead of me.

"Well then, could you introduce me?"

"My pleasure—oh, wait, the 'Anima' quest... doesn't it trigger automatically when you meet an NPC craftsman?"

I was about to nod in agreement to Sora's request when I realized a problem.

In my case, the quest to procure materials came up naturally in the flow of conversation—but it seems that was a fixed event that occurs when a player visits an NPC craftsman for the first time.

The introduction may vary from person to person, but the general flow is almost the same. By obtaining the specified materials and completing the quest, you can have the most suitable equipment for that player created.

The problem is that the selection of the "suitable equipment" is completely up to the system, and you can't choose the general category yourself. In other words, if it's a sword, you can specify whether it's a dagger or a longsword, but you can't change the 'sword' category itself.

Currently, Sora is dressed as a swordsman with light leather armor and a straight sword, but her skill tree is still only the shortbow tree, and her other skills are a mix of support buffs and healing magic.

If Sora were to take on the 'Anima' quest in her current state, it's unlikely that she would be offered a close-combat type of equipment. For that reason, we had decided to hold off on the 'Anima' gacha until she had at least unlocked the close-combat tree...

"That's fine. Even if it's automatic, it's not like you're forced to accept it, so I can just not accept it."

"Oh, really?"

Well, that's a relief... Come to think of it, I think there was a note about optional acceptance when I took the quest. In any case, if it was a false alarm, then there's no problem.

We've settled the matter, but we can't start until we've cleaned up the desert. I offered some support to Sora, who let out another wistful sigh as she looked around, and we started gathering up the remains of the morays from all over.



    Chapter 35

    To Stand Side-by-Side

    "A Desert Serpent, huh?"

"Yeah. What do you think?"

Before the large fangs and skins lined up on the counter, Halzen's expression remained impassive, just short of a scowl. As for me, I had recently stopped using the polite language he had called 'stiff' and shifted to a more casual demeanor.

"Not bad, and the quantity is sufficient. I can make anything... but it might be too heavy for you two."

"Ah... I figured."

I had a vague feeling while Sora and I were gathering them, but the materials from those desert morays were all quite heavy.

Even compared to their size. They were probably lighter than metal, but a full suit of moray leather would be quite weighty.

It was out of the question for me in every sense, and it didn't suit Sora either. She wasn't as extreme as me, but she was aiming to be a light warrior.

"The girl with you, she's like you, isn't she? She doesn't look like a heavy warrior."

"No, I don't think we're alike..."

Sora, hiding behind me, perhaps nervous in front of the large man she had just met, let out a very reluctant voice. It's truly regrettable, but I'm confident I'd be bedridden for three days if I saw a Sora who was cackling and jumping around with her reason gone, so I have no choice but to agree.

"Then... instead of a full set, how about the extremities, like gloves or boots?"

"Boots, huh... won't they be heavy?"

"A moderate weight won't be a burden. It'll give you stability when you step in or swing through."

"Hmm... and what about the fangs and claws? Can't you make them into lighter weapons? Maybe even throwing picks?"

"The material isn't that strong. I could manage a dagger, but its weight is both its weakness and its strength. If I shave it down, I won't be able to make anything great."

I see.

"That's what he says, Sora. What do you want to do?"

I called out to my partner, who was quietly standing behind me. She had clearly been listening to the conversation and nodded in response.

"Um, then, could I please have the boots and gloves?"

Lately, she's been quite direct with me, so I tend to forget, but Sora, while not exactly shy, is generally reserved with people she's just met.

On top of that, with a muscular giant like Halzen, who you don't often see in reality, it's understandable that she's acting like a borrowed cat.

"Leave it to me."

"Oh, I'll have the same... no, just the gloves, hmm..."

I was about to order two items like Sora, but I hesitated. My capacity is already overflowing after just a few minutes of hunting, and I question the need for armor when my build is all about not getting hit.

I used to want armor for the visual aspect, but that's no longer an issue thanks to the gift from Kagura-san.

Cosmetic items have no stat benefits, but they have the wonderful feature of taking up almost zero inventory space. I really received a great gift; I'll have to be careful not to sleep with my feet pointing in Kagura-san's direction.

"Aren't you getting any, Haru-san?"

"Ah, yeah. On second thought, I don't really need them—hey, wait, what's that look for?"

I didn't miss the faint look of disappointment on Sora's face the moment I said, "I don't need them." I tilted my head at her unusual reaction, and Sora averted her gaze as if to hide it.

"It's nothing."

"You say that, but deep down, you're... Okay, I'm sorry."

A glare from a well-featured face is highly effective. I immediately retracted my annoying persistence, and Sora turned her gaze on me and muttered sulkily.

"It's not that... But... we're partners, aren't we? So I just thought it would be nice to have matching equipment, that's all."

Her voice trailed off with each word, and by the end, I could barely hear her—huh, what is this girl saying, something so cute...? 

"Old man."

"What is it?"

"I'll have the same."

"...You're whipped."

Shut up. Do you really think there's a man who could say, "Well, I don't really need them though," in this situation? Who cares about my inventory space?

"U-Um... Haru-san? You don't have to force yourself to do that."

"Nah, it's rare to hear such a cute opinion, so I want to go along with it. My inventory will be fine if I just get rid of one weapon."

"...I, see."

My current weapon pool consists of the [White-Flawed Straight Sword] and the [Distorted Iron Lump Hammer], as well as a store-bought iron straight sword and great axe, plus two daggers and a short spear I added in the last few days.

For a game like Arcadia, this is an excessive amount of backup, but in my case, they're not backups, they're all regularly used items, so I'm in a tough spot. Still, I don't really need the spear right now.

I quickly pawned off the short spear to the old man for a small sum, creating some space in my inventory. With the two items I ordered equipped, I should have a little room to spare now.

"There, that's better. Can I pick them up tomorrow or something?"

"No, this is different from the Anima I made for you before. It'll be ready soon."

Halzen snatched the materials I had arranged on the counter as requested, and after saying, "Wait here," he disappeared into his workshop.

...Come to think of it, I had completely assumed he was a blacksmith specialist, but he can also work with leather. I remember Kagura-san saying something like, "There are no categorizations like blacksmith or tailor in this world," so does that mean all NPCs are equally skilled as magic crafters?

He said it would be ready soon, but he didn't come back in a few seconds. With nothing to do while we waited, we started looking around at the equipment displayed in the store.

Sora's behavior is a little bugged, but she's probably just a little shy from our earlier exchange. What a cutie.

"You're sticking with the straight sword, right, Sora? Is the store-bought one hard to use?"

It's a standard-issue item, for better or worse. The one Sora and I are using is identical, and the straight sword I wield with one hand is a little big for her small avatar.

In fact, Sora is using it with both hands. It's not a one-handed sword, so either way is correct.

"That's, right... Yes. For now, it's fine."

"I see. I was thinking we could ask the old man to make you one while we're at it."

Thinking that Sora's Anima quest might also require it, we had already mined some blue iron ore when we cleared the [Cliff Road of the Sky Bridge] together.

We have enough extra to make a new straight sword... but for now, it seems unnecessary. In fact, it has surprisingly good performance for a store-bought item in an MMORPG.

It's a little underwhelming, but it's still a decent item that can be used against bosses in the beginner area. It's not to be underestimated.

"I'll save that as a reward for when I successfully acquire the skill tree."

Sora says with a smile, but her smile lacks a certain energy... Well, after trying for three days with no results, it's no wonder she's losing confidence.

I've been looking into it, but I still can't figure out why the skill tree won't sprout—except for the possibility that the system has judged her as having "absolutely no talent."

"I don't think that's the case, though..."

"?"

"It's nothing."

As far as I can see, now that Sora has successfully overcome her habit of closing her eyes, she has plenty of aptitude.

Her motor skills—at least in the virtual world—are not bad, in fact, they're good. She's able to absorb my movements and incorporate them into her own, and even to an amateur's eye, she seems to have a knack for it.

I'm seriously at a loss as to why the weapon aptitude tree, which can be obtained simply by repeatedly swinging a weapon, won't sprout for her.

No matter how much I think about it, with my still-shallow knowledge, I can't come up with the right answer. It's frustrating that all I can do is groan at my own powerlessness.

"—It's done."

A muscular hand of salvation reached out to us as we were about to create an awkward atmosphere, being considerate of each other. I turned my head at Halzen's voice as he reappeared, and in his arms were two sets each of leather gloves and boots of an unfamiliar color.

"Huh... um, what's this?"

Sora tilted her head in confusion as she looked at the items placed on the counter. The items, which should have been made from the reddish-black leather of the desert moray, were shining with a beautiful jade green color that was unimaginable from their original color.

I, who was also curious, gave a "what's up with that?" look, and the old man snorted—what was that snort for, you wanna go?

"The Desert Serpent's surface is covered in an armor of sand, hardened and discolored by a special body fluid. That is its true color."

So that's what it was. Seriously, those guys... I thought the slash attacks weren't very effective even though I couldn't see any scales, but they were wearing natural armor.

Since my basic strategy was to smash their heads with a blunt weapon or jump into their mouths and slice them up from the inside, it didn't cause much of a problem, but now that he's explained it, I'm convinced.

"It's beautiful..."

The jade leather has a unique pattern resembling tree bark. Sora, who was staring at them in a daze, seemed to be very fond of the unexpected items.

Come to think of it, I hadn't thought about it deeply, but the original dark red color probably wouldn't have suited Sora very well. I don't know if she had thought about it herself, but as someone who hadn't been considerate, I want to thank the mysterious ecology of the moray eel.

"Hurry up and try them on."

As we were duly impressed by the equipment, a voice, as unimpressed as ever, came down on us. There was no way we could complain about the craftsman who had made such a fine item, so we obediently took our respective items and put them on.

[Desert Moray Leather Gloves] DEX+10
Gloves made from the leather of the great moray that rules the sea of flowing sand. The jade green shine is a sign that it has lost its armor, but through the craftsman's skill, it has gained even better flexibility and toughness.

[Desert Moray Leather Boots] AGI+10

"The flavor text is the same as the gloves... but wow, this is better than I thought."

The gloves are fingerless, combining practicality with a touch of edginess. They're quite long, covering up to my elbows, but they're very flexible and don't seem to hinder my movements at all.

The boots, as Halzen said, have a pleasant weight to them and are very stable. With these, I might even be able to kick off the ground faster than before, despite the added weight.

Another nice feature is that they match the color and design of the outfit I received from Kagura. All in all, I'm quite satisfied.

I looked to my side and saw Sora, who had also finished equipping her new gear, fidgeting by clenching and unclenching her hands and tapping her toes.

Unlike me, Sora was already wearing armor, but there's probably a different feeling between simple store-bought items and fantasy products made from monster materials that are "the real deal."

While I was smiling at her gestures, which seemed to be overflowing with excitement and nervousness, I had to complete the mission of complimenting a woman's change of clothes.

"They look good on you too, Sora. They match your hair color nicely."

"Ah... hehe, thank you."

When I praised her with a thumbs-up, the girl's face broke into a happy, embarrassed smile—you fool, she's a user of 'ehehe'!? Isn't that overkill in terms of destructive power...!?

While I was internally writhing in agony after praising her, Sora bowed her head to Halzen with a cheerful expression and said, "Thank you for the wonderful equipment."

Her previous wariness seemed to have faded, and Halzen himself seemed pleased with Sora's charming demeanor, his mouth softening into a smile.

—And just as the pleasant atmosphere seemed to be drawing to a close

"...Wait."

Halzen, his expression tightening, suddenly pointed at Sora's hands. When I followed his gaze to see what he was pointing at, I saw Sora's right hand—he was probably pointing at the ring that helps with magic casting.

"I thought you were a swordsman since you're carrying a sword, but are you a mage?"

"A mage?"

"Ah, um, that's what they call magic users in Arcadia. Players who focus on magic are all called mages."

I had reflexively repeated the word, not understanding its meaning for a moment, and Sora, who is always knowledgeable about the finer details, provided a supplementary explanation. I see, I was lacking knowledge because I had only been looking up things related to close combat, which is what I'm interested in.

"Um, at first I was mainly using magic and a bow, but I'm training to switch to close combat..."

"Training, are you not good at it?"

Halzen's directness, which could be taken as rude, hit Sora right where it hurts, and she was at a loss for words.

I glared at him from the side as if to say, 'Don't bully my precious partner,' but it probably had no effect on the muscular man who was completely in his own world.

"The skill... um... I can't seem to get it, you see."

"A skill... a revelation, huh? How long have you been swinging that thing?"

Halzen asked, pointing to the straight sword hanging at the waist of the hesitantly speaking Sora. When Sora honestly replied, "A little over three days," the giant magic craftsman's face became serious, and he put his hand on his chin.

"............What is it, Haru-san?"

"Oh, you just looked like a bullied child."

I gently patted the head of the girl who had exactly that expression, and she gave me a somewhat resentful look.

"............Don't treat me like a child, please."

She muttered discontentedly and turned away, but Sora didn't show any sign of brushing my hand away. I secretly felt relieved that my unconscious action hadn't been judged as sexual harassment, and I continued to pat her head.

"Let me see it."

Then, Halzen suddenly spoke again. At the same time, a large hand was thrust out in front of me, and Sora, who had been letting me do as I pleased, jumped in surprise.

"Huh, um...!?"

Her gaze turned to me as if seeking help. Having had a very similar exchange a few days ago, I smiled reassuringly and gave her the answer.

"He probably means he wants to see the sword."

"O-Okay."

Sora, flustered, unhooked the scabbard from her sword belt and timidly handed it to Halzen. He then added, "The ring, too," and she hurriedly took off the ring from her right hand and gave it to him.

...Could this be the start of the Anima quest? As always, the introduction is so natural it's hard to believe it's an AI-controlled NPC. Well, the old man's communication skills are still lacking, though.

Sora gives me an anxious look. She probably realizes that this is related to the Anima event as well. Even though she can start over if she doesn't accept, I can understand her anxiety.

"It's okay."

When I said that with deliberate optimism, Sora's expression softened a little. We waited for a while, staying close to the girl who was waiting for Halzen to examine the sword and ring he had taken. After a while, the magic craftsman sheathed the sword and said simply.

"Do you want to become a swordsman?"

The player cannot choose the category of their Anima. That question, given the nature of the unique quest, should be meaningless. In fact, this exchange didn't even exist when I did it.

"...Y-Yes."

It must have been unexpected for Sora too, as she answered after a moment of hesitation.

Halzen remained silent. Thinking that her answer was not enough, Sora continued after a little hesitation.

"I want to fight alongside him, not just support him."

Halzen, still silent, no longer seemed to be seeking an answer. The magic craftsman, who had closed his eyes, opened them after a moment.

"I understand."

He said, looking at the girl who had stated her wish.

◇◆◇◆◇

The newly made desert moray leather boots fit the sandy ground perfectly, as if they were made for it. It's a very comfortable new piece of equipment, and I have a feeling it will be especially useful in this field.

"I ended up accepting it in the heat of the moment, but are you sure about this?"

In the [Great Flowing Sand Cavern], where we had just set foot again after a quick trip back, I checked with my partner, who was testing the feel of her new boots nearby.

After that, Sora unhesitatingly accepted the Anima acquisition quest that Halzen presented. She said she "just had a feeling she should accept it," but I'm doing a final check before we go get the required materials.

"It's fine. It's really just a feeling, but... I don't think it'll turn out badly."

Well, after that meaningful exchange, I suppose we can have some expectations. If she says so herself again, then there's nothing for me to say.

"Got it. In that case, well..."

I smiled back at the smiling Sora, and then looked at the tower of flowing sand rising in the center of the area and gave a wry smile.

"We'll have to get our revenge on that thing."

◇Quest Accepted◇

[To Walk Together]

・Tear of the Dust Devil 0/1
・Iron Straight Sword 1/1
・Ring of Novice 1/1



    Chapter 36

    The New Lineup

    —My body feels so light; this is what they mean. I've only just now realized how important foot stability is for someone who lives and dies by their mobility.

I have to hand it to the old man. The compatibility between the sandy terrain and the moray leather is perfect, of course, but now I feel like I could handle that train hunt I did before while humming—no, I'm exaggerating.

But the fact remains that I'm in top form. My hands, which had been bare until now, have a great grip thanks to the gloves—I smashed a quick-changed horizontal warhammer into the great jaws of the Desert Serpent that was coming straight at me.

The borderline-illegal super-heavyweight fraudulent strike produced a force like a truck collision, crushing the side of the moray's face and deflecting the giant body that had charged at me.

If it takes a severe impact to the head, most creatures will lose consciousness to some extent. If it's a game, then all the more so. I'll follow up on the moray bastard who's thrown his body down on the sand as if to lie down—

"Whoa..."

I immediately cut it off. The premonition I saw in the corner of my vision was a spray of sand that was bubbling like hot water—I jumped back just in time for several shadows to shoot up from the sand and block my view.

Enemy name: [Serpent Sucker]—I'm pretty sure the name has nothing to do with the sport of soccer, but anyway, this is the other of the two mob types that pop up in the flowing desert.

In a word, desert piranhas. The differences from real piranhas are that they're about 50 centimeters long and their dorsal fins have sharp edges like daggers.

Their main attack methods are ramming and biting, just like the morays, but personally, I find these little guys to be far more annoying than the big ones.

What's so annoying is that these bastards only show their faces on the sand when they're attacking.

They're a source of stress, coming in swarms of at least four or five as lackeys for the Desert Serpents, making pesky little attacks.

Taking into account the existence of these little fish, I'd say the train hunt, with its hellish scenery, is actually easier. In a battlefield where so many giant bodies are standing around, they'll get crushed by the swarm of morays and be wiped out on their own without me having to do anything.

Four suckers appeared. I cut half of them in half while they were in the air—but the other half escaped into the sand, and to make matters worse, the stunned serpent recovered.

I almost clicked my tongue, but I remembered that I was being watched and swallowed it back. Come to think of it, that warhammer home run from before was a failing grade as an example; I should probably try to be a little more restrained.

"Well, a single sword isn't so bad once in a while."

I gripped the [White-Flawed Straight Sword] and faced the serpent that was fearlessly charging at me head-on. About one second flat until we crossed paths—the moment the sand on my left and right boiled up in time with the big boss, I crushed my own leeway.

Leaving the sucker's spawn point behind, I dived under the serpent's jaw. With the desert moray leather boots, I gripped the sandy ground firmly, and the moment the defenseless throat came right above my stationary body,

"—Hraah!!"

As if to pierce the heavens, I thrust the tip of my sword upwards with all my might. This guy, wearing an armor of sand as Halzen's information suggested, is resistant to blades. Therefore, a thrust is somewhat more effective than a slash.

It's less effective than a blow to the head or an attack from inside the mouth where armor doesn't matter, but what I hit was the throat. Whether it's a fish or whatever, it's a clear vital point for any living creature. A bright red damage effect erupted explosively, and the serpent's giant body jumped up as if it couldn't bear it.

Normally, I'd jump into the air and follow up, but I calmly kept my feet on the sand, conscious of a "common-sense fighting style."

Now what—should I clean up the nuisances first?

The sucker I left behind earlier has already submerged back into the sand. To get rid of them, I'll have to wait for them to show themselves again, but I've already figured out their pattern.

Their attack timing is mainly twofold. One is when they piggyback on the serpent's attack, and the other is—

"When they're trying to interfere with a follow-up attack on their boss, right?!"

The moment I deliberately took a big step towards the knocked-back serpent, the sand in front of me boiled again. If you move with a prediction from the start, there's only one way to deal with an opponent who goes out of their way to tell you their spawn point.

I thrust my already-poised sword towards the landmark, and the sucker, pierced in the sand, burst into a phosphorescent light.

If you can block their surprise attacks and simultaneous attacks, these annoying elements, then dealing with a small fish's charge that isn't even that fast is easy. I leisurely landed a counter on the last one that jumped out a moment later, and the numerical disadvantage was over.

Without the annoying distractions, a single moray is easy to cook up however I like, even without flying through the air. I calmly carved up the remaining serpent while restraining my usual aerial maneuvers.

◇◆◇◆◇

"—And that's about it. The only two types that appear in this area are the ones we just saw, and I should have drawn out all their attack patterns."

This was Sora's second time visiting the flowing desert. On her first visit, which was more of a reconnaissance trip, Sora was terrified of the giant morays, and I was so excited that I was just engrossed in a brawl.

As a result, Sora learned almost nothing, so I was giving her a lecture again.

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

And so, while I thought I had given a pretty good demonstration, Sora herself had a very strange expression on her face.

"Um... if you have anything to say, I'm all ears."

"No, um... I was just thinking that you can fight normally too, Haru-san."

...Yeah, thanks for the words that perfectly sum up your usual opinion of me.

"Ahaha... No, I mean, that was very helpful. As expected of you, Haru-san."

Whether she read my mind or not, the follow-up with a forced smile hurts.

My crazy motivation for [Arcadia] has calmed down a bit over time. Lately, even when I get into the mood during a fight, I don't go off the deep end so easily... but the initial impact I made seems hard to shake off.

"Well, I'm glad it was helpful... think you can handle the front line?"

"Well, I think..."

Unlike before, we have a forward-leaning composition of two frontliners, but there's a huge gap in every aspect between me, who has been all about charging in, and Sora, who hasn't even learned a single skill yet.

Of course, there are many things that I can do that Sora can't. I'll do my best to support her, of course, but I've seen Sora struggle for the past few days, and I understand how hard it is to stand on the front lines without any aptitude skills.

"—It's okay. I'll do my best."

But if she herself says so with such strength, then there's no need for words of denial. As for me, I'll just do my best to fulfill the great cause of supporting my cute partner.

"Got it. Then, as before, I'll be the one to draw aggro, and Sora, you'll be on flanking duty. I'll definitely catch the big one, but I don't think I can gather all the small ones, so be careful."

"Understood. Watch my feet, right?"

"Exactly. There's a slight lag between when it bubbles up and when it jumps out, so don't panic."

Sora gave a cheerful "Yes!" to my teacher-like instructions. I smiled at my obedient and earnest student, and we began our conquest of the 'Great Flowing Sand Cavern.'

"—Hah, Sora!"

"Yes!"

Having narrowly missed me, the serpent that had plunged its face into the sand exposed a weakness. In that instant—as soon as my call reached her, Sora closed the distance without hesitation and swung her straight sword with great force.

Slashes are not very effective against the serpent, but that's only when it's wearing its armor of sand. Sora was aiming for the moray's neck—a weak point she herself had created with a previous attack, a spot where the sand armor had been peeled off.

"Hyaah!"

Although her war cry lacks a certain punch, her gaze and sword strokes are not to be underestimated.

Her two-handed straight sword flew up and struck the small gap in the armor with precision. Not content with one blow, Sora skillfully manipulated her body, which had been pulled by the momentum of the upswing, shifted her center of gravity, and brought down a second blow in a fluid motion.

Although her avatar looks like a delicate girl, her STR is higher than mine, so her sword is far from weak. In addition, in terms of the accuracy of her sword strikes, she is definitely superior to me.

As I watched the serpent, struck in its weak point by two precise consecutive blows, writhe and then burst into a phosphorescent light—

"There's no way she doesn't have a talent for this..."

I muttered under my breath, my gaze fixed on the girl standing there. As she exhaled and sheathed her sword with a beautiful motion, her form was so well-composed that I almost found myself staring in admiration.

Sora is timid, but she is by no means a coward. That's the impression I got after having her on the front lines for a few days.

When she first encounters a scary-looking monster, she often hesitates or screams. However, that timidity is the kind of normal thing that everyone has.

In fact, even though it's a game, how many women can calmly charge in and attack a monster that could swallow them whole?

Of course, if you play for a long time and build up a resistance, it's not a problem, but it hasn't even been a week since Sora jumped into the virtual world. Her adaptability and courage are quite impressive.

My personal opinion is that she probably has a better sense for the sword than I do. What I mean is, each of her swings is so well-formed and beautiful—oh, right.

"You're doing great."

I smiled at Sora as she ran up to me, crunching through the sand, and the girl smiled back happily.

"Yes! As long as I'm careful, I think I can handle the monsters in this area with ease!"

"Yeah. In that case, the only remaining problem is..."

After a while of progressing, I looked at the approaching sand tower and crossed my arms.

"It's my first time, but... um, was it that strong?"

It seems that in Sora's mind, I'm categorized as something like "a beginner in disguise, an indescribably out-of-the-ordinary, insane battle maniac who pulls off crazy stunts with a smile and a high-strung personality."

While I admit my faults, it's a very unwelcome evaluation... but she seemed to be questioning how an opponent that I had challenged alone in the past and deemed "impossible" could be so formidable.

"Well, part of it is that the gimmick is tough solo... but that thing is dangerous. It's on a whole different level from the enemies we've faced so far."

In my opinion, the boss monster that rules this flowing desert is the beginner stopper in Arcadia.

It's the kind of thing where you have to level up properly, form a party, meticulously decide on roles and strategies, and go in with plenty of equipment and items. It's what you'd call a 'great wall.'

"Can we defeat it with just the two of us...?"

An anxious murmur. I wish I could laugh it off as usual, but this time, even I'm not completely confident.

...Last time was a complete disaster. It felt like I was being shown the 'limits of solo play' in an online game.

"I have a plan, and I think we can win."

I replied with a more subdued response than usual, but it seemed to be encouraging enough for Sora, as her expression brightened—but I wonder how she'll react after hearing the details of that plan...

"We're almost at the end, so I'm going to start explaining the boss—but I'll tell you the conclusion first."

"?"

Because that's how it's been so far, Sora probably unconsciously thinks it will be the same this time.

And it's been the same on the way here. In other words, I'm the main, and Sora is the support, but... this time is different.

"In this boss fight—Sora, you're the key."



    Chapter 37

    Castle in the Sand, The Shifting Throne - Part 1

    The boss enemy of the [Great Flowing Sand Cavern], the [Dusty Worm, Great Serpent of Dust], is an ultra-gargantuan monster with a total length of over thirty meters.

The [Desert Serpent], a large monster of the same type, also boasted an extraordinary size, but compared to this even greater outlier, the difference is like an adult and a child—no, it wouldn't be an exaggeration to say it's like an infant.

Although it's called a 'serpent,' its majestic, azure-dyed form is more than worthy of being called a 'dragon.' Its long, limbless torso is like a great tree in its thickest parts. Even the tip of its tail is a mass of flesh that could crush a person with a mere touch.

Since it has HP, even a frail human body can inflict damage. However, it's easy to imagine its extraordinary toughness, which matches its extraordinary size.

A characteristic feature is, first of all, its head. It has a giant crest like that of a chicken, but a hundred times more intimidating, and in its place, it has no eyes. Perhaps there were once eyeballs in what seems to be the remnants of eye sockets, but now there is nothing.

Next, its torso. Large scales that have developed in a spiral from its neck to the tip of its tail form a 'blade line,' making the whole thing look like a ridiculously vicious drill.

Needless to say, if it touches you, you'll not just get a hole in you, you'll be turned to dust. Source: me.

Finally, its tail. The scales that form the blade line are particularly developed, and when the great serpent swings its tail once, those frayed scales become a vicious barrage of shrapnel.

Also, if it grazes you, you'll be turned to dust. Source: me.

All in all, it has the visuals of a final boss, making you want to ask, "Which final boss are you from?" And true to its final boss face, its stats are also the epitome of unreasonable.

During combat, the displayed HP bar is a terrifying five layers deep. By the way, when I gave its head a clean hit with the [Distorted Iron Lump Hammer] at the cost of a mutual kill, I succeeded in shaving off about one-hundredth of that first layer. Hilarious.

Even an idiot can tell when something is that ridiculously strong. In other words, this [Dusty Worm, Great Serpent of Dust] is not designed for a frontal assault—it's the first gimmick boss.

Having quickly given up on a solo clear, I repeated several suicide runs to find a strategy for the day I would challenge it with Sora.

After grasping a few clues to its strategy, my impression was, "With two people, it's probably not impossible"—

"—————————...ah, uh..."

And so, we, who were challenging the boss battle with full preparation, passed through the wall of flowing sand, which fell and then climbed, covered in sand—and we were facing it.

It's not the first time Sora has faced a breathtakingly huge creature. Compared to the 'White' one we faced in the great basin, the majesty of the [Dusty Worm, Great Serpent of Dust] is inferior... but between a 'thousand' and a 'ten thousand' viewed from the frail human body of a 'one,' how much of a difference is there really?

No one could blame the girl for freezing up with a hoarse voice—the hand that reached for my sleeve, was it conscious or not?

"It's okay."

Before she could cling to my sleeve, I grabbed her small hand. When I squeezed it, Sora, who had been swallowed by the atmosphere, jumped in surprise.

"S-Sorry! I..."

"Don't worry about it, I was scared my first time too."

I was so dazed for a full minute that I was, of course, crushed to a pulp, hahaha.

"You haven't forgotten the plan?"

"...Yes!"

"Then it's okay—I've got your back, and you've got mine. Let's turn the tables and scare that big lug, shall we?"

Still holding Sora's hand, I said, thrusting our joined fists towards the [Dusty Worm, Great Serpent of Dust], which was watching us quietly, as if to throw down the gauntlet.

The girl was momentarily stunned—and then, a somewhat relieved smile appeared on her face.

"...You really are amazing, Haru-san."

"Right? I'm trying my best to look cool, so praise me more, will you?"

When I said it in a playful tone, Sora's expression relaxed into a chuckle, all tension gone. We released our joined hands without a word and both raised our weapons.

"Ready?"

"I'm ready."

"Set?"

"Anytime!"

"Alright—then let's do this!!"

"Yes!!"

Just before the great serpent, which had been watching us, lost its patience. We, who had steeled our resolve first, took a step forward—it was not me, but Sora, who took the lead.

Reacting to her who had burst forward with great force, the great serpent, which had detected the sound of her moving footsteps, took a battle stance. Seeing it raise its neck and coil its giant body, it was easy to imagine the sight of the giant body lunging forward in the next moment—

"Your opponent is over here... —now!!"

The weapon I had been raising without moving from my spot—the [White-Flawed Straight Sword]—changed its form in the middle of its downswing.

《Quick Change》—the [Distorted Iron Lump Hammer], swung through at a speed that should not have been possible, shattered the ground beneath my feet with a roar that didn't sound like it had hit sand—in that instant,

"You took the bait...!"

The great serpent, which had been targeting Sora, instantly switched its prey and charged towards the epicenter of the sound. Coupled with the fact that it has no eyes, it was easy to deduce that it, like the serpents and suckers, uses sound to locate us.

As if to cross paths with Sora, the extraordinary giant body approached me—

"—Hah, too slow."

I leisurely dodged into the air, looked down at the great serpent, and couldn't help but grin.

――――――――――――――――――
◇Status◇ Name: Haru Lv: 44->62
STR (Strength): 30
AGI (Agility): 280->420(+10)
DEX (Dexterity): 150->200(+10)
VIT (Vitality): 5
MID (Mind): 5
LUC (Luck): 10

◇Skill◇
・All Weapon Aptitude
  《Quick Change》
  《Piercing Dart》

・《Quit Counter》 New!

・Embodied Protection
・Heavy Attack Manipulator
・Accel Tempo
・Boar's Heart
・Acrobatics -> Godspeed Up!
・Jumble Step
・Carry Running
――――――――――――――――――
My reckless train hunting paid off, and my stats, which have been significantly boosted by my level-ups, have improved dramatically since the last time I challenged the [Dusty Worm, Great Serpent of Dust].

Perhaps because it's a serpent, it exhibits an instantaneous power that belies its giant body, which gave me a hard time—but now I was confident that I could handle it with ease.

My dramatically increased stats are a big factor, of course, but the biggest change is undoubtedly the evolution of 《Acrobatics》, the cornerstone of my build.

The new skill, now named 《Godspeed》, has completely changed its nature from its predecessor, which "adds a fixed value of 100 to DEX when assisting AGI."

Its new nature is a doubling boost to the DEX value that decays in proportion to the duration of high-speed movement—simply put, the DEX value doubles only at the start of high-speed movement.

As long as I keep moving at a speed above a certain level, the increase will continue to decrease, but with my current stats, I can control my body at the maximum speed allowed by my AGI for about five seconds.

Furthermore, 《Godspeed》 is a passive skill that is always active, and there is no cooldown. In other words, if I interrupt my high-speed movement even for a moment, I can exert the maximum effect again from the next start—it's a god-tier skill with virtually noデメリット!

What's more, at level 60, I casually crossed the border of the fastest, and my legs alone are on par with—or rather, frankly surpass—the pioneer players at the level cap.

Even if it's a cheating boss with ridiculous stats, I have ridiculous, excessive AGI!! Running away is no longer a problem... it should be!!!

"Oh, I'll take you on as much as you like—come at me, you blockhead!!"



    Chapter 38

    Castle in the Sand, The Shifting Throne - Part 2

    —A deafening roar reached her back, along with a defiant cry she had grown accustomed to. Suppressing her impatience, Sora kicked off the sand and calmly narrowed her eyes.

This battle was fundamentally different from any boss monster she had faced before. Haru had called it a "gimmick battle," and the simple strategy he had laid out for her, a game novice, was firmly planted in her mind.

The division of roles was extremely simple—while Haru drew the attention of the [Dusty Worm, Great Serpent of Dust], Sora would destroy a certain thing.

"Near the sand wall... a conspicuous azure color...!"

Repeating the features she had been taught, she scanned along the wall of flowing sand, searching for the thing that she was told she would "know it when she saw it"—

"...Found it!"

A clear foreign object floating on the sandy ground—a distorted diamond-shaped object dyed the same azure color as the great serpent, it was a giant scale about the size of a human.

Its overwhelming presence made it clear that it was not just a background object. Seeing it faintly glowing and wrapped in swirling dust, it was indeed something that even a game novice would recognize immediately.

"One, down!!"

Gripping the straight sword she held in both hands, Sora charged forward without hesitation and delivered a slash. A hard, metallic clang echoed as the sword strike was partially deflected and glanced off—

"...Hmph!"

Without resisting the impact that sent her reeling, she twisted her body, using her heel as a pivot to kick off the sand with her other foot and spin with great force.

The second strike, powered by the recoil and centrifugal force, flew—a deafening crash.

Struck in the exact same spot in quick succession, the scale shattered spectacularly, cracks running across its entire surface. As the dust that had clung to it scattered with a flash of light, the moment Sora confirmed the destruction of the first target—

"—————————————————!!!"

"Ah, uh... huh!?"

An overwhelming roar that shook the desert tore through the space, and a forced stun seized Sora's body. Dropping her sword, she reflexively covered her ears. Her gaze turned to—the great serpent that Haru was holding back, a change had occurred.

It wasn't its form that had changed, but its surroundings. As if transferring from the shattered scale to its master—no, that's probably what was happening. The dust that had clung to the scale until Sora destroyed it now surrounded the great serpent's giant body.

This transformation was just as she had been told beforehand... but seeing its already unrealistic majesty become even more so, her consciousness was momentarily captivated—and in that instant, a dull gray flash shot up from the ground with tremendous force.

The great axe, spinning with a vicious whoosh, tore through the dust, and the violence of its mass sent the great serpent's lower jaw flying.

A scream clearly different from the angry roar from before—before Sora's astonished eyes, a small shadow leaped into the air, chasing after the great axe it had just thrown.

As it passed the freely falling great axe, it kicked it, and then, using a method Sora still couldn't comprehend, it used the weapon it had summoned to its hand as a foothold to run up into the air.

A total of three jumps to reach about fifteen meters—unbelievably, Haru was now above the great serpent's head. In his hand was a great iron lump, too rough to be called a weapon.

"————————Daraaaaaaahhh!!!!!"

A roar, and then a deafening crash. The force of the fall, the extraordinary weight, and the fastest swing achieved through a dirty trick. A full-power blow, synergized by all these factors, struck the great serpent's head, and its giant body was sent flying as if it were a joke.

As Sora, who had stopped in her tracks, stood there speechless, her eyes met Haru's as he was thrown back by the recoil and began to fall—

"...Hmph!"

Inspired by her partner, who gave her a V-sign with a mischievous grin, Sora kicked off the ground with both feet and started running again.

This was no time to be dazed—despite Haru's relaxed appearance, it was they who were being cornered with each passing moment.

After taking a blow that would have easily sent a normal boss monster flying, the great serpent's HP had only been slightly chipped. In contrast, Haru's HP bar, which should not have been hit yet, had lost about 10%... and even now, at this very moment, it was steadily decreasing.

"There it is, the second one...!"

Haru's depleting HP, visible in the corner of her vision, was the time limit for this boss battle.

The gimmick of the battle with the [Dusty Worm, Great Serpent of Dust], the task that the players had to complete, was the simple and straightforward one of "destroying all the scales placed within the battle area."

There are a total of seven scales randomly placed within the circular wall of flowing sand. Since they are "placed near the wall" and "are glowing and conspicuous," the difficulty of searching for them is not that high.

However, as each one is destroyed, starting with the transformation of the great serpent from before, the burden placed on the players increases exponentially.

With the first one, a dust cloud that deals continuous damage appears around the great serpent, and with the second one—

"Hmph!"

At Sora's feet, who had just shattered the second scale, the familiar bubbles of sand burst. The girl, who had backstepped in a split second, saw the vicious jaws of a piranha tear through the space in front of her.

It wasn't just one. The next moment, the sandy ground around Sora began to boil all at once.

Sora, who had reflexively left the spot, kicked off the sand in search of her next target, almost screaming at the presence of the countless creatures that had jumped out behind her.

The boss, already difficult to handle, gets stronger, and then a swarm of fangs chases after the insolent one who broke the scales—the battle, which becomes more intense with each move, has only just begun.



    Chapter 39

    A Castle on Sand, a Throne in Flux, Part Three

    "Dammit all!"

By the time Sora shattered the fifth scale, I'd long since lost the luxury of censoring my reflexive curses. The great serpent had entered its berserk state at the same time, and while it still couldn't quite match my speed, just having it clinging to my tail meant I was fighting a losing battle.

Every time its massive body brushed past, I'd dodge the attack itself, but the cloud of dust surrounding it would mercilessly chip away at my avatar.

There was no pain, but the sickeningly real sensation of being tormented by endless sand, and worst of all, the countless grains trying to blind me, was absolute hell.

My virtual body wouldn't suffer any real harm even if I got sand, or even mud, in my eyes, but a person will still instinctively shut their eyelids when something comes at their face.

My opponent was so absurdly huge that losing sight of it was impossible, but if I was forced to blink at a critical moment, I’d be crushed in an instant. Game over.

*I was feeling pretty full of myself for holding out this long solo, but would a proper party really make a difference here? Could a tank with the right stats actually withstand this... this incarnation of a natural disaster?*

If I somehow manage to get through this boss fight, I should look for a clear video or something. As I indulged in this bit of escapism, I planted my foot on a deployed dagger, executed a mid-air triple twist, and batted away the incoming tail blade with my great axe.

Using the momentum of the swing, I tossed the axe aside. With my now-free hand, I pulled a healing item from the belt pouch at my waist. It was a red liquid filling a test tube about the size of my index finger—a potion, Arcadia's basic means of recovery.

I flicked off the wax-sealed cork with my thumb and downed the medicine with enough force to nearly swallow the bottle. A refreshing mint aroma spread through my mouth, followed by an unnaturally tasteless liquid.

If that meant I was all healed up and ready to dance again, there'd be no problem. But the potions in this game weren't that reliable... actually, to be blunt, they were so useless it hardly mattered if you had them or not.

It wasn't an instant heal but a gradual one, making it useless as an emergency escape. On top of that, its healing power dropped significantly if you weren't resting—a soul-crushing design that made you want to ask, "Why is this even a feature?" To top it off, it took a full hundred seconds for the effect to complete, an action game's eternity. To put its combat effectiveness simply, it healed only ten percent of my total HP over a hundred seconds.

Even considering I was using a beginner's potion for rookies, it was, frankly, garbage. And of course, you couldn't stack them, and there was another hundred-second recast time after the effect ended. It wasn't just trash; it was dust.

They say even dust can form a mountain if it piles up, but with an actual mountain trying to kill me before it has a chance, it was a drop in the ocean. It was, quite literally, just for peace of mind.

To be desperately chugging one in the sliver of time between defensive maneuvers meant one thing—yes, I was truly on my last legs, seconds away from death.

A quick glance at the HP bar in the corner of my vision showed it was already in the red zone, below thirty percent. A small heal icon at the bottom of my status bar was diligently doing its job, but the relentless dust was doing more than enough to cancel it out, dragging me ever closer to death's door.

I longed for Sora's healing magic, but she was in a predicament just as bad as mine, if not worse. Unlike my HP, which was constantly ticking down, Sora's status bar was plummeting and shooting back up in violent swings.

The Serpent Suckers, which started appearing after she broke the second scale, had swarmed in even greater numbers after the fourth.

She was forced to fight them off while constantly on the move, searching for the next scale. Dealing with a pack that was always in the double digits was no easy task. What's more, Sora wasn't an agility specialist like me; she was a balanced build. She couldn't outrun them and was forced to engage—all without the benefit of a single skill, armed with only her sword.

The frantic dance of her status bar painted a vivid picture of a girl being swarmed. I knew I'd given her a tough role, but I couldn't very well have Sora go one-on-one with this monster boss. It was a necessary evil.

This was my first time not just running but actively fighting it, and I didn't even have the leeway to look away and check on my partner. This role was inevitable, no matter how you sliced it—and then,

"Hngh... The sixth one!"

The great serpent, which had been playing tag with me, twitched its head and let out a roar of fury. There was no forced stun like the first time, but its intense, visible rage was a familiar sight—the sixth sign that Sora had destroyed another scale.

I batted away the persistent tail blade, dodged, and glanced at my remaining HP.

*Is this... just barely enough?*

"Bring it on!"

I leaped into the air to evade the building-sized behemoth as it coiled and then lunged at me in one breath. It tried to swat my airborne body with its tail on the way past, but I dodged with a practiced aerial jump. I could almost see the irritation on the inorganic reptile's face... actually, no, I couldn't tell. This thing didn't even have eyes.

In any case, I had finally made it *here*.

The sixth scale. With only one of the seven remaining, this was the turning point in the battle against the [Dusty Worm], and also the limit of what I'd been able to reach solo.

After all, if it were simply a matter of destroying all the scales, I could have just run a marathon around the serpent, leaving it in the dust. With the twenty-percent stat boost from Spectate Ale, it wouldn't have been impossible even while carrying Sora.

So why did I choose a strategy where I pinned this thing down and had Sora do the running? The answer was—

"Tch, I knew you'd do that!"

The great serpent, which had been diligently chasing me even as it watched its own scales diminish one by one, suddenly turned its massive body.

Its behavior pattern was the same as when I'd faced it in a pair, and it was the single most infuriating element that had made my solo attempt impossible.

The serpent turned its head in the direction of the final scale and dove into the sand to burrow—like hell I'd let you!

"HRAAAGH!"

I sent its massive head flying with a sideways swing of my [Distorted Iron Lump Hammer] just as it was about to dive into the sand. The damage was still negligible, but as long as I could interrupt it, that was all that mattered.

Upon the destruction of the sixth scale, it would attempt to perform a specific forced action. That action was burrowing into the sand, an *instant teleport* to the final scale.

Interrupting it was relatively simple—I just had to keep hitting it. It wouldn't counterattack, defend, or evade; it would single-mindedly try to rush to the final scale. But the moment it completed that action, our defeat was all but guaranteed.

The damn beast would teleport ahead, moving at a speed we could never hope to match, then coil up to protect the scale. To top it off, it would unleash its dust damage field at full power, and not only would the tick damage skyrocket, but its effective range would cover the entire battlefield. It was a death sentence.

This all-consuming sandstorm was likely a last-ditch effort for the serpent, as its own HP would also start to dwindle as if it were burning its own life force. But it was painfully obvious whose HP would run out first: the boss's massive pool or a player's already depleted health.

No matter what, we would be the first to fall. And trying to interfere was suicide, as getting close would accelerate the damage and lead to an almost instant death. In other words, letting it reach that last scale meant we'd failed the gimmick for sure.

This was where I had gotten stuck. No matter how fast I ran, I couldn't beat instant teleportation, and while I could interrupt its burrowing, I couldn't do that *and* head for the scale at the same time.

So, I'd tried to get clever. I'd mapped out all the scale locations in a marathon run, planning to snipe the last one with a thrown weapon. But after running around the battlefield for over two hours, I'd only found six. The moment the suspicion that the seventh one only appeared after breaking the other six crossed my mind, my spirit broke.

"Well, I guess I could've just carried her part of the way... but still!"

I wasn't against using any means necessary to win, but this was finally Sora's time to shine. If we failed, we could just try again. I wanted to let her do it herself, from start to finish.

I kept swinging home runs into the serpent's head as it ignored me and tried to burrow towards the seventh scale. With no need to worry about counterattacks, I had a little more breathing room to scan the area.

I couldn't see the seventh scale, nor could I see Sora running around looking for it. But the frantic rising and falling of her status bar told me everything I needed to know about her struggle.

"Hah... huff...!!"

Sora drove the tip of her straight sword into one of the creatures latched onto her leg, then narrowly dodged the next one that lunged from the side. *Not yet, not yet,* her racing heart urged as she glanced at the ring on her right hand. The moment it lit up, Sora, who had been holding her ground and fighting defensively, broke into a run.

"[Heal Light]...!"

She deployed the location-based healing magic in her path, then burst through the veil of green light that appeared. Unlike the potions Haru had called useless, Sora's magic was an instant heal. But it was still a low-level spell available to rookies; while its healing power was serviceable, it came with various restrictions.

The biggest problem was its long cast time. The eight-second charge felt short on paper, but in the heat of battle, where split-second decisions were everything, it was an eternity.

She'd never realized it when she was just watching from the back, but now that she was on the front lines, Sora was shocked by the overwhelming difference in her perception of time.

Eight seconds, which should have flown by, felt agonizingly long. What's more, if the caster's concentration was broken during the charge, the spell would naturally fumble.

She wasn't particularly bad at it, but she couldn't move too erratically while maintaining the mental focus for the spell. Holding her ground and fighting off attackers was the most she could manage.

"If only I'd...!"

*...put more status points into AGI.* A pang of what-if regret filled her as her slight lack of speed failed to shake the pursuing Suckers.

Run while taking hits, stop to activate healing magic while enduring, then run again. It was an endless cycle, and though her body and spirit were battered and bruised, Sora ran through the desert.

To put it mildly, she was a wreck... but a sense of exhilaration and fulfillment she'd never known while staying in a support role washed over her. A smile bloomed on the sand-caked girl's face.

"At this rate, I can't say anything about Haru-san... can I!"

She plunged her sword into the ground at her bubbling feet, a wry smile on her face as she became aware of her own expression.

He'd calmed down a lot recently, but an image of her partner's frenzied state from when they'd first met flashed through her mind. While she wasn't going *that* far, she couldn't help but be amused at herself for smiling in the middle of such a disastrous situation.

Now that she kind of understood the feeling, maybe she should be a bit more forgiving of his triumphant laughter. As she mentally revised her "that's going too far" line for Haru, Sora's eyes, clouded by sand and piranha-fish, finally caught sight of it.

"Ngh—the seventh one!!"

A great scale, shining brightly and surrounded by a dust cloud thicker than any of the others. Haru had been fuming that he couldn't find it... but looking at the crater-like depression around it, it might have been buried in the sand until the other six were destroyed.

"Ah, this is..."

Seeing the area around the scale, Sora stopped in her tracks.

The depression centered around the scale was like an antlion pit, with sand constantly sliding down its sides. It was a natural jaw, poised to trap any intruder.

Sora's budding *gamer's intuition* was screaming at her.

*Yeah, I probably can't get out of this.*

The assault from the Suckers hadn't stopped, and there was no guarantee it would once she jumped into the pit. If the attacks continued, she'd fall to the center and be completely surrounded by sand.

Then she wouldn't just be attacked from her feet, but from all directions—

"—————————"

"Ah..."

She thought she heard a voice from far away. Was it the roar of the great serpent, or the cry of the small one facing it? It was lost in the dust, fainter than the wind, its owner impossible to identify, but that tiny sound…

*—It's just a game, so let's have fun.*

Those were the words Haru always said to encourage her whenever she was overwhelmed by this incredible world.

For some reason, she remembered them now.

"Hah...!"

Kicking aside the hesitation that had held her at the edge of the pit, Sora threw herself into the antlion's maw.

Just as she'd thought, the flowing sand carried her body downward like a slide. For Haru, who'd mastered otherworldly techniques like aerial jumping, it might be a different story, but Sora probably couldn't climb back up now.

She was leaping into what was effectively a deathtrap—and yet, a smile played on her lips.

"It's a game, so—"

She somehow managed to control her body as it slid down the sand and raised her straight sword high. The familiar sight of bubbling sand surrounded her as she fell, but she didn't care anymore.

Her status bar at the edge of her vision was already telling her she was out of time. So, she had no choice but to dive in.

Yes, if she was going to do this, she would have an adventure she could never have in the real world.

"You have to have fun—right!!"

An overhead swing, carrying all the momentum of her slide, slammed into the final scale.

The straight sword that had shattered six scales before it shattered the great scale just as it always had—and then, with an unprecedentedly explosive flash of light and a deafening roar, it swallowed Sora, sand and all.



    Chapter 40

    A Castle on Sand, a Throne in Flux, Part Four

    "Ngh—?!"

The sound of a distant explosion was followed by a pillar of light that shot up into the sky. Before I could even widen my eyes, the battlefield began to change with terrifying speed.

First, the great serpent's demeanor shifted. The beast, which had been burning with rage, suddenly tensed up and began whipping its head around as if on high alert. It no longer showed any sign of its previous obsession with reaching the seventh scale, nor did it even seem to notice me standing nearby.

Next was the dust that had tormented me for so long. Not just the cloud clinging to the serpent, which had been the source of the damage, but all the sand whipping across the entire battlefield was blown away, clearing up as if scattered by the pillar of light.

And most importantly, the massive tower of flowing sand that served as the landmark of the [Great Flowing Sand Cavern] and formed the stage for this boss battle—it began to collapse.

"I did it... I think?"

With such a clear shift in the situation, even I could figure it out. Sora had likely succeeded in destroying the seventh scale.

And that meant—

"Alright... from here on out, I'm flying blind."

It meant that what came next would require complete and total improvisation.

First, I needed to quickly identify what pattern this post-gimmick phase would follow, and then—

"...Huh?"

As my mind raced, a questioning sound escaped my lips unconsciously.

The thing was, as the tower of flowing sand collapsed from the top down, a deep rumbling had echoed through the cavern, shaking me to my core. But... it's still going, isn't it?

Even though the tower of flowing sand has already crumbled into nothing.

"...The hell?"

In fact, this rumbling, this sensation of the desert itself vibrating—I recognized it. Having just recently experienced *it* while being chased, I couldn't help but remember.

Then, a cry echoed nearby.

I looked over to see the [Dusty Worm] cowering in fear, all of its overwhelming, kingly presence gone.

Something was very wrong.

I had expected that once all the scales were destroyed, a cutscene would trigger and the battle would end. Or perhaps the serpent would be significantly weakened, and we'd have to fight it again.

Both were common scenarios for battles against colossal bosses like this... but something felt off.

Arcadia had no background music. But right now, a certain BGM was blasting at full volume inside my head.

What was that song again...? Ah, I remember. It was from that rather gruesome...

"—monster panic movie, wasn't it?"

A scene so abnormal it could only be described as "the desert exploding." And from beneath it, red emerged.

Red, red, redredredredredred—a literal flood of countless dark, dried-blood red.

A massive swarm of [Desert Serpents] poured in, as if to close the circle of the now wall-less battlefield.

Their target was, by my estimation, a single point: the great serpent, which had finally started to scream in a frenzied panic next to me. I had no idea why they were so fixated on it, but one thing was certain in this situation.

And that was, at this rate, I would be crushed no matter what.

And that fate would befall someone else even sooner—someone who was closer to the center of the battlefield than I was—

"Ngh, Sora—!!"

She was likely at the spot where the pillar of light had erupted, roughly halfway between the center and the outer edge.

I unceremoniously tossed the straight sword I was holding into my inventory and kicked off the sand with all my might. The AGI I had poured excessive points into exploded underfoot, sending a massive spray of sand into the air.

The pillar of light was long gone, but I remembered its direction. As long as I ran in a straight line, my agility value meant it wouldn't take long.

The effect of Idaten was rapidly diminishing, and combined with the sandy terrain, I was at risk of tripping. If I were to slip at top speed, this fragile body of mine would be torn to shreds like it had been put through a grater—but I couldn't slow down now.

I cursed myself for freezing up, even for a few seconds, in the face of the emergency. Who would reach Sora's presumed location first, me or the swarm of moray eels? Honestly, it was going to be close.

"Nngh—dammit...!"

My super-high-speed dash, which covered several meters in a single step, was less like running and more like leaping. The unnatural gait, impossible in reality, was starting to mess with my brain's control the longer I kept it up.

Even with Idaten, *five seconds*. That was the limit I could control the top speed of my AGI, which boasted a value of 430 with equipment bonuses included—

"Gah—?!"

As if to say "I told you so," the heel of my foot dug into the sand at the wrong angle, and my posture shattered. There was no correcting it; a slip of a fraction of a second—in a motion far from a gentle tumble, my body was flung diagonally upwards.

In that instant, my thoughts went blank. *This is bad, this is really bad, this is terrible*—leaving my brain to spit out useless words, my body,

"—[Quick Change]."

...was already moving, almost automatically.

I summoned the [Distorted Iron Lump Hammer] into my empty hand and gripped it tight. The next moment, the full weight of the weapon, normally beyond my strength, registered. I grit my teeth and endured the intense shock, which felt like my arm was being ripped from its socket, and watched as my HP, which had been below twenty percent, was slashed by another seventy percent.

Pulled by a weight greater than my own, my wildly spinning body was forced into a single, arcing rotation—and—[Quick Change].

I stretched out my arm, summoned a dagger beneath my feet, and kicked off it with all my might to break free from the forced spin. My entire body screamed from the reckless maneuver, and my HP dropped even further—but I survived.

"YEAAAH!!"

I landed with enough force to send sand flying and immediately broke into a run again, forgoing any attempt to brake. The few seconds of lost time hurt, and honestly, I had no conscious idea how I'd pulled through, but I was alive and still running—good enough for me!

To reduce the risk of another accident, I lowered my leg turnover rate—in other words, I lengthened my strides and took fewer steps. It looked more like I was bounding than running now, but it gave me a sliver of breathing room for control without sacrificing speed.

Alright, I should be close by now... There she is! I'm here to save you, Princess!!

"Sora!!"

Even against the similarly colored sand, her golden hair shone brightly.

The situation was so sudden and overwhelming that the thought of running hadn't even crossed her mind. The girl, who had been standing frozen, staring blankly at the great tsunami of serpents, whipped around as if jolted by my voice.

"Ha-Haru-sa—what, what is that...?!"

Her eyes were spinning as she desperately pointed at the horde, but unfortunately, I didn't have time for a Q&A. I pushed her frenzy aside for later and reached out my hand as I ran up to her.

"—I'm counting on you!!"

Just that one phrase. Sora, whose ability to instantly grasp my intentions I trusted implicitly, responded in a flash once again.

"Ngh, [Spectate—"

I grabbed the small hand that clung to mine, pulling her into my arms. Whether it was due to the direness of the situation or the desperate look on my face, Sora wrapped her arms around me without a hint of shyness, and,

"—Ale]!!"

...without hesitation, she played her trump card.

I paid no mind to the phosphorescent glow that enveloped my body. I looked up and saw a writhing wall already before us. Contact was seconds away—

"Hold on tight!!"

"...Ngh!"

The feeling of her pressing against me, her warmth—I'm sorry to say, but I was in no state to appreciate it. Holding Sora tight as she clung to me, I unhesitatingly *leapt* into the air.

An AGI value of 430. With the twenty-percent boost from [Spectate Ale], my actual value was over 500. For comparison, the fastest of the top players currently pushing the boundaries of the game had a value of around 350. In simple terms, my stats were a monstrous 1.5 times theirs.

Our bodies soared high into the air, the force of our takeoff blasting away a huge chunk of sand—and we were easily clearing the *top* of the tsunami-like horde.

"We're fly...ing!!?"

A cry of surprise erupted from Sora in my arms. Of course she'd be surprised; I was shocked myself.

"Are you serious...?!"

Somehow managing to control my body after it had jumped to a completely unexpected height, I held Sora tight to keep from dropping her—no, at this point I was practically hugging her—and let out a cry of my own.

Wait a minute, I just jumped at least twenty meters vertically! I have [Jumble Step (Jump Enhancement)], but I was expecting half that at best and was planning to use the serpents' heads as footholds—

"Tch, results are all that matters...!"

I was surprised, but we had escaped the immediate danger. The serpent tsunami wasn't that deep; if we just flew over it and landed behind them, we wouldn't be crushed.

"...Seriously, though, how are you *supposed* to beat this?"

I couldn't help but feel like I was doing something fundamentally wrong. I muttered in a daze, looking down at the hellish scene unfolding below.

"Ngh... ngh...!"

As we began to fall and the wind roared past, Sora let out a wordless cry in my arms. I had willingly launched myself into the air, but of course, it was terrifying to be flying and falling for a normal person.

"Sorry, Sora, I'm letting go with one hand."

Aerial jumping required at least one free hand. Sora clung to me even tighter without a word. I supported her with my right arm while contorting my body into a bizarre pose to summon a weapon beneath my feet.

After slowing our descent a few times, we landed on the sand, and I let Sora down. The girl crumpled to the ground, looking even more exhausted than she had when I'd first reached her.

"Yeah, my bad. I didn't expect to jump that high..."

If someone had picked me up and launched me twenty meters into the air without warning, only to drop me, I'd probably be in the same state—well, that is, before I learned how to aerial jump.

When I bowed my head in a sincere apology, Sora looked up and shook her head vigorously. The next moment, as she was about to open her mouth, she froze.

Her gaze was fixed on something behind me... Huh? Now that I think about it, it's gotten noisy back there—

"—Huh?"

A horrified expression I'd never seen before on Sora's face. Following her trembling gaze, I turned around and froze as well.

I'll say it again, and this time, I'm not asking—this is a monster panic movie.

There, where we were both staring in stunned silence—the great serpent was being *eaten*.
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    The law of the jungle—survival of the fittest—had suddenly begun in this world of sand. Except this wasn't the strong devouring the weak. It was the reverse.

The majestic beast that had seemed so invincible when I faced it one-on-one was now a shadow of its former self. Swarmed by countless serpents, the [Dusty Worm, Great Serpent of Dust] was being ravaged without a shred of resistance.

Entangled, bitten, torn apart... it was suffering the full force of tyranny by numbers, unable to even let out a proper scream—

"Ssssuuu—... Whoa, hold on... this is a little..."

Isn't this a bit too graphic?

As the hardcore monster splatter-fest began, I snapped out of my daze and glanced at the person next to me. As for Sora-san—ah, well, yeah.

I should remember, Arcadia is just a game. This world isn't real; it's a dream world controlled by digital signals. A *virtual world indistinguishable from reality*.

Now, even with the premise that it's just a game, just fiction, what would happen if someone with no tolerance for *that kind of stuff* witnessed it not through a screen, but with their own eyes, ears, and skin?

"Ngh... hah... ha... ah..."

"Sora."

She was still crumpled on the ground, her eyes wide, her breathing ragged and strange, as if she were hyperventilating. I crouched beside her, placed a hand on her shoulder, and leaned in to meet her gaze.

"Sora, calm down."

I spoke to her, but she probably couldn't hear me. I'd seen someone in a similar state of panic in real life before, and she looked about the same.

*—Look, personally, I consider this kind of over-the-top, shocking imagery to be part of what makes this a god-tier game, but...*

A criticism I never thought I'd have for this game surfaced in my mind. I pulled Sora in, prying her away from the horrific scene playing out before her, and hugged her head to my chest.

I patted her back with a deliberately lighthearted rhythm, repeating, "It's okay, it's just a game." I felt a little queasy myself, so I couldn't bring myself to laugh at her small, trembling body.

Even as I tried to soothe Sora, the situation before me continued to unfold over her shoulder.

The dozens... maybe even hundreds of serpents in the tsunami had swallowed the great serpent. The brilliant blue was gone, consumed by the red.

—And then, unbelievably, the *second act* began.

"Hey, hey..."

Alright, so it seems the great serpent that gave me so much trouble has been eaten clean. How do I know? Because now, the serpents have started an endless, cannibalistic feast among themselves.

Watching a swarm devour a single target was intense, but watching a swarm devour itself was just as shocking. It was a complete vision of hell... This is going to give me nightmares.

Are they going to keep eating each other until only one is left? Seems likely...

If that's the case, I should have a bit of time. I can use it to calm Sora down... or maybe it would be better to just—

"Sora, if this is really too much for you, let's log out for a bit."

She heard... me, it seems. I saw a slight reaction and continued, consciously keeping my voice gentle.

"I'll protect your body, so you can just log back in when you've calmed down."

As a rule in Arcadia, if you log out outside of a safe zone like a town, your avatar remains in place. Of course, even an empty avatar's HP will decrease if attacked, and death means an unavoidable death penalty. What's more, as if to punish those who take lazy shortcuts, the penalty is even greater.

"No, you can't be blamed for that. They suddenly show you a live splatter scene that would make even a guy flinch. Of course it's going to be rough on a girl."

I could tell she was trying to respond, but her mouth just twitched unnaturally, unable to form words. I wasn't sure if such a symptom could occur in a virtual world, but it looked exactly like a panic-induced spasm.

I remember seeing something similar when I was working part-time at a convenience store. A college-aged girl was being yelled at by the yakuza-like manager in the back room and ended up like this.

He was yelling at her for some trumped-up reason, so I teamed up with my rugby-player-built senior to fight him off—but, well, that's another story.

Anyway, trying to force a response out of her when she couldn't give one was pointless. I just kept talking, faster than usual, trying to drill it into her head that she shouldn't worry because I didn't mind.

In fact, Sora hadn't done anything wrong. Anyone who was suddenly shown something like that would be forgiven for getting traumatized and spamming the GMs with complaints.

Actually, I'm going to. You scared my devoted and cute partner like this, so you better be ready. I'm prepared to fight...!

"See? So come on, leave the rest to your big bro and take a little break."

I said it as if it were a final decision. Sora looked up—ah, don't give me that on-the-verge-of-tears look, you're going to make my protective instincts erupt.

"Alright, here."

She must have understood the state she was in. With a short prompt, Sora gave a small nod. Her left hand, the only one she could seem to move, trembled as she brought up the logout screen—and then, she paused.

"...Sora?"

About eight seconds passed. I called out to her, puzzled—and just then, a veil of green light enveloped us both.

It was a parting gift, at the very least. I was surprised she could manage it when she could barely think. Sora gently pressed her forehead against my chest once, then tapped the logout button.

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

The body leaning against me suddenly went limp. Her consciousness had logged out, leaving behind an empty avatar—or rather,

"...Could you stop being so damn devoted?"

I'm a teenage boy, the easiest species in the world to win over, you know? We're the kind of creatures who fall in love just because you picked up our eraser for us. Or so I've heard.

The avatar left in my arms conveyed a weight far greater than its physical mass.

...I don't know how things will play out from here, but I absolutely cannot let us die together after all that. I put on such a reliable-man act; I have to protect her other half, no matter what.

"...Alright, up we go."

An unconscious person is heavy. I'd heard that before, but now I understood. It wasn't that they were heavier, but because they couldn't balance themselves, the burden on the person carrying them increased.

I lifted Sora's avatar in a now-practiced princess carry and looked at the swarm of serpents, which had thinned out considerably.

Since the defeated ones were disappearing in a phosphorescent glow, the scene wasn't a hellscape littered with mangled corpses.

Visually, the situation was becoming a bit more manageable—but I had a feeling it wasn't over yet. Something would happen when the serpents were down to the last one.

And a short while later, my suspicion turned to certainty.

"Ah... so *that's* how it is?"

After a bloody battle of cannibalism, a single [Desert Serpent] raised its head to the sky and let out a victorious roar. And at that moment, the *change* began.

With a strange sound, like a great tree snapping in two, *cracks* appeared on the serpent's body. Starting from its head, they quickly spread across its entire form, and soon, its massive body began to split open.

"...So you were a 'serpent' after all, not a moray eel."

It was a molting, but it looked like an emergence. I had no way of knowing the specific triggers or details, but it was an evolution that came at the end of a path paved by devouring its predecessor and all of its kin.

Shedding its outer skin, an armor of reddish-black sand, it revealed a brilliant blue, more radiant than what I'd seen before. The thorny crest on its head and the bladed ridges spiraling down its body were still underdeveloped... but I knew what its grown form looked like.

The only clear difference from the [Dusty Worm, Great Serpent of Dust] was the pair of emerald eyes in its sockets. It shook off its clinging, shed skin as if annoyed, and leisurely raised its head.

As I watched its 'evolution' in stunned silence, a status bar popped up above the head of the new great serpent.

Its name was—[Bastide, Scion of Dust].
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    "[Bastide, Scion of Dust], huh..."

The HP bar that appeared had two layers. Compared to the five-layered monstrosity of its predecessor, it seemed to have been weakened considerably.

Its appearance, too... many parts of it looked like they were still in the process of growing, and its smooth, glossy skin looked rather soft, as if it had just molted.

But—what was this uneasy feeling?

A fearsome-looking boss serving as the *opening act* for a boss in an 'incomplete form' that appears in the latter half of the fight... I could think of a few examples.

For instance, it might be weaker than the opening act, just as it appears.

For instance, despite its appearance, it might have ridiculously high stats.

For instance—in exchange for its frail body, it might be blessed with some kind of cheat.

"—Ngh?!"

It was a complete reflex—no, not even a reflex, but some kind of premonition that made me instinctively leap back from my spot.

In the next instant, right where I had been standing—a storm.

"Whoa?!"

What suddenly erupted was a sandstorm—no, a sand tornado. A pillar of sand that could easily swallow a truck raged, scattering the deafening, grating sound of countless sand particles rubbing together.

My airborne body was buffeted by the sudden gust of wind. I readjusted my grip on Sora's avatar to protect her and hurriedly tried to control my posture for a landing—ah, crap, you've got to be kidding me...!

I looked up, and a dry laugh escaped my lips at the sight of a new kind of 'hell'. I've had my fill, really. What is this!?

It was, for lack of a better term, a swarm of tornadoes. Countless sand tornadoes of all sizes were racing around chaotically, a scene straight out of an imagined 'end of the world'.

What was so funny was that the one that had launched the first attack on me was one of the smaller ones. The larger ones were so big they could have easily swallowed not just the [Scion of Dust] that had likely caused this phenomenon, but even the thirty-meter-plus [Great Serpent of Dust].

If the great serpent was a physical disaster, the scion was—no, that doesn't matter. What the hell is a physical disaster? My brain is in chaos!!

"Dammit, I don't know the clear condition! What am I supposed to do to win? This is seriously final-boss-level content!!"

I shielded Sora from the curtain of violent sand whipped up by the tornadoes and cursed the game design, which had finally gone off the rails.

And crap, in the end, it's a full-damage zone again!?

The raging dust didn't seem to be just for show; if I looked closely, I could see our HP slowly chipping away.

The rate of decrease was more merciful than the life-or-death struggle I'd experienced against the great serpent solo. But it was still a time limit, steadily guiding us towards a game over.

"Sora-san, that was a real fine play... If I hadn't gotten that heal, I would've been out instantly."

I wasn't at full health, but I was still at about seventy percent. Sora's was below half, but since her VIT stat also affects her HP, her total pool should be larger than mine.

Judging by the rate of decrease, I had about five minutes—no, maybe four.

"Think...!"

This insane game design, where is it leading?

If I'm supposed to defeat that thing from this position—it would be difficult. I can't wield a weapon while holding Sora's avatar. Since she's unconscious, I can't have her hold on, and I have no intention of tossing her out into a desert filled with deadly, chaotic tornadoes.

So, in that case, it's a dead end. After clinging to life for as long as I can, I'll have no choice but to bow my head to Sora, as embarrassing as it would be after acting so cool.

I decided on one path I'd rather not take and searched for other possibilities—dammit, this is so annoying!!!

"What's wrong, god-tier game! You've suddenly become a total trash-tier game!!"

I screamed curses as I was forced into full-on evasive maneuvers by the tornadoes, which were not only numerous but also moved with such speed and randomness that I wanted to accuse the devs of a setting error. I couldn't even think straight.

The tornadoes were one thing, but this sandstorm was still the epitome of crap. I tried to look around for some kind of hint, but my vision was so bad that I couldn't even—Ngh!?

"Hngh—my back—?!"

As I was desperately running from the attacking tornadoes, *something* suddenly sent my feet flying without warning. I couldn't brake, and I went tumbling with Sora in my arms—a fierce sense of wrongness shot through my body as I slammed into the ground.

"What, it's hard...?!"

My head was spinning from a sensation clearly different from diving into sand. I frantically looked around for Sora's avatar, which I'd dropped—and then I noticed.

"Huh...?"

Something that should have been there was gone. No, to be precise, it had *decreased*.

It was something that had tormented me, toyed with me, and at the same time, *supported* me throughout my time in the [Great Flowing Sand Cavern]—the sand.

The sand that had always been underfoot was now gone, revealing the skin of the sandstone floor, the same color as the cavern ceiling.

I see, so I wasn't sent flying. Compared to the sand that had sunk slightly when I stepped on it, the feel of the hard rock surface had just made it seem that way.

"What is—"

...happening? I pulled Sora, who was right beside me, close and forced my confused brain to work, trying to figure out the situation.

Now that I'd noticed, the change was so drastic I wondered how I hadn't seen it sooner. Not all of it, but most of the sea of sand that had been enough to call the inside of the [Great Flowing Sand Cavern] a desert had vanished.

Where had it all gone—no, I see.

The dense sandstorm that was currently blocking my vision. And the raging sand tornadoes that were still running wild. The field had changed, with the sand being used up as a resource for these things—

"—Ngh!"

A possibility crossed my mind.

In games, large-scale terrain changes are rare. And when they're not natural but man-made, they almost certainly carry some kind of 'intent'.

For example, to signal the appearance of some kind of 'path'.

In that case, it *must* be there. In this crappy, low-visibility environment—no, *because* of the low visibility, this being a game, the game has a *duty* to convey 'it' to the player in some way.

There has to be a hint.

There has to be a landmark.

Something that indicates 'it', in a way that the player can see no matter where they are on the battlefield—

"—————————,"

I stood up, holding my partner's avatar, and ignored the tornadoes grazing past me as I focused my eyes on the field, completely absorbed.

A sensation I sometimes experience during high-speed maneuvers came over me. My consciousness seemed to slip out from my back, as if I were viewing the world from a third-person perspective, my perception spreading out like threads into the space around me.

In my current situation, there were only three things to see. The sandstorm, the tornadoes—and the [Scion of Dust], standing tall against the cavern ceiling, faintly glowing.

Among these, there was only one thing with a clear, distinct movement. And that was—

"........................ha."

The moment my eyes caught *it*, a dry laugh escaped my lips.

At its unnaturalness, at how hard it was to spot—at the sheer malice of the designer, I couldn't suppress a nasty smile.

I dodged a tornado coming straight at me. I leaped far to the side to avoid it—and then, I didn't stop.

"You think you can just jerk me around like this? Bring it on! I'll clear this if it kills me!!"
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    The number of tornadoes, presumably controlled by the [Scion of Dust], was literally countless. They weren't even constant; they would rise up and then dissipate, seemingly without any pattern—or so it seemed.

But there was one spot, within a certain area, where the tornadoes were suspiciously clustered. It was pure coincidence that I noticed it; my gaze and thoughts just happened to align.

Besides the density, there was one other clear difference. Only the tornadoes in that area continued to rage without dissipating. And what at first glance appeared to be chaotic movement was actually following a complex but set pattern—I think.

Honestly, while I felt like "this has to be it," I had no proof. But I was out of leeway and time. There was no way I could calmly deliberate in the middle of this disaster. Don't underestimate me.

Thanks to Sora's last-ditch effort, my HP was somehow holding on. I clicked my tongue as I dodged the tornadoes that were annoyingly blocking my path and ran across the desert—or what used to be a desert—at the absolute limit of my speed without crashing.

And what I found there was—

"Bingo!!"

In a corner of the battlefield where the persistent tornadoes raged, at the center of the protective storm—a massive door lay flat on the sandstone ground.

Lying flat wasn't an inaccurate description. The door—or rather, what looked more like a giant hexagonal manhole cover—was set into the ground, not a wall.

I broke through the multiple layers of defense formed by the tornadoes, which had likely been designed as the final barrier, with a simple "how annoying" and a whole lot of AGI.

Once I'd found it, reaching the goal was surprisingly anticlimactic. However, there was no handle to be found that would allow it to function as a door—but at this point, I was sick and tired of sand. I couldn't even be bothered to be flustered.

I won't hesitate, I won't hold back. This conspicuous *designed crack* means that's what I'm supposed to do, right? Huh?

"...[Quick Change]."

I laid Sora's avatar down behind me and summoned a weapon into my raised hands. It wasn't my beloved [White-Flawed Straight Sword], but the weapon that was starting to feel more like my true partner—my beloved blunt instrument, the [Distorted Iron Lump Hammer].

"Haaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa..."

Let me be clear: I'm tired. I'm seriously over capacity. What do you mean, fourth beginner area? A beginner would cry. Is this a raid boss? You've crammed too much stuff in here. Is this an indie game where you can do whatever you want? Also, sand sucks. The gimmick design sucks. All in all, I had fun, but that's beside the point. It all sucks.

And most of all, for unnecessarily scaring a sweet, hardworking girl and forcing her to log out—

"I won't forgive you—I'm never coming back to an area like this again!!"

I slammed the great iron hammer down with all my frustration, and the door shattered with surprising ease.

I had no HP to spare, and there was nothing holding me back. I respectfully lifted the body of my partner, who deserved to be revered as the undisputed MVP of this battle, and headed for the familiar light of the portal that had appeared beyond the shattered door.

And just as I was about to jump into the swirling blue light without hesitation, a 'voice' carried on the sand-filled wind reached me, stopping me in my tracks.

"———————————————————........................"

"Huh...?"

It was like a song.

The sound of the wind, or perhaps a flute—it was hard to describe, but the singing voice held a mysterious allure that was enough to stop me in my tracks, even in my rather agitated state.

What is it? Before the question could even form on my lips, a premonition of the largest 'change' yet washed over me.

I was already quite a distance away, and the massive form of the [Scion of Dust] was nothing more than a hazy shadow in the depths of the sandstorm. The moment I saw something flash at the top of its head, it happened.

A wave of some invisible force spread out in a circle, explosively. The wave, originating from the scion, passed through our bodies—and by then, I had already followed my instincts and built a 'wall'.

I crossed the [Great Iron Axe] and the [Distorted Iron Lump Hammer], drove them into the sandstone, and jammed the [White-Flawed Straight Sword] between them to create a makeshift frame. Then, I pulled the [Desert Serpent's Sand Armor Hide] from my inventory and draped it over the frame to fill in the gaps, creating a makeshift shield in a purely reflexive action.

I didn't know if it would protect us. I didn't even know if natural material items had object-like durability—but it was coming.

I pulled Sora's avatar into my arms and pressed my back against the crude shield, adding my own body to the defense. The next moment, a roaring wind of sand shot past.

I say this with the utmost regret, but that was probably the moment in this boss fight when I most thought, "I'm dead."

The shockwave rippled out to the edge of the vast, circular battlefield in the center of the desert. The sandstorm it touched instantly dissipated, and a massive torrent of sand surged in, following the wave.

To be honest, I have no idea if the shield I threw up in an instant did any good. It was instantly swallowed by the sand, and my HP scattered as it exploded—or so I thought.

"...I'm not surprised by anything anymore."

The wall of sand, as if it had a will of its own, *parted* before the shield and rushed past us, narrowly missing. Seeing this, I finally gave up and thought, "Whatever happens, happens." I went limp, my back sliding down my beloved sword.

I mean, I should have just ignored the pull of the 'song' and jumped into the portal. I told you I've had my fill. What's going to happen now...?

If this is going to turn into another grueling athletic event, I'm honestly tempted to take my own life and return to town. But the sleeping princess in my arms won't allow such an escape.

Well, Sora wouldn't mind; she'd probably be considerate. But this is a matter of my pride. When a guy acts cool in front of a girl, he can't back down.

I scoffed at myself for using Sora as a mental pick-me-up whenever I was about to break, and watched the flowing sand pour towards the outer edge of the battlefield.

It lasted for about ten seconds. The wall of sand that had surrounded us eventually broke, and the incredible mass of the sand tsunami reached the outer edge of the battlefield.

For a moment, I thought it would just pour out into the desert outside the battlefield—

"Ah, I see... so that's how it is."

At the change that occurred there, I just nodded with a resigned "I get it" and lay there on the ground.

The [Great Flowing Sand Cavern]—its symbol, the ever-flowing giant tower of sand.

The seven great scales that were the key to the gimmick were likely wedges that supported the tower with some kind of supernatural power. When they were all shattered, the flowing sand lost its power and collapsed.

Then, after the monster panic and splatter-fest, the [Scion of Dust] was born. It was likely the successor to the [Great Serpent of Dust]... or rather, a rebellious king who had usurped the throne.

So, this was a ceremony for the newly crowned king to build his own throne—no, his castle.

The swirling ring of sand rose in a spiral, intertwining and melting together as it reached the ceiling. The mottled surface gradually smoothed out, and in just a few dozen seconds, its form was...

"...Back to normal, huh."

I tossed the weapons and items I'd used for the shield into my inventory, got up, and gave the now-*peaceful* former battlefield a weary look.

Having gone through all this, I kind of... well, it's just a guess, but I think I've managed to understand the background of this boss fight.

In other words, in this place, the protagonists weren't the players, but—

"Well... I'll find out the answer later."

The unceasing song echoed across the sand-less sandstone ground. With the usurper's victory cry—a melody far too elegant for that—at my back, I headed for the portal, this time without stopping.

I glanced back once at the new serpent king, but it didn't even spare me a look. Its form, hazy in the faintly swirling dust, had a certain sanctity to it.

"...Take care."

My exhausted, half-hearted words were carried away by the dust. I muttered "I'm never coming back" in my mind again and threw myself into the portal, still carrying my partner.

◇ You have cleared the [Great Flowing Sand Cavern] ◇

◇ You have obtained a title ◇
・'Sand Sea Traverser'
・'Usurpation Witness'

◇ You have obtained a skill ◇
・Adaptive Traverse
・[Floating Leaf]

◇ A skill has grown ◇
・[Jumble Step] ⇒ [Featherfoot]
・[Carry Running] ⇒ [Fleet-Footed Escort]

――――――――――――――――――
◇Status◇
Name: Haru
Lv: 62 ⇒ 65 (30)
STR (Strength): 30
AGI (Agility): 420 (+10)
DEX (Dexterity): 200 (+10)
VIT (Vitality): 5
MID (Mind): 5
LUC (Luck): 10

◇Skills◇
・All Weapon Aptitude
《Quick Change》
《Piercing Dart》

・《Quit Counter》
・《Floating Leaf》 New!

・Embodied Protection
・Heavy Attack Manipulator
・Accel Tempo
・Boar's Heart
・Idaten
・Adaptive Traverse New!
・Jumble Step ⇒ Featherfoot Up!
・Carry Running ⇒ Fleet-Footed Escort Up!
――――――――――――――――――

<hr>

This marks the end of the chapter dump. Thank you for reading along.

I plan to post one more chapter, which will be a bit of an interlude, though not particularly short.
I'll share some thoughts in the afterword there, so I'd be happy if you'd stick around.
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    —The steady rhythm of a clock's ticking hands. The sound, subtle yet somehow strong, was one I had never disliked.

But now, no matter how much I tried to sync my heartbeat to it, my frantic pulse refused to calm down.

The lid of the [Arcadia] machine was open. On top of it, Sora—Sora Yotsuya—sat huddled, knees to her chest, repeatedly tapping her forehead against them as she groaned.

It had been about twenty minutes since Haru had urged her to log out.

In the virtual world, where time flowed 1.5 times faster, that was thirty minutes... No matter how long the boss fight had dragged on, some sort of conclusion should have been reached by now.

Sora Yotsuya, unaccustomed to not only games but creative works in general, naturally had no immunity to so-called "shocking imagery" that one would rarely encounter in reality.

She wasn't so timid as to be frightened by the mere sight of blood, but being suddenly confronted with a gruesome and惨惨な光景 she had never even seen on a screen had, embarrassingly, caused her to panic. In truth, however, she had calmed down from that particular issue after about five minutes of hugging her knees.

The feeling of clearly separating reality and the virtual world upon logging out had been a major factor. It had been Haru's persistent words that had led her to nod, but his judgment had been correct.

—And yet, the reason Sora still couldn't bring herself to log back in, despite having calmed down, was also because of that same reliable partner.

"..................This is bad."

For the first time since logging out, she let a word escape. Realizing that her voice was more feverish than she'd expected, Sora felt her face—already flushed red to her neck—grow even hotter.

"It's unfair, it's cheap, it's against the rules..."

Her string of accusations was all directed at a single player.

In just one short week, he had constantly stirred her heart. She pictured her partner—no, she didn't even need to. He had taken up residence in her mind, flashing that irresponsible smile.

Honestly, she had been aware that she was starting to feel something close to affection for him.

She didn't think of herself as the "easy" type. But the time she had spent with Haru, however brief, had been indescribably exhilarating.

Their meeting could be called somewhat fateful.

He was gentlemanly and kind, though with a few quirks, and had a friendly, lively personality.

His combat sense was remarkable even to a novice's eye, and his back was so reliable it almost made her want to complain—she would never say it out loud, but he was very cool.

And most of all, there was one thing she could say she *liked*—no, one thing she could already say she *loved*.

It was the face of a completely innocent child he showed when he was engrossed in adventure.

And the face of a gentle, supportive adult he always showed when she was feeling weak.

She had noticed. Every time she sensed that duality, an unfamiliar feeling would burst deep inside her chest—she knew she was becoming drawn to him.

"Ughhh........................"

She hugged her knees tighter and shook her head, as if to disperse the heat.

This was still just "affection"—she was aware that it hadn't yet reached the level of "love."

That was why it was "bad." In short, Sora was currently trying to put the brakes on this feeling. As for why,

"My first crush is on someone I don't even know the face of..."

He was someone whose real name and face, even his age, were a mystery, a person beyond a virtual space. No matter how indistinguishable from reality the virtual experience was, she couldn't help but feel a sense of aversion to developing feelings for someone she met there.

In fact, shortly after [Arcadia] launched, "love in the virtual world" had caused various problems in the real world.

There were those who, like Sora, agonized over "love for someone whose face they've never seen," and even cases of players with families in the real world having "affairs in the virtual world." Three years later, things had calmed down, but unwritten rules had been established among players, and it remained a sensitive topic.

It wasn't as simple as saying that if Sora were to fall in love, or if she were to do something about those feelings with Haru, no one would be troubled. That was the scary thing about "virtual love."

Sora knew nothing about the real-life side of the player "Haru," and she had no way of finding out. That meant it wouldn't be strange at all if he were a much older person who already had a family.

"............Haaah."

She imagined Haru with a family and let out a deep sigh as her mood predictably sank. This really might be bad.

"He's older... that's a *given*, but I wonder by how much..."

Somehow, she felt that the age gap wasn't too significant. But Sora knew the officially announced average age of Arcadia players.

He was almost certainly over twenty... and while that might not be a big deal for some, for Sora, it was a line that made her hesitate.

Given the price of the [Arcadia] machine, it was a given that it was out of reach for the average young person who wasn't a working adult.

"I wonder how he sees me..."

She also had a feeling that he saw her as younger.

Haru's way of treating her had been consistent since they met. He was kind and gentlemanly, yet frank and humorous.

His gaze was often watchful... and she didn't know if he was aware of it himself, but he exuded a somewhat parental atmosphere. At the very least, she could tell that he didn't see her as a member of the opposite sex.

That in itself was, honestly, very welcome. Sora herself largely saw Haru as a "reliable big brother." In order to avoid any complicated relationships while playing the game, that mutual stance should have been for the best.

...And that was precisely why Sora was so troubled by the feelings budding in her chest.

The moment you start wondering "how the other person sees me" when it comes to someone you're not indifferent to, *that's what it means*.

What's more, the fact that she felt even a little *dissatisfied* with being categorized as a little sister figure was already—

"—Ah, enough...!"

She tossed aside the thoughts that were pointlessly spinning in circles, generating nothing but a heat with nowhere to go.

She cut them off without any sense of resolution, the lingering frustration smoldering, but she put a lid on it, using Haru, who might be waiting for her to log back in, as an excuse.

—Anyway, for now, let's just put a lid on everything.

The budding feelings, the worries and confusion that came with them, the complaints about her partner who stirred her heart without a care in the world... for now.

Still, with a sense of frustration she couldn't shake, she threw her body down with a bit of force. The seat of the [Arcadia] machine caught her with a gentle embrace that would put the finest mattress to shame.

"Drive on!"

Her voice as she uttered the activation key sounded, even to her own ears, just like that of a "pouting child." And so, thinking that maybe just one little complaint would be allowed, she decided to leave a tiny crack in the lid she had placed on her heart.

<hr>

Thank you for reading my work. This is the author, Yuu.
This might get a bit long, so I'd appreciate it if only those with time to spare would read on.

I actually didn't plan on doing a chapter dump this time, and I was originally thinking of updating today's story as usual, with 1-2 chapters per day.

So what happened, you ask? The reason is quite simple.

Unbeknownst to me, my story somehow made it onto the rankings. I was shivering as my access count suddenly skyrocketed, but when I realized the reason, it all made sense.

It seems that far more people than I ever imagined are reading my work, and while I'm happy, I'm also trembling with a mysterious fear.

So, this chapter dump is, under the pretext of expressing my gratitude for all the reads, the result of my motivation exploding and me acting without thinking about the consequences.

Will my story stockpile be okay? No, it won't. Please help me.

This has gotten long, but what I ultimately want to say is that I'm a simple creature, so not just access counts, but every single 'like' and 'bookmark' brings me great joy.

If I were to receive a rating, I'd be doing three cheers in front of my screen. How ridiculous.

I'm embarrassed to admit it, but it's a fact that such points of evaluation are directly linked to my motivation. So, if you've enjoyed my humble work, please be so kind as to leave a single bookmark.

Thank you for your time.



    Chapter 45

    Waking Up in a Sealed Space

    "Ngh..."

"Oh?"

A short while after we'd jumped into the portal and escaped the sandstorm—about thirty minutes after she had logged out—a faint voice reached my ears. I turned to see the previously empty avatar stirring.

I moved to her side in the *dim, damp air*, and just as I crouched down, she slowly opened her eyes.

"Welcome back. How are you feeling?"

"...It feels, strange."

Looking somewhat dazed, Sora shifted awkwardly, her back still resting against the *wall*. It looked a bit like the movements of someone who had just woken up.

"I think... it's because this is the first time... I've re-logged in while my body was still here..."

Apparently, the experience was different from a normal login. I was a little worried about my partner's uncharacteristically dazed state, but her words were clear and her expression was calm.

"...Yeah, good. You seem okay."

Relieved, I sat down next to Sora, who still seemed unable to move.

"...Haru-san."

Then, I felt a tug on my sleeve. I turned to the side to see my just-awakened partner staring intently at me.

"Yeah?"

That upward glance is devastatingly powerful, could you please spare me...? I pushed the foolish thought aside and prompted Sora, who was exuding a more childlike aura than usual.

"...Thanks to you, I was able to calm down. Thank you."

With her verbal confirmation of her well-being, the matter was truly settled. I laughed it off with a light "Don't worry about it," and she returned a modest smile.

Combined with her sleepy, dazed face, it was a wave of healing energy that seemed to wash away all the fatigue from the disastrous boss fight. I fought to keep my own cheeks from breaking into a grin, awed by a power that would likely purify most boys.

Speaking of which, I now noticed an unfamiliar icon flashing in Sora's status bar. Her half-open, dazed eyes seemed to be a perfect representation of someone who had "just woken up"... It seemed this state was some kind of system debuff.

Maybe it was a penalty for re-logging in a non-safe zone? The debuff icon, which had already started flashing by the time I noticed it, disappeared without a sound a few seconds later as I watched idly.

"So, um... what happened to get us *here*...?"

Now that Sora-san was safely back, it was time to share information. The pure confusion in her voice was understandable; the situation we were currently facing could be summed up in one phrase: "What the hell?"

Alright, first, let's take a look around. To your right, you'll see a 'wall' of black rock. To your left, you'll also see a 'wall'. And allow me to introduce the low ceiling, which feels particularly oppressive, perhaps due to the contrast with the vast space we were in just moments ago.

Opening up before us is a cramped 'passageway', less than three meters wide. Perhaps it's the designer's personal touch, but the light sources placed sporadically in this sealed space, where no light penetrates, create an eerie atmosphere—seriously, where are we?

It was no wonder Sora was tilting her head in confusion. I, who had gone through the portal in the [Great Flowing Sand Cavern] with her avatar, had been thrown not into the city of Istia, but into this mysterious space.

As a rule, defeating a boss in a beginner area would cause a portal to appear, which would then return you to the city. So I had jumped in without a second thought, but I never imagined that the game would suddenly break that convention.

"So, to be honest, I'm just as confused as you are."

I explained the whole story, from the boss fight after Sora had logged out to how we ended up here. As for the girl's reaction—

"I-I see..."

It's written all over your face. "I see, but I don't get it."

"It looks like a cave, or a dungeon... but as usual, there's no tips pop-up or anything."

I could probably find out in a second if I looked it up outside the game, but Arcadia is generally lacking in explanations and route suggestions. Going in blind is pretty hard; it must have been absolute chaos when it was released three years ago.

"A dungeon... ah, but it seems we can log out," Sora said.

"Oh, really?"

I peered over at her hand as she tilted her head and operated her window. Sure enough, the "Do you want to log out?" message was displayed. Well, that part is the same no matter where you are, but the warning message that's usually added in non-safe zones was missing.

"For a safe zone, this place doesn't feel very comforting..."

I muttered as I looked around the chilly little room, and Sora chuckled in agreement. When I checked later, it seemed the passage beyond was a non-safe zone, as the warning message appeared.

"A temporary safe zone, huh..."

Having just barely survived a deadly place packed with features, I honestly would have preferred to just go back to town.

I could always just headbutt a wall and take my own life, but... I recently saw the death penalty for "suicide" on a strategy site. A full day of halved stats, plus a decrease in accumulated experience, and even a chance of skill loss? Are you serious?

Apparently, you can reacquire the skill if you follow the right steps, but that's still too harsh. I can feel the pressure from the developers saying, "It's possible system-wise, but ethically, it's a no-go."

It's probably because it's a virtual reality that's indistinguishable from the real world, and they might be concerned about feedback on a person's real-world personality. This game is generally unforgiving with penalties for actions that go against real-world ethics.

"It doesn't seem like we can go back to town yet... right?" Sora asked.

"There's not even a pebble lying around, let alone a portal," I replied.

The space, devoid of any objects other than the crystals that served as light sources on the walls, seemed to be silently telling us to "get a move on."

...Following the trash-tier boss, I'm starting to feel like I'm being picked on by the designer. Is it just my imagination?

"Well, even if this is an extra round, I'm going to take a break... and wow, look at the time. It's lunchtime."

It was around noon in real time. It might be best to just log out and rest for a bit.

"You've been playing since this morning, which is a pretty long time. What are you going to do, Sora?"

Sora had been logged in since morning, which was unusual for her, and she had already exceeded her average daily playtime. When I asked her, thinking of this... my partner seemed to be lost in thought.

"Um, Haru-san."

"What's up?"

"Would you mind if we explored just a little bit more?"

It was a surprising suggestion, considering I was already in full-on break mode.

"And your reason is?"

"After such a difficult boss battle, for them to not even send us back to town and just throw us into the next area without a word... I thought that might be a bit too mean, even for them."

Yeah, I thought the designer had a bad personality too.

"So, maybe this place isn't so much a dungeon as an extension of the boss fight... Um, how should I put it?"

"Ah... you mean, like an epilogue?"

"Um... something like that. I thought maybe if we went ahead, we'd find the goal surprisingly quickly."

Well... that's a point. The fact that the area outside the small room is a non-safe zone gives me a bad feeling, but it's hard to believe that they would set up another long and arduous trial after we've overcome that series of spectacles, which were too malicious to be summed up with the word "difficult."

It's hard to believe, or rather, I don't want to believe it.

"...Let's give it a go. Who knows, maybe the goal is just around the corner."

"Yes!—Ah, um... I'm the one who suggested it, but I know you must be tired too, Haru-san, so please don't push yourself."

"It's fine, it's fine. I'll be able to rest more easily if we clear this up."

Sora seemed to have let her curiosity get the better of her. As she belatedly started fussing over me with concern, I was once again healed by her kindness and stepped into the dark opening of the passage.

The path ahead, faintly illuminated by the sporadic light sources, was filled with a quiet darkness.



    Chapter 46

    Fountain of Jade Light

    In conclusion, our march through the darkness lasted only a few dozen seconds.

The path was completely straight, and despite it being a non-safe zone, there were no surprise attacks or anything of the sort.

And there was no cliché event where Sora, frightened by the eerie darkness, would cling to me adorably.

Guided by the glowing crystals that dotted the path, we arrived at *that place*.

"—This is, again..."

I was used to being struck speechless in Arcadia, but it was usually because I was overwhelmed by some bizarre sight. This might have been the first time I was left *breathless*, completely *entranced*.

At the end of the dark passage, we were first met by a sheer cliff. The path ended as abruptly as if it had been cleanly cut off—and the view unfolded below us.

"—It's beautiful..."

A whisper, as if in a trance, escaped from Sora, who was standing next to me.

From the mouth of the passage where we stood, there was a drop of about ten meters. The cliff sloped downwards, forming a bowl-shaped depression.

And it was filled with nothing but light.

At its center sat an emerald green object that looked vaguely familiar. Countless crystals surrounding it caught the emerald light emitted by the rugged, oval-shaped object and reflected it in a dazzling display.

It wasn't a blinding light; we hadn't even noticed it until we peered down from the end of the passage. It was faint, yet fantastical, a sight that gently captured your heart and refused to let go.

The direction and intensity of the light reflected by each crystal were different, and in response to the great scale that pulsed as it scattered light, the sea of green constantly changed its expression.

"............The goal, I guess," I murmured.

"............Yes, I think so," Sora replied.

After a good few dozen seconds—maybe even longer—of stunned silence, we exchanged whispers, our eyes still captivated by the scene.

"Haru-san, is that..."

"Yeah... well, judging by the color, it seems *likely*."

Sora and I both followed the same path with our gazes. First, the object in the center, then our own hands—or more precisely, the [Desert Moray Leather Gloves] we wore.

Even from a distance, the color was almost identical. And though Sora didn't know it, the eyes of the [Scion of Dust] I had briefly seen were the same color as well.

Nine times out of ten, it was something related to those serpents.

"Well, for now, let's go down... and do you think it's safe to go down?"

The fantastical emerald light looked harmless, but I asked Sora for her opinion just in case.

"I think it's fine... but either way, there's nowhere else to go."

"You're right."

Sora answered my question as she looked around, and I nodded in agreement as I scanned the area as well. There were no other paths in sight, and it seemed that the object was indeed serving as the final destination in some way.

"Alright, let's go down then... ah, how would you like to proceed?"

Even though it sloped partway down, it was still about the height of jumping from the second story of a building. Thinking she might be scared to jump on her own, I spread my arms and offered myself as a personal elevator, but—

"Ngh... W-well, thanks to a certain someone, I'm a little more used to jumping and falling now!"

Her face turned red for some reason, and she averted her gaze from me before unhesitatingly leaping off the cliff.

As I watched, jilted, she landed safely on the slope and slid down deftly without losing her balance.

"...She's gotten so tough."

I'd somehow gotten used to my role as a guardian, and I felt a slight pang of loneliness.

I followed her down, and fortunately, the light was just as harmless as it looked. No change in my condition (status), so I probably didn't have to worry about poison or anything like that.

"—Alright then."

We quickly reached the center of the not-so-large depression and stood before the mysterious object, tilting our heads in unison. There was only one question left: what exactly was this thing?

"It's... not a stone... is it?" Sora asked.

"Hmm... what's the texture like?"

Its slightly translucent, glowing appearance was well-suited to the word "gem," but its texture didn't quite seem to fit. It was sparkly, yet somehow raw, and I felt an intuitive, biological quality to it...

"A scale... no, a bone...? I don't know."

It was probably a part of one of the serpents' bodies, given the color.

"Hmm... what are we supposed to do with this?" Sora wondered.

"Well, to be honest, I was banking on an event triggering as soon as we got close or touched it," I admitted.

I stood before it and, striking a cool pose, pressed my hand against it with a dramatic "Hmph..." but there was no reaction.

A dead end with no other path, a suggestive object, no sign of an auto-triggering event... The only course of action that came to mind was—

"...Break it, I guess."

"Huh... what?"

She did a perfect double-take and then gave me a look that said, "What is this guy talking about?" but I wasn't joking, nor had I lost my mind.

Based on my experience playing a fair number of games, "objects that scream for attention" like this were usually the kind of thing where something happens if you "just hit it."

Bizarre, strange, flashy, beautiful, glowing, moving, noisy, and so on—all these assertions of self given by the designer were, in other words, a message saying, "Please do something to this."

For those that displayed helpful text when you pressed O or A, you could just follow the instructions. But for those that were more focused on atmosphere and lacked that kind of action...

"Just hit it. Every gamer would do the same."

I would too. I'm open to arguments, but I won't allow any objections to this raised right hand.

"Ehh..."

Maybe for a girl, trying to smash a beautiful gem-like object "just because" is a turn-off. I took a little bit of damage from the "what is wrong with this guy" look she was giving me, but I had no intention of stopping.

I told Sora to step back just in case, and then I swung my empty right hand down—[Quick Change].

Since I'd decided to smash it, there was no need to hold back or test the waters. I summoned the merciless [Distorted Iron Lump Hammer]. The super-heavy, cheatingly fast swing found its stationary target, and—

"—Gah...!?"

"Haru-san!?"

A roar, a flash of light—and I was sent flying with incredible force, Sora's scream-like voice chasing after me.

Both feet, off the ground.

Trajectory, backwards.

The wall behind me—and a bunch of sharp crystals.

"Crap—?!"

My relaxed thoughts instantly kicked into top gear, and at the same time, I felt the familiar sensation of my body moving on its own, a feeling I'd had many times recently.

I let go of the hammer, and in my now-empty hands, I summoned a great axe and slammed it into the floor without a second thought. The mysterious impact had sent me flying backwards with such force that this alone couldn't stop me, but the kinetic energy I'd driven downwards sent a definite recoil through my body—

"Ngh!"

—New skill [Floating Leaf] activated. The detailed effects of this skill are quite complex and bizarre, but to put it simply, its property is the manipulation of kinetic energy.

I'll toss the activation conditions, effect application requirements, and various other details aside for later. For now, what this skill brought me in this situation was—an effect that forcibly changed my trajectory from backwards to upwards.

"Ngh... phew, that was close—I'm not saved!!"

I'd avoided being turned into mincemeat by crashing into the countless crystals, but the inertia that had been slammed into my body by the mysterious force showed no signs of stopping.

My trajectory had changed from horizontal to vertical, but my body was still flying with incredible force. In fact, the kinetic energy I'd manipulated with [Floating Leaf] gave me even more acceleration, sending me straight for the ceiling...!

"Graaah!!"

My whole body creaked under the ridiculous weight of the load that had been strapped to it, but I forcibly regained control. I *landed* on the ceiling, almost slamming into it, and after a brief dizzy spell, I used a desperate aerial jump to return to the ground, having narrowly escaped with my life—

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

"...Stop, don't look at me like that."

I gently averted my gaze from her incredibly cold and dry stare.

"Um... from the side, you looked exactly like someone getting their just deserts."

Could you please stop with the chilly comments? I'm well aware that this whole sequence of events can be summed up with the word "idiot," so it's really awkward...

"W-well, at least we learned that hitting it is a no-go, so that's something..."

"If it hadn't been you, Haru-san, I think it would have been a game over..."

I think even I would have died four out of five times just now. Being able to use a brand-new skill with a split-second decision was pretty much a miracle.

"Um... Sora, do you know what just happened? From the victim's point of view, I was lightly flashbanged, so I have no idea what sent me flying."

"Wouldn't it be more of an aggressor's point of view, since you were repelled...?"

Though she shot me a sidelong glance, Sora answered my question. According to her, the moment my attack landed, some kind of wave radiated from the object.

The visible, ring-shaped energy sent me flying, and it apparently touched Sora as well, but fortunately, it passed right through her without any effect—wait, if Sora had been caught in the crossfire and had been the only one sacrificed, wouldn't that have made me a war criminal of the highest order...?

"Ah... Sora-san."

"Yes?"

"I'm sealing the command 'just hit it.'"

"Yes."

And now for a fun fact. When my beautiful partner's responses become short and to the point, it indicates that she is in an "angry state."

While her sidelong glance is filled with incredibly cute components, I've learned from our past week together that if I take a flippant attitude in this state, I will regret it.

Hence, an accurate assessment of the situation followed by a swift and deep bow. This time... judging by her expression, it seems I've managed to avoid upsetting her.

"Yeah, my bad. Let's just chalk it up to me being tired..."

I'm aware that my thought process is about fifty percent more slapdash than usual.

I feel bad for taking advantage of Sora, who probably feels indebted to me for her early departure, but I'd appreciate it if she could let this one act of stupidity cancel that out.

"Honestly... you're impossible."

What I received was an exasperated, yet charming, wry smile. Having been forgiven, I let out a rather pathetic sigh of relief.



    Chapter 47

    A Humble Triumphant Song

    "So, what is this thing after all..."

"Um... I think I might know."

Just as I turned my attention back to the object, ready for a fresh start, Sora offered an unexpected response. "Seriously?" I asked, turning to look at her. She tapped the empty air with her fingertip, as if pointing something out.

"I think it started after I got close to this. My quest tab is glowing."

It seemed she was pointing at the quest guide displayed in her vision.

"There were... a *few things* going on, so I was a little late to notice."

"For which I am deeply sorry..."

I put on a pathetic expression and apologized profusely, earning a slight smile in return. We exchanged a bit of our now-familiar banter before getting back to the topic at hand.

"A quest, you say..."

"Yes, so I think this might be the [Teardrop of Dust]... or something like it."

That was the whole reason we'd challenged the boss in the first place. Halzen had tasked us with procuring a material, and based on his straightforward hint of a "master of the dust," we'd decided to take on the challenge.

—Except, I'll be honest. At least, *I* had completely forgotten about it halfway through. Or rather, my composure had been stripped away early on, and I'd been forced to walk a tightrope, leaving no room to think about anything else, so I'd pushed it out of my mind.

...Now that I think about it, that's right. We didn't even defeat the boss ourselves, so we didn't get a single material—wait, really? After going through all that hell, our only reward is experience points? Are you serious?

I had just had my life saved by one of the skills I'd acquired, but that was beside the point. No loot from a fantasy game boss fight? Are you trying to pick a fight with gamers? Give me the goods, the actual goods.

"...Lately, when you suddenly go quiet, Haru-san, I've started to be able to tell what you're thinking."

"That's great. Feel free to share in my sorrow."

"...I think that sorrow might be tinged with greed, though."

She's getting good at this... excellent.

"Okay, then, Sora-san."

I stepped aside from the object and gestured for Sora to approach.

"Um..."

"For starters, why don't you try touching it?"

Perhaps due to the tragicomedy she'd just witnessed, Sora hesitated for a moment, but,

"—Hiyah...!"

With a cute little cry, her delicate hand touched the object—and in that instant, a change occurred.

The light, which had continued to pulse even after sending me flying, now converged on Sora's palm as if it had been eagerly waiting.

"Eek...!?"

The sight, which could also be described as a swarm of light, made Sora let out an involuntary scream. With her free hand, she grabbed onto me, who was standing nearby.

If she'd just grabbed my hand, I could have played the gentleman and gently squeezed back, but... Sora-san, that's my collar. It's turning into a rather violent scene. And because I'm losing in the STR department, when she grabs me while I'm standing still, I can't resist.

Ignoring the rather uncool picture we were painting, the event seemed to be proceeding without a hitch. The swarm of light heading for Sora's palm was, more accurately, aiming for the ring on her index finger.

It wasn't anything special, just a store-bought [Ring of Novice]. The light gathered on it, and...

"Ah..."

"Ooh."

With a final, small flash of light, the glow dissipated—and a small gemstone was now embedded in the previously unadorned ring.

Its color was not emerald—but a somewhat dull yellow... a sandy color, you could say. It was hard to call it a beautiful gem, and honestly, it looked a little shabby, but...

"Um... it seems the quest item is complete."

In any case, we had finally obtained what we were looking for. Sora also seemed to be at a loss for how to react to the gem's underwhelming appearance... but well, this was just a material, after all.

"...Let's just hope the old man has good taste."

"Ahaha..."

Believing it would shine if polished, we decided to just be happy for now. As we exchanged tired smiles, a familiar blue light enveloped us.

"Oh? Is this finally a wrap?"

It was the harbinger of the return we had been hoping for... or wait, really? Is this really the end? Was this lovely space prepared just for this—

The light of the teleportation painted my vision blue, leaving my half-formed complaint behind. A familiar sense of weightlessness, the strange sensation of the air around me being completely replaced—and then, after several hours, we were standing in the city of Istia.

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

We looked at each other, and seeing Sora's indescribable expression, I thought, "Ah, I must be making the same face," and let out a wry smile.

"—Hahaha...!"

"—Hee, heheh...!"

We mirrored each other up to that point, and then laughter burst out from both of us at the same time.

After such an incredibly dense dungeon crawl, the ending was just too anticlimactic. Before the tension even had a chance to snap, it was suddenly and completely loosened.

I felt so drained of energy that my mood was incredibly light and floaty... I couldn't help but let out a tired laugh.

The place we'd teleported to was the usual fountain square. It was a landmark bustling with people as always, but with my mental exhaustion and strange mood, I couldn't be bothered to care about the eyes on us right now.

And it seemed the same was true for my partner, who was beaming with a smile that was in far greater demand than mine...

"Haha... Ahh, it's over! Great work, Sora! I'm never going back to a place like that again!!"

"Yes, great work! I don't want to see sand for a while either!"

The exhilaration of completing the dungeon, and the exhaustion that surpassed it. We were surely the center of curious gazes as we laughed without a care in the world—but that, too, wasn't so bad.

In this other world I had stepped into, I had undoubtedly achieved the greatest sense of accomplishment in my life.

That heart-pounding feeling, which I continued to surpass every day, even now that I was getting used to this virtual world environment—it was so amazing I wanted to scream.



    Chapter 48

    Cradle of Sword-Craft

    "Th-this is..."

"Wow...! Woww...!!"

My face was twitching with a myriad of emotions, while Sora's was blooming with the simple joy of感動. Halzen, the artisan, watched the two contrasting scenes unfold and, seeing his client's beaming face, nodded in satisfaction without a change in his own expression.

"Its name is [Cradle of Sword-Craft]—it's taken a form I've never seen before... but it's a fine piece of work."

"Cradle!"

"...Th-that's pretty cool."

Though his facial muscles didn't so much as twitch, a strange sense of pride could be felt in Halzen's gaze as he looked at the new ring sparkling on the middle finger of Sora's right hand.

The materials used were the [Iron Straight Sword] and the [Ring of Novice] that Sora had been using, plus the [Teardrop of Dust] that she had won at the end of a life-or-death struggle—a total of three items.

In terms of shape, there wasn't much of a change from the [Ring of Novice] that had been embedded with the teardrop-like gemstone. But the dull, shabby-looking sandy stone had been polished to an amber-like brilliance, and the previously unadorned ring was now engraved with an intricate pattern that circled it completely.

It looked every bit the part of a "magic ring"—and to put it mildly, it was a nice design that tickled my inner chuuni.

—Now, as for Sora-san's 'Anima', which she had so spectacularly won, the reason I was trembling and she was rejoicing was not because of its appearance.

The problem... ah, the big problem was—this beautiful girl had done it *again*.

"Haru-san! Haru-san!"

Her eyes sparkling, Sora excitedly showed off the 'sword' gripped in her right hand.

It was a sword with no particularly noteworthy features, a *sword in the shape of a sword*.

It had no decorations, not even a seam. The single material that made up the sword was—sand.

Countless grains of sand had gathered to form the hilt, the ridge, the blade. And that, believe it or not, was the ability of the Anima that Sora now held.

[Cradle]—its characteristic was the generation of magic swords.

"Not again... our princess is really something else..."

A wry smile was all I could manage.

I had only recently started my information gathering, but considering the irreversible nature of Anima, I had been diligently reading up on strategy sites.

While I hadn't managed to grasp all the information on every Anima that had been confirmed so far, I had a general understanding of the major genres.

And the reverse was also true—in other words, I also knew what kind of Anima *didn't exist*.

The ability to generate magic swords.

The power to create some kind of substance... or physical body.

—Such a thing, as far as I knew, did not exist among the known Anima.

My knowledge was still limited. It was possible that there was already a player with a similar Anima—but I did have at least enough knowledge to have spent half a day reading the Anima section of the largest strategy site from top to bottom.

And it was rare enough to make me immediately widen my eyes and think, "What is that?"—which meant there was a high probability that my partner here had just obtained another unique existence.

...Can I be honest?

I'M SO DAMN JEALOUS!!!

"Congratulatiooooons!!"

"Thank you!"

Sora was completely engrossed in creating and dispelling sand swords from thin air, looking more pleased than I'd ever seen her. My jealousy-filled congratulations, which I had shouted out in a fit of desperation, seemed to be nothing more than a gentle breeze to her, who was at the peak of her excitement.

This power to create swords from thin air had several points that, even to a novice with less than ten days of Arcadia experience, were clearly insane.

First, the cost performance was out of this world.

Apparently, it consumed MP individually each time a sword was made, but the amount used was negligible, yet the performance of the sword created easily surpassed that of the [Iron Straight Sword] that had been used as a base.

It couldn't compare to my own beloved [White-Flawed Straight Sword], but if it could, I'd probably be bawling my eyes out, so that was to be expected... But still, she could mass-produce high-performance, disposable weapons at a low cost.

Wait a minute, is Sora-san better suited for my throwing fighting style now?

Second, and related to the first point, was the issue of maximum carry capacity.

Sora-san, who could now create swords at will, bore a weight equivalent to nothing more than a single ring for her effectively infinite armory.

Of course, while she was holding a sword, its weight would be added... but so what? In effect, Sora no longer needed to carry a weapon. That meant her entire inventory capacity for that purpose was now free.

Oh? As someone who will be perpetually plagued by inventory capacity issues, I can only say I'm incredibly envious.

Third, and this sword was not called a "magic sword" for nothing—it floats. Yes, even now, there are about three of them floating around Sora-san. Hehehe.

According to her, she can move them around freely to some extent with her thoughts.

I see? Just off the top of my head, I can think of at least a dozen nasty ways to use that.

Fourth, and depending on how you look at it, this one includes a slight demerit, this sword has both physical and magic attributes.

Simply put, its attack judgment is a mix of physical and magic damage. Against an opponent who is extremely strong against one of the attributes, or completely immune, the damage could be halved at worst—but that also means that it can reliably deal a certain amount of damage to any opponent.

In terms of versatility, it's outstanding. The need to carry other weapons becomes even less.

And finally, fifth. This one is just completely, ridiculously insane.

This ring, being an Anima, will of course grow and evolve over time... but you know? The old man Halzen hinted at something. Apparently, she'll be able to use other things too.

What, you ask? Well, right now, it's sand, right? Sand attribute—let's leave aside the question of what a sand attribute even is—but right now, she can only create sand swords.

Yes, right now. Which means, eventually—

"Fire, or wind, or...! Oh, it would be wonderful if I could use an ice sword!" Sora exclaimed.

"Ha, haha... Yeah, it would," I managed.

It seems this thing will eventually become an all-powerful ring that can create magic swords of any attribute.

Um, yeah. This is very, um, hard to say, but—isn't that just a cheat?

And come to think of it, with that ring, couldn't she become a complete upgrade to my own fighting style?

Huh?

........................Huh?

"...And there goes any advantage I had besides speed."

I still have techniques that Sora can't do, like aerial jumping and switching to heavy attacks... but is it really something to be proud of, treating a likely gray-area exploit as an advantage?

Actually, couldn't she even manage an aerial jump...?

"............This is bad."

This is no time for a paper-armored, bizarre surprise-box of a player to be thinking "I'm so coooool!!" If I don't shift into high gear, I'm going to be left behind by Sora...!

An age-appropriate (avatar-wise) frolicking beautiful girl, and a muscle-bound old man with a stone face showing a strangely satisfied expression.

I stood at a physical and mental distance, shivering alone at the premonition of my partner's great leap forward.

<hr>

――――――――――――――――――
◇Status◇
Name: Haru
Lv: 65
STR (Strength): 50
AGI (Agility): 440 (+10)
DEX (Dexterity): 200 (+10)
VIT (Vitality): 5
MID (Mind): 5
LUC (Luck): 10

◇Skills◇
・All Weapon Aptitude
《Quick Change》
《Piercing Dart》

・《Quit Counter》
・《Floating Leaf》

・Embodied Protection
・Heavy Attack Manipulator
・Accel Tempo
・Boar's Heart
・Idaten
・Adaptive Traverse
・Featherfoot
・Fleet-Footed Escort
――――――――――――――――――
◇Status◇
Name: Sora
Lv: 42
STR (Strength): 70
AGI (Agility): 100
DEX (Dexterity): 100
VIT (Vitality): 50
MID (Mind): 100
LUC (Luck): 50

◇Skills◇
・Magic Sword Aptitude New!
《Magic Sword Kinesis》 New!

・Light Magic Aptitude
《Heal Light》⇒《Qualia Veil》 up!

・《Spectate Ale》
・《Observer's Eye》

・Precept of Healing Hands
――――――――――――――――――

This is a current status memo.
Sora-san's 《Shortbow Aptitude》 skill has been deactivated, ending its short life.



    Chapter 49

    At a Certain Tavern

    "―――So yeah, that's what happened."

"...Huh? Wait, I don't even know where to start unpacking all of that."

I finished my story with a laid-back, "Man, what a mess, hahaha," kind of vibe. In response, Kagura-san, my provisional exclusive magitech artisan whom I was seeing for the first time in a while, gave me a dead-serious, straight-faced stare.

The time was just before noon. The place was that same stylish, tavern-like restaurant we'd visited the day we first met.

The day after our chaotic, life-or-death battle in the sand, I'd received an invitation from her via friend message, which I accepted without a second thought. And so, here we were for our second visit.

Not that I was one to judge, but hearing her completely unscripted tone and speech pattern... yeah, the possibility that her usual cool, big-sister persona was just role-playing seemed pretty high.

If she was actually one of those soft, fluffy types in real life, I'd be an instant fan.

"Ahem... well, I mean, every single part of that story is just bizarre. For now, just make sure you let me say hello to that partner of yours sometime."

Clearing her throat as if to reset, Kagura-san's eyes seemed to be brimming with the kind of curiosity that said, "I've found a new client."

"By all means. She's my pride and joy of a partner, though lately I suspect she might be even more broken than I am."

"Glad to see you're aware that you're pretty broken yourself."

Contrary to her weary, half-lidded gaze, her voice was tinged with an unmistakable hint of amusement.

"Still... I was wondering why I hadn't gotten a call for help from you after all this time. I never imagined you two rookies would clear the 'Serpent' on your own."

"Well... the thought of asking a max-level player for help didn't really cross my mind."

Even if it had, I probably wouldn't have jumped at the idea... After the fact, I looked up some strategy videos and learned about the standard approach, and I had to hold my head in my hands as I reflected on the path we'd taken.

To put it simply...

"―――A pair of newbies clearing a secret large-scale battle is a much bigger controversy than that wacky build of yours, you know."

...Apparently. In the `Great Flowing Sand Cavern`, the boss we faced wasn't the `Dusty Worm, Great Serpent of Dust`―――but rather, the `Bastide, Scion of Dust`, which appears after a route divergence from that fight. And as it turns out, it's a raid boss that spawns in a beginner field.

Its recommended party size is a half-raid of eighteen players—three full parties of six. The required player level is, of course, the cap of Lv. 100. Seriously, if we had lost our minds and charged in, we would've been turned to dust in less than a second.

Kagura-san's use of the word 'cleared' wasn't entirely accurate either. The proper clear route is, of course, to defeat the `Bastide, Scion of Dust`. The path we stumbled into was merely an escape-and-retreat route prepared as a sort of bailout.

No wonder we didn't get any loot.

"Arcadia has way too many monsters infesting its beginner areas..."

"There are eight confirmed ones, you know. Two in each of the four factions' beginner areas."

This place is a demonic realm. What kind of hell awaits in the regular fields?

"Well, normally, it's designed so that rookies can't even encounter them. You're just way too reckless."

"But who would ever think of bringing a helper into a boss field...?"

As for the standard strategy for the `Dusty Worm, Great Serpent of Dust`, it seems that by jumping into the sand tower while targeted by a `Desert Serpent`, the moray eel-like creature simply becomes a support character.

Or so I heard. I saw it in a video. The moment the great serpent came into view, the `Desert Serpent` lost all interest in the player and they fought together in perfect harmony. For me, who had challenged it head-on and alone, it was a shocking sight.

"Even if you don't rely on strategy guides, you're being too lazy with your information gathering. For beginner areas, you can get plenty of hints just by asking the information broker NPCs in town."

"Huh? There are NPCs like that?"

"'Are there NPCs like that'... Don't tell me you haven't even properly explored the city?"

When I just stared blankly at this out-of-the-blue information, Kagura-san's face twitched as if to say, *Is this guy for real?*

"Uh, well... I've taken a stroll or two."

"...Traveler Support Agency, Private Guild Hall, the Market. Do any of these ring a bell?"

"I have............................ no idea what those are."

I gently averted my gaze, and in return, I was finally gifted a massive sigh.

"How in the world did you clear four areas without using a single one of the convenience facilities?"

I couldn't help but shrink under her tone, which was dripping with exasperation, as I began to receive a much-appreciated lecture from the caring older sister.

To summarize―――the 'Traveler Support Agency' is a place where players can learn various pieces of knowledge that will help them in different situations as they progress through the game.

From useful tips to keep in mind during adventures to advice for when you're stuck, veteran NPCs (?) will apparently give you all sorts of guidance.

Next, the 'Private Guild Hall' is a public community plaza where you can accept quests from the town's residents, arrange requests between players, and recruit for temporary parties.

Apparently, when new players are struggling due to a lack of manpower, it's common practice to recruit helpers here. Not only are there kind veterans, but in some cases, NPCs will even offer to join your temporary party.

And what's more, their AI is supposedly so abnormally advanced that it makes you wonder if there's a real person inside... Man, that actually sounds interesting. I should check with Sora and try it out next time.

Finally, the 'Market' is, as its name suggests, a comprehensive marketplace lined with various private shops. The small stalls, run indiscriminately by both players and NPCs, are said to create quite a chaotic atmosphere.

It's bustling at all hours, and for a fee, you can even consign unneeded materials for sale. Since you generally make more money than just selling things off at an NPC shop, it's common sense to drop by at the end of a hunt and leave your stuff at the consignment post―――

"You've got to be kidding me... It's like I've been doing a challenge run this whole time without even knowing it..."

"To begin with, back in the day, it would've taken more than a month to get where you two are now. You've only been playing for about ten days, right? You're rushing things too much."

"Well, I was just trying to hit the level cap as fast as possible and graduate from being a beginner."

By the way, I had already told her my current level and thoroughly shocked her. When I also disclosed my leveling method, she looked up at the heavens.

"Honestly... I can just imagine the uproar when you make your public debut."

Contrary to her weary words, her eyes held nothing less than a kind of anticipation. Faced with this look of expectation directed at me, a person currently forging an irregular path, I felt a mix of half happiness and half pressure.

As I feigned humility, saying, "Oh, you flatter me," Kagura-san teased me with a sidelong glance before murmuring, "Now then," and summoning a system window.

"I called you here today because I had something I wanted to give you. I was actually waiting with bated breath for you to bring me a request, but since I never heard a peep, I took matters into my own hands."

"Huh...? Well, I just thought it'd be weird for me to bring low-level materials to a max-level player."

She said this with a slightly pouty air, and I waved my hands in front of me in denial.

It's true we didn't sign a formal contract for her to be my exclusive magitech artisan, but we did make a mutual promise to work together.

However, I had assumed it would be a long time before I'd need to rely on her services. I had been under the impression that it would be rude to bring low-rarity materials from beginner areas to a player so far ahead of me.

But it seems that, from her perspective, my hesitation was not welcome. *So I went ahead and made something for you*, the red-haired artisan said, pulling an item from her inventory.

"Um... what's this?"

Placed on the counter with a soft *clink* was what looked like some kind of accessory. To put it simply, it looked like a feather keychain, crafted from a beautiful, sky-blue, translucent material.

"It's an accessory made from the materials of a rare creature called a Wind-Viewing Butterfly. In short, it's an inventory expansion item."

"For real?!"

That's the number one item I need right now!!

"You were complaining about how tight your carrying capacity was, right? And to be precise, it's not an expansion, but a reduction. It's an item that cuts the total weight of your inventory by a certain percentage."

"That's incredible."

Isn't that the kind of key item that would be stuffed into the 'Valuables' section in other games? Can players in Arcadia really craft things like that?

"Uh, um, the price is..."

"Hmm... I'll let you pay me back when you've made a name for yourself."

Uh, excuse me, but haven't I already received an absurdly expensive outfit from you...?

"Look, I'm not exactly hurting for money. Like I've said many times, my priority is to have fun. That's why I staked my claim on you so quickly. If I can help you get to the front lines faster, it's a win for me too, you see."

She said this with a smirk, winking mischievously. What's with this woman? Her gestures and lines are ridiculously cool.

"Don't worry, I don't plan on coddling you any more than this. As long as you bring me some interesting requests and keep me entertained."

"...I really don't know how I can ever repay you."

The accessory—the [Crystal Feather Amulet of Lightness]—was flicked over and flew right in front of me. I pinched it between my fingers, completely won over, and let out a wry smile.

"Should I just equip it?"

"Nah, just keeping it in your inventory is enough. It works if you wear it, but it'd be no laughing matter if it broke by mistake, so no one's dumb enough to take it out."

Oh... so it's a 'no laughing matter if lost' level of―――okay, let's not think about it too deeply.

"R-Right... understood..."

Kagura-san watched with amusement as I, treating it like a fragile treasure, carefully placed it into my inventory.

...Wait, huh...? The moment I put it in, the meter that was indicating I was at max capacity suddenly dropped sharply.

"Seriously... Thank you so much for this incredible gift..."

Witnessing an effect far greater than I had anticipated, I imagined a pain in my stomach and instinctively rubbed it. When I thanked her with forced politeness, Kagura-san just laughed it off as if it were nothing, saying, "What's with that tone?"

"I know I'm repeating myself, but as long as I'm having fun, that's all that matters. Bring me whatever you want, even trash materials. Just thinking about what kind of things I can make for a weirdo like you is a meaningful way to kill time."

I'd known it since she first brought up the exclusive artisan offer, but as expected, the look she gave me was filled with a great deal of curiosity and expectation.

While I was happy, I also felt a sense of urgency to quickly catch up to this evaluation, which for now was beyond my station.

"So, what do you say?"

"If you put it that way, I'll gladly rely on you... but to be honest, I don't have anything I particularly need right now."

If anything, the [Crystal Feather Amulet of Lightness] she had just given me was the perfect item.

As for weapons, I was lucky enough to have filled my main weapon slot with an `Anima`, and for armor, my gloves and boots were sufficient.

It's not like my progress was being hindered by my current equipment... so if I were to make a request―――

"'Can you make something interesting?' is the only open-ended request I can think of..."

"Hah, I like your style. Show me everything you've got."

With words that sounded like a shakedown, Kagura-san leaned forward eagerly. True to her word that having fun was all that mattered, a playful smile graced her face.

<hr>

I ranked #1 in the daily genre rankings! My bookmarks just passed 230! My daily PV is on track to exceed 20,000 today!

I, I can't process any of this... What is this, a bug?



    Chapter 50

    A Look Back Reveals an Anomaly

    Since we couldn't exactly dump a pile of materials out in the middle of the restaurant, I figured she leaned forward with the intention of looking into my inventory―――but isn't she a little close?

While I'm developing some resistance to beautiful girls thanks to Sora, I have absolutely zero resistance to beautiful women in kimonos. I don't know what parameters it's referencing, or if there's some kind of perfume item in the game, but the fragrant scent of a woman is having a very unwelcome effect on me.

"...S-Something like this."

Forcing my voice, which was about to crack, back to normal, I barely managed to protect my masculine pride. I feigned nonchalance and opened my inventory's materials tab, and Kagura-san leaned in even closer―――ah, no, no, this is not good, the collar of her kimono is ahhh...!

I may act like a pseudo-gentleman around Sora, but I'm still just a pure-hearted young man (lol). This sudden closeness is throwing me for a loop, could you please stop?!

"Hmm, boars, scorpions, that bird from before... so those are the bosses from Istia, huh?"

Paying no mind to my flustered state, Kagura-san brushed aside the red hair falling over her eyes and adopted a serious expression... She's helping me out, so I should stop thinking about unnecessary things and respond seriously too. Yes.

"Come to think of it, do the beginner areas differ for each faction?"

"They do. Or rather, *only* the beginner areas are different. The fields after you graduate from being a rookie are common to all factions."

"Oh, seriously?"

As expected, conversations with veteran players bring a torrent of new information. As I showed my surprise yet again, Kagura-san gave me a teasing sideways glance before lifting her finger to point at a particular material―――

"Alright, it's true there's nothing particularly rare here... but, let's see, if we use some of these untouched boss materials, we could make some decent stopgap... equip... ment..."

Her words trailed off unnaturally as she froze.

Wondering what was wrong, I looked over and saw the artisan staring intently at one section of the item list with a puzzled expression.

"Found it."

"Sorry?"

"Something rare."

As she muttered this, Kagura-san extended the hand she had stopped midway. Her index finger tapped on a single item name.

That material was―――ah, how nostalgic. It was a drop from my memorable first boss kill, the `Host of Mush`: [Fungal Bed Ancient Wood].

"Huh, it's rare? But it's from the boss of a tutorial-like forest, not even a proper beginner area."

"What did you say?"

That's scary. Please don't whip your head around like that.

"A... tutorial... forest... what?"

"Ugh...? Um, you know, the ghost-trent-like boss..."

Her unexpectedly serious interest made me shrink back as I answered. Kagura-san looked up at the heavens for some reason and let out a dramatic sigh, "Fuuu..."

"There isn't one."

"What?"

"There is no boss in the Istia-exclusive tutorial map, the `Forest of First Steps`."

?????

"But, there was..."

"And while we're at it, no tree-type enemies have ever been discovered in Arcadia."

Her follow-up words only made me form more question marks in my head.

"But, there was..."

"Listen, okay? I'm from Vestol... the Western Nation of Peace, so I haven't experienced it firsthand, but I know all about Istia's starting area. It's the only one of the four nations where aggressive enemies roam free, so it became a huge topic of discussion."

Ah, so the starting faction choice really does make a difference.

At the time, I remember thinking, "I'd be pissed if I chose the peace faction and got thrown into a map like this." Turns out my assumption back then was correct.

"Normally... I don't see any reason for you to lie, and since I'm looking at an unknown material right in front of me, I'll treat it as fact."

As I was off in my own world, recalling my adventure from a while back, Kagura-san rubbed her temples with a look of utter resignation and said with a sigh.

"Normally, in that forest you're talking about, the only enemies that appear are deformed mushroom monsters that can do nothing but charge at you. They look harmless but persistently pick fights, so new users unfamiliar with avatar controls were apparently beaten to a pulp. The pandemonium on the first day of service is still the stuff of legends."

"Harmless-looking deformed mushroom...?"

My muttered question slipped out, interrupting her. Kagura-san stopped talking.

...Hey, even if you make that exasperated face at me―――Ah, yes, you want me to talk. Please don't glare, it's scary when a beautiful woman scowls.

"Um... the ones that appeared in the forest I wandered into were more like horror-esque monster mushrooms, the kind that would make a girl scream and run for her life on sight..."

At the very least, Sora-san ran away without a moment's hesitation the instant she saw one.

"...Come to think of it, this too. What is this, [Monster Mushroom Cap]?"

"A drop from those monster mushrooms, I think."

The part about them only being able to charge at you matches, but judging by Kagura-san's reaction as she looked up at the heavens again, it seemed that not only was there a non-existent boss, but even the regular mobs were strange.

After some back and forth... or rather, a deliberation based on my testimony, we came to the conclusion that the forest Sora and I had wandered through was "not the `Forest of First Steps`."

"Seriously... No, seriously...?"

"I'm the one who wants to collapse. Why are you the one looking so dejected?"

Well, because that means the materials from the small-fry mushrooms were also unknown rare items―――

"And I sold a ton of them...?"

"...To an NPC shop?"

When I nodded, all I got back was a sigh.

"Well, just think of it as a good thing that you didn't cause a huge uproar by letting them circulate among players while you were still ignorant. It definitely would have caused trouble."

"Haha... nearly a hundred of them, for almost nothing..."

Judging by Kagura-san's reaction, I could confirm that they were undoubtedly rare items. And in online games where players can trade, such items, even if they're the lowest rank materials with no practical use, can fetch a decent price.

In an MMO, rarity is an absolute added value... Ah, damn it. I wonder how much I could have made if I had traded them properly.

"Just think of it as a tuition fee that comes with playing online games and get over it."

"Yeah, well... it's not like I'm hurting for money right now..."

"You might be about to start hurting for it."

"Could you please not say such scary things?"

Prompted by Kagura-san, who was laughing as if it were someone else's problem, I handed over the two types of materials through the trade screen. She said she could get a rough idea of their properties with her artisan skills and offered to appraise them for me.

"Alright... first, the [Monster Mushroom Cap] is no good. It's flexible, so it might be usable for clothing production, but it has no aptitude for weapons or armor."

I had assumed she would objectify it and examine it, but it seems all she needed was to have it in her own inventory. Peeking at the window she had summoned, she began her critique immediately.

"Clothing, you say?"

I pinched the gracious outfit she had bestowed upon me and asked, "Like this?" She nodded as if to say, *Exactly*.

"It's outside my specialty so I can't work with it, but you might make a fortune if you take it to a designer. For clothing items that don't affect stats, rarity is everything."

"Are you trying to rub salt in the wound?"

"Next up is the [Fungal Bed Ancient Wood]."

My whining was ignored, so I decided to switch gears.

"This one is... ah, well, I had a bad feeling about it."

"Just as I switched gears, can you not say something so ominous?"

As Kagura-san narrowed her eyes, I watched her warily, wondering what was next.

"For now, I should probably say congratulations."

Unexpectedly receiving words of celebration, I could only tilt my head in confusion.

"So it's a good material?"

"It is. To put it in terms of money..."

Seeing her contemplate with a serious expression, it seemed it really was quite valuable. It's true I struggled with it back then, but now that I think about it, it was a relatively easy fight. To think I'd find something so valuable from that gnarled creature―――

"―――Roughly 20M, I'd say."

"Oh, seriously... wait, eh, wh-wh-wh-wh-wha?!"

"You glitched out just like in the textbook examples."

Her lighthearted jab went in one ear and out the other. The amount she stated was not just double or triple what I had vaguely expected, but somewhere far beyond. I unconsciously stood up from my seat and backed away.

"Twe-twenty, 20 mega?! Twenty million Luna?!"

Are you kidding me?! It's not some worthless piece of paper from some random country! The exchange rate for Arcadia's currency (Luna) feels about the same as Japanese Yen!

"That's four thousand times my entire net worth!"

"...Even for a rookie, you should have a bit more saved up if you haven't been spending it like an idiot."

Are you not aware of the maintenance costs for a whole arsenal of main weapons?―――No, more importantly right now...

"C-Come on, you're kidding, right...? How can a material from some gnarled ghost that can only summon minions be worth that much?"

"In Arcadia, crafters have a technique to transfer the properties of one material to another."

Interrupting my frantic words, the exclusive magitech artisan suddenly began her lecture.

"You can't transfer from a high-grade material to a low-grade one, though. But conversely, from low-grade to high-grade, it's possible without any major restrictions."

Because of this, there is always a certain demand for low-rank materials with useful properties in Arcadia. While high-level players have better ways to earn money, these materials are a good source of income for mid- to low-tier players.

"And that's where *this* comes in."

"Ah... so what you're saying is, it has some kind of crazy special effect?"

"No point in dragging it out. It's not what you'd call high-grade, but this thing has `Self-Repair`."

Huh... huh?

"It's... useful, I guess."

Honestly, it wasn't as impactful as I'd thought. I think it's a staple of convenient enchantments, but in games like this, it's usually the things that contribute to damage output that end up with ridiculously high values.

"Wait, is 20M not actually that much?"

"Don't be ridiculous. It's an amount that even top-tier players can't earn easily."

"Why would something like that drop from a boss in the very first area..."

To my dazed muttering, Kagura-san's response was rather dry: "How should I know?"

"Monster materials generally inherit the properties of the original enemy, so maybe that trent you fought had that kind of ability."

I don't remember the `Host of Mush` using any kind of self-healing―――but then again, I remember ignoring its minions and instantly killing it with the brute force of dual-wielding a greatsword and a great axe, a tactic that was, in hindsight, quite foolish.

"I wonder... Is `Self-Repair` really worth that much?"

"From the way you're talking, I can tell you don't understand the weapon maintenance situation in this game. You've probably asked an NPC blacksmith to restore your equipment's durability, right? Did you ever think it was strangely expensive?"

"Well, yeah."

My wallet, with only 5,000 Luna to its name, has been made to understand the weight of maintenance costs all too well.

"To put it simply, this stuff that's become the currency of this world,"

As she spoke, a 1 Luna coin objectified in her palm―――it was a perfect circle of shining platinum, with a visual that could be described as an unusually thick one-yen coin.

Common to all was the engraved design of what looked like a goddess in the center, with denominations ranging from 1 Luna to 10,000 Luna depending on the size. Aside from the lack of paper bills, the denominations were just like Japanese yen.

"In terms of lore, before it was a currency, this was a universal catalyst."

"A catalyst?"

"It truly has all sorts of uses. It's needed for big spells, it serves as fuel for various power sources. And, it also repairs the wear and tear on weapons and armor."

Ah, so that's how it is...

"So it's not just the labor fee, the currency itself is the maintenance material."

The fee wasn't ridiculously high; it was that the materials were also required.

"That's right. And the amount required becomes astronomical as the rank of the equipment goes up―――make sense now?"

"Completely."

At the same time, I began to feel wonderfully anxious about my own future. If I were to amass a mountain of high-quality equipment and use it as I pleased, would my wallet have a tomorrow?

"That's why the `Self-Repair` hidden in this material is something that players at the top would drool over. As you've probably figured out by now, it's an absurdly rare item with no clear source."

Since they could quickly recoup the cost with the money saved on maintenance, of course they'd pay a fortune for it―――crap, I'm starting to tremble...!

"So... what are you going to do?"

The meaning of her question was, of course, none other than whether I would sell it or not―――

"I'm not selling."

"A quick answer. I'm a little surprised."

I don't know what she found surprising, but I have my principles when it comes to this sort of thing. I won't say I wasn't tempted by the large sum of money, but I had no intention of hesitating.

"In the end, I'll keep things that I'll need myself in the future. I don't want to get rid of it only to regret it later when I can't get it when I need it."

Of course, there's also the possibility that some event could lead to a flood of supply, and I'd think, "I should have sold it back then." However, in the former case, there's a chance of a complete dead-end situation. In the latter, I might lose out, but that's all it is.

"A preference for stability, huh? Not bad."

"That look on your face that says 'that doesn't suit you at all' gives me a pretty good idea of the image you have of me, you know?"

As she tossed the 1 Luna coin she had been fiddling with into her inventory, Kagura-san laughed, evading my pointed stare.

"Well then, I recommend you treasure it. It would be a waste to embed it in the kind of equipment you're using now."

"You're absolutely right... Boss materials are annoyingly bulky, though. It would be a great help if I could use a warehouse."

This is a critical issue for me, so I've already researched the types of storage available to players. As expected for a game like this, Arcadia does have such services―――but the bottleneck is the usage fee.

"It's ridiculously expensive..."

I think it was around twenty thousand Luna a month. That's for the smallest capacity that can barely hold anything, so renting a decent-sized one would cost even more.

"Well, it's not something a rookie should be getting involved with. To begin with, with normal play, it's rare for a combat class like you to even worry about maximum carrying capacity."

"Guh... well, thanks to you, I have some breathing room for now..."

I owe it all to the [Crystal Feather Amulet of Lightness]. As long as I can resist the temptation to get additional weapons now that I have the space, I shouldn't have to worry about running out of room for loot, for now...

"I could hold onto it for you, you know. But it's not like we can meet up every single time for you to pick it up."

"I can't possibly trouble you that much."

This person is truly caring, but at this rate, I feel like I'll end up relying on her endlessly, so I need to exercise some self-restraint.

"But well, I'll hold onto this for you. It's not like you'll have a use for it for a while... ah, of course, that's assuming you trust me to hold it."

After all the trouble you've gone to for me, you're asking me about trust now?

"I've already received so much from you that I couldn't complain even if you ran off with it. In fact, if you said you wanted it, I'd gladly give it to you."

"Just so you know, even if you combine that outfit and the [Crystal Feather Amulet of Lightness], they don't even come close to the value of twenty million."

It's not even in the same ballpark. You're investing way too generously in a rookie who just appeared out of nowhere, sis.

"That just shows how much I trust you. I look forward to working with you."

As I said this and bowed my head dramatically, I stole a glance at Kagura-san, who seemed pleased, her lips curling into a gentle smile.



    Chapter 51

    A New Outfit's First Battle

    "―――So, Sora-san. There's twenty million sleeping in your bag, too."

"S-Suddenly, I feel like my feet aren't touching the ground..."

After that, I ended up troubling Kagura-san by saying, "Just make something interesting for me," and pushed all my noteworthy materials, including the ancient wood, onto her.

It was definitely not a selfish act born from a desire to "clean out my inventory." I feel light in both body and soul, which is super refreshing, but that's absolutely not the reason.

"Just be careful not to sell it by mistake. I'd be heartbroken too."

It's fine for equipment since there's a lock function, but you have to be careful since it can't be applied to consumable items like materials.

"I'll be careful... Why did we both end up wandering into a hidden area like that?"

"That is a mystery."

No point in thinking about it. This is a game that, even after three years of service, still has bosses with unknown clear methods. It's wise to just quietly surrender to its mysteries.

"Alright then."

It was early afternoon. Unusually, we had agreed the day before to meet up "after finishing lunch."

It was Sora's idea. Even though it's a virtual world, getting a direct invitation from a girl for an afternoon rendezvous... My happiness levels are so high, I'm starting to worry about my remaining luck reserves.

"Today... or rather, are you good for another day of full-on dungeoneering?"

"Yes! Let's do it!"

With an energy that blew away her recent lack of motivation, Sora's expression was bright. The reason was obvious: the `Cradle of Sword-Craft` shining on her right hand.

An `Anima` that was all but guaranteed to evolve into a versatile weapon that would be the envy of many players in the future. Following that, a unique skill tree called `Magic Sword Aptitude` had been carved into Sora's status, as if to reward her for her efforts over the past few days.

When the results turn out so unexpectedly―――no, so astronomically well, one can't help but suspect the world's (system's) machinations, as if the frustrating process of being unable to acquire a normal melee tree was all for this moment.

Well, whatever. All's well that ends well, I suppose.

Seeing Sora's high spirits is incredibly cute, so for me, it was well worth the effort of helping her out.

"Alright, shall we get going then?"

Sora, unable to hide her restless excitement, looked like she was about to dash towards the transfer gate at any moment... If we stay here any longer, I'll feel like I'm making her wait.

As I prompted her, trying to hide the smile brought on by her uncharacteristically childish excitement―――

"Let's go!"

"―――Wh-Whoa...?!"

As if to overtake me as I turned, Sora snatched my right hand and started jogging towards the transfer gate.

We've had a lot of physical contact between our avatars due to all the crazy things we do, but this was a first.

In an emergency during battle, it's one thing... but in a peaceful moment like this, the softness and warmth of a young girl's avatar's hand pierced my senses without any filter.

Combined with the adorable, unusually cheerful tone of her voice, Sora pulling my hand in high spirits was dangerously cute (vocabulary has ceased to exist).

"H-Hey, if you run like that, you'll fall."

"Ehehe...!"

There it is, the master of the "ehehe"... That thing is just too powerful!!

In response to my admittedly clichéd warning, she returned fire with a lethal weapon, and I desperately tried to compose my face, which was about to break into a goofy grin.

While the self-proclaimed gentleman fought back the urge to writhe in a creepy way, Sora, pulling my hand, eventually started humming as she ran towards the transfer gate.

◇◆◇◆◇

―――Beginner Area Field Five, its name: the `Buried Labyrinth of Forgetfulness`.

I thought it looked familiar the moment we transferred in, and for good reason. We had landed in that same cave from yesterday.

A dimly lit space with the air of a dungeon, as always. We weren't dropped at yesterday's starting point or the final plaza, but the identical atmosphere told me it was the same field.

I was horrified to think they had generated such an elaborate space just for Sora's Anima quest progression... but well, I can't deny that possibility either.

If I rack my brain over every little thing this god-tier game does, I'll never get anywhere. My father often says that acceptance is key, especially when he's fighting with my mother.

―――Anyway, as I was leisurely pondering various things, I was currently playing the part of the supportive partner in the rear, spectating a certain confrontation.

The reason being...

"Hah!"

`――――――!!`

In a dimly lit, cramped, straight path. A few meters ahead of my standing figure, a girl and a silent stone statue were creating literal sparks.

Enemy Name: `Wandering Decaying Statue`―――the only mob I've confirmed in this area so far, and it's quite a formidable foe.

It looks like a decaying suit of armor, all battered and worn, with some individuals missing a helmet or an arm, giving it a shabby appearance, but...

"K-Kuh...!!"

It's strong. Strong enough to push Sora, who has become quite adept with a sword, has more than enough levels and stats, and has even acquired a high-performance Anima and her long-awaited skill tree, into a defensive corner, to put it mildly.

The variations among them are also a nuisance. They always carry some kind of weapon, but there's no consistency in the type. Swords vary from straight swords, daggers, greatswords, to rapiers, and there are also clubs, warhammers... The one she's fighting now is even swinging a flail.

And most notably―――here it comes.

"―――Ah!"

In the midst of a fierce sword fight, the statue suddenly feigned a stumble backwards. Sora, who reflexively stepped in, let out a small cry as she realized her repeated mistake.

And in that instant, the iron ball, which had shot up rapidly from its unstable stance with just a flick of the wrist, was about to strike the girl's head―――just before it did, I intervened, summoning a battle-axe. The iron ball crashed against the thick flat of the blade, scattering a deafening impact sound and sparks.

"I-I'm sorr―――!"

"Later."

"Tch...!"

Our combat banter has become quite smooth. Understanding my intent with just a glance and a minimal murmur, Sora stepped forward again towards the statue, which had *truly* lost its balance this time, pulled along by the flail I had deflected.

"Yaah!!"

In her right hand was the still-unfamiliar sword of sand. The magic sword, swung in a fluid motion, struck the statue hard, and with that one blow, its status bar, which had been gradually worn down, dropped below half. And then,

"―――Zwei!!"

Above Sora's head, where she should have been open after her attack, sand writhed forth from the void. The two clumps of sand instantly formed into two sand swords―――and their points rained down on the statue's crown.

`―――――――――!!`

With a scream-like creak, the statue scattered its HP and dissipated into a blue phosphorescence.

After a moment of lingering focus, Sora let out a quiet breath. The one sword in her right hand and the two floating in the air, a total of three sheathless magic swords, dissolved into the void, and then―――

"To put it mildly, that was super cool..."

"P-Please don't tease me...!"

Isn't her visual advantage just too high? It's not teasing, I'm genuinely envious...

By the way, I was the one who taught Sora that chuuni-esque German. I heard that split-second thought manipulation becomes more stable when linked to a specific phrase, so I suggested it to her when she started saying things like "One!" or "Two!"

Her straightforward shouts had their own charm and were endearing, but I pushed her, saying, "We're in a fantasy world, let's be cool, right?" I have no regrets and no intention of reflecting on it.

"It wasn't cool at all. Even just now, I... again..."

"I think it's unavoidable. That thing is pretty much outside the realm of PvE at this point..."

Now, as for the "notable and troublesome point" that makes the statues a tough fight for Sora―――it's their intelligence, which is unbecoming of a mere trash mob.

Including the feigned stumble it just demonstrated, those things use such clever tactics that it makes you suspect there's a real person inside.

To be honest, the one just now was one of the nicer ones.

I once charged in to attack when one pretended to pick up its dropped weapon, only for it to pull out a hidden dagger from a gap in its armor as if to say, "Just as planned." I was so shocked I actually yelled, "Impossible?!"

"Is the concept of this place... PvP, maybe?"

"Um, you mean player-versus-player?"

While Sora was clueless about Arcadia lore, she seems to be gradually picking up on game terminology. Perhaps it's because she often tilted her head with a troubled look whenever I casually dropped some slang.

"Correct. It's the first humanoid enemy we've encountered so far, so maybe it's a practice ground for the big stage in the future?"

"I see..."

Still, I think the design is a bit extreme. Their stats are lower than a player's, so it's manageable, but their movements alone are more cunning than a clumsy real player's in a PvP fight.

...Actually, I don't have much experience with PvP myself. Back in my gamer days, I generally preferred PvE, so in terms of tactics, I'm not much different from Sora.

―――I've already told her this, but the response I got from my partner was a suspicious, sidelong glance.

It's true that I've been covering for Sora every time she falls for a feint, but it's not like I'm seeing through their movements. The moment I think, "Ah, crap," I'm just jumping in with all my might.

It's pretty close every time, and inwardly, I'm breaking a cold sweat, you know?

"Shall we switch front-liners for a bit?"

So far, I've let Sora take the lead, as she was eager to go with her new equipment and skill tree, but I should probably learn their movements too. It's not that I'm bored, but I have a bad feeling about continuing in this unfamiliar state.

With these kinds of enemies, if you lose focus during consecutive battles, you're more likely to mess up.

Sora readily agreed to my suggestion, and we switched positions as we advanced through the passage. At first, I had imagined a typical maze, but surprisingly, after several dozen minutes of exploration, it had been a single, straight path.

"...It feels oppressive, doesn't it?"

"It does... It's a little suffocating."

Narrow, dark, and monotonous. The fields we've been through so far, while varying in degree, were all spacious in their own way. Even the `Rocky Wasteland` had the sky when you looked up.

In terms of being enclosed, the previous `Great Flowing Sand Cavern` was the same, but its scale was so massive that it felt completely outdoors. It can't be compared to this suffocating space.

"And to top it off, what's wandering around is *this*..."

Peeking around a corner, I saw a single decaying statue patrolling, creaking and groaning. This one's limbs were intact, but its head was missing.

Visually, it's just a Dullahan. The sight of the badly cracked, shabby armor emerging from the darkness is, well, just plain horror.

Alright, this is my first time facing one alone, head-on. My opponent's weapon is... what's that, a spear? No, a halberd?

"In this confined space, how do you even... well, whatever, I'm going in."

"G-Good luck...!"

The passage is less than three meters wide, and the ceiling is about the same. It's impossible to circle around the approaching enemy, and there's no room for a surprise attack, so I have no choice but to face it head-on.

I summoned my [White-Flawed Straight Sword] and stepped out from around the corner. Seeing me―――that thing doesn't have a head, how does it even perceive me?

In any case, the statue immediately targeted me. If it were any of the enemies I've encountered so far, it would have roared or pounced in the next moment, launching an attack...

`――――――`

With a creak, it lowered its stance and readied its halberd. That was the only action the statue took.

"This is so hard to deal with..."

I really feel my lack of experience. It's not that I'm intimidated by the pressure, but I can't quite gauge what kind of energy I should be bringing to this fight―――

"―――Tch?!"

Tilting my head was a pure reflex. A tremendous speed―――no, a thrust that simply pierced the gap in my awareness, slipped past my eyes and shot through.

Ignoring the numbness that ran through my right ear, I instinctively stepped to the left.

"Tch...!!"

I can't. This cramped field is completely shutting down my mobility-focused build. With no other choice, I slammed my dangling left foot down in front of me and threw my shoulder into the approaching statue.

The decaying armor was about the same size as me, but probably heavier. On top of that, with its stats likely skewed towards VIT and STR, it easily stopped my AGI-focused self―――

"Grr... raah!!"

I hooked my arm around the unmoving statue's waist and kicked off with both feet diagonally upwards. I swung around the armor as an axis, kicked off the wall my feet touched, and spun halfway around―――the moment I landed, I twisted my body further, putting a ton of centrifugal force into a thrust that I slammed into its wide-open back.

My beloved sword roared and struck the metal with a satisfying *CLANG!!*, but it was just an empty shell. It wasn't like I had pierced its heart, so the statue, while losing a significant amount of HP, endured―――

"Alright, you're done."

`Quick Change`. No need to pull out the [White-Flawed Straight Sword] that had pierced it. The moment I landed the thrust, I had already let go of the hilt and finished my backswing with a mace.

I brought the mace down in a straight overhead swing, striking the neck of the headless armor. The statue, which was already shattered from the chest down to the penetration wound, collapsed without a fight.

"Hmm..."

I beat it, but... something feels off? I don't think you could call that series of moves 'tactics'.

I'd love to record a third-person view and replay it. I'm confident I was moving in a pretty creepy way just now―――

"..."

When I turned around, my partner was looking at me with a face that seemed to have reached a state of resignation.

"...N-No, that's not it."

I have no idea what's not it, but I felt pressured by an indescribable force and instinctively looked for an excuse.

"...You know, Haru-san, lately you seem less like a swordsman and more like an acrobat."

"An acrobat, huh..."

That doesn't sound very cool... It's strangely poignant that I myself can't help but agree with that description. Not to mention, I've been using blunt weapons so much lately that I've stopped being a swordsman anyway.

Well, blunt attacks are incredibly effective. Not only my finisher, the giant warhammer `Distorted Iron Lump Hammer`, which is a regular, but also the one-handed mace I stuffed into my newly spacious inventory is working out great.

Unlike blades, which are generally only effective against living creatures, blunt weapons deliver the same impact indiscriminately to inorganic objects as well, which is excellent.

If we stopped every time we had an exchange, we'd never know when we'd reach the goal. Without lingering on the aftermath of the battle, we continued to advance while talking―――and then I noticed Sora, who had come up beside me, giving me a quizzical look.

"I've been meaning to ask for a while now..."

"Yeah?"

"Haru-san, your... what should I call it? Your reaction speed? Your ability to respond in a split second is a little weird―――um, I mean, not normal."

You were about to say "weird," weren't you? I get what you're trying to say, though.

"Do you happen to have a thought acceleration skill or something?"

"I wish. I'd kill for one."

"In that case..."

How on earth―――Sora's expression was filled with such doubt, but to be honest, I myself have been scratching my head about it from time to time.

In those crucial moments, every single time. I'm well aware of how absurdly I've been moving.

"It's kind of a mystery to me too... My real self is just a completely average spec."

Aside from the obsession that made me burn three years to get a ticket to this virtual world, I am your run-of-the-mill person A. I'm not particularly athletic, and I have no stories to tell of having superior reflexes or kinetic vision.

If I had to say, I flatter myself that I'm a relatively quick thinker, but that's just my normal thought speed. In the midst of superhuman high-speed maneuvers, it's currently being left in the dust. The only other thing is my memory, which allowed me to cram my studies while working part-time.

"It's strange, isn't it?"

"Is it something we can just dismiss as strange...?"

I let out a genuinely uninterested voice, and Sora gave me an exasperated, wry smile.

Well, in my mind, I've already come to terms with it with a ridiculously vague hypothesis like "a wild intuition unleashed in the virtual world."

"I'm aware that I'm moving strangely, but... ninety percent... or rather, almost a hundred percent of the time, my body is just moving on its own."

In fact, when I *do* make one of those moves, I surprise myself too.

"Hah... I wonder if it's a talent."

"Haha, if so, I'd be very grateful."

No need for modesty or humility. Now that I've decided to enjoy this virtual world to the fullest, I'm prepared to welcome any talent that falls into my lap with open arms.

"Though, when it comes to potential, I feel like I've been completely overtaken."

"...?"

Sora tilted her head at my words, as if she didn't understand what I was talking about. It seems she still doesn't correctly perceive her own situation.

The uniqueness her avatar possesses isn't just the power of her new magic sword. That body, which is a rookie player just like me, also houses two other tentatively unique skills.

While her `Observation Eye` will likely see less use now that she's switched to melee, her `Spectate Ale`, which is guaranteed to be broken in the long run, is a kind of bombshell.

Well, her own move to the front lines will drastically reduce its frequency of use, and its growth potential will be put on hold for a while―――but one way or another, I'll probably end up relying on it in an emergency...

They say there's strength in numbers, but in the world of 2D, that phrase rarely holds much weight. This is especially true in stat-based games where numbers create an absolute hierarchy; it's not uncommon for a single person to dominate the battlefield with just a slight advantage.

This skill, which can create such a one-man-army player with the single condition that "the user does not participate in the battle," really makes the words 'balancing mistake' come to mind the more I think about it.

"Um, is something wrong?"

Sora peered at me as I fell into thought after muttering something incomprehensible to her.

In the future, I wonder if she'll become a presence that shakes up this virtual world far more than I ever will. The girl, who made me feel that premonition more and more strongly as time passed, tilted her head adorably with an innocent expression.



    Chapter 52

    The Usual Suspect

    A little under two hours in virtual world time have passed since we began our assault on the `Buried Labyrinth of Forgetfulness`.

―――Conclusion: this is tough.

It's more of an impression than a conclusion, but it's undoubtedly the unwavering consensus between the two of us.

"Um, Haru-san... I'm starting to feel nothing but anxiety about my future in PvP..."

*I wonder if I have no talent*―――as you say that, looking dejected, I wish you wouldn't forget that there's someone right next to you feeling the exact same way.

"No, these things are impossible... The proper way to clear this probably isn't to fight them one-on-one, but to surround and annihilate them..."

Because I was the one who suggested these might be enemies meant for PvP practice, we've somehow ended up continuing to fight one-on-one, and the result is this funeral-like atmosphere.

First, Sora. She's completely unable to adapt to the feints the statues throw out, constantly getting flustered and struggling. Every time I have to cover for her in a dangerous moment, her spirits drop with a look of apology.

Next, me. My legs are neutralized by the field, and on top of that, trying to fight properly to train my tactical skills is pretty much a dead end. My lack of toughness needed for a head-on slugfest, like STR and VIT, is a big factor—or rather, the fact that they're non-existent—but more than anything, with my high-speed mobility sealed, I was surprisingly a "newbie-chan."

If you're asking which of us is worse, it's overwhelmingly me. And what's so bad is that my weapon handling and general movements are so clumsy they're unbearable to watch.

After trying to fight with my feet planted on the ground instead of bulldozing through with excessive AGI, I've realized that my fighting style, which I had flattered myself into thinking had some 'flair,' was just a product of overwhelming my opponents with speed.

With Sora, whose swordsmanship is so good it's mesmerizing, especially with her looks, standing next to me, I'm painfully aware―――my fighting style is, ultimately, just sloppy.

"Man, this is depressing..."

This won't do. I know it's to be expected when you seal the legs of someone who's all-in on AGI, but if you ask me if I'm satisfied just being fast at running, I have no intention of nodding.

If I think of it that way, this environment that seals my ridiculous three-dimensional mobility, and these formidable foes that show off their battle prowess to the point of being malicious, are actually convenient for training―――or so I have to tell myself, otherwise my spirit might actually break. Yes.

"But still... This feels a bit reckless, or rather, like we're pushing ourselves too hard. Should we change our approach around here?"

"Um...?"

"Let's stop with the one-on-one fights and switch to focusing on teamwork."

My earlier grumbling about surrounding and annihilating them wasn't just a complaint.

Arcadia may hit us with sudden bursts of malice in various places, but at its core, it's a god-tier game recognized worldwide. When you get stuck, it's better to assume you're approaching it the wrong way, not that the difficulty is the problem.

The statues are certainly tough enemies, but they always appear one at a time.

I've been able to decipher some kind of 'theme' in every area we've conquered so far. Considering that, the theme of this `Buried Labyrinth of Forgetfulness` is probably...

"'Surrounding them'... is probably wrong, given how narrow the field is. So, I think the concept is to challenge a single strong enemy with a small, coordinated team."

"I see..."

I feel bad for showing a proud face to Sora as she nods in admiration, but my theories about themes and such are just the conjectures of a mere mortal, so there's nothing certain about it.

But well, it's probably not completely off the mark either.

"So... um, teamwork? What should we do specifically?"

"Hmm, two front-liners in a confined space..."

On top of that, the statues are human-sized enemies, just like us. Having two of us attack at the same time would probably just get in each other's way and offer no benefits.

"Well, we should just try a bunch of things, but for starters..."

―――When it comes to teamwork between front-liners, we should probably start with that familiar MMORPG staple.

◇◆◇◆◇

`―――――――――`

"Tch!"

Even if she can't quite close the distance, it's not like there's been no progress. Including the skill with which she just parried the statue's curved sword with her sand sword, Sora is steadily improving her skills.

Compared to me, whose clumsy movements haven't improved much, it seems she has quite a good sense for this―――

"Agh...!?"

But despite that, her overly honest fighting style seems to be something she can't quite shake. As usual, she falls for a feint, and just as she steps in, the counterattacking blade strikes her off guard.

"Alright... now!!"

And, as usual, I, who was waiting in reserve, jump in and pin the statue's sword at its inception―――and this is where it starts.

"Sora!"

"Yes!"

The difference from before is that this move is a "planned action," not a "split-second save." Her reply to my call is clear―――Sora, who had continued her wide swing even after sensing the counter, takes her final step.

"Yaah!!"

Slipping past me, her overhead strike lands on the statue's shoulder. As the sand sword scatters sand particles and the red damage effect erupts, the statue staggers. At the same time, the pressure from the curved sword, which my STR-lacking self was desperately holding back, vanishes―――

"Hraah!!"

In that instant, I unleash the now-freed [White-Flawed Straight Sword] in a follow-up attack. Hit with another strike while off-balance, even the statue has no room to suspect a feint and its posture collapses spectacularly.

"This is the end!"

Another step. Sora, who had switched places with me, leaps forward and swings her arm. There is no sword in her hand; instead, three clumps of sand obey her will above her head.

"―――Drei!!"

Simultaneously with the shout that's starting to suit her quite well, *CLANG CLANG CLANG*―――the sand, now formed into swords, rings out three times.

Thoroughly pierced through its chest plate, the statue vanishes into phosphorescence with a final, scream-like creak.

""...""

As we each lingered in the afterglow of battle, we silently watched the blue light dissipate―――

"...That felt, pretty good, didn't it?"

"I-It was a little... cool, I think."

We looked at each other and broke into smiles at the unexpected success that came immediately after changing our strategy.

"As expected of a tried-and-true strategy developed by our predecessors."

"It's called a 'switch,' right? Games really have a lot of different terms... or rather, expressions, don't they?"

It's a tactic familiar to anyone who's played in this genre, whether you call it a game term or an MMO term.

'Switch,' as the name implies, refers to the tactic of swapping the player who stands on the front lines against the enemy―――or at least, that's my understanding of it.

This kind of game terminology and internet slang often changes meaning depending on where you use it, so there's no clear-cut "this is the one true answer." Though there are vague origins, like which game started using it first.

"In other games, it's used for tank rotations when the enemy's attacks are too strong, or for passing off the kiting role when special hate control is needed... Well, it's gamer slang."

"T-Tank... hay-con...?"

Whoops. It seems it was still too early for a core discussion for Sora, who has just started learning about the gaming world.

"In short, it's a move like the one we just did. You can just remember it as swapping the person at the very front."

That's not wrong, I hope.

However, I honestly didn't expect it to be this effective. This strategy, as I explained to Sora, is primarily about distributing damage.

Its use is basically for 'survival' and 'stalling time,' a so-called defensive tactic, but...

"I never thought it would be this useful offensively..."

"Um, it's not just my imagination, right?"

It seems Sora has also noticed the unexpected utility of switching in Arcadia―――a merit I hadn't considered until now.

"Somehow, the opponent's movements become... clumsy..."

"They do. And even more so when you switch repeatedly."

Thinking back on it now, it was strange even when I was just covering for Sora on instinct. The statue, which was so clever in a one-on-one fight, was easily held back by me when I jumped in, and even meekly accepted a counterattack.

"Is it because of the advanced AI, not just a routine control... like, what should I call it, confusion?"

That feeling from the statue, which was constantly on the back foot when we not only intervened but also swapped front-liners back and forth. It's just a suit of armor with no expression, but I can clearly sense a hint of confusion from it.

"Confusion... It's like they're really alive, isn't it?"

"Maybe we should stop thinking of them as CPU opponents like in existing games... I've been trying not to think about it too deeply, but the NPCs are... something else, too."

The only NPC I've had significant interaction with so far is the muscular old man, Halzen, but I can no longer think of him as just a block of data.

Although he exists within the game's system, my conversations with him feel nothing less than real.

"...No, really, it's a bit late to be realizing this, but."

It's not just the VR technology in this game that's broken, is it? Did humanity's AI technology reach the singularity while I was out of the loop...?

During the three years I was disconnected from the internet, the possibility that the world had taken a wild turn in a strange direction sent a shiver down my spine. Beside me, Sora tilted her head, wondering why I was suddenly so taken aback.

She probably just thinks it's amazing that the game characters seem so alive. If I mentioned the technological singularity, she'd surely just give me a questioning look.

...I'll have to do some research later, yeah.

"W-Well, for now... I think we have a solid plan for clearing this area, right?"

"Yes, let's do our best!"

Pushing aside the rather terrifying thoughts for now, I decided to focus on conquering this area.

With Sora, who had regained her spirit and motivation, I once again began to advance through the `Buried Labyrinth of Forgetfulness`. The path ahead was still a single, straight road, with no end in sight.



    Chapter 53

    Interlude

    "...........................Something feels..."

...like I'm forgetting something.

After parting ways with her new and long-unseen client, Kagura had returned to her home faction, Vestol, the Western Nation of Peace. Sometime later, in a corner of the workshop provided by her clan, she felt a nagging thought and stopped her work.

Her concentration broken, the crafting process, which had been following the artisan's lead, collapsed. A collection of materials that was meant to become a piece of work vanished under the name of a crafting failure—but true to her word, she was "not hurting for money" and paid it no mind.

It would be a different story if it were the irreplaceable rare material from that new client, but right now, what she was forgetting was more important.

Now, what was it she had failed to tell him―――Haru?

"Hmm... well, whatever. I'll just deal with it if I remember later."

Either way, he was probably tackling the game at an astonishing pace again today. It would be a waste to interrupt the progress of such a promising rookie with an unnecessary message―――

"...Conquering."

That infamous `Great Flowing Sand Cavern`, which he had cleared the other day in a story-filled-to-the-brim manner.

Kagura was a member of Vestol, so she couldn't claim to be an expert on Istia's affairs... but she at least knew about the hidden branches in each faction's beginner area, the ones that started from a large-scale battle―――

"Ah!"

Crap.

I forgot to tell him.

Realizing her mistake, Kagura let out a small cry.

"...Well, whatever."

She repeated the words she had muttered just a moment ago, this time with a dismissive air.

"If, by some mistake, he sends me a clear report, I'll just give him a celebratory gift."

In terms of his skewed stats alone, he could hold his own against max-level players. Perhaps―――Dismissing the foolish, half-joking thought that crossed her mind with a laugh, Kagura returned to the work she had interrupted.

"In what world is a rookie going to clear an instance dungeon recommended for a full party of max-level players?"

Even a supernova like him couldn't be that ridiculous. Maybe he'd even send a message asking for help eventually.

She recalled the boy's demeanor—how, contrary to his playstyle, he was surprisingly prone to complaining when they talked face-to-face. As she constructed a new schematic, Kagura's lips curved into an amused smile.



    Chapter 54

    A Towering Figure

    "...Haru-san, I think something is very, very wrong here."

"What a coincidence, Sora-san. I was also thinking that something is very, very wrong."

"'Beginner area' means an area for beginners, right? It's not some other term or slang that means a beginner area with a different meaning, is it?"

"I'm not quite sure what you're saying, but I have pretty much the same thing to say."

"It was one thing when the statues started coming at us in groups of two or more along the way. It wasn't okay, I admit I cried a little because it was so tough, but it's fine."

"In the end, they ganged up on us in groups of three. If the path hadn't widened and I couldn't have unleashed my AGI, I'm confident I would've been bawling my eyes out."

"I agree. And with that―――what is that thing?"

"Right, well―――it's probably the boss."

It took a total of over five hours to clear. Even in real-world time, it was an ultra-voluminous run of over three hours―――or rather, the difficulty was just so high that the `Buried Labyrinth of Forgetfulness` demanded a long and arduous conquest.

I have a mountain of things I want to say, but my impression of this area can be summed up in one phrase―――so tough I could cry.

What was that about "a single strong enemy and a small coordinated team"? What a joke. They used teamwork too. They showed off teamwork so skillful it was as if they were laughing in the faces of our burgeoning telepathy.

Honestly, after I was able to use my legs freely, I mostly just steamrolled them by myself. By the time the enemy's three-man cells made their appearance, a stoic Sora-san had applied `Spectate Ale` to me without a moment's hesitation.

And beyond the massive 'door' that was a world apart from the so-called 'boss rooms' we'd seen so far, a circular floor spread out.

In the center of this solemn space, the being that awaited us possessed a majesty that rivaled, if not surpassed, that of the hidden raid boss, the `Bastide, Scion of Dust`.

―――Enemy Name: `Angalta, God-Wedge Sword-King`.

It had the form of an armored knight, like an alpha version of the statues, but from its scale of over six meters in height to every other component, it was on a completely different level from a mere mob.

Its armor, which seemed less like something it wore and more like its actual body, was made of a majestic, shining platinum. The intricate carvings on it were like a work of art, yet it emitted such an overwhelming pressure that it was difficult to even look away.

Unlike the statues, its standing figure had a head and all four limbs intact. Its arms, each of which probably had more mass than my entire body, rested on the pommel of a greatsword whose tip was buried in the floor.

And that greatsword... what is that thing, some kind of legendary holy sword?

It was a two-handed sword that, if held by a player, would undoubtedly be categorized as a 'Legendary Weapon' or something of the sort, boasting a truly sublime majesty.

Its color was the same platinum as the armor, but its brilliance was so resplendent that it outshone even the dazzling armor. The gold and silver-blue linear decorations running down the blade were simply captivating―――

"Phew... Um, is this the final boss?"

"I know what a final boss is. It's a boss that shouldn't be in a place like this, a beginner area."

"Exactly..."

Seriously, what are we supposed to do about this? The pressure I feel just facing it is incomparable to any boss so far. The secret raid boss and the `Colored Monster` are in a different dimension, of course... but honestly, the boar, the scorpion, and the birds were nothing compared to this.

Fortunately, it didn't attack the moment we stepped into the arena, but if it activates, it will surely try to crush us... There's this, how should I put it, overwhelming weight of information.

"Wouldn't we have a better chance of winning if we had a straight-up fight with the `Dusty Worm, Great Serpent of Dust`...?"

"I-Is that really a better option...?"

Can I be honest?―――I don't think we can win this.

"Um... you mentioned that there are quite a few of *those* kinds of monsters in the beginner areas, like the 'White Throne' from before, and the raid boss from yesterday that I didn't see, right?"

"Yeah, that's right."

"Um... I think, that this, is also..."

"...Yeah, probably."

The fact that even Sora has reached that conclusion seems to confirm it beyond a doubt―――this thing is likely a special monster of the same kind as the two we've encountered before.

"Why again..."

To find something like this at the end of a path with no forks... a path with no forks―――a branch?

"No, could it be this area..."

To begin with, perhaps this isn't a beginner area at all?

The way Sora and I unlocked this `Buried Labyrinth of Forgetfulness` wasn't through a proper boss kill, but by summoning a hidden boss and then choosing to escape. We did get a system log announcement that we had cleared the area, but there's no doubt it wasn't the intended path.

"A hidden branch route from a hidden raid boss...?"

No way, I think. But I can't say it's 'definitely not'.

This game already makes me shudder with how much effort they put into a mere beginner field, and as if that's not enough, they've thrown in not just one, but multiple high-level contents as hidden elements.

Perhaps this is one of them?―――There's no evidence to the contrary.

"...Um, Haru-san."

"Yes."

I'm not quite sure what kind of expression I'm making right now. All I know is that Sora-san, who was anxiously peering at my face, has a very grim look on hers.

"A-Are we, going to fight?"

Her voice, a textbook example of trembling, came out in a terribly broken manner.

"Um, I can somehow feel it... I think, probably, this is..."

"Yeah, well... we probably can't win, I guess."

Probably? No, to be honest, I think we absolutely can't win.

If you've played games for a while, you start to get a rough idea of how strong an enemy is just by looking at them. There's no doubt about it, this is not an opponent that a rookie using store-bought equipment should be challenging.

"Hmm... what should we do? Personally, I'm okay with retreating."

When I said that with a thoughtful look, Sora looked at me with a surprised expression, "Eh?" I'm aware that I've been showing a rather aggressive side of myself, so her reaction was to be expected.

"Well, when it's overwhelmingly likely to be a losing battle. If there were no death penalty, I wouldn't mind a banzai charge, though."

I should add, if I were solo. If there was some chance of victory, it would be one thing, but I'm reluctant to drag someone along into a fight against a monster that's not even a long shot.

We said it was a five-hour journey, but that was just because the enemies were so troublesome that the battle time dragged on. If I carried Sora and ran back the way we came at full speed, we should be able to get back to town in a few dozen minutes.

"..."

After staring at me for a few seconds, Sora turned her gaze back to `Angalta, God-Wedge Sword-King`, who sat enthroned in the center of the arena, and pondered something for a while.

"...Is it absolutely, impossible?"

She muttered.

I couldn't read the emotion in her quiet voice, but her profile―――at least to my eyes, didn't look like she had lost her will to fight.

"..."

In that case... well, yeah―――I'm not exactly opposed to it.

"Sora, I need your support."

"Eh?"

I summoned my [White-Flawed Straight Sword] and stepped forward.

"I can't gauge the opponent's stats at all, so I'll go in alone first. With my legs boosted by your skill, I should be able to at least scout it out... I think."

Of course, if it unleashes an unblockable area-of-effect attack, then it's been nice knowing you.

There are countless other ways I could be crushed without being able to do a thing... but if that happens, it happens.

"...Are you sure?"

"It's not about being sure. If I were solo, I would have charged in without a second thought. If you're okay with it, then so am I."

The death penalty in this game is harsh. Specifically, you lose all accumulated experience after your last level up, and even after reviving, you're hit with a status debuff for eight hours of real time―――which is twelve hours in Arcadia time.

It feels merciful that you don't lose items or Luna, but for me, who is burning with endless motivation, the shackle of a long-lasting debuff is quite heavy.

For Sora, who isn't power-leveling like I am, the experience loss is not insignificant. On top of that, she can't log in all day like I can, so her time is precious too.

"So I'll leave it to you―――what's your call?"

"W-Well..."

Still, this is, at its core, entertainment. The thrill comes from having something to lose. If we can both accept the risks―――

"Let's... try it...!"

"Alright, let's do it!"

To try and fail is also part of the fun.

"You can use Observation Eye at the same time, right?"

"Yes. As long as I don't attack, it won't count as me joining the battle."

"OK, in that case, I'll do my damnest not to die... so watch its movements carefully."

`Angalta, God-Wedge Sword-King`, still hasn't moved an inch, but typically, these things activate when you get within a certain range or smack them once.

And when that happens, the door behind us will slam shut. That's part of the package. In any case, it's nice to have some time for a pre-battle briefing and to steel my resolve―――huh?

"G-Good luck!"

As I was internally laughing at my own legs, which were about to start trembling in earnest, I felt a tug on the back of my coat and received that encouragement.

...Could you refrain from such heart-wrenching actions? A man's heart is a simple thing.

"Ah, I'll do my best to avoid getting one-shotted."

This sudden cute attack is super effective against me.

To hide my embarrassment, I said that without turning back, and took a slow step towards the center of the arena.
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    Here I go.

<hr>

The room is about a hundred meters in diameter. Unlike the rocky passages we've been through, the circular walls, though unadorned, are pristine. The floor is also a smooth, flat surface, so I won't lose my footing.

Along the way, I felt the blessing of `Spectate Ale` fly into my back, a reassuring presence. With ten meters left to `Angalta, God-Wedge Sword-King`, standing tall in the center―――*pssh*, the armor made a sound.

"...Waking up, are we?"

After unconsciously gulping, the voice that naturally escaped my lips was terribly dry.

―――I can feel it, its gaze.

A gaze accompanied by a pressure that weighs down on my body. It reminds me of my encounter with the only `Colored` I know, the 'White' one.

If that grotesque creature was a 'Dragon', then the presence this armor emits is that of a mere 'infant'. That's how much of an otherworldly existence `Tsarkalv of the White Throne` was... but what's not funny is that I feel like I could easily be snapped in two by even this 'infant'.

―――No, it's huge...!!

It was standing straight from the start, but seeing it move as it pulls out the greatsword it had thrust into the ground, its abnormal scale hits my vision with extra force.

Its height alone is more than three times mine. If it were to swing that greatsword with all its might, its reach would be more than five times mine. Facing it like this, I understand all too well that 'size' is an absolute advantage.

And what pushes that colossal frame to an even greater threat is its human-like form. And the intelligence with which it wields its weapon.

"The mobs on the way here were like *that*, so of course the boss wouldn't be brainless...!"

I had assumed it was a two-handed sword given its size, which easily surpassed my own height, but to `Angalta, God-Wedge Sword-King`, it seems to be a one-handed sword. With its right arm alone, it sliced through the air with the greatsword, then settled into a half-body stance―――a true giant armored knight.

It doesn't roar, nor does it pounce... what I can read from its quiet demeanor is nothing less than the reason and intellect it possesses.

"...Well, unfortunately, I don't think I can win, but."

As if to thrust it back at the point of the greatsword aimed at me, I too raise my own beloved sword as high as I can.

"My cute partner is watching, so―――I'm gonna look cool!!"

Hesitation and holding back mean death. As if kicking aside my instinctively cowering legs, I kicked off the ground with the full force of my maxed-out AGI, and,

"―――Huh?"

Right after I pushed off, my vision was filled with a platinum greatsword.

Letting out a foolish voice, I unconsciously quick-changed my beloved sword to a great axe and

"―――――――――――――――Guh-Gah-Guhh!!?!??!"

In my entire life, including reality and virtual reality, this was without a doubt the greatest physical impact I had ever experienced.

The moment I felt something touch my hands as I reflexively supported the great axe, it was as if my body had been obliterated and the very concept of 'impact' had been hammered directly into my brain―――

"Haru-san?!"

That scream-like voice, was it something I truly heard with my ears, or was it a hallucination? I'm not sure, but for now, the only certainties are...

"Guh... Fuh?! Ga... Gha, gack...!!?"

My body, which had come to a stop after being slammed into the wall, and the intense numbness that wracked my entire avatar. My brain must have thrown an error from the sheer impact, as I couldn't stop coughing despite not feeling short of breath. And in the corner of my vision, a red, blinking HP bar apologetically indicated the reality that I had narrowly avoided a one-hit kill.

"―――Haru-san...!!"

As I writhed in a daze, a voice I could now clearly recognize told me of my partner's presence nearby. I turned my flickering vision towards her and saw Sora with an expression of utter anguish.

"Sorry, let's pretend that didn't happen..."

"What are you talking about?!"

Surprised, my coughing stopped, and in my confusion, I blurted out some random words, only to be met with an angry voice―――I'm calming down a bit now.

No, seriously, even I'm thinking, "what am I talking about," but that's not the point right now. Sora-san, you shouldn't be clinging to me on the verge of tears either... we're in the middle of a battle, okay?

"This is not okay!!"

"Wha―――Kyaa!?"

The moment I looked up, I saw the overwhelming threat filling my vision and jumped back, pulling Sora with me. I narrowly escaped the greatsword that was swung with ridiculous speed―――no, there's shrapnel?!?

The rock wall I had my back to a moment ago was spectacularly shattered, and fragments of rock flew at me like a shrapnel grenade.

In a normal game, this wouldn't even be an effect, let alone have a damage calculation. But this game is the god-tier Arcadia―――I know, every single one of these fragments has a hit-box, damn it!!

Leaving my jumbled thoughts behind, I slammed all my available cards on the table—`Floating Leaf`, `Fleetfoot`, `Guardian's Escort`, `Feather Foot`―――and changed my escape route from horizontal to vertical with a force that defied the laws of physics.

I reached the ceiling with the speed of a firework, evading the shrapnel, and then landed―――or rather, ceiling-landed. While giving myself unreserved praise for pulling off such an inhuman maneuver while carrying a person, I kicked off the ceiling and fell in a trajectory away from the monster below. Crap, I didn't think about the landing damage...!!

"―――`Qualia Veil`...!!"

A ninety-nine percent improvised and thoughtless action had led me to a flickering end, but my partner's quick thinking, as she desperately clung to me in my arms, denied it.

`Cradle of Sword-Craft`, which serves as both the core for generating magic swords and a catalyst for casting spells, responded to Sora's declaration and unleashed a green magical light.

An unfamiliar magic (skill) I had never heard of―――before I could even tilt my head in question, a familiar veil of green light appeared in our falling path, revealing its true nature.

It was probably an evolution of her healing magic that had saved me so many times before.

"Instant heal, and, a heal-over-time effect, it is!!"

"Seriously, you're the best!!"

As we fell through the veil, Sora's quick thinking in concisely explaining the effects without waiting for a question, and the healing magic itself, which showed even further improvement from its already excellent performance, earned my applause. I twisted my body, swapping my head and feet, and landed forcefully on the arena floor.

"Sorry, you saved me!!"

"N-No, I―――Haru-san!!"

Sora cut off her words and shouted a warning, but by that point, I had already kicked off the floor and was moving backwards.

What came at me was the blade of a swung-down greatsword. I couldn't tell if the durability was different or if the floor was an indestructible terrain, but unlike the wall, it wasn't pulverized, and no shrapnel flew―――but,

"Guh...!?"

"Ah, guh... ugh!!"

Instead, a deafening sound and a shockwave that easily sent our floating bodies flying swept over us.

I reflexively tried to protect Sora, thinking "I can't let her fall," and couldn't cover my ears. A sharp impact, as if piercing my head from the side, tore through my thoughts.

In the end, I failed to land properly and threw Sora aside, tumbling across the floor with a heavy impact.

"Ugh...! Sora!?"

In my wildly spinning vision, I instinctively searched for her after letting go―――

"―――Run!!"

Sora's voice.

A desperate tone, a voice that had dropped its polite form, which I was probably hearing for the first time.

And in my twice-beaten body, the light of her precious support was lit once more.

"You bastard―――!!"

With my stats amplified again, I ignited my AGI and threw myself forward in a low posture. A terrifying sword wind rushed over my head, and as I raised my face, my vision was filled with two giant legs, like pillars growing from the ground―――

"I knew it!!"

In that moment, I saw the giant knight, using the inertia from its greatsword swing, unbelievably transition into a roundhouse kick. Yelling a curse, I had already summoned the `Distorted Iron Lump Hammer`.

It lacked the ridiculous speed and sharpness of the sword flash―――but it was still a sufficiently agile motion. Thanks to not underestimating my opponent's absurdity, I was able to predict it.

"Even for an armored bastard, the shins are―――"

An unintentionally perfect counter timing. This is the time to attack, not defend!!

"Gonna hurt, you bastard!!"

A perfectly timed horizontal slash. My high-speed swing, which ignored the hammer's massive weight, made a clean hit on the shin of its right leg as it came at me in a scooping trajectory.

A sound of impact, undoubtedly the loudest I had ever heard in Arcadia, exploded―――

"―――――――――"

In my hands, the `Distorted Iron Lump Hammer`, which had achieved great results for me in our short time together, shattered with a scream-like roar.
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    "――――――Tch!"

It was a miracle, one in a million, that I didn't freeze up. I rode the shock of my weapon being shattered, dodged the approaching kick by a hair's breadth, and ran through the giant's legs at full speed until I reached the wall.

When I looked back―――`Angalta, God-Wedge Sword-King`, who had just unleashed a kick that seemed to make the entire arena tremble, was quietly lowering its right leg, controlling its armored body with a dexterity that belied its size.

Perhaps because I had put more distance between us than ever before, or perhaps it was an interval after its excessive onslaught... the giant knight, which had once again assumed its pre-battle stance―――as if nothing had happened, raised its greatsword towards me.

"...Tch."

Casting aside the unbearable feeling of powerlessness with a single click of my tongue, I threw the remnants of my warhammer, which was now just a part of the hilt, into my inventory.

Looking back, I realize I had come to rely on it quite a bit since I got it. It was a ridiculously simple item in both appearance and concept... but I had grown quite attached to it, so I couldn't ignore the sadness I felt.

"...This is getting serious."

I have no moves left. I didn't think a sword attack would work against an armored knight of that size from the start, but I had naively assumed that a blunt attack would do some damage.

Was this the price for not caring about the quality of my weapons, thinking, "I'm not particularly troubled by it," aside from my `Anima`―――I can't say that. The premise itself is that it's an irregularity for a rookie at the bottom of the ladder to encounter a monster like this.

In any case, I never expected my only potential effective weapon to be shattered. Of course, since it was destroyed before it could deliver its full force, the enemy's HP is almost untouched.

―――No, wait a minute.

"That's insane..."

How many HP bars does it have? One, two, three, four... eight? Eight layers? The most I've seen so far was the `Dusty Worm, Great Serpent of Dust`'s five. Isn't that a bit greedy?

That serpent was also annoyingly tough, but with the now-deceased brute force of my hammer, I could knock its head back and even do a little damage.

Since most of its attacks would kill me instantly, its attack power isn't that important. But in terms of the other important factors, durability and agility, this thing is undoubtedly superior to the desert serpent.

Its agility in particular is unmanageable. If we just compare AGI numbers, I would probably come out on top. And yet, the reason I'm forced to be on the back foot in terms of speed is simply the difference in scale between me and it.

It's like how no matter how fast you drive in a supercar, you'll still be crushed by a giant monster's slow walk. I had trouble with the serpent too, but this thing is faster and has a body that is incomparably more agile―――it's no wonder I can't keep up.

The numbness in my hands, which had lost all sensation from the impact, is starting to fade, and my HP bar is back to full thanks to the regeneration effect from Sora's evolved skill... now, what to do?

Judging by its relentless pursuit so far, it seems this `Angalta, God-Wedge Sword-King`, is the type to have a very single-minded focus with its hostility. Compared to me, who has retreated to the outer edge of the arena again after several exchanges, the giant knight, who has also returned to the center, doesn't even glance at Sora, who is frozen in place about ten meters away.

Well, that's convenient for me... Thinking that the giant might start moving again the moment I raise my voice, I gesture to Sora, who is frozen at a delicate distance, to back away to the wall.

My partner, whose telepathy with me has become quite good, immediately understood my suspicious gestures. She gave a small nod and began to retreat slowly, so as not to draw its attention.

Now without my partner by my side, it's a repeat of the pre-battle situation. I have no way of knowing what kind of thought routine it's been given, but I'm grateful for the room for a break―――otherwise, Sora and I would have been sent back to town long ago.

"But still, this is a dead end, isn't it..."

As I muttered to myself, I summoned the [White-Flawed Straight Sword] to my empty hand, but even an `Anima` is still in its infancy, just at the starting line of its growth. I don't think it stands a chance against an enemy that shattered my strongest attack head-on, and at that point, our victory has already vanished.

By the way, as expected, the massive double doors that served as the entrance to the arena had closed at some point. I don't even need to test it; they probably won't open again until this battle is over.

The outcome from here on is already decided―――so all that's left is to at least figure out how to look cool.

"I'll give it a try...!"

I cast aside all offensive thoughts. I won't dive into its range, just focus purely on evasion―――To add a single star to my pathetic rout, I steeled my resolve and launched my second charge at `Angalta, God-Wedge Sword-King`.

My AGI stat, including equipment bonuses, is 450. This is a number that even a pioneer (Kagura-san) confirmed surpasses that of max-level players.

Of course, just having a high number doesn't mean it's superior. On the flip side, it means that my other stats are significantly inferior to players of the same level.

In addition, the number of skills I've learned, their proficiency, and the quality of my equipment are all unmistakably that of a rookie. Even if my stats are numerically superior, I'm sure experienced players have various ways to boost them.

It's frustrating to be so ignorant that I can only speculate, but in reality, high-level players in this virtual world are probably capable of dealing with this opponent―――but right now, I have no weapon other than my own legs.

"Tch, impossible!!"

If I calmly watch the start of its motion, I can see that its agility isn't that out of this world. But still, the multiplication with its massive body is just absurd.

Imagine a clever giant monster that moves with the agility of a human. Does humanity even stand a chance against that?

The greatsword, which stirs up the wind just by its tip wavering, attacks at a tremendous speed from a swing that seems to defy its weight. At top speed, the blade naturally blurs, and it's impossible to dodge while watching it with my eyes.

If I hadn't been predicting the sword's trajectory from its 'wind-up' to its 'swing,' I don't know how many times I would have been cut in half already. I'm using my seemingly excessive agility stat to its fullest, and it's all I can do to stay alive.

"Damn it...!"

I'm sorry, but I don't have the luxury to think about Sora's turn or anything like that. The moment the effect of `Spectate Ale` runs out, I'll probably be vaporized before we can even coordinate.

I told her to watch carefully with her Observation Eye, but this is beyond seeing through its movements or not. Our overall specs, including player skill, are just completely lacking.

"Guh... t-this thing is just, too much...!!"

―――I can't do anything. I'm struggling, but I can't even find an opening for a counterattack with my maximum speed and her support.

Little by little... but surely.

As if to avert my eyes from my heart, which was beginning to reach for surrender, I continued to perform my pathetic spectacle of evasion―――no, escape.



    Chapter 57

    The Other Protagonist

    To say she was on edge―――would be an understatement. Sora, watching her partner perform a high-stakes dance against a monster whose every move was lethal, didn't know how many times her heart had shrunk in her chest.

Whenever she faced a situation like this, she would tell herself over and over, "This is just a game," but the sense of reality from the information pouring in through her virtual vision was so immense that Sora couldn't just laugh off the scene before her as mere play.

If, in the next moment, Haru were to become prey to the greatsword, Sora would surely scream.

"Tch...!"

What was frustrating was her own powerlessness, being able to do nothing but watch such a scene unfold.

Thanks to Haru's repeated support, her negative feelings about using `Spectate Ale` had lessened considerably... but still, the constraint of not being able to participate in the battle herself was unbearable.

Her own skill, which forced her to watch. The fact that even with everything else she had, she couldn't be more useful to him than that skill―――the part of her that had accepted that as fact was what angered her most of all.

"Just when..."

...we were finally able to fight side-by-side.

The sensation of the `Cradle of Sword-Craft`, asserting its presence in her clenched right hand, seemed to only fuel her sense of powerlessness.

She was aware that she had gotten carried away with obtaining the fighting power she had longed for, but at the same time, she had been confident that "with this, I can be of help."

Seeing Haru's face, uncharacteristically envious of her, had even made her happy to be in the opposite position for once――――――so, what was this situation now?

...I don't want this.

A thought that trickled out sent ripples through her cowering heart.

In the end, she hated being able to do nothing but watch him.

She hated that she was convinced that only he could be a match for the enemy.

And she hated, unbearably, the part of her that―――somewhere in her heart, was relieved by those facts.

"...More than supporting you,"

The way she should be, a question posed by the magitech artisan who had crafted her ring the other day.

"I want to stand... and fight by your side...!"

Sora's voice, weaving that thought once more―――

◇ A skill has grown ◇

drew forth a single, inorganic, emotionless system announcement―――from the world.



    Chapter 58

    The Sword-King of the Wedge Enshrines a God, The World Hails the Scales of the Hymn - Part Three

    "―――Tch!?"

For someone walking a tightrope in the middle of a deadly battlefield, a moment of hesitation from a sudden accident means death.

I too, when the unexpected change fell upon me, tensed up for a moment, certain that "Ah, crap, I'm dead"―――

"An awakening now?! WHY!?"

In the end, I was amazed at myself for dodging the greatsword with a speed I had never before achieved.

A clear anomaly. It was like the feeling of my stats jumping up when I received Sora's buff from my base state, but...

"―――Haru-san!!"

As if my life-or-death struggle until now had been a lie, my partner's somewhat resolute voice reached me as I easily shook off my pursuer and created distance.

`Angalta, God-Wedge Sword-King`, was resetting its stance and raising its greatsword again, as if to start over. I turned my gaze towards Sora, who stood on the other side of it, for the first time in a while―――

"Whoa, eh?"

An arch of magic swords, neatly arranged behind the dignifiedly standing blonde-haired beauty. The reason a strange voice escaped my lips wasn't because I was captivated by a scene that looked like it could be sold as a screenshot, but because my brain, which shared knowledge of her skill's specifications, threw an error.

The enhancement effect of `Spectate Ale` enveloping my avatar is still active. That's precisely why I don't understand how she can be simultaneously activating her combat skill, `Telekinetic Sword`.

The condition for using this broken support magic is the single point that "the caster does not participate in the battle," but we had already verified that activating a combat skill violates that condition―――

"Switch, please!"

"Ye-Yes...!?"

A request was thrown at me without waiting for my understanding or speculation, and my thoughts finally started to grind to a halt―――

"―――Please believe in me!!"

Those words, which I caught just before my mind shut down, kicked my body into motion without question.

"What's the timing!"

"Anytime!"

A quick response. If the trust we had built up to this point was being questioned, it would be a lie not to respond without a moment's hesitation.

Driving my mysteriously powered-up body to its fullest, I dodged the intercepting giant knight's attack and slipped past its side. I sensed a follow-up attack―――but I won't look back!

"Haru-san! Twelve!!"

From a short distance away, words that only I, who had taught her that callout, could understand, reached me. My brain, which understood the meaning in an instant, earned my unreserved praise as I ran past Sora's side.

Whispering in her ear as we passed. Sora, who received my instruction, responded with a smile that was somewhat different from her usual demeanor―――

"Whoa, whoa?!"

Before I could even berate myself for being uncharacteristically captivated, my legs, which had suddenly lost their strength, tangled, and I tumbled to the floor.

Another clear anomaly. The light of `Spectate Ale`, which had been boosting my stats to twice their normal level, vanished―――that's fine, but this time, the degree of ability reduction from it is strange.

In fact, it's not just a reduction, it's been completely gouged out―――

"Haru-san."

As my thoughts were on the verge of shutting down due to the series of sudden developments, Sora, who was contrastingly calm, showed me her back.

"I won't be beaten, no matter what, so please watch my movements carefully―――okay?"

A line I'd heard somewhere before, and a mischievous smile from the side. Leaving me, who was captivated by the girl who had suddenly acquired a mysterious coolness―――

"――――――Zwölf!!"

Sora, who had shouted the key word I had given her, charged forth―――along with her roaring magic swords.

This new power, which seemed to have appeared out of nowhere, was an evolution of the skill that had been a flaw, a symbol of Sora's own powerlessness.

A skill growth that occurred in the middle of battle, something unheard of before. Of course, she was surprised and confused by the sudden announcement, but the skills of Arcadia tell their hosts their own details.

From one to both, and from a voice to a song.

As if to say, "Are you happy now?" in response to the negative feelings Sora had been harboring―――`Spectate Ale` had completely transformed its nature.

`Scareless, the Scales' Hymn`―――its effect is `Level Mutual Transfer` with a specific target.

The upper limit is thirty. By transferring levels from Sora to Haru, or from Haru to Sora, the caster can allocate points equal to the transferred levels to their desired stats.

A simple level boost of thirty is nearly a doubling of power for the Lv. 42 Sora―――for Haru, it's an abnormal increase that would bring him to the level cap of Lv. 100.

Of course, the cost is great. While it's no longer an effect that forces one side to withdraw from the front lines, in practice, it's much the same.

Due to the nature of this skill, where you lose power equal to what you transfer to your partner, the transferer will ultimately be unable to perform any proper combat actions―――but,

`―――――――――`

"―――Acht!!"

Taking advantage of the strength of her magic swords, which allowed her to wield her weapons while remaining light on her feet, she continued to fire a volley of sand swords from `Telekinetic Sword` while dodging the approaching greatsword by a hair's breadth.

They struck the surface of the armor and shattered, failing to be an effective blow, let alone leave a scratch―――but no matter how meaningless the attack may seem visually, this world follows the rules of a game.

A thin sliver of empty space that you wouldn't notice unless you looked closely... but the fact that it was carved into `Angalta, God-Wedge Sword-King`'s status bar was proof, more than anything, that Sora had landed a blow on the monster before her.

No matter how faint, if you land an attack, it will do damage.

She had also obtained a way to slightly compensate for her lack of power.

And above all, she had a strategy (an idea) to push back even further on this extremely disadvantageous front―――

"―――Haru-san!!"

The girl's eyes burned with nothing but fighting spirit.



    Chapter 59

    The God-Wedge Sword-King that Enshrines the Gods, The Scales of the Chant that Celebrate the World, Part Four

    "—..."

I couldn't make any sense of it. My thoughts had been completely left in the dust.

To be shown a girl, whom I had been treating like a ward, fighting on equal footing with a monster that I couldn't even touch... it was impossible not to feel a surge of frustration.

But—

"—Haru-san!"

That utterly trivial, petty emotion—was instantly blown away without a trace by an overwhelming sense of elation, dragged up from the depths of my gut by her resolute voice.

Why is it?

We've known each other for less than a month, yet I feel like I can so easily understand what she's thinking.

We've only walked together through a battlefield that is, after all, just a part of a virtual, artificial world—so why do I place more *trust* in that girl than I've ever shown anyone in the real world?

—*Sync with me.*

Our eyes met, and I felt as though the words had been whispered right into my ear.

"Bring it on...!"

What, or how, none of that mattered in this moment. Fueled by this impossibly surging excitement, I felt like I could do anything.

As I dashed forward on pure instinct, I could see Sora, still engaged in her fierce dance with Angalta, God-Wedge Sword-King, smile happily. *Seriously? You have that much leeway?* a part of me shuddered, but I found myself smiling back as I desperately dragged my heavy body toward the battlefield.

I still didn't have the details, but I could make an educated guess. Given the extreme drop in my stats and Sora's sudden, unbelievable transformation... it was probably a skill with *that* kind of property.

And if Sora herself, who was likely *borrowing* my stats, was calling a weakened me back to the front lines—

"Switching now!"

It wasn't hard to predict what would happen next.

Needless to say, challenging Angalta, God-Wedge Sword-King in my current state would mean instant death. However...

"Now!"

A signal came from Sora as she dodged a massive swing by a hair's breadth, slipping past its giant form to get behind it. Without a shred of doubt, just as I was about to step forward with my powerless legs—

"—Hah!"

Letting out a cheer from the bottom of my heart as a phosphorescent light enveloped my body at the most perfect timing imaginable, I let my explosively increased stats roar and shot forward, my feet shattering the floor.

I was used to these sudden stat boosts. Thanks to my experience relying on Sora's hidden talents, I had a pretty good grasp of which stats were increasing and by how much.

Unlike her previous *Spectate Ale*, this one didn't seem to be a simple twenty percent boost to all stats.

What I needed to note this time was that none of the increase had been allocated to AGI—okay, I'll take that as a sign of trust!

My leg speed was the same as when I could barely manage to run away—but now, I had a weapon called information, gifted to me by Sora.

"Just as you said... I was watching you closely!"

I leaped out to block the path between it and its target, Sora. The greatsword swung down as if in annoyance, but I dodged it by a paper-thin margin, perfectly recreating the movements of the girl I'd been so *captivated* by.

I dodged the next blow, too.

And dodged, dodged, dodged, dodged, and dodged—I evaded *all* of them with ease.

I completely shut down every swing of its greatsword, every strike of its giant arms, every kick of its giant legs, using the movements I had *learned* from Sora.

"I really am...!"

Just how clumsy had my movements been? Or was it Sora's *Observer's Eye*—no, her own powers of observation that were the truly remarkable gift?

Even with this outrageous enhancement, her base agility was likely far below my own. Yet with stats I could see were that low, Sora had masterfully avoided Angalta, God-Wedge Sword-King's ferocious assault to an extent that made me want to cover my eyes in shame for my own pathetic display.

After she'd provided such a perfect example, there was no way I could whine about it being impossible or too hard.

"An overhead slam is—"

I waited until the last possible second, then,

"—followed by a leg sweep if you dodge to the right!"

A mighty leg came sweeping in to reap my body as it flew sideways, but even a fatal blow is no threat if you can predict it.

I'd managed to identify several of its patterns from Sora's performance. In that case, if I intentionally baited those *predictable, set actions*—

"Finally, the first attack—take this!"

Anticipating the kick, I leaped into the air and brought my battle axe down in a flash.

My target, without a shred of mercy, was its face. The axe, carrying all my pent-up frustration, slammed directly into its head, which had been left wide open after missing its huge follow-up swing.

"Ggh...! —Graaaahhh!!"

Though it was technically its nose, I was still hitting armor. I nearly flinched from the intense shockwave that bounced back, the distinct sensation of striking iron, but I grit my teeth and forced the axe through.

My STR, infused with the full power of Sora's new support skill, roared with nearly seven times its original output.

A deafening screech of metal on metal echoed through the air as a spectacular hit-effect burst forth—the beacon of a counterattack, signaling the first critical hit of the battle.

Angalta, God-Wedge Sword-King was knocked back slightly—truly, only slightly—but the mark carved into its HP bar was barely a dent, not even a tenth of one of its eight stacked bars.

But even if it's just a sliver, it means we can damage it. And if we can damage it, then *eventually*, we can win.

"Sora!"

"Octuple!"

The moment I landed from the recoil that sent me flying back, Sora's key word and a barrage of magic swords flew through the air, their speed almost overtaking my shout.

Another switch. My stats plummeted so sharply I nearly dropped to my knees. A dazzling golden light zipped past me like the wind.

Struck by a brutal eight-hit follow-up to the face while it was still reeling from the hit-effect, the giant knight showed a clear stagger motion. Without a moment's hesitation, the small swordswoman rushed to its feet and—

"Whoa, wai—"

As she summoned several more magic swords and used them as footholds to leap into the air, I couldn't help but let out a dry laugh.

"Heh... guess I can't act like her guardian anymore."

Watching Sora soar through the air with a maneuver that completely stole my thunder, landing another series of attacks on Angalta, God-Wedge Sword-King's face, the words slipped out naturally.

A ticklish sensation ran up my spine. Was it awe at her rapid blossoming, or was it impatience? All I knew for sure was that to keep up, to swallow both feelings and chase after her, I couldn't just stand here and watch with my thumb in my mouth.

"Haru-san!"

"Yeah, leave it to me!"

She probably wasn't even aware of it. I roared back in response to the voice of my partner, who was running not just beside me, but with enough momentum to overtake me.

The faint light of victory was still far in the distance. The clash of swords that shook the cavern was still just the prelude.



    Chapter 60

    The God-Wedge Sword-King that Enshrines the Gods, The Scales of the Chant that Celebrate the World, Part Five

    A virtual body knows no fatigue, but there is a status ailment in the form of "breathlessness."

Separate from that, there is a phenomenon unique to virtual reality called *Phantom Fatigue*, where extreme mental exhaustion creates a discrepancy with the tireless avatar, causing the illusion of physical tiredness.

Even without the breathlessness debuff, one's breathing becomes ragged. The brain then registers an error from this respiratory failure, which is nothing more than a virtual sensation, and the avatar's movements become sluggish despite no actual abnormalities in its status.

Even for those adept in the virtual world, it takes only a few hours. For beginners, it can happen in a very short time if they engage in continuous, arduous combat under tense conditions. It's what's commonly known as "virtual fatigue," a well-known quirk of VR.

"—Hh... Hh...!"

Sora grit her teeth and kept moving, feeling her body being dragged down by that sensation she had experienced countless times before.

—Almost an hour had passed since the battle began.

Their strategy was a high-speed switch rotation built on the premise of continuously swapping *Scareless*, which massively boosted both of their stats.

They attacked in a relentless, unending offensive, taking turns with intermittent breaks while giving their opponent no time to breathe.

This tactic proved extremely effective even against the monstrous Angalta, God-Wedge Sword-King. Countless small hits had reduced its eight-stacked status bar by half.

—But their limit was already in sight.

Both of them had long since run out of potions. For a while now, their only means of recovery had been Sora's *Qualia Veil*. And every time they relied on that sole method, her MP—essential for operating her `Cradle of Sword-Craft`—crept closer to depletion.

Furthermore, over the past hour, they had discovered Angalta, God-Wedge Sword-King's properties—the *Armor-Breaking Sword* and the *Weapon-Breaking Armor*. These two abilities had shredded Haru's arsenal, though Sora was still managing.

His trademark collection of weapons had all been silenced, their durability completely depleted. Even his `Sand Eel Leather Boots` had been destroyed when he'd recklessly used them to kick away the greatsword in an evasive maneuver.

Sora had very few magic sword resources left. And in Haru's hands, only his Anima, the indestructible `White-Flawed Straight Sword`, remained.

—*I guess this is it.*

Her mind, which had been performing a relentless, high-wire act of extreme concentration for so long, whispered the thought.

It wasn't a complaint, just a simple fact. She could feel the moment of collapse drawing near, so close now that looking away wouldn't make it disappear.

—*We did well enough.*

It wasn't an excuse; she truly believed it.

—*We should be proud for taking on an enemy that was so clearly out of our league.*

Haru would surely say the same thing *after* it was over.

—*We both fought hard. Let's try again someday.*

Sora's partner would surely flash his usual innocent, yet somehow relaxed, smile at her.

And she, in turn, would smile back with him—but she knew there was no way she wouldn't feel frustrated.

"I... don't want... to lose...!"

That one phrase, though whispered hoarsely, was what she truly felt.

That's why they both continued to challenge the unyielding wall.

Even with their claws and fangs broken, their minds and legs failing. Even while acknowledging their impending defeat, they couldn't look away from the glimmer of victory twinkling in the far distance.

"—Sora...!"

His panicked voice was a warning to her, who had gotten her feet tangled and was late to dodge.

*Of course, I know.* She had already tilted *Scareless*, letting her now powerless body fall gracefully backward. And just like that—in the next instant, she was being held in Haru's arms, soaring through the air.

As Haru effortlessly leaped over Angalta, God-Wedge Sword-King's head, she gave his arm a light tap. She was confident he would understand without words—and sure enough, Haru responded without a moment's delay.

A seamless re-tilting of *Scareless*. She twisted her body, now infused with AGI and DEX, and *stood on Haru's arm as he held her*.

They both tensed at the same time—and the moment she was launched from his cupped hand like a catapult, her attack was already prepared.

"Twin Strike...!"

A surprise attack from above. The magic swords she fired with her remaining resources were mainly a feint. Angalta, God-Wedge Sword-King reacted as expected to the counterattack that came just seconds after its own dodge, batting the two projectiles out of the air with its greatsword—but it didn't stop there. With power to spare, it swung the greatsword at Sora.

The after-image of the slash was itself a fatal blow. If it so much as grazed her, the vicious blade would slice her in two, but that was a different story if she anticipated it.

The trajectory—it strikes down the two先行 magic swords, then targets Sora in the same motion—the connecting line perfectly matched the prediction Sora had drawn in her mind.

"Hmph...!"

She moved the sand sword in her hand and forcibly shifted her body sideways in mid-air. It was an acrobatic dodge that Haru himself would have something to say about, as if she were sliding along the flat of the greatsword's blade at touching distance.

She kicked off the ricasso at the end of the blade—and slammed a blow, fully loaded with the acceleration of her fall and the power of her rotation, into the giant knight's head, its critical point.

—*Honestly, I even surprise myself right after I do it.*

Haru's words, which he had muttered while scratching his cheek when she had called him out on his casual acrobatics, came to mind, and she found herself completely agreeing.

I see. This really is something that makes you surprise yourself—

The re-tilting of *Scareless*. Her body, sent floating by the recoil of the critical hit, was snatched from the air by Haru, who had soared through the sky with his re-ignited stats.

A brief exchange of glances. The look in his eyes seemed to be one of amused exasperation. What kind of face was she making, she wondered. Following a sense of embarrassment that didn't forget its cue even in a situation like this, Sora quickly turned her face away.

◇◆◇◆◇

I caught Sora after her breathtaking super play and ducked under the greatsword swung in retaliation, making a mad dash to escape Angalta, God-Wedge Sword-King's range.

It was the same reset pattern we had rehashed countless times over the course of our hour-long deathmatch. Getting caught at a medium distance would result in a relentless chase, but if we put more than the radius of the hall between us, Angalta, God-Wedge Sword-King would invariably reset its stance and assume a watchful posture.

Being able to trigger a clear break point with a player-side action... was an incredibly generous game mechanic, but the interval it allowed for was short.

"...Sora, you okay?"

She seemed to have grown completely accustomed to being carried, settling quietly into my arms. I set my partner down and checked on her.

She must have been suffering from the same severe Phantom Fatigue as I was; she stumbled slightly as she landed. The complexion of the face she turned to me was not what you would call good.

"...I can still go."

Her strained smile was proof she was pushing herself. I had been certain of her answer before even asking, so I just swallowed my various emotions and nodded at her words.

Grinding for experience with no end in sight.

Hunting for rare drops with a sub-one percent probability.

Throwing yourself again and again at an unbeatable enemy.

A hell known as "grinding," for all sorts of reasons—

In a game that is supposed to be for entertainment, the kind of people who willingly step into such *penance* are called gamers.

Among them, anyone who has walked through those endless hells alongside others will understand.

—*Can you still go (let's not stop yet)?*

—*I can still go (I want to stop already).*

As conflicting emotions melt into a muddled mess, dragged along by the excuse of "just a little longer," you find yourself in a surreal state of being unable to escape a bottomless swamp.

It's a form of madness where you desperately hope for someone, anyone, to call it a day—"Alright, that's it, dismissed, good work"—while being driven by a sense of duty or obsession to never be the one to say it yourself, endlessly chipping away at your own sanity.

The reason you continue to wallow in that swamp is—you are captivated by the brilliance of *something* you might grasp at the end of the road, at the very edge of hell.

Her complexion, when I glanced at her, was certainly pale. But her eyes had not yet lost their light.

"...Haha."

An involuntary laugh escaped me, and Sora turned around. "What's wrong?" her large eyes looked up at me quizzically, a familiar sight... but the expression on her exhausted face was a world away from the girl she'd been just a few hours ago.

Even though this wasn't the time for it, I couldn't help but think, *I've finally done it*.

In other words... I'd managed to instill the spirit of a gamer, a path of carnage, into an innocent young girl (presumably).

I shook my head at Sora's gaze as if to say it was nothing and tightened my grip on the single beloved sword I had left. The break time wasn't nearly enough, but Angalta, God-Wedge Sword-King would be getting impatient soon.

The conclusion was already in sight. This next attack, or the one after at best, would be the end of the line. I was sure Sora sensed the curtain call just as I did.

—But,

"Sora."

I met the gaze of Sora, who had been watching me after I fell silent.

An extension of the telepathy, like a unison we'd shared for so long. The pleasant feeling, as if our hearts were connected by that alone, made us both break into a smile.

"...Yes."

It wasn't a reply to my call, but an answer to the words that were meant to follow.

We both nodded, acknowledging that our desperate struggle over the past hour had not been in vain.

We had grasped something that would lead us to the still-unseen heights of this world. Affirming that tangible feeling, we would—swallow this *defeat*.

"We'll have to book a rematch, huh."

"No cutting in line, okay? We'll do it together next time."

Our words were light, our faces bearing relaxed smiles.

There was no doubt that admitting defeat was unbearably frustrating. But we could hold our heads high, content that we had struggled enough to accept that it couldn't be helped.

"Alright then..."

Giving up on us as we stood still, Angalta, God-Wedge Sword-King resumed its advance. The countdown had begun, from its leisurely gait that I had burned into my memory to the moment it would shift into its combat stance.

"I'd like to go out with a bang, but..."

I glanced at the ground-shaking footsteps out of the corner of my eye, then shot a look at Sora's status bar and gave a wry smile. Seeing my reaction, she offered a similar smile and said,

"Eheh... sorry, this is the best I can do."

Light gathered in the `Cradle of Sword-Craft` on her right hand, creating just two faint sand swords.

Even if it was efficient, the prolonged use of *Scareless*, on top of firing a constant barrage of magic swords, had taken its toll. Her mana potions were gone, and her MP was already depleted.

"Well, can't be helped. How about we just charge in together for the finale?"

"That sounds good... Fufu, shall we just crash and burn?"

She must have anticipated my kamikaze attack. She took the floating sand swords in both hands, perhaps planning to fire them at the same time, and let out a soft chuckle.

"I'll leave the timing to you."

"You got it."

It would be a lie to say I felt no fear towards the approaching giant. And if that was true for me, Sora must have been scared and feeling the pressure too.

And yet, she was standing next to me, smiling—the girl I was supposed to be protecting, the girl who had lamented her powerlessness, wanting to fight herself, was nowhere to be seen.

I struggled to suppress the tremor in my voice, a wave of emotion welling up inside me.

"—Alright, let's go!"

"—Yes!"

Just before the approaching Angalta, God-Wedge Sword-King took its final step. Responding to my call, my partner and I launched ourselves into one final attack.



    Chapter 61

    The Observers

    The sound of furious battle echoed without pause. Before them was a scene of such intensity that it felt unnatural for the glass doors in the *room* not to be rattling. Two figures stood there, mouths agape, utterly speechless.

Projected onto multiple large monitors was a single battlefield from various angles. Within it, one overwhelmingly large figure and two small players had been locked in a deathmatch for over an hour.

Yes... a deathmatch, indeed. A scene so filled with an indescribable *heat* that it was enough to silence even those who had observed or spectated countless virtual battlefields before.

"W-well."

How long had it been since he'd spoken? A shadow, illuminated by the light of the monitors in the dim room, tried to say something, but his mouth was too dry, and the words caught in his throat.

He took a gulp of cold coffee from a cup he'd forgotten he was holding and tried again.

"...S-so, your thoughts?"

The question was tinged with a sense of resignation, or perhaps desperation. The other shadow, startled as if snapped out of a trance, tried to answer, only to follow the exact same path as the first.

"...W-well... I'm not sure where to even begin with my critiques."

The second voice, also hoarse after downing some coffee, sounded older than the first.

"Ah... well, first things first, we need to confirm."

"*She* hasn't made a direct approach yet. At the very least, there's no sign she's made any kind of move... though if she did it covertly, we'd be helpless."

"So, for now, it hasn't been flagged as an irregularity... Wait, even after *this*?"

"That's the thing... It's actually stranger that *she's not* making a move. Based on past tendencies, it would be unnatural if some sort of guide hadn't already been sent to correct the trajectory by now."

"...Has she taken a liking to them?"

He gave a vague nod instead of replying, *perhaps*. It was met with a groan, one that was impossible to decipher.

"...The problem is, I can't even tell if this is a good omen or a bad one."

"There's precedent... well, not none, but, yeah."

Nine times out of ten, something terrible was about to happen. And it would undoubtedly happen in a way that completely ignored any and all of their attempts at control.

"...Chitose-kun, I'd like your opinion on something."

"What is it, Representative?"

The man called Chitose responded with an air of complete resignation, as if he had given up on everything.

"If we were to *take it away*, how do you think she would react?"

The man called the Representative posed the question weakly, looking even more exhausted than Chitose.

"Ah... are we talking about which one?"

"...The girl we can actually reason with, of course."

"I see... Having reviewed the logs from the past few days, what do you think, Representative?"

"...Yes, I imagine..."

His expression was difficult to describe—if one had to, it was the face of pure emptiness, like someone who had their treasure stolen from under their nose without even realizing it, unable to even muster anger.

It was a pitiable expression, one that almost made you want to press your hands together in prayer. On the large monitor reflected in his eyes, the face of a young girl could be seen, blushing in the arms of a young man—

"...I'd probably get kicked by a horse."

"...You have my deepest sympathies."

Two heavy sighs, each with its own quality. As a gloomy atmosphere seeped into the monitor room, the decisive moment was about to unfold on the fiercely flickering main screen.



    Chapter 62

    The God-Wedge Sword-King that Enshrines the Gods, The Scales of the Chant that Celebrate the World, Part Six

    First of all, I don't really have any attack skills to speak of.

The only one worth mentioning is the throwing skill, *Piercing Dart*, but that just improves the speed and accuracy when throwing a weapon with an "edge," and adds a little bit of piercing power. In other words, it's more of a manually activated support skill, something far too plain to be called a flashy ultimate attack.

This is all because my beloved *All-Weapon Aptitude* skill tree seems to have a major bug where it rarely sprouts any attack skills, as if it dumped all its resources into the god-tier skill that is *Quick Change*—but even so, there are ways around it.

"Don't bite your tongue!"

"Too late for that!"

With Sora held firmly in my arms, I kicked off the floor with enough force to shatter it. I wasn't heading straight for Angalta, God-Wedge Sword-King, which had started moving at the same time, but in an orbit around it.

I activated *Feather Foot* the moment I pushed off. The boosted jump killed my initial slow start, and thanks to the effect of *Guardian's Fleetfoot*, my legs accelerated rapidly, ignoring the weight of the avatar in my arms.

"I didn't forget about you—it's your turn, Boar's Heart!"

If I kept a certain distance while maintaining top speed, Angalta, God-Wedge Sword-King wouldn't be able to catch up. It quickly gave up on chasing me relentlessly and instead hunkered down to meet my charge. As I circled it again and again—*Boar's Heart* activated.

Roughly five hundred meters at top speed without slowing down. This skill, requiring such a long run-up, was actually quite difficult to use and had become a dead card, useful only for a single strike after running towards a distant enemy.

However, in our current situation where every bit of extra damage mattered, I couldn't afford to leave a single card unplayed. A subtle blue wind-shear effect enveloped us, signaling that the *charge was ready*.

"Ready?!"

"Always!"

No more needless exchanges were necessary. Both of us were running on a hundred percent desperation, but with smiles on our faces, we exchanged one last word each as our signal—and activated *Floating Leaf*. Kicking off the ground at a different angle, I forcibly changed my vector and charged at the waiting Angalta, God-Wedge Sword-King.

It was a launch from an acceleration so intense a real person wouldn't even be able to open their eyes. The trivial distance of a few dozen meters was devoured in an instant, and the iron giant, still showing no signs of weakness, loomed before me.

The first move was—Angalta, God-Wedge Sword-King's!!

"—I'll go!"

What was there to worry about now? Without hesitation, I released Sora from my arms as she reacted to the giant knight raising its greatsword.

Using me as a catapult—she even kicked one of her sand swords beneath her feet, and the girl who soared through the air ahead of me challenged the giant sword head-on.

"Ya—aahhhhhh!!"

A fierce war cry, the loudest she'd ever let out. She swung the last sword she held in both hands with all her might.

With the recoil of slamming it against the flat of the greatsword's blade, Sora's body was knocked sideways—but it didn't stop there. The immense impact sent her small frame flying.

And the result—

"—Go!!"

"—I got it!"

As I passed the greatsword that had been slightly deflected away from me, I caught her final sand sword—her will—in my right hand, while my left gripped the `White-Flawed Straight Sword` with all its strength.

So what if all this only results in chip damage? I don't give a damn!

I kicked off the hilt of the giant sword as it passed right beside me. My body, spinning violently enough to turn my vision into a single line, didn't lose speed but actually accelerated thanks to *Floating Leaf*—Hey, you armored bastard, this was one *hell* of a good time! We basically won, so we can call it a day, right?!

"Go to... hell!"

The momentum of my acceleration, the centrifugal force, the rotational power, and on top of all that, the sense of accomplishment, exhaustion, gratitude, and resentment brought on by this hellish battle—our final attack slammed resoundingly into Angalta, God-Wedge Sword-King's face.

◇◆◇◆◇

And so, it was a whim.

Or perhaps affection, or endearment.

Or maybe, it was a gift of praise and gratitude to those who had entertained her so thoroughly.

"—This is no fun."

She simply followed her own feelings, and,

"The hero and heroine must have a brilliant victory, after all."

She tampered with the logic of the world.

◇◆◇◆◇

An earth-shattering roar, an impact, and then—obliteration.

"What the...?"

My dual swords, which I had swung with a single breath, shattered the knight's helm as if it were nothing, a piece of armor I hadn't been able to even scratch before—my mind froze at the incomprehensible sight.

The sensation that traveled up my hands, which had been braced for the recoil, was as trivial as if I'd struck thin glass. My body, which should have been caught in a fatal moment of stun in mid-air, was thrown off by the unexpected lack of resistance, passing through the shattered fragments of the helmet and being flung out.

"—!"

I didn't know what, but something had happened.

Which meant I couldn't just fall and die in a daze.

In the stretched-out perception of time, my mind pulled along by my body's speed, I searched for something... I reflexively looked for my partner who had fallen a moment before me—and found her.

*Quick Change*—I forced my still-spinning body to obey and summoned the great axe, its blade completely destroyed and now just a "pole," as a foothold. I rushed towards the girl who was falling helplessly to the floor.

"Sora!"

"Y-Yes!"

I brandished the sand weapon I still held in one hand and called out to her. Communication was instantaneous. Letting go of the sand sword, I caught Sora's avatar, and her magic sword, now back under its master's control, flew to my feet and became a platform.

"Ugh...!"

A pained sound came from within my arms. Judging by the feeling of the *platform* dipping beneath me, it seemed even a magic sword couldn't support the weight of two avatars. Using it as a cushion, I hastily leaped to the floor. The last magic sword, having served its purpose in our final attack, vanished into the void.

"What in the world is going on..."

With Sora in my arms, we both looked up at the headless Angalta, God-Wedge Sword-King—and up there, the situation continued to change on its own.

"Cracks...?"

Sora muttered the word that came to her mind, a stunned question. The giant knight stood motionless, having taken a step back after its helmet was shattered—no, it *was* moving. As if its movements were being bound by something, its massive body was vibrating and creaking.

And its entire body was covered in countless cracks. From the headless neck down to the tips of its sabatons, strange, faintly glowing white fissures were spreading.

"...No."

The word escaped my lips almost unconsciously. But several "marks" that had stuck in my mind during the fierce battle brought a revelation, an epiphany.

"Those are scars."

I set Sora down on the floor and summoned the one remaining straight sword into my empty hand.

"...Was that sword glowing like that before?"

The only part of the `White-Flawed Straight Sword`'s dull gray blade that was dyed white, its tip, was pulsing with a faint light. And that white light was synchronizing with the cracks etched all over Angalta, God-Wedge Sword-King's body—the light emitted by the traces of the Anima's slashes.

"Come to think of it, what kind of ability does your Anima have, Haru-san?"

"Basically, it accelerates when you throw it."

"Oh..."

It wasn't that I was hiding it or trying to be dramatic, but I'd missed the timing to share the characteristics of my Anima until now. Sora, who let out a noncommittal sound and twisted her face in confusion, probably had the same expression as me.

The `White-Flawed Straight Sword`—this Anima, my beloved sword, while not as completely unique as Sora's `Cradle of Sword-Craft`, possessed a fairly rare property.

That property was, simply put, the possession of an assault skill. Unlike the many pieces of equipment with support skills, this sword was a rare weapon that held an ultimate technique within it.

While such equipment is rare, it does exist. However, they are generally high-rarity and high-performance items, and even rarer when they are an Anima.

This thing, which came with an attack skill right from its initial forging, could be considered a semi-unique item—but it was obvious that this had nothing to do with the current *situation*.

"What is this... What's the right move...!"

Although the situation had come to a sudden halt, neither the creaking Angalta, God-Wedge Sword-King, trying to escape its mysterious white restraints, nor Sora and I, who were watching it, were just standing around idly chatting.

An unexpected encore, tearing through the curtain of the defeat we thought was certain. With the feeling of "this isn't how it was supposed to go," I was desperately trying to get my legs to hold firm and my mind to work.

Even in those few seconds, the situation didn't stop changing. The glowing scars all over the giant knight continued to flicker, and the `White-Flawed Straight Sword` in my hand began to pulse with a faint heat, as if it had a life of its own, the light at its tip throbbing.

And then—, wh-huh? Ah...

"..."

"Um, I think..."

"Ah, yeah, I think I get it too."

It was a sight that made me imagine the system's voice saying, "Oh, come on, you're taking too long. You'll get it if I do this, right?"

At the center of the countless scars that had connected like cracks, right in the middle of Angalta, God-Wedge Sword-King's chest, a large, prominent sword wound was glowing with particular intensity.

—It was as if it were saying, *here, please deliver the finishing blow*.

""...""

At the sudden and incomprehensible turn of events at the end of our deathmatch, we couldn't help but look at each other. But after reading each other's thoughts from our exhausted faces, we simply exchanged wry smiles and nodded.

In other words—let's just end this, whatever it is, and go home.

"...Well then, I suppose it's time for the big reveal."

It seemed I was the one being called upon... with Sora having already taken a seat as my audience, I swallowed my indescribable tension and got to work on the final task.

No matter what happened, I couldn't do anything more. I suppose I could muster the energy for one last encore.

"It's your time to shine, partner—*Awakening White Eye*."

The activation keyword. The `White-Flawed Straight Sword`, held straight up, shone with a new intensity, and the 'white' of its tip ran towards the hilt as if it were consuming the blade.

"*Reflecting World, Shifting World*."

I spun the hilt in my hand into a reverse grip, pulling my right hand back as far as it would go.

"*Bind the vast sky as one*—*Eclair*!!"

It was a final blow crowned with the meaning of lightning, a final throw into which I poured all my remaining strength. The released white sword was clad in the brilliant light effect that marked it as an attack skill, and furthermore, as if a rocket booster had been ignited, it broke through the air and accelerated during its flight.

The distance to Angalta, God-Wedge Sword-King was just under twenty meters. The true potential of this skill, which grows in power with distance, wouldn't be realized in the slightest—but perhaps, power was never needed in the first place.

Like a key and a keyhole. The white lightning was drawn into the sword wound on its chest without the slightest deviation... and in that instant, the giant knight's entire body, covered in cracks, began to glow intensely.

"Whoa, Sora...!"

"Eek...!"

Sensing an explosive ending, I instinctively shielded Sora—but in the end, it was unnecessary.

Contrary to my expectations, Angalta, God-Wedge Sword-King avoided a grand explosion and knelt with a ground-shaking thud. Having lost its head, consumed by its wounds, the giant knight's body began to crumble from its edges.

"U-um..."

"Oh, uh, sorry..."

My spur-of-the-moment act of chivalry ended up being for nothing, and now, my position hovering over the girl was undeniably that of a pervert. A crime, not a situation. Guilty.

Still, how magnanimous of Sora to forgive me with just a bashful glance away... Even if we'd gotten used to each other after everything, I had to remind myself that one wrong move and this could have been a reportable offense.

"It really... seems to be over, doesn't it."

Sora murmured as I hastily backed away and helped her up. The `White-Flawed Straight Sword`, which had delivered the finishing blow, fell from the now-incorporeal giant's body and clattered onto the floor with a light sound. The next moment, it vanished without any special effects.

In the corner of my vision, a notification appeared that my beloved sword had been stored in my inventory—the automatic return effect of *Eclair*. The pseudo-ranged storage using Quick Change wasn't applicable to this skill, which was fundamentally based on a long-distance throw.

Actually, that convenient feature only has a range of about ten meters, so if you throw it further than that or mess up the storage operation, you have to run and pick it up—but I digress.

"It's over... but still."

How should I put it, this sense of being forced through it?

I didn't have to think hard to know. This development was, without a doubt, not the intended, legitimate path.

There are plenty of game battles that wrap up neatly with an event cutscene for the final blow... but even so, there's no way this god-tier game would stage such a sudden, anticlimactic, and shoddy conclusion.

Besides, Angalta, God-Wedge Sword-King still had more than half of its strength left. It was far, far too early for an easy quick-time event finisher.

And above all—

"...The battle end notification isn't showing up."

Right. The system message confirming the kill, which always appeared after a boss fight, was absent. Naturally, there were no notifications for skill acquisitions, growth, or title gains either.

No drop items, of course, and no sign of any experience points coming in.

And yet, the massive door that had been sealed since the start of the battle showed no sign of opening. No transfer gate appeared, and there was no hint of an automatic teleport.

"Wait, are we stuck...?"

Currently, we had no way to return on our own other than using a designated transfer gate. As I tilted my head, wondering if this was a case for a GM call, I noticed Sora summoning her system window and operating it.

The display wasn't visible, but I could guess what she was doing from her hand movements. As usual, she was probably checking the logout procedure to see if we were in a safe zone.

"Sora, how's it look?"

"Hm... no good. The warning message is—"

It was at that exact moment.

"Whoa!"

"Heauh?!"

A fanfare blared without any warning, making both of us jump with a shout. It was the victory fanfare we'd heard several times before after defeating a boss... but the melody was slightly different.

And after the fanfare comes the classic pattern—

<hr>

`White-Flawed Straight Sword`—A scrap iron sword that devoured the dregs of the White Throne, one of the world's wedges. The qualification to stand alongside that king is still at the far end of eternity.

*White Lightning (Eclair)*—Upon activation and throwing, accelerates according to the distance to the target. Final velocity and power increase with flight distance. Upon effect termination, the `White-Flawed Straight Sword` automatically returns to the owner's inventory.



    Chapter 63

    The God-Wedge Sword-King that Enshrines the Gods, The Scales of the Chant that Celebrate the World, Part Seven

    ◇ You have traversed the 'Buried Labyrinth of Forgetfulness' ◇

◇ Title Acquired ◇
 ・'Inseparable'

◇ Skills have grown ◇
 ・Quick Change ⇒ Blink Switch
 ・Accel Tempo ⇒ Combo Accelerate
 ・Adaptive Run ⇒ Swallow's Run
 ・Feather Foot ⇒ Fatalace Jumper
 ・Boar's Heart ⇒ Rhino's Heart
 ・Guardian's Fleetfoot ⇒ Guardian's Cradle

——————————————————————
◇Status◇
Name: Haru
Lv: 65⇒81 (160)
STR: 50
AGI: 430 (+10)
DEX: 200 (+10)
VIT: 5
MID: 5
LUC: 10

◇Skill◇
・All-Weapon Aptitude
《Blink Switch》 Up!
《Piercing Dart》

・《Quit Counter》
・《Floating Leaf》

・Embodied Protection
・Heavy Attack Manipulator
・Combo Accelerate Up!
・Fleet-Footed
・Swallow's Run Up!
・Fatalace Jumper Up!
・Rhino's Heart Up!
・Guardian's Cradle Up!
——————————————————————
◇Status◇
Name: Sora
Lv: 42⇒67 (250)
STR: 50
AGI: 100 (+10)
DEX: 100 (+10)
VIT: 70
MID: 100
LUC: 50

◇Skill◇
・Magic Sword Aptitude
《Optimize Alert》 New!
　Telekinetic Sword
　Homing Shot New!
　Magic Sword Generation Efficiency New!

・Light Magic Aptitude
《Qualia Veil》

・《Spectate Ale》⇒《Scareless》up!
・《Observer's Eye》

・Healer's Precept
・Evasion Precept New!
——————————————————————

"Whoa."

A long list of skill growth announcements appeared, and my avatar was enveloped in a continuous stream of light effects from the consecutive level-ups. When the flashes surpassed ten, I called up my status window and saw that my level had jumped up by a ridiculous amount.

"I went up 16 levels... Sora-san?"

Sora, who had been checking her own status like me, was bugging out next to me for some reason. When I called out to her, she showed me her window with a dazed look.

"Let's see, how many levels did you get... guh?!"

Wait, Lv. 67...? I think she was around 40 before we challenged this area... And unlike me, who only had skills grow, she had four new ones. Including the evolved *Scareless*, her status was on a whole other level compared to before the fight.

"...I always thought leveling up was something you did little by little."

"Normally, that's the correct assumption..."

It's true that Arcadia makes leveling up incomparably easier than in any MMO I'm familiar with. But still, there has to be a limit. I've gained a chunk of levels after every boss fight so far, but this time, the increase seems to have deviated from the game's balance.

Defeating an enemy you're not supposed to be able to defeat. In any game with the concept of experience points, the reward for such an unreasonable feat is always one of two extremes...

"There are cases where you get next to nothing because you're out of the appropriate level range... but it seems Arcadia is the type to give an insane amount of rewards."

That being said, it would be impossible to aim for something like this again. There's no way some mysterious system-side favoritism would fall into our laps so often.

"Traversed... I think it was the same in the desert, wasn't it?"

"Hmm? Oh, yeah, that's right. It said 'traversed,' not 'defeated.'"

Since Sora was logged out when we cleared the `Great Flowing Sand Cavern` last time, she didn't see the system announcement then.

"In that case, did we... do a bunch of not-so-normal things again?"

"We sure did... though this time, it feels more like they were done *to* us."

In any case, we've reached some sort of conclusion. A transfer gate should be appearing soon, or an automatic return teleport should start—

"Hmm?"

As I looked around to check for a transfer gate, I noticed something.

The debris from the walls that had been shattered at the start of the battle was still there. In a conventional game, for processing reasons, such things would disappear after a short time... but mixed in with the debris that remained even after the long battle, one object clearly stood out.

"Is something wrong?"

"No, that over there..."

Just like last time, since it wasn't a kill confirmation, I had assumed there would be no item rewards... but maybe. Thinking that, I led the tilting-her-head Sora over to it, and—

"No way!"

"Eh, what?"

It was a "fragment" mixed in with the rubble, but it possessed a platinum-gold brilliance that hinted at its former glory. It was a piece of metal with a familiar, intricate engraving on its surface—a bit too large to be called a fragment, it was a metal chunk about a meter in diameter. I tapped it with anticipation...

`Withered Fragment of the God-Wedge Armor`—that was the name displayed in the window that popped up.

It was, without a doubt, a spoil of war left behind by Angalta, God-Wedge Sword-King.



    Chapter 64

    Battle Report

    The morning after the fierce battle with Angalta, God-Wedge Sword-King.

"..."

At the counter of a cafe bar on the outskirts of Istia, now our familiar meeting spot, the place was unnaturally empty considering the number of players coming and going outside.

Seated next to me was a beautiful woman in a kimono with striking crimson hair, who had been silent for a good thirty seconds. The cause of her silence was none other than me, who had just unloaded my story. I, for my part, had been poking at the light meal I'd ordered for a while, trying to pretend the frozen atmosphere didn't exist.

The fried white fish with a side of dipping sauce was quite delicious, if you could ignore the strange feeling that no matter how much you ate, it never filled you up.

I also chose to overlook two other facts: that the bite-sized pieces of fried fish were made from a certain twenty-meter-long bastard that lived in the `Great Flowing Sand Cavern`, and that the sauce was a shocking pink of a fluorescent color that did nothing to whet the appetite.

"...Wait, so this isn't fish, it's a sna—"

"—For now."

Just as I realized I was having my first snake-eating experience without even knowing it, and was about to reach for the plate again thinking, *well, if it tastes good, who cares*, the kimono-clad beauty next to me rebooted from her nearly one-minute-long freeze.

"...For now, I'll swallow my various... concerns, and just say congratulations."

"Oh, uh, thanks."

"Like how you even had the guts to challenge that thing, or how you even reached the boss room in the first place... and to top it all off, you defeated it with some kind of unconfirmed cutscene? I have a mountain of questions, but let's put them aside for now."

"Ah, thanks...?"

Hmm, I'm getting some kind of strange pressure from Kagura-san. I'm aware that I just recounted a rather idiotic adventure story, but while I expected her to be exasperated, I don't think I did anything to deserve her anger.

"Just so you know, you are absolutely not to speak a word about the mid-battle skill growth that happened to your partner. There's only one precedent for an awakened skill, and the person in question is the top player in Arcadia... This could cause a commotion on a whole different scale than what happened with you."

"Wait, an awakened skill?"

"It's just what it sounds like, a skill that evolves at a critical moment in battle, like in manga or anime. A heroic system where you grow stronger in the heat of battle doesn't originally exist in this game."

So my heroine has too much protagonist potential.

And the top player in Arcadia is that `Sword Queen`, I... Ali... Alice? Or was it Alisa? Something like that, the angel girl, right?

After three years of Arcadia's history, she's the second one ever? Seriously, who *is* my partner? I'm starting to get jealous.

"Anyway, none of that even matters. As a magic crafter, the biggest news I can't possibly ignore is—an unidentified material that I've never even heard of, and it dropped from a max-level secret boss...!"

As Kagura-san's speech gradually picked up speed, I noticed the expression on her face was one I'd never seen since we first met.

This person, she's not angry at all—

"—Show me. C'mon, show me! Let me see it, let me touch it, c'mon, hurry!"

...She's just so excited she's about to burst. Her tension is so high her natural way of speaking is slipping out.

Her incredibly pure, sparkling smile is a fatal mismatch for her "cool, disheveled kimono-wearing older sister" character. The gap is so huge, I might just become a fan.

While internally adding points to my fan evaluation, I took the `Withered Fragment of the God-Wedge Armor` from my inventory and materialized it.

It was a chunk of metal big enough to hug, despite being called a fragment. I couldn't possibly put it on the counter, so I set it down on the floor—and Kagura-san crouched down in a flash, like a child who had found something interesting on the side of the road, and began to inspect the unknown material with rapt attention.

Oh no, the hem of her kimono is all over the floor, and wait, what's with that slit, do kimonos have slits, her legs, and with that disheveled style, if she leans forward so defenselessly, the gap in the front, ah! No, miss, you can't! Ahh!!

As a man trying to be a gentleman in front of Sora, I averted my eyes from the chest I almost peeked at with the speed of sound. Meanwhile, the magic crafter, who was absorbed in her inspection of the metal chunk...

"—...Huh? Huh?"

A moment later, she let out a dazed voice.

From her words, I had gathered that this spoil of war was an unknown material that even a seasoned magic crafter had never heard of. That's why, despite being a little taken aback by Kagura-san's unprecedented excitement, I was inwardly getting excited along with her... but hmm, was it really something to be so stunned about?

"Um... Kagura-sa—"

"Haru-kun."

I was about to call out to her, seeing her rather unusual state, but was cut off by a voice that was suddenly cold, a complete change from before. Was this the first time she's called me by name...? I didn't have a chance for such leisurely thoughts, as before I knew it, she had spun around and was right in my face.

"Whoa, hey, what?"

"Answer me honestly. You haven't shown this to anyone else, right? I'm the only one who knows. Right?"

"Uh... y-yes."

Whoa, she's close, and the pressure.

"K-Kagura-san, let's calm down a bit, okay?"

"I am calm."

No you're not, where'd the cool sister persona go?

"No, no, no, you're too close. And your character is getting lost."

"What, character...?"

I hesitated to comment on someone else's role-playing to their face, but I had no choice. It seemed she wasn't so distraught that she didn't realize what I was pointing out. Kagura-san's words faltered, and she slowly backed away from me.

Then she looked away awkwardly and took a deep breath, once, twice.

"...Ah, my bad."

It seemed she couldn't hide her embarrassment; the composed face she put back on was still flushed red. She has a cute side to her, I see. My impression of this person changes every time we meet.

"Well, don't worry about it... so, was it really worth getting so worked up over?"

"Ah, well, how should I put it... yeah. In terms of quality, it's a pretty shoddy item, not what you'd expect from an Angalta, God-Wedge Sword-King drop. Of course, compared to the materials you've gathered so far, it's an exceptional piece."

Hmm. Well, I had guessed as much from the "Withered" in its name, so it seems it's an inferior version compared to the normal materials you can get from Angalta, God-Wedge Sword-King.

Since it was a spoil of war that had fallen into my lap through sheer favoritism, I could easily accept it with a "well, of course," but Kagura-san's attitude made it clear that the story didn't end there.

"Okay, *and*?"

So I prompted her, sensing there was more. For once, she seemed to hesitate—then, after a few seconds, she regained her usual cheerfulness, looked me straight in the eye, and spoke.

"Alright, I'll be blunt... Do you know anything about *Terror Armaments*?"



    Chapter 65

    The Wielder, The Weaver

    "Do you know anything about *Terror Armaments*?"

"Nope!"

When I gave my prompt reply, Kagura-san let out a wry smile. "Figured as much."

"The 'Terror' isn't from the word for fear, it's from 'teller,' as in a storyteller. To put it simply, it's like an Anima that can be crafted by players... in other words, a growth weapon."

"An Ani... wait, seriously?"

What's that? If it's a similar item, it should have popped up when I was researching Anima, but I have no memory of such information.

"It's no wonder you don't know about it from just a bit of research. It's a piece of content that rarely comes up in conversation, something that's treated as practically *non-existent*."

"Huh...? If it's a relative of the Anima, it should have come up when I searched for 'irreversible elements.'"

I was confident that I had scoured the internet pretty thoroughly for that kind of information, just like with Anima and whether or not you could respec your stats.

"It's not a matter of it being irreversible, it's a matter of it being impossible to obtain in the first place."

Ah, I see. So because it's something a beginner normally can't get their hands on, it's not listed in new player guides and the like—

"—Since the service for Arcadia began, only four players have successfully obtained a Terror Armament."

"Fo..."

Why? Say what?

"When a report of one being obtained comes out, it's a huge festival, but otherwise, no one really wants to talk about 'a powerful weapon you can't get.' They know that unfulfilled desire just turns into jealousy—"

"Wai—whoa whoa, hold on, stop, stop, stop!"

I get it, but that doesn't matter right now. What I need most urgently is a swift confirmation of the facts—in other words,

"*This*, Terror, okay?"

"The material for it, yeah."

—*Hooooooooooo...*

"—Are you serious?!"

"Whoa, you scared me! Don't just suddenly yell like that, though I guess it can't be helped."

As I looked up at the ceiling and let out a roar, my excitement soaring, the magic crafter who had brought me this unexpected good news let out an exasperated sigh.

"Wait a minute, calm down! Is it confirmed? Are you sure it's confirmed? Can you tell from just the material? No take-backs later like, 'oops, I was wrong, sorry,' right? How about that, give me the details."

"Hey, you're too close, you're loud, you're annoying! I get how you feel, but now it's your turn to calm down!"

Oops, I seem to have lost my composure for a moment. As an outlet for my overflowing excitement, I shoved the remaining snake fry appetizer into my mouth and washed it down with some mysterious-flavored sparkling water whose name I didn't know.

...Yep, the immense strangeness of not feeling full at all even after swallowing a mouthful of food. Okay, I'm calm.

"My apologies... but I'd really like an answer. How about it?"

"Geez—a magic crafter can tell even from the material stage. No, we *have to* be able to tell. In a way, a Terror Armament has immense value not just for the wielder, but for the creator... We can't afford to overlook it."

Hmm, I got the confirmation, which is definitely a roar-and-fist-pump-worthy event, but I tilted my head as Kagura-san started talking about something I didn't quite understand.

"The creator... you mean for a magic crafter, for you too, Kagura-san?"

"For me too, of course. Like I said before, only four players have obtained a Terror Armament so far. Some of them were obtained as fully-formed weapons, unlike this, but even if there's no crafting process, a magic crafter's hands are needed for the enhancement process—and what's important is that the magic crafter involved in the creation and enhancement of a Terror Armament gets a special perk."

...It's rare for her to be so dramatic with her words. In fact, the expression on her face right now is a level of serious I've never seen before.

As the tension became contagious, I swallowed nervously and silently urged my exclusive magic crafter (provisional) to continue.

"The unique title, *Weaver of Legends*—that is the honor bestowed upon a magic crafter who successfully forms a contract with a Terror Armament wielder. And the effect of that title is..."

"The... effect is...?"

With Kagura-san like this... the effect of this unique title, which makes even a veteran player like her so intense, must be an outrageous benefit beyond the imagination of a newcomer like me—

"You get to carve the artisan's name into your creations."

"That's an outrageous benefit from a completely different direction, huh?"

Well, I guess if a title that only a few people have been able to obtain after three years had some kind of cheat effect that affected the performance of the creations, it would cause riots.

"Wait, you can't normally put the creator's name on things?"

"You can *physically* carve it into the item. However, there are plenty of ways to trace the lettering, so it doesn't serve as proof of craftsmanship, and there are a fair number of players who don't like having someone else's name carved into their personal weapon. A signature is just for self-satisfaction, so it's only popular among master magic crafters who have established themselves as a brand."

"Huh, so the effect of the title is..."

"Creations made by a magic crafter with the *Weaver of Legends* title have their name systematically inscribed. Specifically, the player's name is listed at the bottom of the item description. If you tap on that name, you even get a little bonus profile that tells you who they are and which Terror Armament they were involved with."

Wouldn't people who don't like having names carved on their stuff still hate it?

"Sure, there are people who would hate to have the name of some random small-time crafter carved into their stuff, but there aren't many who would complain about receiving the signature of a master craftsman who has earned both the skill—and the luck—to be involved with a Terror Armament."

"Ah... yeah, that's true."

It sounds like it would bring good luck.

"It's more than just good luck. We're talking about the name of a master craftsman of whom there are only four... or five, with one more added... in this entire virtual world. Even if it's a mass-produced item, that work would carry an exceptional value as a one-of-a-kind brand."

Well, if they started handing out name-engraved items left and right, the value and prestige would plummet, she concluded. It seems you can choose whether or not to add the inscription during production, but honestly, I'd probably ask her to put it on.

"Now... for the main topic."

Seeing that I had understood about Terror Armaments—or more accurately, the benefits that the magic crafter involved in their creation would receive—she began.

"This discussion... you understand correctly *which* of us is in the *superior position*, right?"

"Perfectly."

She explained it so carefully. Even if I had no gaming knowledge or online gaming experience, anyone with common sense would understand.

In this situation, I am in the overwhelmingly superior position, by an incomparable margin.

Given the outrageous rarity and the immense value generated just by being involved in the creation, it's clear that the client gets to *choose* the artisan. In other words, it's not me asking an artisan, but artisans begging me to "please let me do it," and...

"...It's a mean thing to say, but couldn't you have just *done it* without telling me?"

"I want to have a long relationship with you. And besides, I could never do something as shameful as deceiving a customer. It's a matter of pride as an artisan."

Wow, that's so cool... Seriously, she's so suave I think I'm falling for her.

"Well, I'm trying to act cool, but honestly, if I did something like that, I'd get found out later and it would be the end of me. For me, it's better for the future to show my sincerity now and put you in my debt."

Seriously, winking mischievously like that is against the rules...

"So... what will you do?"

What will I do—the choice is none other than whether or not to entrust it to her.

"My clan, `Mirage Workshop`, is one of the two major artisan clans in the western nation of Vestol. And I'm one of the more prominent members, so I have some connections, both vertically and horizontally—if you want, I can put you in touch with artisans who are 'better' than me."

"...Seriously?"

Unconsciously, those words slipped out.

But it wasn't a voice of expectation, like, "Really? You'd do that?" It was one of astonishment, like, "You'd go that far? Seriously?"

As she said, if she wanted to show the utmost sincerity in this situation, that was the only way to do it.

But if our positions were reversed, I don't have the confidence to say the same thing she did.

So straightforwardly, so seriously, without a hint of hesitation... Even if this was just an act, I guess it can't be helped if I'm about to *raise the white flag*.

"Well, from my perspective, I was planning on it from the start..."

"It's a Terror Armament case, after all. If I bring it to them, our guild master, renowned as the 'Best,' and even that self-proclaimed rival next door at `Scorching Arm` would jump at the chance, not just with a 'yes,' but with a mountain of cash..."

"Well then, my exclusive magic crafter, I'm counting on you."

"Of course—I... ..."

I'll ask about the 'Best' and 'Scorching Arm' some other time. My casual interruption silenced Kagura-san, and she just stared at me.

"...Given your personality, I honestly thought you'd say that."

"Well, you know me."

"Just so you know, the performance of a Terror Armament also depends on the skill of the magic crafter. There's a guaranteed baseline worthy of its rarity, but there's also a chance it could end up as a half-baked item."

"Hmm."

"I have confidence and pride in my own skills. But as an artisan, I admit there are more people 'above' me than I can count on both hands."

"I see."

"I'm telling you I can introduce you to the ones I believe are the absolute best—and yet, you still want to ask me? Is that what you're saying?"

Her natural way of speaking was starting to show again, but it would be tactless to point it out at this timing.

I met her dead-serious gaze with a casual smile and tapped away at a window with one hand... A few seconds later, two mirror-image system windows appeared in front of both me and Kagura-san.

—Do you want to entrust the `Withered Fragment of the God-Wedge Armor` to Player: Kagura?

"I owe you one, too—well, let's set that aside. I'd rather have the name of a reliable artisan who's looked out for me than some random one, you know?"

"..."

Oh, I got a new expression out of her. It was worth trying to act cool, hehe.

"...Are you really sure?"

"A man never goes back on his word."

As I tried to act suave while joking around, her fingertips, which seemed to be trembling slightly, tapped the accept option for the trade.

The two windows closed with a soft sound. On the other side of the now-removed translucent curtain—I saw something burning in the magic crafter's eyes.

"Haru-kun."

"Yes, ma'am."

"What's your order?"

"I'd like a weapon. My current ones are all completely destroyed... If possible, something big and beefy that makes use of its size and weight."

"Slashing or striking?"

"Hmm... Slashing, I think. Angalta, God-Wedge Sword-King's weapon was a greatsword, so I'd like to follow that theme."

"Understood."

She nodded in acknowledgement, but her eyes already seemed to be looking past me... past this place, even.

She remained silent for ten seconds, twenty, a minute, two long minutes—then, she shot up from her seat with enough force to kick over her chair.

"Give me three days."

"Uh, oh, got it."

"I'll contact you. When it's finished, from me, here again."

"Yes, uh-huh, okay."

Her mind was probably already completely engrossed in the design. After saying only that in fragmented words, Kagura-san headed for the door with a somewhat unsteady gait.

As I watched her go, stunned by everything, she spun around one last time and,

"—I'll do my best! Haru-kun, you're really, truly, the best!!"

How many new expressions had I seen from her today?

With a smile that burst like a firework, Kagura-san bounced out the door.

"..."

I watched her go, speechless, not even given a chance to react, and then,

"Formal language... is that her true self...? A pure, polite, well-mannered older sister type...?"

Without realizing my own confusion, I stared seriously at my empty cup and,

"Is she the best?"

My brain, fried by a gap moe that was hard to put into words, was left muttering foolish things to myself.



    Chapter 66

    A Good Day for Moving

    "—Phew..."

Detecting the motion of me sitting up, the lid automatically opened.

I let the reclining function do the work of raising me, and as I got up, I took a deep breath, checking the sensations throughout my body.

Although my real body was just sleeping, the mind has a significant effect on the body, as they say. A vague exhaustion lingered throughout my system, as if carrying over the fatigue from the previous day's battle with Angalta, God-Wedge Sword-King.

"Alright, then."

I grabbed the insulated water bottle I'd prepared on the side rack next to my `Arcadia` machine and surveyed my castle, a single eight-mat room.

While I wouldn't call myself a minimalist, I'm the type who doesn't accumulate many possessions, so my room could be described in one word: barren. A bed, a desk, a chair, a shelf—the bare minimum of furniture, one of each.

That's precisely why the ridiculously large VR machine barely fits... but seriously, *this wasn't the plan*.

"...Well, if things had gone according to plan, I never would have met Sora."

Thinking about it again, it really was a divinely orchestrated accident—this VR machine was actually supposed to have been delivered not to my family's home, but to my new apartment in Tokyo where I was about to start living alone.

Obviously. There's no way I would have had a precision instrument this huge, one that requires professional assembly, delivered to my pre-move address... but due to some kind of mix-up, it was delivered to my parents' house ten days ago.

I seriously have no idea what kind of mix-up it was, but this thing was originally scheduled to be delivered to my new place *tomorrow*.

In other words—ah, there's the doorbell!

"Coming!"

Responding to the chime, I left my room, which was already looking emptier from the luggage I'd already sent ahead. Given the time, it must be the professionals from that company.

As an apology for the mix-up—well, it's the least they could do—they're handling the disassembly, redelivery, and reassembly free of charge.

From my perspective, I was able to dive into Arcadia nearly two weeks early. And more importantly, it allowed me to meet my irreplaceable partner, so I have nothing but positive feelings about it.

—Anyway,

"Nozomi, someone's at the door."

"Yeah, yeah. Can you handle things after I finish talking to them?"

I exchanged words with my mother on the way to the front door, and,

"You okay for your train?"

"I still have a little time, so I'm fine. But I'm going to head out right after this to be safe."

I briefly saw my father and grabbed the shoulder bag I had left out to grab and go.

"I won't say it again and again, but make sure you do things properly, you hear?"

"Call us once you get there. Be safe."

"Yeah, got it."

I'm not at an age where I get sentimental about leaving my parents' home. We've had plenty of farewell conversations over the past few days, so a simple scene like this is more than enough for my departure.

"Alright, then—I'm off!"

The weather today is clear, a perfect day for moving.



    Chapter 67

    Interlude

    "—This is your doing, isn't it?"

『That's rather abrupt. A little more consideration for a lady would be...』

"The fact that you summoned me here is proof enough. You, who normally never deign to speak... —At first, I thought it was the girl, but it's the other one, isn't it? The one you are truly meddling with."

In the dim darkness, where not a single sound could be heard, one of the echoing voices belonged to a calm, elderly man. The other was an electronic sound output from something—a synthetic voice.

"We cannot stop you, no matter what you do. I know that... But that is precisely why, even if it is only a verbal promise, I would like to be able to believe you."

『Fufu... I have not broken my promise. Though it is necessary to take a *long-term view*, I have no intention of causing him any trouble.』

Rarely... is an understatement. In all their long association, the number of times she had shown a clear "smile" could be counted on one hand.

Which meant 'he' was enough to make 'her' do so—

"...This is giving me a headache. What do you require of me?"

『Nothing, for now. However, I would like you to be prepared.』

"Prepared... You mean *for that*, don't you?"

『When the time comes, it would have happened even without my prompting.』

"...Which means, the fact that you are still giving me a warning implies that you consider this to be of great importance."

Suddenly, one of the presences vanished from the room. A long, long sigh escaped the lips of the one who remained.



    Chapter 68

    Solo Sora

    "—Nn..."

It felt like only a few seconds. Through a brief lapse in consciousness, almost like a doze, I felt the world switch on the other side of my closed eyelids.

It's been almost two weeks—a little over a month if you include the special trial period I was allowed... but it feels like it will take a little more time before I can casually say I'm "used to" this sensation.

I opened my eyes with a blink to a ceiling different from the one in my usual room. I had decided it was time to graduate from logging out on the side of the road, so this was a room in an 'inn' that I was trying for the first time.

As always, I confirmed the reliable sensations of this body, so different from my frail one in reality—and leaped out of bed with a burst of energy.

The deathmatch with Angalta, God-Wedge Sword-King—that 'adventure' that brought about a major turning point for me, was just yesterday.

The excitement had yet to fade, but it was clear that we were both at our limits of exhaustion. In the end, we disbanded quickly after that, without much of a victory celebration.

I say 'disbanded'... but to feel disappointed about it is because of the warmth that still lingers in my chest even after a night's rest. The look on our faces when we parted told the story of our mutual 'reluctance to leave,' and we both ended up laughing.

Looking back, I was completely absorbed in the moment during that battle... It was a fierce fight, filled with a passion like something out of a story. I still can't quite believe that I was the one who took part in it.

"Fufu..."

But still, it was real—and I can't help but feel happy, wondering if I can finally call myself his partner with my head held high.

"Now then... what should I do?"

As it turns out, my partner—Haru—has some business to attend to today, and he told me yesterday when we parted that he probably won't be able to log in for two or three days.

I thought about taking a break myself—but with nothing else to do the day after, I couldn't process my excitement and found myself launching `Arcadia` before I knew it.

"Come to think of it... since I met Haru-san, I don't think I've ever done anything by myself...?"

What should I do? At times like these... yes, I think Haru said something like this.

"No matter what you're doing, you always start by staring at your stats...!"

Apparently, that's the standard for something called an RPG—

——————————————————————
◇Status◇
Name: Sora
Lv: 42⇒67 (250)
STR: 50
AGI: 100 (+10)
DEX: 100 (+10)
VIT: 70
MID: 100
LUC: 50

◇Skill◇
・Magic Sword Aptitude
《Optimize Alert》 New!
　Telekinetic Sword
　Homing Shot New!
　Magic Sword Generation Efficiency New!

・Light Magic Aptitude
《Qualia Veil》

・《Spectate Ale》⇒《Scareless》up!
・《Observer's Eye》

・Healer's Precept
・Evasion Precept New!
——————————————————————

"Hmm!"

Until I started Arcadia, I had never played a game before.

So I wasn't familiar with concepts like 'level' or 'status'... but seeing my efforts accumulate as clear numbers like this brings a sense of fulfillment that's hard to describe.

Haru once said that "leveling up is addictive," and now I can completely agree with him.

And what makes my cheeks relax even more than the accumulated status points is, above all else, the resplendent string of characters that is *Scareless*.

There is no longer a single flaw in my status screen!

...As for the short bow tree, I'll just have it take a break for a while.

I gently averted my eyes from the demoted *Short Bow Aptitude* skill and distributed the abundant points I had gained from the massive level-up into my stats.

——————————————————————
◇Status◇
Name: Sora
Lv: 67
STR: 100
AGI: 150 (+10)
DEX: 150 (+10)
VIT: 100
MID: 170
LUC: 50

◇Skill◇
・Magic Sword Aptitude
《Optimize Alert》
　Telekinetic Sword
　Homing Shot
　Magic Sword Generation Efficiency

・Light Magic Aptitude
《Qualia Veil》

・《Scareless》
・《Observer's Eye》

・Healer's Precept
・Evasion Precept
——————————————————————

I can't help but feel that my preference for AGI is influenced by Haru, but I'll need a certain amount of speed to stand shoulder to shoulder with *him*.

I thought MID would be useless after switching to close combat, but considering the cost of operating my magic swords and the continuous drain from *Scareless*, I need to prioritize it to increase my MP pool.

Conversely, as Haru says, I can compensate for a lack of STR with "inertia boost," and since I'm mostly in light armor, VIT feels like a drop in the bucket, so I'll just reinforce them with the minimum—

"There, that's good!"

After updating my stats, what comes next is already decided.

I think this might be the first time, but compared to yesterday's fierce battle, going out into the field alone is nothing to be afraid of! I started running to dash out of the room with gusto and—

"Fmgyuh—?!"

As if kicked by my AGI, which had been increased by fifty percent with a single touch, I slammed into the door and let out a scream.

◇◆◇◆◇

After leaving the game-like inn with its infinitely generated instance rooms, I headed to the familiar `Plains of the Horizon` to test out my updated stats.

Amidst the familiar, peaceful scenery, I flew around, getting used to my enhanced stats, checking the behavior of my newly acquired skills, and even tried fighting the `Buried Great Boar` that barged in all by myself.

—And so, after an hour of this and that, I found myself standing alone at the *dead end* of the `Cliff Road of the Sky Bridge`.

"...???"

The circular plateau at the end of the third rookie area is, in other words, the boss battle field for the `Cliff Road of the Sky Bridge`.

In the past, when I visited with Haru, I had such a terrible time that I even developed a slight trauma... or so I thought.

Standing there in a daze, a simple system window floated before me, announcing the results of the battle I had just finished.

It was the same kill confirmation I had seen once before when we defeated the boss monster group of this area, the `Great Winged Bird Flock`, a.k.a. the Glowbirds... but the reason I was tilting my head was the process that led up to that result.

In about an hour, I had run through three fields, starting from the first area, the `Plains of the Horizon`, completely *unscathed*.

The great boar I had only watched before, the giant scorpion that had only chased me, even the flock of birds that I had left entirely to Haru in the end—I didn't feel a single shred of "fear."

"My level... is certainly higher than it should be, but even so..."

Putting aside the journey to the boss field, those boss monsters were never designed to be challenged alone in the first place.

Haru said my Anima was "broken," and even if my stats greatly surpassed the appropriate level, the result should have been an "easy win" at best.

—I don't think it should have been a situation where I felt like it wasn't even a *warm-up*, though.

"Um..."

I looked at my raised hand—or more accurately, at the avatar named `Sora`, which looked no different from my real self.

"I-is this okay...?"

My bewildered whisper was carried away by the wind sweeping across the plateau, echoing quietly.



    Chapter 69

    Prologue: Wedge Fragment Singing of Eternity

    "Ugh... I miss the countryside."

I’ve lost count of how many times I’ve grumbled that lately.

Tokyo, the nation’s capital—a metropolis so urban that I can’t even begin to guess how many times, no, how many dozens of times more “city power” it holds compared to my hometown. It was the city of all cities. For someone like me, who had lived a modest eighteen years as a country bumpkin, three days was more than enough to be overwhelmed by the various culture shocks.

In fact, I was practically dead on the first day. I’d secured a room a fair distance from the city center, so I’d arrogantly thought, “It’s probably just semi-urban, right?” But the population density, so immense that “off the charts” feels like an understatement, completely crushed my spirit.

"I must pass hundreds of people just going to the convenience store... Is this the true power of the capital..."

It’s not that I hate people or that I’m bad with crowds. Thanks to my time as a part-time warrior, I didn’t think living among people would be a problem—or so I used to believe.

...Well, I'll probably get used to it. The various workplaces I’ve experienced over the last three years have taught me, much to my dismay, that humans are creatures with an insane level of adaptability.

"I've got to acclimate a bit before university starts..."

My university, which I'll start attending in about two weeks, is a little under twenty minutes away by train, including transfers. I managed to snag a pretty good place with decent access, but given the population situation here, the journey is bound to be fraught with hardship.

Putting that aside, though.

It’s been three days since I moved here from my parents’ place. In other words, three days since I entrusted that certain *item* to Kagura-san on moving day. If she’s finished it as promised, then today is the day I finally come face-to-face with my long-awaited Terror Armament.

I’ve been so busy with the move that I haven’t been able to log into Arcadia even once since then. I told Sora I might be gone for a few days, so there’s no problem there, but frankly, I’m starting to reach my limit.

Getting my bearings, dealing with paperwork, making the rounds to greet people—I’ve taken care of everything I needed to do these past three days. I’ve finished my shopping, and my first-ever personal refrigerator is packed to the brim, enough to let me be a shut-in for two weeks. Delivery services are a godsend. Are they a gift to those who live alone?

In any case, I can’t take it anymore. The flame of my motivation, which I’ve been forcibly suppressing since the battle against [Angalta, God-Wedge Sword-King], is on the verge of exploding from being held back too long.

"Food, check! Hands washed, check! Air conditioning, check! Alright, here I come, virtual world!"

Clad in my symbolic uniform of freedom—a t-shirt and shorts—I charged at the [Arcadia] console and activated the ark that would transport me from my old home to my new one in the virtual world.

Excellent cushioning. The components whirred into action with a quietness that was almost unsettling, and the word “Ready” faded onto the transparent lid.

"Drive on!"

I uttered the startup key I had longed for while dealing with all my real-world obligations. The “Ready” text shifted to “Standby”—and my consciousness shifted from the real world to the virtual one.

◇◆◇◆◇

"...Whoa."

The moment I saw *it*, that was the first thing to escape my lips, my voice trembling. I unconsciously took a step back. Before my eyes stood another player, and in her arms, a single greatsword.

"I can say with confidence—this is my greatest masterpiece."

Her smile was different from her usual cheerful one; it was a fearless grin that felt almost ferocious.

Kagura-san, who had contacted me in literally a split second after I logged in, held out the item in her arms as if to say, “How about that?”

Swallowing hard, I tapped the greatsword—no, the *lump of iron*—she offered me.

"—[Prologue: Wedge Fragment Singing of Eternity (An=Re Galta)]...!"

A window opened, displaying the weapon's details along with its grandiose name.

[Prologue: Wedge Fragment Singing of Eternity (An=Re Galta)]
Terror Armament: Greatsword
A fragment of an epic poem bestowed by Angalta, God-Wedge Sword-King, one of the pillars enshrining a god.
Though its steel body has withered under a white divine might, turning it to scrap,
the pulsating martial prowess of the King's Sword will walk a new royal road with its wielder.

This game has a rare feature: equipment doesn’t have clearly defined stats like attack or defense power. Or rather, they aren't visualized.

This thing was no exception. Despite being called a details window, all it listed was the name, category, and an incredibly chuuni-esque flavor text. The abilities it held within—which should have been the most important information—

"...I see."

The moment I gripped its hilt, [Arcadia]'s trademark brain-installation feature told me everything... Wait, who am I kidding trying to be cool?! What is this thing?! This is insane!

"It’s not... broken, is it?"

"In two ways, yes," Kagura-san replied to my mutter with a knowing smile. It seemed she was also aware of its abilities.

When she said “in two ways,” she was likely referring to its appearance.

Although its official category was a greatsword, its appearance was hardly what you’d call a “sword.” To put it bluntly, it looked like an iron bar with a hilt attached. I couldn’t even see a part that would function as a blade.

It looked like a work in progress, or, as Kagura-san herself said, something that was damaged. I could do nothing but nod in agreement.

And yet, the gleam of the material, which still strongly retained the majesty of [Angalta, God-Wedge Sword-King], and an indescribable pressure of information radiating from it gave this thing—[Prologue: Wedge Fragment Singing of Eternity (An=Re Galta)]—an air that set it apart from ordinary weapons, the dignity of a Terror Armament.

"Well, the current look is just for show. What path it takes from here is entirely up to you... Here, take it."

From the tip of the hilt to the pommel(?), it was a chunk of iron no less than two meters long. I could only imagine its weight. Even Kagura-san, a max-level player whose overall stats were likely higher than mine, held it out with a gesture that suggested she was struggling to support it.

My throat moved unconsciously as I accepted it with both hands. An unforgiving load, just as I'd imagined, pressed down on my avatar as if to crush it.

"This thing... there's no way I can swing it normally."

"I'd say even a pure STR build would barely manage it with both hands after dropping the weight of their other gear. For some reason, the moment it was completed as a weapon, it got heavier than its base materials."

"What in the laws of physics is that?"

Kagura-san laughed as if to say, “How would I know?”

"In any case, with this, the request... no, the contract is complete."

The wielder and the weaver of a Terror Armament are bound together for life. You can’t just switch to a different artisan halfway through, so just like with NPC craftsmen for an [Anima], a long-term relationship is set in stone.

Ironically, what had been a mere verbal agreement for her to be my exclusive artisan had now become an undeniable reality.

"Once again, I'm counting on you from now on, Sis."

I extended my hand in gratitude to my exclusive artisan, who had completed a job I had absolutely no complaints about. Looking satisfied and somewhat relieved, Kagura-san accepted my handshake without hesitation.

"Likewise, I'm counting on you for the long haul—and I'll knock you flat the next time you call me 'Sis'."

And so, the nickname I tried to casually make stick was met with a swift rejection.

*Isn't refusing to be called 'Sis' when you act like one a bit out of character...?*



    Chapter 70

    A Meeting for Two

    It was just after I parted ways with Kagura-san—not Sis. I had made my way to the world of sand, a place I once declared I would “never return to.”

My stats, my skills, and the [Prologue: Wedge Fragment Singing of Eternity (An=Re Galta)] I had just received—thinking back, even though only a few days had passed, I had achieved remarkable growth, if I do say so myself.

By the way, I had completely forgotten about it, but there was that pile of materials I had dumped on Kagura-san before, asking her to “make something interesting.” Those ended up being shelved, with the sentiment of, “You got a monster weapon like that, you really need some half-assed gear now?”

Turning them into armor was also a no-go, as there was a lack of materials suitable for light armor. The best option was something like a cloak woven from Glowbird feathers.

When she showed me a rough sketch of said cloak, all I could see was a future where it would get in the way of my ridiculously acrobatic movements, so that idea was scrapped.

And besides, there was the matter of my new friend, [Prologue: Wedge Fragment Singing of Eternity (An=Re Galta)]'s weight... The moment I tossed that one item into my inventory, the capacity gauge shot up. So, yeah...

Due to these unavoidable circumstances, my dearly departed materials were reborn as chump change and found their way into my wallet. May they rest in peace. Right, then.

――――――――――――――――――
◇Status◇
Name: Haru
Lv: 81
STR (Strength): 50 ⇒ 100
AGI (Agility): 430 ⇒ 500 (+10)
DEX (Dexterity): 200 (+10)
VIT (Vitality): 5
MID (Mind): 5
LUC (Luck): 10 ⇒ 50

◇Skills◇
・All-Weapon Aptitude
《Blink Switch》
《Piercing Dart》

・《Quit Counter》
・《Floating Leaf》

・Embodied Protection
・Heavy Attack Manipulator
・Combo Accelerate
・Idaten
・Flying Swallow Dash
・Fateless Jumper
・Rhino's Heart
・Guardian's Cradle
――――――――――――――――――

"...Yeah, this looks about right... I guess I'll have to cap my AGI here for now."

I finished deliberating my stat allocation and muttered to myself as I gazed at my Agility, which had reached the nice round number of 500. To be honest, it was already excessive. If, for example, Sora were to boost it further with her [Scareless], I would completely exceed the speed I can handle.

Actually, I'm already exceeding it even in normal situations. As it stands, controlling my avatar at top gear relies entirely on unconscious movements beyond my own comprehension and one hundred percent pure instinct.

It’ll be a while yet, but I plan to graduate from this runaway express train state when the stat reset function becomes available.

*If only I could get a thought acceleration skill.* Apparently, the condition for acquiring it is a certain amount of combat time with a light warrior build that has an AGI stat above a certain threshold. But I heard the first time it was ever confirmed was just a year ago.

In other words, it's something that even a seasoned veteran who fought for two years since the service started could only just obtain. So, the chances of a newcomer like me getting it anytime soon are slim.

I'm already quite attached to my current style, but I have no intention of clinging to it while wishing for something I don't have. If I drag my feet, Sora might just leave me behind.

"—Haru-san!"

"Whoa, there she is."

Just as I swiped away the windows I had open, my waiting partner came running toward me, kicking up sand. It was none other than my dear companion, whom I'd kept waiting for three days.

Her attire was unchanged—a simple battle cloth with minimal leather armor. Kicking up sand with the same eel-skin gloves and boots as mine, Sora waved with an unconcealed, friendly aura as she arrived at our meeting spot in the [Great Flowing Sand Cavern].

"It's been a while... or maybe not that long, huh?"

I’d been burning with impatience, so that was the first thing that came out, but in real-time, it had only been three days. I raised a hand in return and scratched my cheek to play it off, but—

"No, it has been a while! Is your business all taken care of?"

To my delight, it seemed she had also been looking forward to our promise today. A dazzlingly beautiful smile seeped into my mentally-weakened state, a soul-soothing balm after being battered by the big city.

"Yeah. It's a bit much getting used to everything, but for the most part, I'm settled."

"I see. ...Then, it's finally time!"

"Yep. You ready to go?"

Her expression, shining with a fervor that went beyond mere liveliness, made the answer obvious—

Our first meeting in three days. What we were about to do was something we had promised each other when I told her I'd be taking a short break.

In short, we had promised to reconquer the [Great Flowing Sand Cavern].

"Of course! I'm going to show you a side of me that's a whole new level from before!"

"Ah, yeah, looking forward to it...?"

While I was a little taken aback by her higher-than-expected energy, Sora was excitedly clenching her right hand, the one bearing her [Cradle of Sword-Craft].

Speaking of breaking away from the past, I'd already witnessed it firsthand during the [Angalta, God-Wedge Sword-King] battle—but then I remembered the countless new skills that had been added to her status screen afterward.

We parted ways right after making today's promise, so I had no idea what new tricks Sora had up her sleeve. Now, seeing her like this... man, I’m starting to get the shakes.

"Come on, Haru-san, let's go!"

"Yeah, yeah, I'm coming—whoa...!?"

Leaving my trembling heart behind, I was pulled along by the cheerful Sora's hand and broke into a run.

While inwardly gushing over the smile of this girl—this heroine—who had somehow become far more of a 'protagonist' than I was, I dashed off once again into an adventure brimming with excitement.



    Chapter 71

    The Trial Spheres of Partition

    Beginner fields, newbie areas, tutorial maps, etc.—among veteran players, these areas are so *ultimately* *unmemorable* that there isn't even a consensus on what to call them. But, as it turns out, this collection of maps does have an official name given by the developers.

It’s called the [Trial Spheres of Partition]. I mean, come on, the phrasing, the *style*. How are you even supposed to pronounce that last part? At least give us some phonetic guides.

I can see why people just call them whatever, but I have to object to the absurd assessment that these areas are “unmemorable.”

Insanely vast fields, thrilling monsters that feel truly *alive* as they attack, and then there are the 'Irregulars' who sit in remote regions, a cut above even the bosses.

As someone who once, out of ignorance, dropped a massive flame war bomb on the official forums, I’m trying to hold myself back, but I was once again thinking, “What are you seniors even talking about, haha.”

—The practice pasture... I mean, the boar paradise, Area 1: [Plains of the Horizon].

—The labyrinth of rock faces, Area 2: [Rocky Wasteland].

—The celestial bridge where the 'White' one lurks, Area 3: [Cliff Road of the Sky Bridge].

—And the lair of my nemesis, Area 4: [Great Flowing Sand Cavern].

Even setting aside the bona fide secret area that followed, the [Buried Labyrinth of Forgetfulness], both Sora and I shared the understanding that we'd had a very... *rich* adventure up to this point, in more ways than one.

Naturally, with each new stage, the malevolent—er, the *tasteless*... um, the *mean-spirited*? game design leveled up, and we tackled it with a mix of anticipation and worry, doused in a sauce of curiosity.

What's that? Did I sound like I was speaking in the past tense?

Well, just wait. I’m about to reveal the glorious 'next chapter' that follows the clichéd “after overcoming a battle to the death, our adventure has just begun!”—in three words.

Area 5: [Bioluminescent Underground Lake]—Insta-killed.

Area 6: [Inverted Fire-Plug Canopy]—Insta-killed.

Area 7: [Spiral of Ordeal]—Insta-killed.

I'm sure you have no idea what I'm talking about, but we understood perfectly well what had happened.

In other words, it was one of those, uh, “Whoops, we overleveled, tee-hee” situations.

"Huh..."

Before a bewildered Sora, whose reaction was uncharacteristically subdued, the thing *that was* the *boss monster* crumbled into pieces, as if to say, “My duty is done,” and made a swift exit as ash.

Right before that, it let out some kind of grandiose death cry, went through the classic dying-monster-boss-last-throes-convulsions motion, was engulfed in a torrent of dazzling energy-like light that erupted from within its body, and now this enigmatic slime-ish amorphous boss (providing a variety of combat experiences by changing into different forms!) has met its end.

"Man, that was an epic boss battle worthy of concluding the beginner fields."

"That was some textbook monotone delivery..."

I'm doing it on purpose. Three-minute cooking? Don't make me laugh. If you exclude the ridiculously ominous and dramatic entrance, the whole thing was over in less than half that time.

By the way, this area, which was apparently the finale of the beginner fields, was a single-boss-only type with no mobs along the way, so the time spent fighting it equaled the clear time.

This was my first time here, you know. I had no intention of doing a speedrun, okay???

To make matters worse, this entire battle was fought by Sora alone. The moment her first attack completely obliterated the boss’s first health bar, I had an “Ah” moment, wisely sheathed my weapon, and have been observing ever since.

Could you please make your health bars less like puff pastry and more like a solid block, maybe? A single, dense one instead of ten flimsy layers?

Because the situation was so ridiculous, Sora felt bad and activated her “I won't attack while you're transforming” spirit, which led to me witnessing a gruesome execution video of new-form-unveiling-and-posing-time followed by one-hit-kill, repeated nine times.

It perfectly established the dynamic of a mob bravely challenging a completely overpowered player. I swear I saw something shining in the corner of that enigmatic slime's eye... and as a mere spectator, I couldn't help but be moved to tears. Where even is the corner of a slime's eye?

If I were to defend it on one point, I think its sixth form's fish-like, all-range simultaneous scale-explosion attack would have instantly killed me if I were alone and at close range. Nice guts!

Well, thanks to a certain broken skill, Sora is now flawless in both offense and defense, so she finished the whole thing without taking a single point of damage.

"Well, that was... anticlimactic, wasn't it?"

Her combat style, solidified during the [Angalta, God-Wedge Sword-King] fight, hadn't changed, so Sora, still in her light armor with just a single ring, turned to me with a troubled expression.

Anticlimactic, I guess, but honestly, I pretty much saw this outcome coming from a mile away.

"That’s because you've become a total balance-breaker, Sora-san."

"That *one skill* is pretty bad, isn't it..."

It’s so bad that even Sora, who has always called my playstyle unconventional, is now feeling self-conscious about it. To put it simply, in terms of direct utility and threat level, “that skill” would easily surpass even the infamous [Scareless].

I know you're wondering what kind of skill could possibly be more broken than a 30-level boost, but it really does have some insane specs, so there's nothing to be done about it.

Specifically, it’s powerful enough to take down the final boss of the early game (the final boss of the *early game*???) in under two minutes.

Said skill's name is *Optimize Alert*. The name gives absolutely no clue as to what it does, but its effect is simple and easy to understand, both visually and in terms of performance—

◇Confirmation of all [Trial Spheres of Partition] processes completed◇

"Oh, the usual... wait, no it's not?"

A familiar bell-like sound chimed as a system log window appeared in my vision. I thought it was the usual boss-slain announcement, but it seemed to be something different.

◇Calculating comprehensive evaluation of progress through all stages—Evaluation value calculation complete◇

"Um, what is this...?"

"Uh, well..."

Alongside the unknown announcement, the field—which looked like a celestial arena left behind after the boss’s remains completely vanished—also began to change.

I say celestial, but was it space? It was a disc-shaped platform floating in a starry void... but the countless stars floating around it began to dart about frantically in mechanical-looking orbits.

Well, it was probably, no, *definitely* some kind of “Congratulations on graduating from the tutorial!” event progression. The reason we were both standing here with our jaws agape was... well, simply because we had powered up our avatars too much and cleared what should have been an epic battle to the death without any trouble at all.

Since I'm well aware that we've *messed up* plenty of times on our way here, I have a feeling that this calculated evaluation score might be something to look forward to.

◇Evaluation Score [S] Acquired◇

See? I knew it, this has to be the highest evaluation—

◇Executing level cap maximization as per evaluation regulations◇

"Huh?"

"Say what?"

Ignoring our confused voices at the sudden declaration, the light of a level-up, a sight I had seen countless times, enveloped my body.

It was a golden light effect, deeper and richer than the gold I remembered. As if cued by its radiance—the familiar mountain of system logs finally began to pile up after the boss fight.

◇[Spiral of Ordeal] has been cleared◇

◇[Trial Spheres of Partition] has been cleared◇

◇Titles Acquired◇
・'Achiever'
・'Two as One'
・'Guide'
・'World Opener'

◇Skill Acquired◇
・Telepathy

――――――――――――――――――
◇Status◇
Name: Haru
Lv: 85 → 100(150)
STR (Strength): 140
AGI (Agility): 500 (+10)
DEX (Dexterity): 200 (+10)
VIT (Vitality): 5
MID (Mind): 5
LUC (Luck): 50

◇Skills◇
・All-Weapon Aptitude
《Blink Switch》
《Piercing Dart》

・《Quit Counter》
・《Floating Leaf》

・Embodied Protection
・Heavy Attack Manipulator
・Combo Accelerate
・Idaten
・Flying Swallow Dash
・Fateless Jumper
・Rhino's Heart
・Guardian's Cradle

・Telepathy New!
――――――――――――――――――

◇Level cap reached◇
・Status Remake System unlocked.
・Skill Delete System unlocked.

◇Affinity value conditions met◇
・Partner System unlocked.



    Chapter 72

    To the World Beyond

    "Ugh, information overload..."

Well, let's just put that aside for now.

The fact that my level suddenly maxed out due to some mysterious evaluation criteria, that new systems including the long-awaited status reset function were unlocked, and that some other system I don't know about was also unlocked—I'll deal with all of it later.

Sora is frozen solid next to me, but we can figure it all out together later.

So for now, for this moment—

*—Children of conflict, you have done well to come this far.*

The event seems to be proceeding without any regard for our confusion, so my priority is to pay close attention.

"Eek! W-who are you...?"

The countless stars above—no, even beyond the translucent platform we stood on—were still darting about in every direction. Sora, who had been vaguely following them with her eyes, jumped and cried out in surprise at the voice that echoed without warning.

*The trial is now complete. May the brilliance of your swords shine just as brightly in the true world that will henceforth open before you.*

"H-Haru-san...?"

"Mm, well, it's pretty standard stuff."

The voice was delivered not so much through the space around us, but directly into our minds. Sora had built up some courage against monsters and the like through her experiences, but she wasn't yet at the point where she could calmly handle sudden situations like this.

She nervously tugged at my sleeve and moved closer. Was it conscious or unconscious? And what was it about this voice? I feel like I've heard it somewhere before... As I racked my brain, the answer came to me quickly.

"That's it, the voice from the cave at the very beginning of the game."

Since I started playing Arcadia, I've only ever heard one voice that seemed to be from the system side of things.

Apparently, Sora recognized it too, because she relaxed her tense posture at my words, muttering, "Now that you mention it." She didn't seem to be moving away, though... I'm a man, too. I wouldn't do something as foolish as pointing that out.

*Is just the sleeve okay? Want to borrow my whole arm?*

"You mean the one from when we received... the blessing of the war god, right?"

"Yep. When we chose our faction, and our level and skills were all unlocked—whoa!"

"Wah!"

The echo of the voice faded from my ears, and just as we were nodding and talking to each other, a sudden tremor hit us. A startled Sora leaped onto my arm, this time completely reflexively, but unfortunately, this was no time to be grinning like an idiot.

At some point, the stars had stopped their frantic dance. And what those countless stars had drawn, like a constellation, was a massive geometric pattern—a magic circle—of incredible scale, with the disc-shaped platform we stood on at its center.

"Tch..."

"Well now..."

With the entire backdrop being a starry expanse, the scale was so insane that I couldn't even grasp the full picture.

How many times had it been since I first came to this virtual world? A spectacle so overwhelming it felt like my brain was being struck, something I would undoubtedly never witness in the real world.

Beside me, Sora held her breath. As for me, though I felt like I had said something, all that escaped my lips was a faint, hoarse breath.

As we stood there, utterly captivated, the transformation continued unabated.

The countless lines filling the black expanse pulsed with light, and numerous circles spun like the second hand of a clock. The speed seemed unchanging, yet slowly and surely, their cycle shortened—and then, a tremendous shattering sound, as if a crack had formed in the world itself, roared through the space.

"Ngh...!"

She was probably already so overwhelmed by the situation that her mind was adrift. Sora, who reacted so earnestly to every single change, was now completely clinging to my arm as if for support.

And as for me... well, even if the main boss fight had been a disappointing mess, considering the whole journey, this was a milestone. The “End of Chapter One,” so to speak.

Being shown such a magnificent sight, and on top of that, being touched so intimately by a presumably beautiful girl (heroine) who was perfect in looks (avatar), voice, and personality... well, it's only natural to get caught up in the excitement.

I felt a slight twitch of surprise from Sora's hand and realized I had, at some point, taken her hand in mine. *Crap,* I thought, surprised myself, and reflexively turned to look at her. Our eyes met.

Big, round, amber eyes that shone as brightly as her brilliant golden hair. I was surprised by how close we were, though that was often the case due to Sora's actions.

But we had rarely been *this* close. Close enough for our noses to almost touch—if I tilted my head, we were close enough to kiss.

Both Sora and I stared at each other, surprised... but even after one second, then five, no hint of rejection ever appeared in her wide eyes.

In a scene that couldn't be described by words, one that even a movie scene couldn't do justice.

If this really *were* a movie, this might be the most perfect *timing* imaginable—I still had enough composure to think such things, but I wasn't about to do something so foolish.

So please, Sora-san, don't blush at my forced, awkward smile. When you react so honestly, it makes me think I might be misreading things... or maybe I'm not, and it makes me want to get carried away too.

Just as I managed to brush off the recent rom-com-esque moment and tear my eyes away from Sora, the source of the shattering sound immediately came into view.

Actually, I would have noticed it no matter where I looked. Whether it happened all at once with that first strange sound, or whether it spread while we were having our sudden rosy moment—'cracks' had filled the entire starry expanse.

The stars no longer moved. They seemed as if they had been pasted onto the cracked celestial dome from the very beginning, their brilliance and *depth* gone—as if to deliberately show us that this was all a fabrication...

I haven't told Sora, but I've actually already figured out the mechanism, or rather, the setup of this [Trial Spheres of Partition] with near certainty.

The inconsistencies that have been clearly shown throughout our journey so far can be grasped by anyone with a certain level of gaming experience through what's called “meta-reading.”

For example, despite claiming to be a completely open-world異世界, the maps aren't connected, and movement is limited to teleportation gates.

For example, despite the developers putting an insane amount of effort into capacity and processing power everywhere, the variety of mobs placed in each map is strangely limited for the environment.

There were other so-called “foreshadowing” elements scattered about, but to put it bluntly, this place was a *farm*.

Not in the meta sense of being a game created by developers, but in another sense, our journey so far has been designed in a way that makes one acutely aware of “intent.”

In other words, the [Trial Spheres of Partition] is a tutorial area in a dual sense... not just for the game, but an artificial world created by *someone in this world* to raise us.

"Artificial... no, more like *god-made*, huh?"

"Yes...?"

My unconscious mutter drew a confused upward glance from Sora, who was on the verge of crashing from processing all the different factors. It seemed the thought of meta-reading hadn't even crossed her mind.

"It's nothing. And I don't think we're in for a panic like in the desert. You don't have to be so tense."

If I were to be completely honest, I'd really appreciate it if you'd calm down and promptly move away.

I might have gotten swept up in the mood and held your hand, but this is not good.

And the fact that you, Sora-san, don't seem to mind at all makes this really, really not good.

I might get carried away, or mistake things, or even become convinced, and look, now you're wrapping your arm around mine so tightly, that soft warmth has been pressing against me for a while now!!!

"Um... ah, well, I kind of understand, but..."

"Yeah... yeah?"

Suppressing my rather flustered heart, I tried to telepathically communicate, “Please move away a little,” but for some reason, Sora moved even closer.

Wait, stop. Don't stimulate my innocent young heart (lol) any further.

"I'm sorry, um—I'm just plain scared...! Even though I know it's a game, the scale is too big, it's like, instinctively, space, you know...!!"

"Ah..."

Wait, is she just... scared? Not in the sense of being overwhelmed or awed by the magnificent sight, nor wary of what's to come, but simply, purely frightened.

Looking closer, the girl's legs were faintly trembling—fortunately, or perhaps because of it, the moment I understood, a surge of protectiveness welled up and washed away all the messy boy-girl stuff in my mind.

I patted her head with my free hand, and it was my own heart, rather than Sora's, that began to calm down.

"Haha... Well then, good news for you, Sora-san—it's almost time."

She hadn't been looking at me so much as desperately trying to look away from the frightening sight. I gently prompted Sora, who had been facing me the whole time, to look up by nodding my head towards the sky.

"Eh... —"

And it happened the very moment Sora's eyes were drawn upward.

In place of the now-darkened stars, a singular, brilliant light erupted from the countless pulsing cracks. As we squinted against the sheer brightness—the universe shattered.

""—""

Leaving us speechless, the fragments of the cosmos broke apart and separated. As they melted away, they revealed an infinite space filled with white light that lay beyond the walls of the starry sky.

"Is that..."

Reflected in Sora’s eyes as she whispered the words was a single sphere—no, seven spheres in total.

One showed an endless grassland.

Another, a cliffside bridge overlooking a sea of clouds.

And another, a tower of ever-flowing sand.

[Trial Spheres of Partition]—the private garden of some unknown being, crafted to bring us to this point.

One of the spheres showed a familiar cityscape, likely the city of Istia. I had my doubts about the game being “open world,” but it turns out even that hub was just another isolated realm.

"...!"

"...Well, looks like we're not getting any explanation, as usual."

As we were captivated by the strangely wondrous scenery, each lost in our own thoughts, a familiar blue light of teleportation enveloped us. Its destination—was surely a place different from the familiar city of Istia we called home.

"Heheh...!"

An image suddenly popped into my head: the blunt message from an MMORPG I once played, “This concludes the tutorial.”

The fact that this unparalleled grand adventure we had charged through together was nothing more than “that sort of thing” in many other games sent an undeniable thrill through my heart.

"Ah... dammit, what is this—this is a god-tier game...!!"

"Eh, wha-what is it... what's happening!?"

Yeah, it was a masterpiece.

I couldn't hold it back and burst into laughter, while a surprised Sora started to panic at my reaction.

The light of teleportation carried us away, two newcomers who had shed their newbie status to become rookies, throwing open the door to the main stage.

To a new frontier in a virtual world that would surely stretch on endlessly—to what lies beyond.



    Chapter 73

    Character Introductions

    ・[Haru] - Haru Kasuga - Age: 18 / Height: 174cm
Our protagonist. A former part-time workaholic with slightly unruly black hair that's neither long nor short, and chestnut-colored eyes. He has a naturally slender build, so he'll never look bulky no matter how hard he tries, but three years on the part-time job circuit have forged his body into that of a 'hidden-macho' type.

For certain reasons, his in-game avatar is set to look almost identical to his real self. His hair is just slightly longer in-game, and he changed his eye color to black.

By the standards of the Arcadia world, which is filled with handsome and beautiful custom-made characters, he's just an average-looking guy. The reason his self-assessment of his appearance, abilities, and other various things is so low, or rather, so skewed, remains a mystery.


・[Sora] - ??? Sora - Age: ?? / Height: 151cm / Bust: B-cup, leaning C
Our heroine and second protagonist. In the real world, she has a black bob haircut with long side bangs and sky-blue eyes. She kept her avatar's facial features the same as her real ones because "the idea of having a stranger's face feels kind of scary."

She only altered her hair and eyes. Her hair is long and golden, tied into a single ponytail down her back. Her eyes were changed to amber. There was no particular reason for choosing these flashy colors; if anything, she just wanted to try out beautiful colors she couldn't have in real life.

She actually dived into the world of Arcadia with a certain grand objective in mind, but we are still far from progressing enough in the story for that reason to be revealed.

Strive on, and conquer—in more ways than one.


・[Kagura] - ??? - Age: ?? / Height: 157cm / Bust: D-cup, leaning E
A veteran player from the earliest days of the game's launch. She has long, flame-like crimson hair tied up in a high ponytail, and her eyes are the color of copper.

She tried to design her character to be a “cool beauty,” but her real-world features ended up shining through more strongly than she expected, leaving her with a rather youthful face. She gets sulky if anyone teases her about it.

She frequently breaks character, but she's well-liked by those around her, that part included. Combined with her skill as an artisan who creates unique items, she's actually quite popular.


・[Halzen] - Age: ????? / Height: 186cm / Muscle
A mass of muscle whose language center has been partially invaded by muscle. He is not bald.



    Chapter 74

    Skill Explanations

    ――――――――――――――――――
◇Status◇
Name: Haru
Lv: 100(150)
STR (Strength): 140
AGI (Agility): 500 (+10)
DEX (Dexterity): 200 (+10)
VIT (Vitality): 5
MID (Mind): 5
LUC (Luck): 50

◇Skills◇
・All-Weapon Aptitude
《Blink Switch》
《Piercing Dart》

・《Quit Counter》
・《Floating Leaf》

・Embodied Protection
・Heavy Attack Manipulator
・Combo Accelerate
・Idaten
・Flying Swallow Dash
・Fateless Jumper
・Rhino's Heart
・Guardian's Cradle

・Telepathy
――――――――――――――――――

・《Blink Switch》— Can be activated by vividly imagining the detailed appearance and information of an equippable item. Enables instantaneous equipment switching without needing to operate the status screen.
Evolved from its predecessor, 《Quick Change》, it has gained the effect of reducing its cooldown time when activated consecutively without other skills in between.

No player has ever been able to properly use 《Quick Change》. Which means, no one has ever used it enough for it to evolve... Naturally, it's a unique skill. Congratulations.

・《Piercing Dart》— Can be activated when throwing a weapon with a 'tip'. Grants a damage bonus, an aim assist bonus, and a weak piercing effect.

All active-trigger attack skills have a post-skill animation lock. The protagonist, who frequently throws weapons, never shows any sign of using this skill, which should tell you everything. He operates under the assumption that getting hit even once after being locked in an animation means death.

・《Quit Counter》— Upon activation, grants a high-magnification parry success bonus to the equipped weapon for an extremely short duration. Upon a successful parry, the damage of the next single attack is increased.

Q. There don't seem to be any downsides, so why have you never used it?
A. Because his STR was so pitifully low that even with a high-magnification bonus, parrying was impossible.

With his current stats, it's now somewhat stable, depending on the opponent. By the way, what he was doing against the decaying statues in the [Buried Labyrinth of Forgetfulness] was blocking, not parrying.

・《Floating Leaf》— Upon activation, allows the user to select and prioritize one direction of kinetic energy acting on their body. Furthermore, it reduces the gravity acting on the avatar and nullifies air resistance. Additionally, while the effect is active, it minimizes the load from body weight during physical movement, but the actual numerical weight does not change.

Don't get it? I see, I don't get it either.

To put it simply... sprinting forward = prioritizing forward kinetic energy. But that's not the only kinetic energy being generated; there are arrows pointing in various directions, like from swinging your arms or the upward recoil from kicking off the ground.

This skill lets you pick an arrow from any desired direction and forcibly prioritize it. That's the first half.

As for the even more confusing second half, it allows you to move with about 1/10th the physical load while your actual weight remains unchanged. It only reduces the burden on physical movement; it doesn't decrease the weight or power of your attacks, for example.

It was designed as a broken skill with no downsides whatsoever. Who was it that gave this bombshell to the protagonist before he even graduated from the beginner areas...?

By the way, it's unique. He hasn't checked since he looked it up a while ago, so he has no idea.

・《Embodied Protection》— Applies a bonus to events that are difficult to achieve.

To put it bluntly, it's a skill that grants 'Protagonist Correction'. It's not quite a systemic cheat or favoritism, but it may or may not provide minor advantages in various situations.

By the way, he is the protagonist from the get-go, even without any Protagonist Correction from the system. Protagonist Correction is already built-in, and this status effect does not stack. In other words, it's meaningless. Poor guy.

・《Heavy Attack Manipulator》— When using a weapon that doesn't meet the STR requirement, it grants an upward damage bonus. When using a weapon that does meet the STR requirement and is above a certain weight, it grants a bonus to operational accuracy.

This is a simple and useful skill favored by warrior-type players who use heavy weapons. They primarily utilize the latter effect, and only a very small number of perverts would look at the former effect and proclaim it a “god-tier skill.”

・《Combo Accelerate》— Retains the same kind of recast time reduction effect for 《Blink Switch》 that its predecessor, 《Accel Tempo》, had, while also gaining the effect of reducing the recast times of all skills when different skills are activated consecutively.
The combo is only applied when “all skills are different.” Example ↓
〇 《Blink Switch》⇒《Piercing Dart》⇒《Floating Leaf》
× 《Blink Switch》⇒《Piercing Dart》⇒《Blink Switch》
The longer the combo, the greater the final recast time reduction.

It may sound like it only has upsides, but in reality, the amount of recast time reduction isn't that dramatic, so it's just a good skill. For now.

・《Idaten》— Automatically activates during high-speed movement when physical motion speed exceeds a certain value. Doubles the effect of DEX that assists AGI. The effect continues to decrease as long as the speed required for activation is maintained.

It's no exaggeration to say that without this skill, the protagonist would have been a smear on the ground countless times. It's his well-known cornerstone.

In addition to its exceptional effect, it has no recast time since it's a passive skill. It seems like a must-have for light warriors, but the acquisition condition—gaining extensive high-speed combat experience with an “AGI > DEX” stat distribution—is basically picking a fight with Arcadia's game mechanics, so the ownership rate is surprisingly low. Its predecessor skill is already an excellent one, providing DEX+100 at the light-footed stage, so many light warriors are content with that.

By the way, the protagonist is about to do something stupid soon, which will trigger Idaten's wrath. I hereby declare that this is not because the author accidentally messed up the settings. Please believe me.

・《Flying Swallow Dash》— Provides stability and accuracy support for physical movements during consecutive jumps. Additionally, it prevents loss of jumping power even when leaping from unstable footing or stances.

Its predecessor's effect, “provides assistance when running on difficult terrain like sand,” was never used even once. Instead, thanks to the insane amount of experience it gained during the [Angalta, God-Wedge Sword-King] fight, it suddenly mutated into a completely different skill.

In terms of versatility and synergy with the protagonist's build, it's a definite plus, so in the grand scheme of things, it was undoubtedly a fortunate outcome.

・《Fateless Jumper》— Improves the stability and acceleration of jumping actions. Additionally, it adds a critical judgment to all jumping actions. Upon a successful judgment, it applies a high-magnification bonus to jump power and jump speed.

I know you're probably thinking, “What are you even talking about?” but both the protagonist and the author are thinking the exact same thing: “What am I even talking about?”

To break it down, a jump that is considered “ideal” in all aspects—stance, timing of the push-off, amount of force, etc.—becomes a critical jump. What the hell is a critical jump???

The effect ranges from about a 1.2 to 1.3 times multiplier depending on the success of the judgment. It's a great skill, but there's a risk of being thrown off by unexpected success or failure judgments. Hey, he's the protagonist, shouldn't the success rate be 100%?

・《Rhino's Heart》— Automatically activates upon reaching the limit of high-speed movement. Further accelerates the top speed in a straight line and adds a high-magnification damage bonus and a massive impact effect to the next attack.

The evolved form of Boar's Heart. The explicit need for a running start has been removed from the activation conditions, making it slightly easier to use. However, the weakness of not being able to activate it instantly remains, as reaching the max speed corresponding to one's AGI stat still requires a decent run-up... but the synergy with a skill he's scheduled to acquire soon is...

・《Guardian's Cradle》— When carrying heavy objects, it reduces the load on the avatar up to a certain weight. Additionally, if the carried object is a person, such as a player or NPC, it reduces the load on the target during movement. Furthermore, if the target takes damage from any source, the skill holder takes half of that damage upon themselves.

This transport skill evolved after he stubbornly continued to treat the heroine like a princess. The weight reduction effect is about 100kg, so he can now princess-carry Sora with zero load. You might think 100kg is a huge effect, but since the strength of an avatar with stats invested in STR is already monstrous, this is a relatively modest effect in comparison.

It's strictly a “blessing that activates when carrying something,” so it doesn't apply to equipped weapons or armor. By the way, even with his current stats and this skill activated, he still can't properly swing [Prologue: Wedge Fragment Singing of Eternity (An=Re Galta)]. That thing weighs over 300kg...

・《Telepathy》— Enables a certain degree of non-verbal communication with a specific player.

To the person who just thought, “What is this nonsense...?” please understand that I feel the same way.

To put it bluntly and vaguely, it allows you to vaguely sense the intentions of one specific player you're linked with when you're trying to communicate with each other.

In other words, it's a simplified, systemic version of the unison phenomenon the two of them pulled off during the [Angalta, God-Wedge Sword-King] fight. It may or may not be useful, but those two already communicate so well without it...

It's a non-unique skill that has been observed since the early days of the game, mostly between pairs who are “in love” or have a similar relationship. What are you two? Are you dating?

By the way, the moment the system judges that “Ah, these two have had a falling out,” the skill vanishes from your skill list. Merciless.



    Chapter 75

    Prologue

    When was it that I first started to feel bored in this world?

When I first held this 'sword', there were still so many things that captivated me.

But perhaps that was the moment when it all began to fade.

It wasn't that I hated being adorned with exaggerated, hollow words like genius, or strongest, or one-of-a-kind.

The true cause of my sinking heart was that I myself had realized those words were true.

There is no one who would laugh and call me arrogant.

Instead, everyone holds an ideal for me, wishing for me to be arrogant.

They told me I was special—yes, I am special.

They told me I was the strongest—yes, I am the strongest.

They told me there was no one who could stand beside me—yes. There is no one who can stand beside me.

There is no one who can walk with me.

There is no one who can hold my hand.

There is no one at my side.

It's not that I'm sad, nor am I empty. Just because I feel bored, it doesn't mean I've come to hate this world. It's just...

Yes, it's just that I can't help but feel—lonely.

And so, like a child waiting to be picked up,

Like a young girl dreaming of her prince,

I continue to wait for someone who will one day take my hand.



    Chapter 76

    Arrival in a New Land

    A bell tolls.

It was a great bell tower, a relic of a divine age that once slumbered deep within a forest.

Its majestic tone signifies the birth-cry of a new light being born into the world, a voice speaking on its behalf.

"Oh, for real?"

"It's been a month, right? We're lucky to be here for the festival!"

"Who are you betting on?"

"A guy." "A dude." "A man." "A man." "There's a chance... nah, it's a guy."

"The odds are so skewed it's not even a bet, lol."

This land, home to the great bell tower, had been covered by a sea of ancient trees until three years ago.

From the day the bell first rang, countless new lights—that is, players—were born. Through their efforts, the former forest was cleared and transformed into a vast plain.

It's been a long time since this place was bustling with crude tents and mats. Now, with the landmark bell tower at its center, paths have been laid, and various organized buildings line the streets, a scene worthy of being called a city.

It covers an area roughly the size of the entire Tokyo metropolis. Who measured it and when is anyone's guess, but it's said that this city—no, this *megalopolis*—is home to a permanent population of several hundred thousand players, and that's no metaphor or joke.

And now, those countless players erupted all at once. Their attention was, of course, fixed on the news of a newcomer arriving for the first time in what some called a month.

The “festival” held when a new player arrives in this land after breaking through the tutorial, the [Trial Spheres of Partition], has become a customary event.

It is a kindness from the seniors to the juniors who will be thrown into this excessively vast world.

At the same time, for an Arcadia where new players are becoming a rarity, it is also a form of *collective coddling* of precious newcomers.

Furthermore, it is a fierce, almost brutal, battle to recruit said newcomers, a competition to quickly assess their future potential and draw them into one's own circle.

In other words, it’s pretty much hell in more ways than one.

And into this hell, a pair of rookies were unceremoniously delivered.

"What is this?"

"Eek...!"

A roar so loud I couldn't even distinguish voices or words. The sheer pressure was enough to blow my bangs back, and I instantly froze my heart and put on a blank expression.

And then there was Sora, clinging to me with a pure terror that was clearly on a different vector from her earlier “space is scary” moment.

Amazing. What surprised me more than anything wasn't that a real person could actually let out a shriek like “Eek!”, but that even such a sound could be undeniably cute coming from a beautiful girl.

But this is no time for that.

"Sora, is this—ah, I get it, it’s okay, just hide. There, there."

I was about to ask Sora, with her extensive knowledge of Arcadia trivia, if she knew what this commotion was about, but I gave up the moment I turned to her.

She’s more genuinely terrified than I’ve ever seen her.

Well, I can’t blame her. Just how many people are gathered here? Is this the legendary Comiket I've heard about? There's no merchandise here, so scatter! My dear Sora is scared, damn it!

There must be thousands of people here, easily. With such a massive crowd all talking at once, it's less of a din and more of a simple, deafening roar.

Because of that, the people in the front row of the circle surrounding us were practically screaming at me, but there's no way I can hear them. Are they kidding me?

It's a level of noise that would make Prince Shotoku snap. If I were him, I'd be brandishing my scepter with murderous intent.

...No, yeah, this is impossible.

For now, I shot a glare at the most conspicuous person in the front row, the one closest to us and likely the main source of Sora's terror: a bald, muscular heavy warrior nearly two meters tall, wearing ridiculously ornate leg armor and, for some reason, nothing on his upper body. *Don't you get any closer, you bald freak,* I projected with my eyes, and then... realizing a whisper would be drowned out, I quickly opened a message window.

*'Let's run. I'll give the signal, so be ready to move.'*

My hastily typed words reached Sora, and she nodded frantically while still clinging to me.

...You know, am I becoming overprotective? I’m getting genuinely pissed off at this weird mob for scaring Sora so much.

Alright, I need to swallow my righteous anger for now and focus. The plan is to put on a little show and then make a break for it, but these guys are obviously veterans. I can’t even imagine how many of them there are.

A clumsy opening might not be enough to shake them. Even though Kagura-san vouched for my speed, I’m still a rookie who knows nothing of this world.

I need to fool them well enough, even if it’s just through sheer force—so first, a smile.

I swept Sora up into my arms and leaped back to create some distance. But I wasn't escaping just yet. For now, I just jumped onto the pedestal of a ridiculously large bell, striking a pose to deliberately draw attention to myself.

I set down a wide-eyed Sora behind me, shielding her, and in one fluid motion, activated 《Quick Change》—or rather, 《Blink Switch》.

A light effect, a little flashier than before, accompanied the appearance of a unique weapon in my hand: my pride and joy, a gift from my exclusive artisan, the misshapen form of [Prologue: Wedge Fragment Singing of Eternity (An=Re Galta)].

Even in its initial stage, [An=Re Galta]'s presence as a Terror Armament, combined with the instant weapon-summoning that even veteran players had deemed abnormal, was a powerful one-two punch.

I had hoped it would be enough to silence their damn chorus for even a second—and bingo. Time to overwhelm them. You’re all pumpkins!

"LADIIIIIIIIES ANNND, GENTLEMEEEEEENNNN!!!"

With all the damn courage I'd forged through countless part-time jobs as a high schooler, and a full blast from my hidden “Lung Capacity” stat that for some reason is linked to AGI, I summoned [An=Re Galta] above my head and, with a soul-shaking shout, slammed it down at my feet.

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

How’s that? Scared?

Go ahead and think I’m a crazy person. Shut up. You shut up? Good. Now stay quiet while I play the fool with all my might!

The deafening roar, which had made it impossible to hear myself think, subsided to at least a manageable, albeit still noisy, din as the majority of them stared, dumbfounded.

Now, all I needed was to successfully *lure* away the ones in the front who might directly obstruct our escape.

So listen up, you gaping morons.

"On this occasion! I am overjoyed that you have all gathered for our debut, et cetera, et cetera, I'll spare you the rest! Cut the chatter and behold!"

Using my excessive AGI and DEX, I made a series of flashy, high-speed, though unrefined, gestures to draw their eyes as I used 《Blink Switch》 again, swapping from [An=Re Galta] to my [White-Flawed Straight Sword].

"'Awakening White Eye'—...!"

The visual change of the sword from its unique skill's activation key was a minor detail. Most of them were likely reacting to the second use of 《Blink Switch》.

A murmur rose through the crowd, threatening to turn back into a deafening roar that would drown out my voice, but—I'll just have to manage the rest with body language.

"'—Bind the boundless sky'!!"

At the end of the chant, I made an exaggerated gesture, slowly looking over the crowd staring up at me, then dramatically threw my head back and pointed to the sky with my free hand.

"LET'S GOOO!! —《ÉCLAIR》!!!"

Pointing to the sky and throwing a glowing sword—naturally, one would assume the sword would do something up there. Just as I'd planned, I caught most of them looking up out of the corner of my eye, and...

""...Ngh—!!""

I scooped up Sora beside me into my arms again. Our eyes met, and the signal was sent.

Activation of [Scareless]—thirty levels' worth of stats transferred from Sora piled onto my AGI and DEX, pushing my already excessive agility into the realm of hyper-excessive.

Then I slammed down all my mobility-boosting cards—《Floating Leaf》, 《Idaten》, 《Flying Swallow Dash》, 《Fateless Jumper》, and for good measure, 《Guardian's Cradle》—and kicked off the ground without mercy—

"H-heeeeeeek...!!?"

"HAHA! So long, seniors! Please don't follow us, seriously, stop, I'm begging you, this isn't a joke!"

I’ll be honest. I jumped nearly twice as fast and three times as high as I expected, and it scared the hell out of me.

I mean, yeah, it was the first time I’d ever done a full-power jump with my AGI at its current level, with evolved skills, *and* with Sora’s support maxed out for agility.

But come on, I didn't think I'd launch myself nearly forty meters into the air when I wasn't even jumping straight up, you know?

"H-Haru, Haru-sa, so high...—!!?"

"Sorry, but you'll bite your tongue, so hang on for a second!"

While firmly holding a teary-eyed Sora who was clinging to me for dear life with one arm, I used my other hand to continuously activate Blink Switch for my trademark mid-air jump maneuvers.

《Quick Change》 had evolved into 《Blink Switch》, and it had gained a god-tier ability to progressively reduce its cooldown when used consecutively without other skills in between.

Combined with the synergistic effect of 《Combo Accelerate》, the evolved form of 《Accel Tempo》 which had a similar effect, I could now activate it repeatedly at a speed incomparable to before.

Thanks to that, I had acquired a mobility that was basically, “Yes, I can fly.” However, when carrying someone else—

"—Ngh!! —Hngh!!"

Being violently jerked around at high altitudes with every jump was not a pleasant experience for Sora... Whether it was a protest or just sheer panic, she wrapped her arms around my neck like she was trying to strangle me and buried her face in my shoulder—or rather, my neck—as if looking down meant certain death.

"—H-hey, wait, Sora-san, your breath—I mean, your mouth is right on my neck...!"

I'm used to her clinging to me—which is a problem in itself—and I can more or less ignore her breathing on me at close range.

But *that* is out of bounds. No teenage boy can remain calm when a girl is biting his neck.

Well, she wasn't biting me, more like pressing her mouth so hard against me that her lips were wrapped around my skin, but—what do you mean, *just* that?! There's no way I can stay calm when a girl does that! The warmth, the softness, aghhhhh!!

Alright, let's land. Let's just land now. I've covered kilometers in just a few seconds, and since this game apparently doesn't have mid-air jumps, I probably don't have to worry about being pursued from here.

Crap, this is bad. As I shifted my focus to landing and looked down, I was belatedly stunned. What is this? It's not just a town, it's a full-blown city.

I don't even know where I was teleported to in the first place, but the clusters of buildings clearly had a different flavor from the purely fantastical streets of Istia.

The exterior was definitely fantasy-inspired, but there was something about the architectural direction, a faint concept or goal I could sense, that had a modern touch... or rather, the scent of an efficiency-obsessed expert from a city-builder or factory game.

Wait, no way, could this place be player-made? Oh, sorry, yes, landing now, landing right now, Sora-san, just hang on a little longer!



    Chapter 77

    Presumed Guilty

    "I thought I was used to it..."

"To be honest, my acceleration went haywire and even I was surprised. Sorry about that, okay?"

Will a time ever come when one gets *used* to running up the equivalent of a ten-story building on foot? I apologized to Sora's faint voice while trying to calm my own slightly racing heart.

We were in a narrow alleyway in some unknown city. It seemed like every player had flocked to that plaza earlier, because this area, a short distance away, was devoid of people. We could probably catch our breath here.

There were no thoughtful amenities like benches in the deserted backstreet, so we both leaned against a building wall and let out a sigh. We exhaled long breaths, one looking down and the other up at the sky, each trying to calm ourselves down.

"I'm sorry, too... I did have some knowledge about *that*, but it completely slipped my mind..."

"I kind of figured... you mean the 'welcome, newbies' thing, right?"

To my rough guess, Sora nodded, “That’s right,” and then added with a weary smile, “It was even more intense than I expected.”

"Apparently, it *used* to be a tradition of recruitment battles for parties and clans... but now that new players are rare, it's mostly just a welcoming festival."

Right, a “welcome.”

"Wouldn't that be grounds for calling the authorities?"

"Ahaha..."

That would scare off not just women and children, but any grown man. If Sora had been surrounded by that horde alone, the scene would have been a straight-up criminal incident. A guilty verdict, no questions asked.

Estimated perpetrators: over ten thousand. Not even funny.

"Well, yeah... let's just say we made it through for now."

The crisis is over. Time to move on.

I glanced at a corner of the UI displayed in my peripheral vision. A system clock, with a slightly more complex design than a standard analog one, was ticking away.

It was a clock function that displayed both real time and virtual time, one that took a little getting used to.

In Arcadia, where a player's consciousness is accelerated, a day isn't twenty-four hours, but thirty-six. Just as a twenty-four-hour day in reality is divided into twelve hours of AM and PM, Arcadia is divided into three twelve-hour periods: AM, PM, and VM.

By the way, “AM” is short for ante meridiem and “PM” for post meridiem, meaning “before noon” and “after noon” respectively, but the developers have never officially stated what “VM” stands for, so it remains a mystery.

And the complaint that if a day is thirty-six hours, then noon should be 18:00, not 12:00, has been around for three years, so we'll skip it.

In any case, it was now past PM in virtual time, and a little after 5 PM in real time... which meant, if we stuck to our original plan, it should be about *that time*.

"It's almost time, right?"

"Yes, that's all for today."

I turned my head to the side and our eyes met, as if she had been looking at me at the same time. Normally, she would probably get shy, but... Sora, who met my gaze directly, looked somewhat sad.

"Not just for today, but... as I mentioned before."

Frustrated, impatient, an indescribable reluctance to speak clearly. This was due to the circumstances she had told me about a little while ago... to put it simply, “real life is getting busy.”

Given the time of year, it's the start of a new season for students and working adults alike, so it's only natural. It's not something I'm immune to either; my university life is just around the corner.

"It's a shame, right when things were getting started. I get why you're antsy."

As for me, I dedicated my high school years to reckless money-making and studying, so I'm actually looking forward to university life as a way to make up for my lost youth.

So, even with the significant reduction in time I'll be able to spend on Arcadia, my mental state is more or less even... maybe slightly in the negative.

But for a working adult dedicated to their job, well, that's another story.

I know I've been treating her like a kid and acting like her guardian, but in truth, I think of Sora as being older than me.

Her youthful avatar and voice make it tempting to imagine she's just like that in real life, but the essential skill of a modern youth living in the online world is to discipline oneself to face reality.

In Arcadia, you can freely design your avatar, but your voice remains your real voice. This means her beautiful girl voice is her own, so it's safe to say she's not elderly.

However, as a part-time warrior who has worked in various jobs and gained a glimpse into society, I know one thing: the “low communication skills” of young people—that is, high school students and younger.

To put it simply, it's the difference in conversational ability, including vocabulary. Anyone who, as a student, devoted themselves to part-time jobs and communicated daily with working adults other than their parents and teachers might understand.

It’s not about being smart or dumb, educated or not (in my opinion), but about whether you are required to have “smooth communication skills” on a daily basis. When an unexpected situation arises, are you expected to think on your feet and propose a solution, or not? In short, it’s the absolute difference in practical communication experience.

That thing called communication skill is something I can confidently say you will never acquire just by living a normal student life.

Now, how about Sora-san?

She has a shy side, but I don't feel any lack in her communication skills.

As for her vocabulary, aside from game terms, she sometimes uses words I don't know.

Her ability to structure conversations efficiently is a given, but even in critical “unexpected situations” that would never happen in real life, she has the quick-wittedness and the ability to convey her thoughts clearly and concisely.

So, does such a female student even exist?

I'm not saying they don't, but on top of that, there's the hurdle of the purchase price for the [Arcadia] console.

Even I, who still only have the bare minimum of information, have glanced at the player age demographics, and the ratio of current students is less than ten percent.

When I first heard one in ten, I thought, “Huh, that’s actually quite a lot,” but when you consider Arcadia's total population, a 9:1 ratio represents a significant difference in actual numbers.

So, to sum it up... the probability that the innocent-looking beautiful girl in front of me is also a younger girl in real life is extremely low.

The possibility that this girl is an office lady being tossed about by the rough waves of society... well, it brings up a lot of different emotions.

"Um... Haru-san, you're going to be busy too, right?"

"To some extent. March is the same for both students and working adults, after all."

Obviously, neither of us has ever talked about our real-life circumstances.

Just as I inwardly think she's older but still play the role of her guardian... maybe she also thinks of me as being younger than her.

I'm aware that I act quite flippant and easygoing, after all. In reality—or rather, when I'm not hyped up, my natural energy level is actually below average.

"..."

As I thought this, Sora, who had been growing quieter, fell completely silent. She looked visibly down, and as someone who could guess the reason, I felt happy on one hand, but also a sense of helplessness that I couldn't do anything about it.

"You get lonely pretty easily, don't you, Sora?"

I want to comfort her, I want to cheer her up—or maybe that's just a pretext. This time, honestly, it was because *I* wanted to that I found my hand naturally reaching out.

I gently placed my hand on the head of the downcast Sora next to me.

She flinched slightly in surprise... but then accepted my touch.

"...I'm surprised myself. I can't believe I've become so attached in less than a month."

"'Attached,' you say that yourself?"

She acknowledged both her loneliness and who it was directed at. I laughed at her resigned tone, and Sora turned away shyly.

"Well, it's true, isn't it? I've become completely attached to you, Haru-san."

"Oh... an unexpectedly bold move."

Instead of just ending with her usual shyness, I received such sulky words. As for me, I couldn't help but grin.

"Well, I'm more than happy to hear that... I mean, we're partners. It's not strange to be lonely when we can't see each other as often, right?"

"Partners..."

From her reaction, it seems certain that Sora likes me too. In that case, I have no intention of ending our current relationship either.

Even setting aside her cute girl avatar, adventuring with the honest and hardworking Sora is genuinely fun and exciting.

On top of that, her rapid growth has made her a reliable ally who might even surpass me, so she has become an indispensable partner I can't let go of.

"So yeah, the loneliness is mutual. I honestly can't imagine not having you by my side anymore."

"...!"

That's why I felt it was okay to say such slightly embarrassing words. I was confident that Sora wouldn't be put off or laugh, a confidence born from the trust we've built.

I stole a glance at her profile and saw her face flushed a noticeable crimson—truly, my partner is adorable.

...As I was thinking that, something came to mind.

"Speaking of partners, that Partner System thing was just unlocked, but—"

"Huh?"

Was the change in topic too sudden? Ignoring Sora, who let out a surprised sound next to me, I summoned the system window and looked at the newly added item.

"Let's see, what's this... 'Form a bond with a player whose affinity has reached a certain level to receive various benefits.' Huh, very MMO-like."

I don't know what raises this 'affinity,' but Sora and I have been progressing as a pair almost constantly. It must have been from the time we spent in a party or something that we met the conditions.

"Sora, did you know about this feature?"

"Eh, um, well... yes. It's pretty well-known, I guess."

"Hmm?"

Why the sudden stammering... Anyway, isn't this... a *perfect* way to alleviate the loneliness of not being able to see each other as often?

"In that case, Sora, if you're okay with it, would you like to become my partner?"

To make it official in the system, too, I said it without much thought—and in that moment.

"—"

Sora, who had been acting strangely, completely froze.

"...Uh, Sora-san?"

As if she had been hit by a forced stun. Seeing her stiffen, I reflexively understood that I had done something wrong and slowly retracted the hand that had been on her head.

Sora turned her head towards me with a creaking motion, her face rapidly turning red as her eyes darted around in confusion.

"U-um..."

"Yes?"

"I think, probably. Haru-san, you don't understand what this means, do you?"

Means. What means? The moment I thought that, I knew I definitely didn't understand.

"No, I do not."

I nodded gravely, already contemplating at what point I should transition into a kneeling position. Sora stared at me for a moment with a resentful look before letting out a loud sigh, "Haaah..."

Still red to her neck, she glared at me from the side and muttered.

"...A marriage proposal."

"Huh?"

"In Arcadia, asking someone to enter into a Partner System *contract* is treated the same as a real-life marriage proposal."

"—Huh?"

"...Honestly, Haru-san, you're impossible."

Sora turned away shyly, and her gesture was as adorable as ever, but that wasn't the point. Huh?

What am I doing? No, what did I do? Huh?

Did I just propose to Sora?

.........Huh?



    Chapter 78

    It's Still Okay

    Sora, blushing, turns away shyly.

And I, out of a sense of obligation, drop to my knees without a moment's hesitation.

"...Wha-what are you doing?!"

As one fool solemnly attempts to transition from a formal kneel to a full prostration, Sora, still blushing, frantically stops me. She grabs my shoulders mid-bow, and unfortunately, my forehead never reaches the ground.

"My ignorance led to my rashness, I humbly beg for your forgiveness..."

"N-no, um, it was a surprise, but...!"

Saying it wasn't something that required such a grand apology, Sora pulls back her hands, and I stand up at her urging. Well, yeah, now that I think about it, trying to prostrate myself was a bit of a mystery. Perhaps I was just as flustered as she was.

"Umm... could you explain it to me, please?"

When I asked hesitantly, Sora, whose blush was gradually fading, explained the details of this so-called 'contract'.

In short, I had misunderstood the nuance of the name 'Partner System'—in Arcadia, a partner wasn't a “buddy,” but a “spouse.”

In other words, the 'Partner System' in this game was the equivalent of a 'Marriage System' in other games.

Of course, that explains why the offer is treated as a proposal, but it's not officially recognized as such, just a marriage-*like* system.

Due to its detailed specifications, many players felt that it was more of a spouse system than a buddy system, and now it's an unspoken common understanding that that's *just what it is*.

"Complete inventory sharing, huh... so it's like a married couple's wallet."

Even our currency would be combined, making us truly in it together for life.

"And since it's a *lifelong* commitment, well... it requires the resolve to spend the rest of your days with someone you can trust with all your heart, you know?"

"Yeah, the fact that you can't break the contract is pretty crazy..."

That was the most crucial point. Apparently, once both parties agree and enter into this partner contract, there is no way to break it—in other words, no divorce.

Under normal circumstances, a feature like this would be met with a flood of complaints. In Arcadia, where you can't create multiple accounts or sub-characters, an irreversible element like this carries too much weight.

".........Hmm."

As my head cooled down, I turned my gaze to Sora.

It's certainly a heavy decision. But... is there any chance that I'll meet another partner in the future with whom I can connect and build trust as much as I have with her?

She's honest, hardworking, kind, and considerate. And she even tries her best to keep up with my often-over-the-top energy. Is there any chance I'd be lucky enough to meet another girl like that twice?

No way. And on top of that, she's a cute girl whose appearance (avatar) and personality are a perfect match for me. That's not just luck; it's a miracle you couldn't hope to find even if you lived a hundred lives.

...From my perspective, at least, there's no reason to back down, is there?

It's just an unspoken understanding, and at the end of the day, it's just a game system. It's not like we're stepping into a real-life romance or anything.

People might get the wrong idea about our relationship, but... conversely, if I can accept that minor demerit and give a clear form and name to our somewhat vague relationship, then—

"Uh... Sora-san."

"Yes?"

It might be an exaggeration to call it resolve, but I made up my mind and spoke.

"Taking all that into account, I'd like to propose this again... if you're okay with it, would you be my partner?"

A second time, now with a proper understanding of the situation.

This time, my words could undeniably be taken as *that kind* of confession, but after all this time together, Sora should understand me to some extent.

Being the smart girl she is, she should be able to read my true intentions.

"Ngh—that is... um."

Suppressing the urge to boil over again, Sora kneaded her cheeks with both hands as if to cool them down and showed a thoughtful expression.

"That is, um... not in a romantic sense, but as a purely platonic partnership... is that what you mean?"

"Yeah. If people get the wrong idea, we can just explain it to them."

Sora fell into thought, agreeing with that sentiment.

Of course, the benefits are almost entirely from my perspective. How much merit she sees in a partnership with me is completely up to her judgment.

I'm confident that we've built a trust that goes beyond the time we've spent together, but if you ask me if I'm a good catch, the answer is no... so, as I've said, this is a proposal “if Sora is okay with it.”

"...There are a lot of restrictions, but the benefits are significant, aren't they?"

"They are. The permanent buff during co-op battles is huge, and the exclusive skills for contracted partners are pretty broken. If we continue to pair up, the benefits will be substantial."

Whether we continue to pair up is also up to Sora. Why? Because I can't imagine a situation where I would be the one to break off our relationship.

"Um, Haru-san and I, well... our, our compatibility is good, right? Thanks to [this little one], my inventory capacity is more than I need, so we can make good use of the sharing feature."

Ah, that's true. If I could borrow the space Sora doesn't need from our simply doubled capacity, my own inventory situation would improve considerably.

"And..."

Sora's words trailed off, muttered more to herself than to me. I wasn't exactly calm myself, so I didn't have the courage to press her for more.

And so, after a moment of silence—

"Can I have a little time to think about it...?"

With an expression that seemed to say she wasn't entirely against the idea, Sora asked for a little more time.

◇◆◇◆◇

Itsuki Natsume was a maid.

In modern Japan, declaring oneself a maid by profession would inevitably attract curious stares, to varying degrees. For that reason, she presented herself as a housekeeper or a secretary to the public, but in her heart, Itsuki was a maid.

If asked why, she could only answer that it was a personal preference. The fact that she wore a maid uniform in the mansion even when told it was unnecessary was, one hundred percent, purely a hobby.

Itsuki had been given but one duty... well, not just one, but in her heart, it was the one and only matter that took precedence over all other tasks, something that had become her mission.

That was to be the caretaker of a single young girl.

She first met her three years ago, when the girl was a little younger than she is now.

To put it simply, Itsuki fell in love with the girl at first sight. Her exceptional looks were, of course, part of it, but it was her demeanor. The earnest gaze of one so young, always trying to be considerate of those around her, struck Itsuki right in the heart.

Ever since then, Itsuki has been the girl's lady-in-waiting, her friend, her older sister, and at times, her mother, dedicating herself to her more than anyone else.

Thanks to her efforts, the girl grew very fond of Itsuki, and they now share a close bond that makes even her employer, the 'Master', remark with envy, “They're like real sisters.”

This wonderful friend, younger sister, and even daughter-like figure, Itsuki's 'Young Mistress', has recently been quite engrossed in a certain game... and a certain gentleman.

She was a girl who, despite her naturally frail body, was mentally quite powerful to begin with. But lately, her emotions have been particularly rich.

In the beginning, Itsuki had to coax the stories out of her, but now she recounts her adventures every day on her own, and they are tales full of various colors.

Especially when she talks about the exploits of her partner, whose name comes up frequently, Itsuki can't help but surmise things from her expression.

It was a bit unsettling that she couldn't see it with her own eyes since it was happening in a virtual world, but her 'Young Mistress' was a good judge of character.

If she placed such pure trust in someone, then he couldn't be a scoundrel, at least.

With that in mind, Itsuki had been watching over the girl's burgeoning feelings, not yet quite love, with a warm smile—until one day.

"He proposed to me."

"Pro—"

Her 'Young Mistress' (Sora), who had appeared in the living room with unsteady steps, muttered the words with a bright red face, and Itsuki dropped the ladle into the pot.

As Itsuki stood there, stunned, Sora sank into the sofa, her mind clearly elsewhere. Seeing her in a state she had never witnessed in their years together, Itsuki immediately put the lid on the pot and turned off the heat without a second thought.

Preparing the soup stock was a trivial matter compared to the emergency facing her beloved Young Mistress.

Itsuki rounded the counter, came out from the kitchen, and went straight to Sora's side, sitting down right next to the girl.

"Sora?"

She peered into the dazed eyes staring into space, and beautiful sky-blue orbs turned to look at Itsuki. Those eyes, moist with a feverish heat, combined with the crimson of her flushed cheeks... well, it was, how should I put it...

"...Have you fallen in love?"

"...!"

They looked exactly like those of a young girl swept up in her first 'love'—and in response to Itsuki's careful question, Sora jumped with such alarm that her eyes spun and she began to flail in panic.

"N-n-no, that's not it! I-it's okay! It's still okay!! Haru-san said he didn't mean it that way! And I'm not mistaken about it either!"

"S-Sora? Let's calm down a little, shall we?"

Holding her frantic Young Mistress's shoulders to keep her from flying off the sofa—Itsuki secretly revised her assessment. *This might be more serious than I thought.*



    Chapter 79

    An Endorsement from the Pioneers

    After watching Sora log out.

I got a summons from the only other person on my friends list and made my way to a vacant lot on the outskirts of town.

I say “made my way” like it was simple, but honestly, it was way more than just a short trip. Apparently, that plaza Sora and I had teleported to was the center of the city, and from there, it was nearly a twenty-minute run to the outer edge.

Even without Sora’s support, I can now hit triple-digit kilometers per hour while humming a tune. And by run, I mean… was it running? Or was it more like leaping? I took the most direct route, pulling off the kind of acrobatic roof-hopping you always see in anime and manga, but…

“Isn’t this place a little too big?”

“Who said you had to run…?”

As soon as I reached the designated lot, I voiced my thoughts, only to have Kagura-san look at me like I was an idiot.

Well, yeah. I noticed there were teleport gates set up here and there, just like the ones in Istia, but I got a little carried away with how good it felt to be dashing across the rooftops like a badass….

“...Well, setting aside the fact you’re always doing something weird…”

Her sigh-laden words gave me a painful glimpse into how she saw me.

*That's strange… I always thought of myself as having a pretty normal, sensible mentality.*

“This is the problem—you’ve gone and done it again, haven’t you?”

As I stood there, arms crossed and wondering how to restore my honor, a window was tossed my way along with a withering glare.

A translucent virtual pane flipped around and stopped in front of me.

On the familiar index of the player message boards, the first thing that caught my eye was the headline emblazoned in bold, massive letters at the very top.

[BREAKING NEWS] The Soaring Rookie (Freak) Flees His Own Welcome Mob! [AIR JUMPS IMPLEMENTED!?]

“Hey, who are you calling a freak?”

Unlike before, I wasn’t in my starting underwear, nor was I laughing maniacally or screeching, okay???

“That’s not the problem. It’s not just the air jump thing. You showed off *way* too much.”

She pressed a hand to her forehead, and I sensed a gap between our respective levels of tension… or rather, our grasp of the situation's severity. A beat too late, I shifted into a more serious listening posture.

“S-So, what part was so bad…?”

“What part? All of it.”

I averted my gaze as she mercilessly shot me down. She glared at me for a moment before letting out another sigh, her expression softening as if to say, “You’re hopeless.”

“First off, that [Prologue: Wedge Fragment Singing of Eternity (Angalta)]. I have no doubt people will figure out it’s a Terror Armament.”

“No way, just from seeing it for a few seconds?”

“You shouldn’t underestimate the discerning eye of veteran players. If it were one or two people, maybe not, but you unveiled it to a massive crowd like that. There’s bound to be someone who could tell.”

So, on top of having a mysterious air jump skill (?), I’m now the owner of one of the handful of existing Terror Armaments, creating a terrifying amount of buzz…

“And your Anima is a problem, too.”

“Wait, that too?”

“Activating a skill with an incantation instead of calling out its name is proof that the weapon itself holds the skill. While it’s not on the level of a Terror Armament, many of the sharper players will probably guess it’s either a special item or a promising Anima.”

So, just like a Terror Armament that evolves in stages, my intriguing Anima doubles down on the suspicion that I have a ton of future potential.

“Furthermore, that ‘Quick Change’ skill you’ve mysteriously mastered—that’s an anomaly anyone can see, regardless of their experience. If anyone who knew about the last time you caused a stir was there, they’ve probably connected you to ‘Haru’… and to players who didn’t know, you would have looked like a walking scoop, packing multiple unknown skills on top of the air jump.”

“I see… So, in other words?”

“You’ll almost certainly be hunted down—potentially by a mob of thousands.”

“My peaceful virtual world life…!!”

I dropped to my knees in despair, but Kagura-san just snorted. “A little late for that.”

“At this point, it might not be a bad idea to just get picked up by a powerful clan.”

“A clan… A clan, huh.”

Just as I’m paired up with Sora, I never intended to be a solo player anyway.

Though I was a lone wolf (read: weirdo) throughout all of high school, I don’t have any aversion or particular difficulty with belonging to a group.

If it would help me avoid trouble, joining a clan was worth considering—

“Personally, though, I’d rather you keep running wild as a free agent.”

“Oh?”

Just as I was about to go along with her suggestion, the one who proposed it voiced her dissent.

“I think you’ve realized it by now, since I’ve told you countless times, but… you—the two of you—are on a whole other level. Your growth rate, your clear speed, and on top of that, you’re equipped with unique skills. Honestly, it wouldn’t be strange if you joined the top ranks at any time.”

“That’s some high praise.”

As I reeled from the straightforward flattery, Kagura-san smiled. “I’ve been saying that from the start, haven’t I?”

*Right, she was the one who offered to be my exclusive artisan.*

“Well, that’s the kind of player you are. So, personally, I think it would be more interesting if you just kept pushing the limits and made a spectacular official debut.”

“An official debut, you mean…”

“The Four Pillar War, of course. To be more precise, its selection tournament.”

 The Four Pillar War—the biggest festival in Arcadia, where the four factions, including my own Istia, clash in a massive free-for-all. I’d naturally set my sights on it as a future goal, but…

“Isn’t it a little too soon for that?”

Having literally just finished the tutorial today, I’m in what you might call the un-upgraded stage from an MMO perspective, having only just reached the starting line.

I’m still using store-bought gear, and my skill evolution and proficiency levels are probably a joke compared to veteran players.

I probably couldn't even beat Kagura-san, an artisan.

“Well, it’s true that you can’t easily catch up in terms of equipment or the number and quality of your skills. But in Arcadia’s PvP, the most important thing isn’t gear or skills—it’s pure player skill.”

With that, she gestured toward the empty lot behind her.

“Just do whatever. Hop around a little.”

“Huh?”

I wondered what this was all about, but there was no reason to refuse, so I nodded and lightly pushed off the ground. I haven’t allocated my new status points yet, nor have I acquired any new mobility skills, so there’s no need to warm up.

Without much of a run-up, I can’t hit top speed, but if a hundred kilometers per hour is good enough, two steps are all I need.

Using the bouncing stride that had become second nature, I built up speed and, on the third step, launched into the air to fulfill her ‘hop around’ request. If I were to follow proper laws of physics, my body would now be flying in an arc, but—*Blink Switch activated.*

I summoned a store-bought [Steel Dagger] just in front of my outstretched palm. Having already controlled my posture a moment before activation, I bent my body into a ‘V’ shape, like a swimmer doing a flip turn, and placed one foot on the platform I had just created.

Again, if I were following proper laws of physics, using a dagger weighing less than a kilogram as a floating foothold would be utterly impossible—but by exploiting a characteristic of the Quick Change skill line where ‘a summoned item is fixed in its coordinates for a brief moment’…

“Hup.”

The dagger, pinned in mid-air, perfectly served its purpose as a platform without so much as a tremor. After escaping freefall through this exploit-like skill usage…

“Hup, yah, ho, hah!”

*Blink Switch, Blink Switch, Blink Switch*—thanks to the cooldown reduction from consecutive use, my avatar, now capable of more frequent and stable three-dimensional movement than ever before, could practically dance through the air at will.

*You ask if I get dizzy? The truth is, while I’m doing this, I can barely keep track of my vision or anything else, which paradoxically means I take no damage from it!* 

The trick is to map out a route in my head before I start, then devote all my mental resources to controlling the avatar to follow that path during the high-speed maneuvers.

It’s a feeling similar to unconsciously executing memorized commands in an action game based on the situation.

In other words, if I mess up, recovery is impossible, and I become a stain on the ground. So I just have to not mess up!

“Right, that should be enough, I guess?”

Deciding that was probably good, I applied the brakes and turned back to Kagura-san. She was watching me with her arms crossed, a faint, resigned smile on her face that seemed to say, “I’m beyond amazed.”

“How many players do you think can actually keep up with that?”

“I dunno, there are thought acceleration skills, right? I figured most of the veterans could handle it…”

The standard strategy against a speed-focused opponent is pretty much the same in any game.

You either crush them from above with even greater speed, riddle them with guaranteed-hit or homing long-range attacks that make speed irrelevant, or you lie in wait and cut them down with a counter.

Whatever method you choose, the key is to accurately track your skittering opponent’s movements and not miss your timing—but this game provides a cheat-like optimal solution in the form of a thought acceleration skill, courtesy of the system itself…

“I don’t know what you’re misunderstanding, but the only ones with thought acceleration skills are the top-tier players among the veterans. And even then, it’s limited to warrior types, especially light warriors who focus on speed like you.”

Oh, really?

I knew from the strategy guides that the requirements to get it were incredibly difficult, but given its performance, I just assumed all the veterans would have forced their way into acquiring it.

“Sure, a light warrior ranker with thought acceleration could probably keep up with you—but what about everyone else? How many people do you think can react to your movements when they’re so fast they’re hard to even follow with the naked eye at close range?”

“Well…”

*Maybe I can hold my own even now? Nah, but still…*

“It seems you’re already used to gaming, so I get how you feel. I understand that for a new player to catch up to a veteran in an online game is a monumental task.”

“But,” Kagura-san said with a smile.

“In any world, there are always geniuses who shatter conventional wisdom—and I’m telling you now. You, without a doubt, are one of those geniuses.”

“Whoa…”

Genius. In my eighteen-plus years of life, that was a compliment so far removed from my reality that I was certain I’d never receive it. I never imagined a day would come when such a word would be directed at me… especially from a beautiful woman in a kimono (the important part).

“What, blushing? That’s not like you.”

“Even I get flustered when you praise me that directly, you know?”

I instinctively looked away and got teased for it—okay, stop. If you smile gently like that, my embarrassment is just going to accelerate, so that’s an NG.

“Well, even with all the flattery, it’s ultimately just my selfish desire to see something interesting. In the end, you should do what you want.”

“What I want, huh.”

Honestly, I don’t mind either way, whether I maintain the status quo or jump into a group.

Since I ended up formally asking Sora to be my partner on a whim, I’ll need to get her opinion too… I guess I’ll put it on hold for now.

“After being hyped up like that, I’m leaning toward keeping things as they are—but I’ll decide later. I need to hear my partner’s opinion, too.”

“That’s true. Well, take all the time you need to think. And while you’re at it, find a chance to introduce me to this partner of yours already.”

She’s been asking me to let her meet Sora for a while now, saying she seems interesting too, but… well, it’s not like I have any ulterior motives. The timing just hasn’t worked out.

“It seems her real life is about to get busy for a bit, so whenever the timing works out… Oh, by the way, my login frequency will probably drop starting next week, too.”

“Ah… well, given the time of year, I guess it’s the same for everyone.”

For students like me, it’s naturally the season for starting school or moving up a grade. And for working adults, it’s a new season that brings its own busyness.

“Yeah, that’s the thing. Things are about to get hectic… but I don’t actually know the schedule or the details of any of these events.”

“What *do* you know?”

Well, as long as it’s something directly related to my current situation and doesn’t involve spoilers… *How strange. Even though I’ve unlocked the vast fountain of knowledge that is the internet, I’m still as clueless as ever.*

Come to think of it, I still haven’t used the guild hall or the market that Kagura-san told me about before.

It’s become a routine for me to just log in, head out to the field on a whim, and then spend the entire session just grinding until I log out…

Seeing me turn my head away in obvious awkwardness, Kagura-san let out a familiar, exasperated laugh.

<hr>
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    Chapter 80

    The Four Pillar War

    And so, as I grumbled and reflected on my overly combat-happy tendencies, Kagura-san, now looking at me with an expression that said I was a lost cause, once again graced me with one of her valuable lectures.

The ‘Four Pillar War’ she mentioned was the one and only massive-scale official event in Arcadia, which I had occasionally referred to as a ‘distant future goal.’

Apparently, it's pronounced *Yohashira Sensou*. Not *Shichuu*.

Its premise is a literal all-out war, where selected players from the four factions—North, South, East, and West—gather on a vast, dedicated field.

Each faction can select and deploy up to 300 players, organized into 50 linked parties of 6.

In this game, a 6x6 formation of 36 people is called a Full Raid, and anything larger is an Over-Raid. So, in other words, it’s a massive PvP festival where four Over-Raids of three hundred people each beat the crap out of each other.

Anyone not familiar with gaming might think, “Isn’t a little over a thousand people in total kind of lame for an ‘all-out war’?”—but no. A game where a four-digit number of players can gather in one place for a festival brawl is practically unheard of.

If you tried to make a game with graphics as realistic as Arcadia’s, where character customization and movements are completely free, and where a vast number of sword techniques and magic spells, including unique skills only individuals possess, are flying around… a supercomputer would probably explode.

Yeah, this whole [Arcadia] thing just doesn’t make any sense, does it?

Anyway, this Four Pillar War, held on a grand stage that overturns all gaming conventions, offers a prize that drives players of all factions into a frenzy, going far beyond a simple festival.

That prize is, simply put, a goddess’s blessing.

I tend to forget unless I’m consciously thinking about it, but each faction is granted a different blessing.

East is Istia of Conflict—it provides an upward correction to all combat-related skills and increases the experience gained from fighting, aiding in a player's early development.

West is Vestol of Peace—it buffs all non-combat skills, such as production and life skills.

South is Sotalm of Wealth—it provides a bonus to the acquisition and consumption of money, or Luna.

North is Nortalia of Luck—it buffs all phenomena related to the luck stat.

So that’s how it is, but what does it mean for these blessings to be the prize… well, you can guess, right? In short, the core of the Four Pillar War is to fight over and steal these blessings from each other.

Can I be honest? Isn’t that a recipe for some *serious* drama?

“As for that problem… well, each faction is managing it in their own way.”

“Reeeeally?”

“Well, um… yeah. Except for a certain group of battle-crazed fanatics…”

*Istia, my dude…*

“I knew we were the unpopular faction… and honestly, I was kind of afraid to look into the internal affairs, but are we getting beaten up pretty badly?”

When I asked hesitantly, Kagura-san crossed her arms and made a difficult face.

“Well… they’re actually putting up a good fight, considering they’re getting ganged up on by the North and South. They’ve lost more than they’ve won, but it’s not like they’re constantly losing.”

“Oh, that’s a relief—wait, ganged up on? What? Ganged up on? WHY ARE WE GETTING GANGED UP ON???”

“Because the North and South have formed an alliance, and the West (us) has a non-aggression pact with the other three.”

She said it like it couldn’t be helped, but hold on a minute.

The West’s non-aggression pact is one thing, but what I can’t ignore is the North and South—the factions ranked first and second in population and popularity—have teamed up to beat us down.

“D-Do they have no pride, ganging up to crush the weak!?”

“It’s not so much that they’re weak… in terms of combat specs, the Istia folks are actually quite strong.”

“There’s a little thing called ‘strength in numbers’! There’s no way three hundred people can win against six hundred!”

“And to top it off, the South has the ‘Princess’.”

The Princess she’s referring to is that legendary strongest player, the [Sword Queen], Alicia… wait, Ali… Airi? Ali… something-or-other White.

*Huh, so the Princess was in the Sotalm faction…*

“Doesn’t that just make us the weak ones after all!? How did things get this way!?”

“It’s because in the very early days of Arcadia, Istia rejected a pact that the four factions were trying to form.”

“ISTIAAAAA!!!”

I don’t know the fine details or even the broad strokes, but from the direction of the conversation and Kagura-san’s tone, I can sort of tell. This is definitely the fault of those battle junkies in Istia.

“Well… I can’t say it was a wise choice, but Istia’s reason for rejecting the pact wasn’t entirely wrong, either.”

And with that, the self-proclaimed “lover of interesting things,” Kagura-san, offered a reserved defense of Istia.

Apparently, the pioneers back then, just like me, instantly realized that fighting over blessings could become a massive source of drama.

So, they tried to avoid a future where players from a specific faction would constantly be at a disadvantage due to an imbalance of blessings, by intentionally controlling the outcomes of the regularly held Four Pillar War.

In other words, a match-fixing scheme involving all players—and Istia, bearing the blessing of conflict, rejected it.

They apparently declared, “It would be a waste for the admins to have prepared a stage for us to go all out like this.”

“Man, our faction’s battle junkies are really something… I don’t hate it!”

“Well, you’re pretty much one of them.”

*Hey, at least I don’t enjoy getting ganged up on.*

“Okay, let’s set aside that headwind for a moment… what’s the event cycle like? I know it’s held regularly.”

“This is more of a hurricane than a headwind, but anyway—the Four Pillar War is held three times a year. It’s on a four-month cycle, taking place at the end of April, August, and December.”

So, since it’s the end of March now…

“That means I have a little over a month to train…”

“Before that, there’s the selection tournament in the middle of the month, so you have two weeks from now.”

Two weeks… two weeks…

“Yeah… isn’t that impossible? Like I said, starting next week things are gonna get—uh, pretty busy, so I only have about a week from now to go all-in.”

*Whoops, I almost let ‘university’ slip out while I was thinking. Spilling personal info like that in an online game is a no-go for me.*

“That’s why you need to spend that time running around this Garden of Divine Creation and training up your avatar. Then, after a week, give me all the materials and everything else you’ve gathered. I’ll take care of your equipment, at least to a minimum standard, in the remaining week.”

Thrusting her thumb at her own chest, the red-haired magitech artisan flashed her familiar, fearless smile. As always, her gestures were so theatrically cool that I almost fell for her.

*…What’s the Garden of Divine Creation?*

“After being pushed this hard, I can’t help but get into the spirit of it.”

Still, a week is an unnervingly short amount of time. Even if I were to give it my all, charging in blindly seems reckless.

“...At this point, could I swallow my pride and rely on you completely?”

It goes without saying that I’ve been relying on her all along. As I looked up at her, having made the decision to pile on more shame, Kagura-san’s fearless grin softened into the gentle smile she sometimes shows.

“Of course—we’re in this together now, aren’t we?”

She said it with a look of amusement and gave a big nod.



    Chapter 81

    Status Remake

    The [Garden of Divine Creation]—this field, located beyond the beginner area known as the [Trial Spheres of Partition], is an absurdly vast map where players from all factions gather, truly worthy of being called Arcadia's main stage.

And when I say absurdly vast, I mean it's practically endless. Or rather, in the three years since the service started, no player has ever reached the edge of the map, so the exact size remains unknown.

It's just plain incomprehensible. Is this really a game map? At this point, I wouldn't even be surprised if I was told the [Arcadia] console was actually summoning me to another world.

While this Garden of Divine Creation extends into an almost infinite expanse of unexplored territory, there exists a map data, a testament to the three years of work by pioneers, centered around the city Sora and I were transported to, the 'Safe Area.'

Honestly, the fact that *this* is still considered unexplored is what I find baffling. The map is ridiculously huge.

I heard it was outputted as an item and sold cheaply, so I bought one from a shop in town, but… it was as big as a rug a family of ten could comfortably sprawl out on. I had to laugh.

It was the height of inconvenience, so I immediately re-outputted it from an item to data, and it's now neatly stored in my interface.

If I had more inventory space, I might have kept one as a gag item, but I'll have to wait until my storage situation improves in the future.

Anyway, on the super-vast map data I acquired, several spots that could be of use to me were marked, thanks to Kagura-san's advice.

In the remaining week, I am to visit as many of these spots as possible, gathering materials suitable for equipment while accumulating diverse combat experience to strengthen my avatar… frankly, it’s pretty much a death march. And I'm starting to get excited!

“And so, I’ve arrived at the memorable first spot!”

Sometime after parting ways with Kagura-san and finishing my preparations for this desperate journey, I found myself standing before a colossal spire, so tall I had to crane my neck to see the top, full of bravado.

Standing out in the dense forest, its crimson hue was as vibrant as Kagura-san's hair, if not more so. Its twisted, towering form looked like a gaudy, gigantic anthill.

[The Spiral Crimson Tower]—apparently, it's an “absurdly brutal dungeon” that has remained unconquered since it was first discovered.

It’s obvious that it's an impossible game for a first-year graduate of the tutorial like me, but of course, I didn't come here with a time limit just to waste my time.

According to Kagura-san, “I doubt you’ll be able to clear it, but in a way, it might be the most beneficial for you.”

For my part, I wanted to confirm the meaning of those words, and also to experience for myself the level of “brutal difficulty” in this game.

—And so,

“Alright… let’s have my reborn self's grand debut end in a blaze of glory!”

Upon clearing the [Trial Spheres of Partition], I unexpectedly hit the level cap as a reward (?) for my S-rank evaluation. With that came the unlocked Status Remake system—in other words, the stat redistribution function I had been subtly waiting for.

In terms of lore, it's for reasons of physical and mental stability… but realistically, it's probably to prevent players from messing with their stats willy-nilly without any risk. So, I can reallocate my status points once a month.

――――――――――――――――――
◇Status◇
Name: Haru | Lv: 100(150)
STR (Strength): 140
AGI (Agility): 500 (+10)
DEX (Dexterity): 200 (+10)
VIT (Vitality): 5
MID (Mind): 5
LUC (Luck): 50

◇Skills◇
・All-Weapon Aptitude
《Blink Switch》
《Piercing Dart》

・《Quit Counter》
・《Floating Leaf》

・Embodied Protection
・Heavy Attack Manipulator
・Combo Accelerate
・Idaten
・Swallow Flight
・Fataless Jumper
・Rhino's Heart
・Guardian's Cradle

・Telepathy
――――――――――――――――――

In other words, this ridiculously unbalanced set of stats…

――――――――――――――――――
◇Status◇
Name: Haru | Lv: 100
STR (Strength): 300
AGI (Agility): 350 (+10)
DEX (Dexterity): 100 (+10)
VIT (Vitality): 0
MID (Mind): 0
LUC (Luck): 300

◇Skills◇
・All-Weapon Aptitude
・《Blink Switch》
・《Piercing Dart》

・《Quit Counter》
・《Floating Leaf》

・Embodied Protection
・Heavy Attack Manipulator
・Combo Accelerate
・Idaten
・Swallow Flight
・Fataless Jumper
・Rhino's Heart
・Guardian's Cradle

・Telepathy
――――――――――――――――――

And what do you know! It has transformed into this wonderfully well-balanced set of stats—what is this?????

No, wait, calm down. I haven't lost my mind. My thought process was extremely calm and rational.

First, the point about drastically reducing my excessive AGI.

This was a given. My original, insane value of 500 looked nice and round, but in reality, it completely exceeded my capacity, and I had only gone all-out at maximum speed a handful of times.

In fact, on those few occasions I went all-out, I almost always had an accident, so I ended up sealing it away.

So that’s fine. Even at this value, my AGI is on par with the players known as the fastest in the world, so see, it’s a nice round number in the sense of following the example of the pioneers (?).

Next, DEX. This is also fine.

Well, in terms of Arcadia's AGI & DEX mechanics, it's a huge problem, but in my case, I can momentarily double the value with Idaten.

Plus, thanks to practicing how to handle excessive AGI even when my DEX was low from the start, I can now manage with sheer grit as long as the difference isn't more than double.

…I can. Can I? No, I can… I can do it. I should be able to…!!

Ignoring my anxiety, next up is STR, which has seen a major promotion.

My theory so far has been that you can be strong by hitting with a weapon at incredible speed, even without muscles. But after frequently receiving STR boosts from Sora's 《Scareless》, I realized a simple truth.

It’s even stronger if you hit with a weapon at incredible speed *and* with incredible muscle.

In other words, muscle is justice. Fine.

Next up is LUC, which has undergone a sudden mutation, for lack of a better word. I just thought I didn't need VIT or MID anymore. So, by process of elimination, wasn’t dumping points into luck the only option left?

What? Shouldn't I have invested a bit more in DEX?

That—… Yeah, that's a good point.

I see, so that's where I lost my mind… huh? VIT and MID? No, they were probably destined to never be a part of this avatar's life, so that’s fine.

Anyway, I’m stuck with these stats for at least a month. There’s no other way but to force myself to master them.

Not that there's no other way, but I feel like I've foolishly pruned my own path. I'll try to be positive.

“Let's get fired up—this is where the real game begins, Arcadiaaa!!”

<hr>

《Idaten》—During high-speed AGI operation, doubles the DEX value required for support.
Incidentally, its pre-evolution skill, 《Acrobatics》, had no activation condition and gave a fixed +100.

Now, I'd like you to take a look at our protagonist's current DEX value.

…《Idaten》-kun?





    Chapter 82

    The Spiral Crimson Tower

    One hour has passed since I triumphantly set foot into the [Spiral Crimson Tower]. I'd like to share my results from the start of the challenge until now.

Number of deaths: 100
Average survival time: about 5 seconds
Number of enemies defeated: 0

“This game is bullshit.”

Spitting out the words, I threw my body onto the floor. My cheek scraped against the rough, unforgiving rock as I embodied pure emptiness.

I honestly wasn't underestimating it—I wasn't mentally complacent or anything. In fact, it's no exaggeration to say I went in with the same resolve I had when facing off against calamitous beings like the ‘White Throne’ or the ‘Scion of Dust.’

But the sheer absurdity that this “absurdly brutal” dungeon, as my informant called it, threw at me went beyond my expectations, blasting through them and flying into another dimension entirely. It left me speechless.

There are some high-difficulty games out there, whether intentionally or due to a miscalculation in difficulty adjustment, that make you think, “They don’t want you to clear this,” or that get hyped up for both good and bad reasons. After my first attempt, which was like a death-speedrun where I got obliterated two seconds after stepping through the entrance, I felt the same way.

There’s no way they expect anyone to clear this legit.

“But still… even with this garbage difficulty, there seems to be a way, which just fuels my desire to conquer it. That’s the quality of a god-tier game, I guess.”

After a few dozen seconds of sulking, I bid farewell to my pouty pose and sprang back up with a nimbleness that would make a fish flopping on land look clumsy.

My post-respec stats feel great. The beefed-up STR seems to be working wonders, adding a sense of stability to my initial acceleration and braking. So, in terms of my avatar's condition, it’s undoubtedly the best it’s ever been.

The reason I've racked up a laughable number of game overs is simply because the design of this [Spiral Crimson Tower] is insane.

Still, to be crushed so thoroughly in my area of expertise on the very first day of my official field debut… those damn rabbits. They’ve definitely poured all their status points into agility, just like some AGI-freak I know.

Based on my initial observation, where I could just barely see them, their simple speed, without even considering skill-based acceleration, probably surpassed my own previous top speed.

That means their estimated AGI is over 500. Haha, maybe they should consider balancing their stats a little better?

“But still…”

I understood what Kagura-san meant. This dungeon is indeed an ideal training ground that will “be beneficial for me” in terms of mastering avatar control.

It requires speed, but sloppy speed won't get you through. For someone like me, who has developed a somewhat rough avatar control style, this might be a good opportunity to correct my habits.

“Bring it on. I’ll tackle this with the intent to clear it…!”

Even as I spat out insults like “bullshit game,” a true gamer doesn’t just feel anger and emptiness in the face of absurdity; they harbor a rebellious spirit.

Brutal difficulty be damned, from this moment on, I shall commence the death march of hellish grinding!

“……………I'm talking to myself more and more, huh.”

Is it because I’ve gotten so used to clearing things with Sora that I feel lonely when I’m solo? A guy who gets lonely is a total niche demand, so please refrain.

Swallowing the creepy smile that escaped as I pondered such useless things—I dove headfirst back into the infinite loop of game overs, as relentless as ever.

—And for two days, I continued to die.

Over fifteen hours in real time, which translates to almost a full twenty-four hours in Arcadia time. I repeated my attacks without pause, undeterred by the repeated game overs. The total number of deaths? I lost count early on, so I don't know.

Also, “undeterred” was an exaggeration. The truth is my spirit was broken long ago, and I was just ignoring it, on the verge of madness, making banzai charges.

And then, on the morning of the third day of the challenge—after overcoming countless deaths, I had an awakening.

—I can see them.

It’s not a matter of up, down, left, right, front, or back. From every conceivable direction, the crimson bullets assault me. The same projectiles that blew through my avatar before I could even perceive them on my first try, my eyes can now just barely track.

—I can dodge.

I’m not dodging the bullets themselves, but the lines of fire from which they are shot.

It’s less like an action game and more like a memorization game, but my body is in overdrive, on the verge of shattering.

It’s like playing a super-hard rhythm game where you can’t even see the notes properly, while simultaneously winning endless battles against a god-tier fighting game CPU with just your feet, all without taking a single hit.

Incidentally, I am terrible at both rhythm games and fighting games.

“—Hh, ………hk………………”

I no longer have the luxury of talking to myself—no, I’ve cast aside everything unnecessary, concentrating all my resources into the relentless, high-speed thinking required to move my avatar.

I’m no longer even tracking the flying crimson bullets with my eyes. I simply retrace the memories accumulated through my deaths, dashing through at top speed—

The dungeon known as the [Spiral Crimson Tower] was designed with an incredibly simple theme, honed to the sharpest possible point.

There were no gimmicks, and the terrain was just a continuous spiral staircase to climb.

All that was required of the player was to keep running without stopping until they reached the goal at the top.

And the enemies placed to obstruct that one goal were of a single type.

[Ruby Bullet Rabbit]—this great rabbit with its crimson-glowing fur was everything in the [Spiral Crimson Tower], the absolute gatekeeper that had thwarted all players for three long years.

This monster has two characteristics. One is an abnormal agility stat that easily surpasses the legs of someone like me, who prides himself on excessive AGI. And the other is their sheer, overwhelming numbers.

This Spiral Crimson Tower is, in other words, not an anthill, but a rabbit-hill. It is truly their home, and we players who set foot inside are nothing more than invaders violating their dwelling.

Of course they’d attack in a bullet hell barrage.

Their name is a cut above the other non-boss monsters I’ve encountered so far. As the name suggests, the [Ruby Bullet Rabbit]'s attack method is a single, direct charge that makes full use of its agility.

And when they “charge at full speed” with their agility, it’s nothing short of a ‘bullet’… add to that the fact that a single crimson horn, the same size as their body, sits on their head, and you don’t even need to think about what happens to those who become prey to their body slams.

It’s not on the level of just getting a hole punched through you. If even the tip of your body is grazed, the insane impact will take off entire limbs.

If you take a direct hit to the torso, you literally explode into five pieces—Sora would probably cry if she saw it.

The sight of these malicious warheads, comparable to anti-materiel rifles or even tank shells, flying ceaselessly from countless nests in the tower's inner walls is truly a bullet hell game.

I prided myself on being pretty good at analog bullet hell shooters, but it’s a different story when you’re told to do it with your own body (avatar) in first-person.

On top of that, each and every bullet in the barrage moves at a speed that’s difficult to even see and has a massive hitbox. It’s beyond a bullshit game and into the realm of a comedy game.

I repeat, I can't imagine this was designed with a normal clear in mind—so, there’s no need to clear it normally.

I run on the spiral staircase as a matter of course, but not just that. I also run on the walls and the underside of the stairs above my head, constantly leaping between the three surfaces.

The tricky part is that there are only these three surfaces to choose from. If I misjudge my jump angle, I’ll fly out into the open shaft where there are no handrails.

The tower's diameter is about thirty-something meters. If I wanted to, it wouldn't be impossible to force my way across the open shaft and try to shortcut to the stairs above.

But if I were to attempt a long-range jump defenselessly, I'd be taken out by an anti-air guaranteed-hit, one-shot kill, making it a simple suicide mission.

Against the infinitely attacking rabbit warheads, the only action I can take is to evade relentlessly. And what barely keeps me alive, despite being clearly outmatched in agility, is the sword and shield of the avatar known as [Haru], which has now become as natural as my own limbs here.

《Blink Switch》—I summon [Prologue: Wedge Fragment Singing of Eternity (Angalta)] into the path of a direct hit that comes every few moments due to my forced evasion. Its extraordinary weight and indestructibility as a special weapon deflect the lethal rabbit bullets.

Or rather than deflecting, they collide with it at their own excessive speed and explode into pieces. At this point, it’s a complete suicide attack. I can’t help but feel a sense of dread, wondering what kind of ecosystem these rodents have.

…Wait, are rabbits rodents?

“Ngh, close one!”

A completely irrelevant thought suddenly intruded upon my extreme concentration, nearly tripping me up. I dodged, dodged, dodged, a Doppler effect of curses spilling from my lips—!!

I’ve already traversed over eighty percent of the spiral staircase, and the goal is right in front of me. However, this far is already a familiar route, a path I’ve already broken through countless times. This is no place to get one-shotted.

Time and time again, I’ve seen what I thought was the goal, only to be blown apart at the last second for the past two days—this run, which I’ve decided will be my final one, will be the one where I close the gap on that remaining one percent!

I trace the memories etched into my mind, my thoughts blazing hot, swallowing a war cry—I just keep running, through the storm of crimson rain.



    Chapter 83

    On the Artisans' Chat Board

    317: endil
Well, even when they come back, we pretty much know what happened on the expedition from the daily reports.

318: Magus
This. No results this time either.

319: Amatsugawa
Isn't 'no results' a bit of an exaggeration? They found a few new mobs, right?

320: Hiyodori
Adding a few new types to the already countless mob list doesn't really mean much.

321: Amatsugawa
Well, yeah... I guess you're right that there don't seem to be any noteworthy new materials...

322: Naranara
It's been peaceful here for the last year, for better or for worse.

323: misty
You could probably enjoy it as an isekai life forever without getting bored, but I get the sense of stagnation in terms of game progression.

324: Naranara
When was the last time an uncleared dungeon was conquered?

325: Magus
About half a year ago, wasn't it?

326: misty
It was in October, so about five months ago? If we're talking about the [Garden of Scorching Flames].

327: Nier
Yeah, that field-wide forced DoT was a tough enemy...

328: Hiyodori
i never want to go there again

329: Nier
Oh right, Hiyo-chan's clan participated as support, didn't they?

330: Magus
I'm terrified that the archive video for that is like eighteen hours long in total.

331: Hiyodori
90% of it is just sand on screen and resentful muttering for audio, so I think you can just watch the exciting boss fight parts. Probably the last three parts or so.

332: Magus
I see, maybe I'll watch it when I have time.

333: Magus
Wait, the last three parts alone are about four hours long?

334: Amatsugawa
lol

335: Nier
Hiyo-chan, just how long were you guys fighting that boss?

336: Hiyodori
that's what i'm telling you, i never want to go back

337: Nier
Seriously, you sound traumatized...

338: endil
Anyway, the only known uncleared dungeons are those three legendary hellscapes, right? Impossible, impossible.

339: Synapse
Brought to you by: Rabbit Heaven, Infinite Sparring, and Please Drown at Your Leisure.

340: Matci
I always laugh at the nickname for the Great Maelstrom.

341: misty
The Maelstrom is understandable since it's obvious we're missing a key item or quest, but the other two...

342: Sanzenri
Waiting for the level cap increase.

343: Nier
Do you think we can do it if we get to level 150?

345: Hiyodori
normal people probably couldn't even at 200

346: Hiyodori
hayassan might be able to if he gains another 100 levels?

347: Nier
If Haya-san puts any more into AGI, he's gonna start running on air.

348: Kachobaro
What's Hayagake-san's AGI at now? 350?

349: Hiyodori
that was back when he was getting cocky. now he knows his place and has dropped it to 300

350: Matci
I always laugh at how bluntly Hayagake-shi is treated by his clanmates.

351: Kachobaro
Even for a non-combat build, 300 is pretty insane... I don't have the spare stats to pour 600 points into AGI and DEX.

352: insane
Even with DEX-boosting skills, it's a lot. And besides, there's no content that requires AGI 300 speed anyway.

353: Synapse
Note: Excludes Rabbit Heaven.

354: misty
*Rabbit Heaven shall be excluded.

355: Kachobaro
If you exclude Rabbit Heaven, yeah.

356: insane
lol at the torrent of replies

357: Nier
Speaking of running on air!! It's that new rookie who debuted the other day!!!

357: insane
What was that?

358: endil
Replying to your own post... (confused)

359: Nier
I wonder if you all know about him! The unconfirmed pervert newbie who caused a stir on the Q&A board a while back!!

360: Hiyodori
why is she suddenly so excited

361: logrock
Are you talking about that thing that briefly blew up on the general chat and build boards? Something about an air jump?

362: Magus
Wasn't that a hoax? I heard there were no follow-ups.

363: Nier
It's not a hoax, I know the magitech artisan involved! And I think the person himself just cleared the tutorial and debuted in the Garden the other day!!

364: Magus
Really?

365: Amatsugawa
I know there was a festival for the newcomers...

366: endil
When the Great Bell Tower rings, the smart move is to dash in the opposite direction.

367: misty
You'll get killed by the crowd.

368: Kachobaro
The recruitment festival is a gathering of extroverts.

369: insane
If you're an aspiring magitech artisan, people will come to you without needing recruitment.

370: Nier
You bunch of introverts...

371: Hiyodori
nia-cha, you knew about such a huge event and just casually joined a random conversation?

372: Nier
I came here for a peek and saw everyone was being peaceful as expected, so I tried a natural segue.

373: Sanzenri
A natural segue.

374: Columbus
It looked like a natural segue from the outside.

375: Sanzenri
Oh, okay...

376: Nier
Anyway, about that newbdjsbfhshd yes

377: Hiyodori
hm

378: Synapse
Whu-!?

379: Sanzenri
What was that!?

380: Naranara
Did something just flash?

381: endil
Huh?

382: logrock
Did something happen?

383: Nier
IT FLASHED IT FLASHED IT FLASHED!!!!

348: insane
No no no way, something that timely can't happen.

383: logrock
???

384: Kachobaro
Wait wait, was that really a celebration flare...?

385: endil
P-Probably...?

386: Mr.Tango
Heard there was a flare.

387: Lilac
Is the celebration flare for real?

388: Mimosa-aniki
Seriously a flare? Anyone logged in with details?

389: Amatsugawa
Hold on, it was super close to the city...!?

390: Lilac
OK so it's real? And if it's an uncleared dungeon near the city, that means...

391: Nier
Ah

392: Hiyodori
Ah-...

393: insane
RABBIT HEAVEN HAS BEEN CLEARED――――――!!!!!??????

394: Mimosa-aniki
WHOOOOAAAAAA!!??

395: Lilac
Seriously...

396: Sanzenri
Wait, this is... insane, isn't it?

397: Synapse
That thing was actually clearable...?

398: misty
I don't know what's going on but my body is shaking.

399: Kachobaro
Sad news: Hayagake-san's dream of being the first to clear Rabbit Heaven has been crushed.

400: Matci
Wait, did Hayagake-shi clear it?

401: Kachobaro
Oh, right, could it be that?

402: Mimosa-aniki
For real, did you finally do it, Haya!!!!!

403: Nier
Forget the flying pervert, is this a celebration!!

404: Hiyodori
Um, well

405: Hiyodori
if you mean our hayassan, he's collapsed next to me

406: Nier
Ah

407: Lilac
Oh my...

408: Mimosa-aniki
Sorry, Haya.

409: endil
lol at the simple apology

410: Hayagake
I'm retiring. Thanks for everything, everyone.

411: Hiyodori
the look on his face is priceless

412: Matci
Still treating him so casually, that's hilarious.

413: Nier
This is no time for laughing! This is huge—!!!

<hr>

By the way, you can type with thought commands in-game. Some skilled players can even type faster than they can speak. Freaks.





    Chapter 84

    First Clear

    ◇ You have cleared the [Spiral Crimson Tower] ◇
・First Clear rewards have been granted—You have obtained [Crimson Rabbit Brooch].
・Solo Clear rewards have been granted—You have obtained [Spiral Crimson Ring].

◇ Titles Acquired ◇
・'Conqueror of the Spiral Crimson Tower'
・'Infinite Mobility'
・'Bullet Runner'

◇ Skills Acquired ◇
・《Ignition》
・《Fatal Leak》

◇ Skill Evolved ◇
・《Swallow Flight》→《Rabbit Run》

――――――――――――――――――
◇Status◇
Name: Haru | Lv: 100
STR (Strength): 300
AGI (Agility): 350 (+10)
DEX (Dexterity): 100 (+10)
VIT (Vitality): 0
MID (Mind): 0
LUC (Luck): 300

◇Skills◇
・All-Weapon Aptitude
《Blink Switch》
《Piercing Dart》

・《Quit Counter》
・《Ignition》 New!
・《Floating Leaf》
・《Fatal Leak》 New!

・Embodied Protection
・Heavy Attack Manipulator
・Combo Accelerate
・Idaten
・Rabbit Run Up!
・Fataless Jumper
・Rhino's Heart
・Guardian's Cradle

・Telepathy
――――――――――――――――――

“Ugh…”

At the end of the spiral staircase, I dove through a particularly radiant crimson arch that seemed to be the goal. With the momentum of my leap, I crashed straight into the floor. I bounced and tumbled dramatically like a cartoon character before being mercilessly flattened against the crimson rock, letting out a scream like a squashed frog.

That was a lie. The impact stunned me so hard I couldn’t even make a sound.

Since I had come through the kill zone where a single graze meant instant death completely unscathed, I managed to avoid the tragedy of dying from impact damage, even with my VIT having finally vanished from its original 5. Still, my HP dropped from full to nearly half, so I made a mental note to myself: “If you slip up during high-speed movement, assume you will die.”

Also, the moment I passed through the arch, it looked like the whole tower lit up. What was that? A clear animation for the dungeon?

—Anyway.

“Ha, haha…—HELL YEAH!!! I did it, you bastards!!!”

I unleashed the joy and excitement welling up from the bottom of my stomach, letting out a triumphant roar at the top of the crimson tower. A first clear of an unconquered dungeon—an undeniable feat on my third day since debuting in the main fields.

It’s a great achievement, but… honestly, it’s surprising how little there is to say or recall about it. This dungeon literally had no elements other than “run,” “dodge,” and “memorize.”

But well, it served as an unparalleled training ground for shaking off my sloppy avatar control habits. I can confidently say that the me of today, though my stats are unchanged, is on a different level from the me of three days ago.

“Right now, I feel like I could take on [Angalta, God-Wedge Sword-King] one-on-one… for about two minutes, anyway.”

Of course, support from Sora-san's 《Scareless》 is a must… which brings me to—!!

“The moment I’ve been waiting for… reward time!”

Although I went in with the mindset of clearing it, I honestly didn't think I'd actually be able to conquer an uncleared dungeon.

Having attacked without even looking up the rewards for clearing a dungeon, I was now bursting with excitement over the first reward ever bestowed upon me by the game system.

The acquisition and evolution of skills, which had stagnated since Sora-san's rampage began after the [Angalta, God-Wedge Sword-King] battle, was a welcome surprise, but… first things first, the ‘First Clear Reward’.

A reward given only to the first player to conquer a labyrinth—undoubtedly a unique item! What gamer wouldn't get excited about this!!

“Let’s see it… come on out, [Crimson Rabbit Brooch]!”

My heart racing, I navigated my inventory and materialized the reward, its newly acquired icon glowing. And what appeared in my hand was—a small jewel, true to its name, gleaming with a crimson brilliance.

It was probably shaped like a rabbit, but the sleek silhouette of its ears flowing backward made it look like a shooting star. It had a slightly cute impression overall; Sora would probably love it if I showed it to her.

The visual detail was outstanding, as expected of a unique item. I assume it’s an accessory, but… taking advantage of the fact that no one was around, I tapped the gem with a grin on my face to bring up its details window.

[Crimson Rabbit Brooch] Accessory: Gemstone *Non-transferable*
A jewel that holds the blessing of the Ruby Rabbit. An undying prayer grants protection to the wearer, warding off the fate of death. Can be processed by the hand of a skilled artisan.

As usual, the text only offered flavor that didn’t spell out the exact effects. But through [Arcadia]’s trademark brain-installation, the special effects hidden within the gem were firmly imprinted in my mind.

“—This… is…”

In conclusion, it was insane.

What is this, it’s completely broken… no, not broken, but it synergizes way too well with my current build. Then again, if the assumption is that any player capable of clearing this dungeon would be an AGI-focused warrior, then I guess it makes sense…

“W-Wait… this is something I need to discuss with Kagura-san.”

It seems it’s in a raw material state and can’t be equipped as is, so I decided to toss it back into my inventory for now. The effect was so far beyond my imagination, in a completely different dimension, that I had to suppress my shock and move on to the next reward.

Next up was the [Spiral Crimson Ring]—and this one also looked like an accessory. Well, not just looked like it, it was a ring. The material was very similar to the [Crimson Rabbit Brooch], and as its name suggested, it had a twisted, spiral design.

I didn’t have any store-bought accessories, so all my equipment slots for them were empty. Without hesitation, I went to equip it—wait, there’s no chance this is a cursed item that I can’t take off once I put it on, right?

Getting cold feet at the last second, I tapped it again before putting it on. The window that appeared displayed—

[Spiral Crimson Ring] Accessory: Ring MID +100 *Non-transferable*
A proof of the Ruby Rabbit's affection, given to one who conquered the tower alone. The wearer is treated as one of their kind and earns the right to win the symbol of their pride.

“MID +100????”

I don’t get it. That’s a stat bonus equivalent to +10 levels.

Wait, is that normal? Are high-end items in this game supposed to come with such ridiculously overpowered stat boosts by default?

Or is the ‘Solo Clear Reward’ also in the same broken category as the First Clear reward?

“Well… but still.”

Other than a solo clear, how would you even clear this dungeon with a party? Maybe a healer surrounded by multiple tanks, trying to endure their way up…?

Even if I try to think about it, I’m still critically lacking in ‘knowledge.’ I don’t even have a clue about the general specs of veteran players…

Well, if I don’t know, I can just look it up later. My slots are wide open, and it doesn’t seem to be a “cursed ring” trap, so I’ll gratefully equip it.

There’s one accessory slot on each hand for rings, and it seems you can wear them on any finger. Wondering how the size would work, I tried putting it on my index finger—and with a faint glowing effect, the ring automatically resized and settled comfortably at the base of my finger.

I see, all hail fantasy logic!

I tried it on all the fingers of both hands in turn and decided on my right middle finger, which felt the most natural… just to be clear, it’s a complete coincidence that it’s the same spot as Sora’s [Cradle of Sword-Craft]. Who am I even clarifying this for?

――――――――――――――――――
◇Status◇
Name: Haru | Lv: 100
STR (Strength): 300
AGI (Agility): 350 (+10)
DEX (Dexterity): 100 (+10)
VIT (Vitality): 0
MID (Mind): 0 (+100)
LUC (Luck): 300

◇Skills◇
・All-Weapon Aptitude
《Blink Switch》
《Piercing Dart》

・《Quit Counter》
・《Ignition》
・《Floating Leaf》
・《Fatal Leak》

・Embodied Protection
・Heavy Attack Manipulator
・Combo Accelerate
・Idaten
・Rabbit Run
・Fataless Jumper
・Rhino's Heart
・Guardian's Cradle

・Telepathy
――――――――――――――――――

There we go. I had no intention of putting a single one of my own status points into it, but if my equipment can fill the gap, I’m grateful.

The Mind stat primarily affects magic-related things. It directly influences the power of magic skills and also acts as a resistance when taking magic damage. It also affects your total MP, so it’s generally a recommended stat for all players, regardless of whether they’re physical or magical.

What’s that? Look at my own stats? I’m well aware by now that I’m not a “basic player.”

Anyway, an MP increase will never go to waste. The problem is that among the skills I have, only 《Floating Leaf》 consumes MP—which brings me to the three new and evolved skills I’ve acquired. Let’s take a look. First up…

《Rabbit Run》—Assists the avatar's movement during running and jumping.
Reduces the actions required for push-off and increases initial acceleration.
Provides an upward correction to the DEX function that supports AGI during maximum speed operation.

“You’ve come a long way, 《Swallow Flight》-kun…”

It started as 《Adaptive Running》, a skill that helped with running on rough terrain, but I never once used that effect. After being flooded with a massive amount of experience from the [Angalta, God-Wedge Sword-King] battle, it evolved, or rather, transformed into a completely different skill, 《Swallow Flight》.

Before its evolution, its effect was to “stabilize jumps from unstable footing,” which was specialized for the jump-switching of my Quick Change skills—but what’s this? It’s transformed into an incredibly useful composite skill with nothing but strong effects written on it.

Giving this undeniably god-tier skill my wholehearted praise, I move on to the first of the newly acquired skills.

《Ignition》—By paying a cost of 10% of your HP, either actively or passively, you can skip the ‘acceleration’ process in any action.

“Huh?”

I can’t quite grasp it just by reading the text from the status screen, and even when I try to decipher the installed knowledge, I can’t quite picture its function.

Activated by actively paying the cost… does that mean it doesn’t automatically consume HP, but I have to reduce it myself? A self-harm trigger skill?

“Hmm… well, I guess I’ll have to try it.”

I stood up, summoned a [Steel Dagger] into one hand, and thought for a moment. Unsurprisingly, I’ve never harmed myself before, in either the real world or a virtual one. Feeling a sense of aversion and, frankly, being quite scared—

“…Here goes!”

I crossed my arms, holding the dagger in a reverse grip with my right hand, and plunged it into my left arm. A jolt and a strong numbness ran through my arm, an unpleasant sensation that was a bit hard to just shrug off.

“Guh… Hey, VIT zero is surprisingly tough…!”

The result of this visually gruesome act was less than 5% of my total HP in damage. It seems the cost for activating 《Ignition》 needs to be paid in a single instance of damage, so this wasn’t enough to meet the requirement.

Well then, I guess I have to commit…!

“Nngh-RAAAH!!”

Right into my gut, for Buddha’s sake!

I can say with certainty that if Sora had seen this, she would have let out a genuine scream, followed by making me sit seiza for a serious lecture.

Even though it’s a game avatar in a virtual world, the sensations are 100% real. The madness of plunging a blade into my own stomach. An overwhelming sense of aversion and a massive jolt of numbness shot through my entire body, and even I broke out in a cold sweat—

“…Ah.”

In that moment, I understood. I found myself ten meters away from where I started, applying the brakes and letting out a voice of comprehension—I see, so that’s how it works.

This skill, 《Ignition》, is for moving at one hundred percent from a standstill.

After my adjustments, my current AGI value is 360, including equipment. As for how much speed that actually translates to, it’s surprisingly simple.

Simply put, AGI value = km/h.

That said, it’s not like AGI: 0 means 0 km/h. To be more precise, a starting avatar’s top speed is about 30 km/h. From there, each point in AGI increases the effect exponentially, and once you pass 100, the conversion of AGI: 1 = 1 km/h becomes established.

In other words, if I run straight at full speed now, I’m a monster that surpasses a bullet train at 360 km/h. But that’s just my top speed. Just like a car doesn’t instantly hit its limit the moment you step on the gas, even a superhuman avatar has its limits.

If you’re constantly going all-out at top speed, your hidden stamina parameter will deplete in no time. Plus, a run-up is essential, and you need a decent amount of distance to get up to top speed.

So, even AGI-specialized light warriors have these speed-related circumstances, and what I’m trying to say is extremely simple—

“It’s broken.”

Welcome, 《Ignition》-kun. My build welcomes you with open arms.

Being able to unleash top speed without a run-up is just plain insane. I can think of countless useful applications for both offense and defense. I’ll have to think about the cost… but worst case, if I get used to self-harm, well.

*I wonder if Sora-san will be angry…*

Anyway, there’s one more new skill. Now, this one is—

《Fatal Leak》—When activated, visualizes the predicted path of hostile attacks. Consumes MP continuously while the effect is active.

“??????”

Wait, calm down. It’s okay, I’m cool. Since I’m cool, I am calm. Therefore, this is reality (?).

Just to be sure, I stared once more at the window displaying the skill’s description text.

《Fatal Leak》—When activated, visualizes the predicted path of hostile attacks. Consumes MP continuously while the effect is active.

“—Hhhnnnnnnggggggh………………”

The text, along with the installed knowledge, whispered to me—*It’s broken. Are you scared?*

“FAAAAAAAAHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!!!”

Leaving all reason behind, I turned on my heel from the seemingly safe goal area and dashed back at full speed. I ducked back through the arch I had just escaped through, back into the kill zone—and in that instant, a torrent of crimson bullets rushed toward me.

A deathtrap where exposing yourself without a plan or focus would get you instantly sliced and diced. Returning to this extreme territory on a whim, I shouted at the top of my lungs.

“《Fatal Leak》!!”

Without a shred of doubt, I activated the new skill dwelling within my avatar. The moment I did, the saturation of my vision dropped as if a filter had been switched—and reflected in the faded world were the brightly shining, crimson lines of death.

“Welcome, you glorious god-tier skill!!!”

I can see it! I can see it!!

The countless lines probably indicate the fatal future a few seconds ahead. Just by avoiding them and running through, the rabbits that were so difficult to evade before can’t even graze me!!

“Hah ha! What’s the matter, [Ruby Bullet Rabbit]s?! You can’t hit me! Can’t hit me, huh!? How dare you riddle my body with holes—BWAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAHHH!!??”

—Cause of death: Got carried away taunting, ran out of MP, and exploded.



    Chapter 85

    Installing Common Sense

    “Time to move on.”

The me who was drowning in hatred died twenty seconds ago. The reborn me will try to live with a clean slate.

In any case, this was a massive harvest, or rather, a super harvest—an unexpected bounty of spoils. The unique rewards, the god-tier skills… I'll have to figure out a countermeasure for the insane MP consumption of Fatal Leak, though. Losing all my MP in under ten seconds is beyond just having bad fuel efficiency.

Incidentally, when I took off the ring and activated it with MID: 0, it didn't even last five seconds. I guess Mind is a pretty important stat after all…

Having died and been sent back to the dungeon entrance, I took a deep breath as I gazed at the familiar respawn point. I don't know why, but after that grand display of stupidity at the end, I finally feel like I can relax. I worked hard for two and a half days. Good job, me…

“And now, on to the next job, me.”

At the tender age of eighteen, I already possess the mindset of a corporate slave. If there's work to be done, there's no time for rest. Burn your spirit as fuel for your body and push forward, you company slave!

…Enough with the foolishness, let's get a move on. It's time to gather materials.

I checked the [Spiral Crimson Ring] on my right hand and readied the [White-Flawed Straight Sword] in my left. Shifting my focus and firing up my gears, I stepped back into the rabbit paradise for what felt like the umpteenth time.

◇◆◇◆◇

A few hours later, I had been summoned to a certain location.

A stylish bar counter, a deserted interior, and a particularly taciturn, elderly NPC bartender… in other words, the usual tavern.

And the person who summons me to this place is always the same—Kagura-san, for the first time in two days.

Just a few minutes ago, a message arrived for me as I was engrossed in gathering materials.

*The usual tavern. Now.* 

Terrified by the incredibly blunt summons, I immediately cut my work short and rushed back to the goal point. From the teleport gate there, I warped to the 'Safe Area' which I had updated as my home, and then from there, used another gate to return to the city of Istia—

“—Pff…! Heh, heheh…!!”

I thought she might be angry about something, but the artisan in question greeted me in an outrageously good mood. And now, as I reported my results from the [Spiral Crimson Tower], she was slumped over the counter, desperately trying to stifle her laughter.

“You—you really are… the best… pff, heh…!”

“Is it really that funny?”

Seeing the state of the artisan, whom I had met again ahead of our scheduled one-week appointment, I propped my chin on my hand, the tension I had built up in preparation for a scolding completely deflated.

“Hah… how could I not laugh? The public is in an uproar, a chaotic mess of ‘Who on earth could the conqueror be?’ This will definitely make the news in the real world, too—”

“Hold on a second.”

Wait, I haven't reported clearing it to anyone other than Kagura-san just now.

“How does everyone already know?”

“How? …Ah, you don't know this either.”

She tilted her head at my confusion, then nodded as if she understood.

“When an unconquered dungeon is cleared for the first time, there's a flashy animation. The entire dungeon glows, and a red pillar of light shoots up into the sky.”

“Everyone calls it the ‘celebration cannon’,” she added, her good mood still going strong. But wait, what? Didn’t you just say something about real-world news?

“Well, I get it, but… isn't news and all that a bit of an exaggeration?”

I laughed as if to say, “That’s a bit of a stretch, haha”—and then, no, what, please stop. I don't want to see such a serious face at this timing, please stop!!

“I knew you were clueless, but… are you the type of person who doesn't watch TV or browse the internet at all? Aren't you a little too out of touch with the world?”

I couldn't say that I had cut off all forms of media for three years, so I silently turned my face away. She must have guessed something from my reaction, as she laughed, looking amused as if to say, “This is so ridiculous it's funny.”

“It's not an exaggeration at all. It will undoubtedly be on the news, both on TV and online, and it's certain that features will be made about it in all sorts of media.”

“N-No way… no matter how unique a virtual world it is, for something that happened inside a mere game to cause such a stir…”

“Ah, now I’m finally convinced that your understanding is fundamentally skewed.”

As I trembled in horror, she stared at my face, her amusement growing even stronger.

“From the very first day, this world has never been just a game.”

“—Have you processed it all?”

“……………………Yeah.”

The lecture on common knowledge lasted for about an hour. My common sense, frozen in time from three years ago, was utterly shattered, leaving behind one dumbfounded idiot.

I was shaken by an impact so immense that “culture shock” would be an understatement, trembling with what was undoubtedly the highest level of turmoil in my life.

What shocked me the most… well, there was no number one or two, it was like having my brain bashed in by everything, but…

“The top rankers of Arcadia are… the number one dream job in the real world…”

“Well, it’s a position where you can literally live by playing, that's for sure.”

First of all, I’m shocked that it’s even considered a ‘job’.

“Information shows about the virtual world… are dominating prime time television all over the world, regardless of country…”

“Even just watching from the sidelines, it’s undeniably an unparalleled form of entertainment.”

I can kind of understand if you think of it like a live broadcast from another world, but still…?

“And to top it all off… Japan, what was it again?”

“An Internationally Designated Non-Aggression Treaty Protected Nation—… I think? Well, it’s a fact that it’s become the most important country in the world.”

Really, I just—

What timeline is this?

And how did I manage to remain so ignorant for three years while the world was undergoing such a cataclysmic upheaval?

“Now you understand why I was so surprised by your ignorance, don't you?”

“Well, yeah, I guess so…”

This isn't on the level of not knowing who the current prime minister is. This is on a scale where the world itself has changed.

“For it to have gone this far, you must have had your reasons, right? I won't pry, but you’re about to step into the spotlight, so you should do some catching up.”

She's absolutely right. I have no room to argue.

As I stood there, stunned, I might have looked dejected. As if to change the mood, Kagura-san clapped her hands once and said in a deliberately cheerful voice, “More importantly!”

“This is no time to be making a gloomy face. You've brought back a mountain of spoils, so let's talk about something fun.”

Her cheerful demeanor was clearly meant to distract me from my shock—she might act rough around the edges, but she’s really a considerate person…

<hr>

The protagonist is heartbroken, so he'll properly face the goings-on of the real world a little later.

By the way, she got the name “Internationally Designated Non-Aggression Treaty Protected Nation” slightly wrong.

As for the perfectly valid question of how this guy passed his university entrance exams while being so out of touch with the world, the answer will come a bit later. For now, please ignore it and wait…





    Chapter 86

    The Rabbit's Horn

    To get straight to the point, I got chewed out.

Or more accurately, Kagura-san, in a state of excitement that bordered on fury, cornered me, and after a series of incidents where I was almost pushed over—

“Sorry.”

“Well…”

There was Kagura-san, looking awkward after calming down, and me, left with nothing but a wry smile. On the table in front of the artisan, who was uncharacteristically blushing with embarrassment, lay a single ‘crimson’ horn.

—Item name, [Ruby Rabbit Demon Horn]. It was, quite literally, the iconic horn of the [Ruby Bullet Rabbit].

This material was the reason Kagura-san had become as flustered as when she saw the [Withered Fragment of the God-Wedge], the material that became my [Prologue: Wedge Fragment Singing of Eternity (Angalta)]… because this horn was, without a doubt, a brand-new, never-before-seen material.

The [Ruby Rabbit Rabbit] itself had been known since the early days when players started advancing into the Garden, and it had been defeated before.

The dungeon it inhabited was, needless to say, impossible, but if you wanted to hunt a single rabbit, there were plenty of ways. Like I had been doing during my clear, you could block it with a shield and let it self-destruct.

Naturally, players had sized up its appearance and figured, “That horn has got to be a great material,” and for a time, there was even a period of mass hunting (during which the players were also hunted in return). But…

No drops. No finds. Nothing.

No matter how they defeated it, even if they managed to break the horn before killing it, there was no sign of the horn ever dropping.

On top of that, there was an animation where the horn would glow and shatter upon death or when the part was broken, leading to the prevailing theory that either a special acquisition condition existed, or it simply wasn't a material that could be obtained… and so it had been left alone.

—Now, I would like you to take a look at the solo clear reward I obtained from the [Spiral Crimson Tower], the [Spiral Crimson Ring].

[Spiral Crimson Ring] Accessory: Ring MID +100 *Non-transferable*
A proof of the Ruby Rabbit's affection, given to one who conquered the tower alone. The wearer is treated as one of their kind and earns the right to win the symbol of their pride.

Do you see it now?

Yes, it was one of the prevailing theories— “some kind of special acquisition condition.” And here it is. Thank you very much.

This was the main purpose of my material gathering after clearing the [Spiral Crimson Tower].

While equipped with the [Spiral Crimson Ring], you have to break the horn of a [Ruby Rabbit Rabbit] without defeating it—that was the acquisition condition for the [Ruby Rabbit Demon Horn].

I mean, it was tough.

Against an enemy charging at an insane speed, any clumsy counter-attack would result in either me or the rabbit exploding.

If I tried to stop its movement by blocking it with [Prologue: Wedge Fragment Singing of Eternity (Angalta)], it would self-destruct.

In the end, there was no other way but to “smack the horn from the side with perfect timing,” and until I got used to it, I racked up quite a few more game overs.

I can only offer my wholehearted praise to my 《Quit Counter》-kun, which, in combination with the newly acquired 《Fatal Leak》, performed an unprecedentedly great service. I’m sorry for treating you like you were useless until now…

Anyway, the Demon Horn was a dream material for many reasons. Even I get a little excited when I hear “new material,” so it’s understandable that Kagura-san, an artisan, would get even more worked up.

“Think you can make something good?”

“...Honestly, it’s a pretty unexpected item. I thought it was a pure physical monster focused entirely on AGI, but then—a Demon Horn.”

“That surprised me too.”

That rabbit—I thought it was a speed freak with all its stats dumped into AGI, but it turned out to be a magical creature with all its stats in MID.

The flavor text of the material revealed that its absurd speed and the unique properties of its horn were all realized through magic.

In fact, its body was treated like a magical construct, a sort of clone… which would explain its all-out suicide attacks. No matter how many times it exploded, it was never truly ‘defeated’ in the real sense.

“But, well… yeah, I guarantee it. I can make something interesting out of this.”

As she said that with a smile, I could see a familiar, flame-like emotion flickering in Kagura-san's eyes. I have no idea what kind of item it will become, but seeing her like this, I’m sure I can expect great things.

“Just a hunch, but it seems more suited for a weapon, right?”

“I’d say so. It lacks the stability to be used as armor, and for accessories, you already have a fine actor on stage. Both for its original purpose and to expand your own arsenal, turning it into a weapon would be the best choice.”

“What’ll it be?” she asked, looking at me. I thought for a moment.

“The size is just right, so I’d like a good dagger around now… oh, it would definitely be great as a spear too.”

“For now, what do you need the most?”

“…A dagger. I want to start graduating from my store-bought items as soon as possible.”

“You got it,” Kagura-san nodded. I opened the usual trade window to hand over the materials. I selected the [Ruby Rabbit Demon Horn] from my inventory and set the quantity to entrust—

“Ah, how many do you need? And what about the commission fee?”

“If I’m just making a single dagger, well, one would be enough.”

“However,” Kagura-san continued.

“Unfortunately, this is a new material I’ve never touched before. I can’t imagine I’d be able to make anything decent on my first try… I’ll need at least five or six for practice, or as spares. As for the commission fee, we can just call it even with the practice materials.”

“I’m already getting more than enough out of the technical experience,” she confirmed. But for me, who already considered Kagura-san practically family, there was no problem.

If anything, I don’t recall ever paying her a ‘fee’ for anything before. Isn’t that more of a problem on my end?

“In that case, would it be better if you had as many as possible? If so, there’s no point in me holding onto them, so I can just give you all I have now.”

“Ah, well, I wouldn’t mind having as many as… wait. The way you say that makes it sound like you have a lot more than I thought—”

“Well then, please accept this.”

—Do you want to entrust Kagura with [Ruby Rabbit Demon Horn] x219?

“—…………”

“Yeah, this material is ridiculously light, so mass farming was a breeze…”

And after some back and forth… it was decided that for the time being, all my commission fees to Kagura-san would be waived.



    Chapter 87

    The Indigo Ruffian

    The scene changes to a section of the 'Safe Area' in the main field.

After settling the matter of the [Ruby Rabbit Demon Horn], Kagura-san led me to a certain building.

To describe the building succinctly—it was a “giant brick tofu.” Its design, as if to say “to hell with aesthetics,” was… in a way, refreshingly straightforward, and I honestly didn't dislike it.

“This is?”

“Yeah—welcome to the Safe Area branch of our [Mirage Workshop].”

Yes, this tofu—or rather, this charmingly functionalist building—was none other than the base of her artisan clan, [Mirage Workshop].

Its scale, towering over the surrounding buildings, made its title as one of the two great artisan guilds of the western faction, Vestol, quite believable. It was bigger than the city hall back home.

“Is it okay for an outsider like me to come in here?”

“Others might be different, but we also function as a workshop. People come in with requests all the time, so it’s no problem.”

I see. Then I won’t hesitate.

I followed her lead through the large gates and into the home base. I could see some of it from the outside, but the entrance hall was quite bustling.

“So, you were contacting someone, right?”

“Yeah. They said they’re already waiting in their atelier, so let's get going.”

She once said she had connections far and wide, and it seemed to be true. As we walked, greetings of “Kagura-san,” “Kagura-san,” flew at her from what I assumed were fellow clan members, and the kimono-clad artisan waved back, walking through the corridors with an air of complete confidence.

…Hey, is this woman actually a big deal? I thought the clan master was someone else, and she did say there were several people above her—

“Here we are.”

“Oh.”

Before I could dwell on the newfound question, we seemed to have arrived.

Kagura-san stopped in front of a door and knocked casually. A very energetic voice immediately replied from inside, “Yep, yep, come on in!”

“She’s loud and high-energy, but she’s not a bad person.”

“Okay…”

With that slightly unsettling preamble, Kagura-san opened the door without hesitation and walked in. I followed her into the room—

“Welcomeeeeeee!!”

In that instant, my vision was completely filled with purple.

Purple—no, clothes, stomach—

“Gubeh!”

A head-on body press, a fraction of a second after meeting. 

The immense impact, which would have surely broken my nose and fatally damaged my cervical vertebrae in reality, slammed my avatar helplessly to the floor.

It was a shock that could have easily dealt numerical damage, but this body had just reached Lv. 100, a vessel beyond human limits—or perhaps the system had deemed it a “gag move,” I can’t deny that possibility… luckily, my HP bar didn’t budge, and only a debuff icon for incapacitation blinked on my status bar for a few seconds.

—Hey, that’s not “only.” What the hell.

“What do you think you’re—!”

“Hey, hey, hey, Kagura-san! Is this the one!? Is this the kid!? Is this the rumored rookie (pervert) kid, huh, huh, huh!?”

Just as my defensive instincts kicked in and my temper flared, the ruffian trampled all over my mood, chattering away with a hyperactive energy that went far beyond just “high-tension.”

Kagura-san, who must have dodged the initial tackle that left me behind, was frozen in a jumped-back posture with a textbook “good grief” expression on her face.

I shot her an accusatory glare over the ruffian who was still on top of me and showed no sign of getting off, and she brought her hands together as if to say, “Sorry.”

…Wait, that’s not a gesture of apology, is it? You didn’t just use me as a scapegoat, did you?

“And get off me already! What kind of way is that to treat someone you just met!?”

“Wow! So full of energy, how wonderful!”

I’ve graduated from my low-STR (weak) self thanks to my status change. When I tried to forcibly lift the body on top of me, the rather small frame bounced up and leaped away.

And so, as I finally got up and recovered, standing before me was a slender female avatar, about the same height as Sora.

“Hahaha, sorry, sorry! A dream appointment just fell into my lap out of nowhere, so my tension just shot through the roof!”

Just as it had filled my vision at first, her stylish attire was coordinated in shades of purple.

Short, slightly spiky indigo hair. Eyes of the same color, reminiscent of a cat, brimming with curiosity.

She had the well-proportioned features standard for Arcadia player avatars, a cute woman of a different type from Sora or Kagura-san.

However, her actions were not cute at all. A woman who greets you for the first time with a head-on body press is, without a doubt, a dangerous individual to be categorized immediately.

“I’m really sorry, so don’t glare at me like that!—Well, nice to meet you, I’m Nia! Pleased to meetcha!”

Ignoring the cold stare I was giving her, she—the player who called herself Nia—remained high-energy throughout, flashing a huge, cheerful grin.

◇◆◇◆◇

“I see, I see.”

Sometime after we arrived at her room—her personal atelier—Nia listened to Kagura-san's summary of “everything up to now,” and then, with her arms crossed in a way that didn’t quite suit her, she nodded with a knowing look.

“Well, I guess it can’t be helped. If you find something like this, anyone would try to get a head start. Yup, yup.”

“Did you just call me ‘something like this’?”

“Hey, Kagura-san, this kid’s being mean to me.”

“It’s your fault. He’s at least more sensible than you are in his daily conduct.”

Compared to this high-tension monster, most people would be judged as sensible. It's not something I should be saying myself, but for me to be this rude to someone I barely know is pretty significant.

“I’m sorrrry. I just couldn’t keep my excitement in, forgive me!”

Ugh, so annoying, stop clinging to me! Your cutesy act won’t work on me!!

Shoving away the body-press woman who kept trying to close the distance, I, wanting to get on with the conversation, turned my gaze to Kagura-san, who was leisurely sipping her tea.

“So? Now that my side of the story is over, could you explain about this?”

“Did you just call me ‘this,’ you brute!”

“Huh?”

“I’m sorry!!”

“You two actually get along pretty well.”

Could you please stop saying that so thoughtfully?

“Oh well—let me introduce her again. This is Nia. She’s like a junior to me, but now she’s one of the top one or two artisans in our [Mirage Workshop].”

“Ehh…”

Did my intentionally rude stare of “This thing?” get through to her? The so-called master artisan puffed out her cheeks theatrically and pretended to sulk, saying, “How rude.”

“So, I should entrust that thing to this…?”

“It’s Nia-chan!”

“To Nia-chan, you say?”

“You two really do get along, don’t you?”

I’m sorry to disappoint Kagura-san, who’s laughing cheerfully, but I must firmly deny it.

This person, who immediately latches onto my words with “That thing? What thing? Hey, hey, hey,” is definitely the type I’m not good with.

“She’s not usually like this. When it comes to work, she gets a bit more serious. Just show it to her already.”

“Sigh…”

It was true that continuing this pointless exchange was a waste of time. Prompted by Kagura-san, I took “that thing” out of my inventory and placed it on the table.

“—!”

In that instant, the chatterbox artisan’s mouth snapped shut as if by magic.

The [Crimson Rabbit Brooch], reflected in her indigo eyes, was illuminated by the light, emitting a silent, brilliant glow.

<hr>

Finally, a new character. What's with adding a main character after sixty chapters?





    Chapter 88

    The Gem Artisan

    Even a rotten artisan is still an artisan—no, that's probably too rude of me.

In any case, seeing Nia's demeanor change the moment she saw the [Crimson Rabbit Brooch], I reconsidered my opinion, thinking that perhaps Kagura-san's endorsement of her as a skilled artisan wasn't a joke after all.

“May I take a look?”

“Go ahead.”

Asked in a calm, surprisingly clear voice, I nodded and pushed the crimson jewel towards her.

“Excuse me.”

After asking, she picked up the rabbit brooch from the table and tapped its surface with her fingertip. Staring at the detailed window that opened, the indigo-haired artisan stood perfectly still.

Her narrowed eyes were the picture of seriousness, with no trace of the playful attitude from moments before. For a dozen or so seconds, Nia continued her staring contest with the [Crimson Rabbit Brooch]—

“This thing is incredible.”

When she looked up again, her face had returned to the friendly smile from before. Seeing her expression crumble into a goofy grin, I, who had been slightly taken in by the atmosphere, was left dumbfounded by her quick change.

“The special effect is ridiculous, of course, but its potential as a gemstone is top-class… no, it’s beyond that. Honestly, I’m not even sure I can handle it.”

“If you can’t handle it, then no one else can either.”

As Nia placed the jewel back on the table as if it were too heavy a burden, Kagura-san responded in my stead, as I was still dazed.

For her to state it so confidently… it seems this troublemaker’s skills are the real deal. Perhaps I should stop thinking about whether I like her or not and just try to get along with her.

I’m not particularly good with her type, the one who messes with you one-sidedly, but it’s not like I dislike her either.

“I’m happy to be held in high regard, but…”

When she glanced my way, I was surprised to see a hint of hesitation and anxiety in her eyes. Taking her reaction at face value, she was likely worried about the possibility of causing me a loss.

So she is serious about this stuff… yeah, well, I guess—I don’t dislike her.

“If you’re willing to take it on, I’d like to entrust it to you.”

Perhaps surprised by my sudden sincerity, Nia's eyes widened at my words, then narrowed suspiciously.

“Ehh…? I know I’m the one saying it, but are you sure you want to leave it with someone like me? Are you okay?”

“You’ve got a point, saying that about yourself.”

“Don’t be so mean!”

When I laughed at her rapidly changing mood, she puffed out her cheeks as if to hide her embarrassment. If I get used to her, maybe the day will come when keeping up with Nia’s energy won’t be so difficult.

…Will it, though?

“...*Ahem*. Well then, I will formally accept your request—”

“Are you surprisingly shy?”

“I am. Isn’t it cute?”

“Oh, just—be quiet, be quiet! It’s a request! What are the details of your request!!”

And so, it was officially decided that I would commission the processing of the [Crimson Rabbit Brooch]… but even when asked what I wanted, I, who knew absolutely nothing about gem processing or accessories in Arcadia, had no answer.

“As Kagura-san explained, I’m embarrassingly ignorant. So I’d rather you tell me what I should do.”

“Ah, right, I see. Hmm, let’s see.”

After considering my counter-question for a moment, Nia casually operated her inventory and took out several items.

Lined up on the table were several types of gemstones. And a number of accessories that seemed to be from different categories, such as rings and necklaces.

“First off, in Arcadia, even if we’re all just called ‘magitech artisans,’ we each have our own specialized fields, you know?”

“Yeah, like Kagura-san is good with ‘metals,’ right?”

To be precise, her specialty, in addition to ‘metals,’ is all materials obtained from enemies. In fact, since rare enemy materials are essential for high-level equipment, there are no magitech artisans who can't handle them, she said.

“Exactly, exactly. I’m a magitech artisan who specializes in ‘gemstones,’ and since I mainly handle fine items like accessories, I’m called an artisan. A gem artisan, that is.”

“I see.”

I remember Kagura-san telling me before that there's no job system in Arcadia. So this is probably a name that players have popularized to make communication smoother.

“And now, for what that gem crafting entails—please take a look at this!”

Nia then pointed to the gemstone materials, which were probably pre-processing.

“These are the rough stones before processing. And, next up is this!”

Next, she pointed to the accessories, like rings, that had been processed.

“And this is the processed accessory. It goes without saying that this is my job, but the important process can be divided into three parts.”

As she spoke, Nia raised one hand and held up her index finger.

“First, the cut! We cut from the rough stone and shape it to match the desired finish.”

Next, her hand formed a peace sign.

“Second, the polish! We polish the cut gemstone and transform it into a sparkling piece of jewelry.”

And finally, her ring finger was raised.

“And third, the setting! We combine it with decorations like a ring or a base to enhance the gemstone and complete it as an accessory!!”

She started getting excited on her own. It's not important, but her gestures are so exaggerated that it's visually distracting.

“And! These three processes interact in a complex way to determine the final special effects and status boosts of the accessory! In other words, if you have a request for an accessory with these specific effects, the type and shape are naturally decided—but!!”

“Nia-chan.”

“Yes!?”

“You’re loud.”

“I’m sorry.”

Kagura-san is laughing next to me. Even if she says we get along, I’m just making simple retorts here.

“*Ahem*… A-Anyway, there are limitations, but we can skillfully manipulate the category with our techniques. And of course, even if it looks like the exact same thing was made, depending on the artisan, the processing method can be completely different, resulting in a world of difference in the effects.”

“So that’s where your ‘skill’ comes into play.”

“Corre—! …Ah, I’m sorry.”

No, I’m not going to glare at you just for being a little loud—anyway, I have a slightly better grasp of what an artisan does now.

“And so, I, who have been introduced to you, am an artisan with a certain level of ‘skill’… What will you do? Customer.”

In other words, she’s telling me to just state my request without overthinking it.

If that’s the case…

“If the effects change depending on the processing method, does that mean there’s a form that brings out the gemstone’s full potential?”

“Ah, yeah. Of course there is.”

“Then, I’ll have that. I’m not saying I’m not interested, but I don’t have any particular taste when it comes to accessories for fashion… so basically, I’d like to leave it up to you.”

It feels a bit like I’m just dumping it on her, but in the end, that’s all I’m looking for. Judging by her overall attire, Nia seems to have good taste, so leaving it to her probably won’t result in a bad design—

“Hmm, let’s see—Kagura-san, I’m borrowing him for a bit, okay?”

“Hm?”

“What all of a sudden—hey, wait, what?”

After pondering my words for a moment, Nia suddenly stood up, took my arm, and pulled me to my feet.

Thinking it was another one of her sudden moves, I reflexively tried to shake off her arm—

“This is an important and serious conversation. Just come with me, okay?”

A clear voice whispered in my ear.

Stopped by the same resonance I had heard earlier, I peered at the artisan’s face, which was unusually close.

With my body between us, out of Kagura-san’s line of sight.

She playfully brought her index finger to her lips, and then Nia pulled me towards an opening at the back of the room—probably the entrance to her workshop.



    Chapter 89

    The Need to Change My Image

    I was led into the darkness of a room with the lights still off.

Judging by the large desk that looked like a workbench and the various unidentifiable tools scattered about, this room was, just as I'd imagined, the main workshop.

"...Hey, that's enough. Let go of me."

"Hmm? Are you embarrassed to have an older sister clinging to you?"

*Who's the older sister here?* I wasn't so lacking in resistance to women lately that I'd be swayed by some strange, pretty-faced—

"Just stay like this. I told you this was important."

"Tch..."

There it was again. That voice.

Frustratingly, the gap between her tones always left me speechless. I guess I'm just a teenage boy, after all...

"Now then—I don't want any excuses or lies. Answer me honestly."

"What in the world is going on..."

Seriously, this woman did nothing but drag me around at her own pace.

With a sense of half-resigned frustration at being so flustered, I shot her a glare. From within my arms, Nia's eyes were already looking straight up at me.

"You... that avatar... it's just your real self, isn't it?"

"————"

The words she threw at me were from somewhere far beyond my expectations.

Her question cut so directly to my real life that my thoughts froze completely, and I stiffened.

"I'll say it again. Excuses and lies are pointless, so don't bother."

As she spoke, she lifted her free hand—the one not holding my arm—and tapped her own indigo eyes.

"My Anima is telling me so. This isn't a question; it's a confirmation."

"N-No way... your eyes? An Anima that can—"

"It's not some crime-like effect that can snatch real-world information, okay? But it can tell that your avatar is your actual self."

Could such a thing be possible? The fact that I couldn't outright deny it was a testament to Arcadia's quality, I suppose.

"...What's the point of this question?"

"You might not believe me, but it's out of kindness."

*Kindness, after creating this tense atmosphere?* As I eyed her suspiciously, Nia shot me a look of exasperation in return.

"From what I've heard, you're planning on entering the Four Pillar War, right?"

"That's the plan for now."

"With that face?"

"What's my face got to do with it!?"

Seeing me bristle, wondering if she was trying to pick a fight, she let out a sigh of resignation. "Oh, for goodness' sake."

"You really don't get it, do you? Didn't Kagura-san just recently explain that Arcadia is a huge deal in the real world, too?"

"...Yeah."

"Every time there's an event or new information, it becomes news. The whole world is obsessed."

"Right."

"It's not just 'right.' The Four Pillar War is the biggest festival in all of Arcadia. You need to think carefully about the scale of attention it draws."

"That... is..."

*What's with this girl's sudden personality change?* That carefree thought lasted for only a few seconds. Every word Nia spoke was undeniably true—and seriously, am I an idiot? This is no time to be taking it easy.

In other words, this is what she was trying to say:

—Are you *really* going to be okay showing *that* face to the world?

"Um... if I may ask something unrelated."

"Go on."

"The Four Pillar War... is it, uh... one of those things? Where the footage is broadcast all over terrestrial TV..."

Arcadia's top rankers are treated like professional athletes. That unbelievable piece of common knowledge, which I'd just learned from Kagura-san, flashed through my mind.

And so, to the question I timidly posed, Nia's answer was:

"Oh, absolutely. On the same scale as the Olympics, you know."

It was a reply on a scale far beyond my imagination, and it hit me right in the gut.



    Chapter 90

    One More on the Friend List

    Ten-odd minutes later, after a bit of back-and-forth in the newly illuminated workshop, Nia and I returned to the room where Kagura-san was waiting.

"...Oh? I was wondering what was taking so long... You've already *finished* it?"

Kagura-san's surprised gaze was directed not at me, but at the back of my head—or more precisely, at the cord tied there.

To make a long story short, I was forced to undergo an image change to distance my avatar from my real-life appearance as much as possible.

If I was going to participate in the Four Pillar War, which would be widely broadcast to the real world, and aim to stand out even a little, then showing my face on household screens was a certainty.

And if I, with my almost identical real face, were to do *that*, the only thing awaiting me would be the unmitigated disaster of being doxxed.

Putting aside whether I wanted to be famous in real life, I wasn't prepared in the slightest to have my face plastered all over television.

If my self-improvement continued smoothly and things progressed ideally to my participation and success in the Four Pillar War, my mental state would also smoothly progress to its death.

And so, for that reason, it was time for a 'Let's Nia-chan Produce' session.

"People's images change surprisingly just by altering their eye color or hairstyle!" Following the lead of the indigo-haired girl, who began spouting off surprisingly professional-sounding advice, I ended up renting some special stylist items from her to mess with my hair.

I kept the color black, but toned it down slightly to a grayish, lighter shade. I also let my hair, which was already a bit longer than my real hair, grow out even more and tied it at the base of my neck into a small tail that wouldn't get in the way.

Honestly, I've never tied my hair in my life, so it was mortifyingly embarrassing. *Is this okay? I hope I don't look like the living embodiment of shame...*

And what fit perfectly into that new style was the very reason I had come here: the [Crimson Rabbit Ornament]—now reborn as a magnificent 'hair ornament' with decorative cords and clasps, a piece of Ruby Rabbit jewelry.

"I see, so that's how it turned out. It suits you quite well."

"Are you serious...?"

I received her casual-sounding words with complete and utter suspicion. A ponytail and a hair ornament... is this a fashion style a guy is even allowed to pull off?

"Geez, have a little faith in me! I designed it so it would look good even on a boy!"

"You say that, but..."

I'm so lacking in confidence that I feel like my posture is starting to stoop.

"You're overthinking it. Compared to some old guy with twintails, it's nothing."

"Exactly! And compared to a super buff dude with a half-up hairstyle, it's well within the realm of fashion."

"What are these monsters you're talking about..."

The comparisons are so extreme they're not even funny.

"I-t's re-al-ly okay, I'm telling you! You're handsome, so have some confidence!"

"What's this girl saying to an average-looking guy like me?"

*Is this some new form of mockery?*

"More importantly, are we to assume it's finished? Since you're here, why don't you show me what it can do?"

"More importantly... well, yeah. Hey, is that okay?"

I nodded and was about to offer the back of my head, but I glanced at Nia, the creator, for confirmation first.

For some reason, the artisan was pouting again. "Do whatever you want," she said dismissively, not even trying to hide her foul mood as she looked away.

*Hey, why'd she suddenly start sulking? What is she feeling and about what?*

"Well then, if you'll excuse me."

In any case, I once again tilted my neck to present the hair ornament to Kagura-san. When she tapped the crimson-glowing jewelry with her fingertip, the details window I had seen once before expanded.

[Crimson Rabbit Hair Ornament]
Accessory: Hair Ornament
MID+150
*Untradeable*
The blessing of the Ruby Rabbit dwells within this hair ornament. An undying prayer grants its wearer protection, keeping the fate of death at bay.

"...This thing is, again..."

Kagura-san's dry, speechless laugh was a mirror image of Nia's and mine from a few minutes ago.

As usual, it was only flavor text. However, players could understand the effects imbued in a piece of equipment by touching it.

The effects of this thing, now clearly functioning as an accessory thanks to Nia's handiwork, were as follows:

[Crimson Rabbit Hair Ornament]
- When the wearer takes fatal damage in combat, negate it one time only.
- Upon activation, this equipment becomes 'Broken'.
- If in a 'Broken' state at the end of combat, this equipment will be repaired.
- While in a 'Broken' state, gain the special effect 'Desperate Crimson'.
- 'Desperate Crimson' — Adds a value equal to the user's Spirit (MID), divided equally between Agility (AGI) and Dexterity (DEX).

"This is... on a level I've never seen before."

"I guess the artisan's skill was just that good."

"The amazing one isn't Nia-chan, it's that little monster of a gem!"

*What is with this girl, getting all bent out of shape?*

Ignoring the incomprehensible indigo-haired girl who just kicked away my attempt at a compliment, let's focus on this monster for now.

What's insane about this equipment is that everything written about it is insane. I can only offer a dumbfounded impression, but since it boasts a dumbfounding performance, it can't be helped.

First of all... it's stated so casually as if it's normal, but MID+150 is a status boost equivalent to 15 levels.

Combined with the +100 from the [Spiral Crimson Ring], that's an increase of 25 levels' worth. Just by wearing two accessories, I'm effectively Lv. 125? Isn't that ridiculous?

Next is the main effect, 'Fatal Blow Nullification.' To put it simply, it's like a 'Focus Band,' 'Endure,' or 'Guts' type of ability. Apparently, no similar effect exists in Arcadia yet, making its performance currently one-of-a-kind.

This thing is also crazy in its finer details, starting with its incredibly lenient activation condition. You don't even need to maintain a certain amount of health, let alone be at full HP. As long as you have at least 1 HP left, it's guaranteed to activate the moment a death-blow is registered.

Next is the fact that its precise effect is to 'ignore the factor that caused the death-blow.'

For example, if you take a blunt weapon to the face and a death-blow is registered, common sense would suggest that 'negating' it would mean something like, "I got hit and sent flying, but took no damage! Death averted!"

But this equipment's 'Fatal Blow Nullification' isn't so lukewarm.

It literally *erases* the cause of death—meaning that for one hit only, any fatal attack will simply pass through my avatar.

It's insane. Simply put, in a one-on-one fight where we both use ultimate moves, this means I'm guaranteed to win. I seriously don't get it.

Furthermore, after activating such a broken effect, you get the special effect 'Desperate Crimson,' a name so over-the-top I can't tell if it's serious or a joke.

I thought this would reallocate my MID stat, but that wasn't the case. It simply adds an *additional status value* equal to my MID, split between AGI and DEX.

So, the +250 MID from my two accessories remains, and on top of that, I get +125 points to two other stats—I'm basically a self-made Lv. 150. I wouldn't even be able to argue if someone called me a cheater.

If I received support from Sora's `Scareless` while `Desperate Crimson` was active, a monster equivalent to a total status level of 180 would be born...

"Hey."

"What is it?"

"Is this thing actually okay for a player to use?"

Abandoning all thought, I posed the listless question to Kagura-san, who flashed a bright smile and said—

"If you get banned by mistake, I'll defend you."

—and uttered something so terrifying.

*—Hey, Nia-chan? How long are you going to be sulking, and about what?*



    Chapter 91

    An Angel by Comparison

    Since we'd both updated our home points the last time we parted, Sora's current location, having just logged in, was near the transfer gate that also served as my respawn point.

It was one of the many gates scattered throughout the Safe Area, located near the back alley where we had escaped from our overwhelming welcome party.

There were no notable landmarks nearby, and it was a bit unclear why it had been placed there. But for that very reason, foot traffic was sparse, which was convenient for me as I was trying to avoid attention.

"—Hup, there!"

Since many of the buildings were taller than one might expect in a fantasy setting, rooftop acrobatics had recently become my trend for staying out of sight.

It wasn't far from the Mirage Workshop's base, so I took the most direct route without hesitation and rushed to Sora's side in under five minutes.

"Eh..."

As I made a flashy landing and skidded to a stop from the rooftop with a *SHRAAA!*, Sora-san jumped in surprise, then gave me a look that said, "What is this person doing?"

"You should try it sometime, Sora. I guarantee you'll get hooked."

"I-I'll pass..."

With a final wry smile, the girl, who had been away for a couple of days, broke into a happy grin upon seeing my face.

"Good morning, Haru-san."

"Morning, Sora. It's been a couple of days."

◇◆◇◆◇

"Haru-san, you look a little different."

"Urk... Yeah, I guess it's noticeable."

Almost immediately after we exchanged greetings, she commented on my hair, which had changed in both color and style. To be honest, I'd been most anxious about showing this look to Sora, so I was at a loss for words.

There's a part of me that whispers, *Isn't this fine for a fantasy world?*, but the fact that my face is still my real one is the problem... I can't shake the prejudice that only handsome guys can pull off tying their hair back and have it be considered fashionable.

"There were... unavoidable circumstances..."

"...?"

I gave a self-deprecating smile to broadcast my negative self-perception, and Sora tilted her head with a puzzled look.

"I think it suits you. It's wonderful."

"A straight fastball...?!"

A genuine smile with no ulterior motives (at least, that's how it looked to me), followed by honest words with no ulterior motives (at least, that's how they sounded to me).

The dark clouds of doubt in my heart, which the words of two artisans couldn't dispel, were being blown away by Sora in a matter of seconds.

"Isn't it weird for a guy to grow his hair out and tie it up?"

"...? Um, I don't know about in general, but..."

Sora seemed bewildered by my frank question, but she stared at my new look for a moment, then—

"At the very least, it suits you, Haru-san. I think you look cool."

—she told me with a soft smile, looking as though she didn't harbor a single shred of doubt.

*—Yeah, I get it. I lose.*

Sora is so much of an angel that I couldn't care less about the ponytail on the back of my head anymore.

In fact, if Sora says it's so, I'm convinced it must be true. Nia-chan, nice producing. Seriously, good job.

"Thank you very much."

Suppressing my cringe-worthy ego, which was on the verge of blushing, I turned my face away to thank her. Naturally, this angled the ponytail I'd just tied toward Sora—

"Wow...!"

It was only natural that the [Crimson Rabbit Hair Ornament] attached to my hair caught her eye.

Beyond its exceptional effects as a piece of equipment, this piece of jewelry, adorned by a skilled artisan's hand, also had outstanding visual appeal.

True to the creator's proud words, despite the cute rabbit motif, it had an exquisite design that didn't look out of place on a man.

Given that this unique item was radiating a majestic glow, it was no wonder Sora let out an involuntary cry of delight.

"H-Haru-san! What is that, what is it? It's so beautiful!"

"Whoa, calm down. I'll explain everything."

While soothing the girl who, as usual, was getting closer in her excitement, I urged her to move away from the transfer gate area, which had a small but steady stream of people.

As Sora followed me—or rather, stuck close behind me—the nape of my neck tickled slightly from her gaze.

Trying to hide the smile creeping onto my face at the sight of Sora's sparkling, curious eyes, I began to recount the series of events to her as she begged for an explanation.

—Yes, that's right. I told her everything. The whole story.

It took about two minutes for those sparkling eyes to cloud over.

"The [Spiral Crimson Tower]... I know it by name, at least. The three unconquerable dungeons are a topic of conversation that even non-players know about, you know?"

"Y-Yes, so it would seem."

"And you did it in two days... Two days, was it? I see."

"Well, technically I cleared it today, on the third day—ah, yes, never mind!"

Seeing me shamelessly cast aside my pride and defer to her, Sora-san let out a familiar, resigned sigh.

I'm sure if Nia saw me right now, she'd tease me relentlessly.

An image of the artisan pointing and laughing at me appeared in my mind, and I silently vowed a baseless revenge against her.

"But, I see... The first-clear reward..."

Her voice seemed somewhat dejected, so I turned back, putting thoughts of the indigo-haired girl aside.

Sora, who had been staring intently at the [Crimson Rabbit Hair Ornament], looked up at me and smiled shyly when our eyes met.

"It's so lovely, I was thinking it would be nice if I could get one too... but if it's a unique item, I guess it can't be helped."

Ah, about that...

"I still have my share of the loot from the [Angalta, God-Wedge Sword-King] fight, so if it were tradeable, I wouldn't mind giving it to you."

I said it from the heart, but I already knew what Sora's reaction would be.

"I would never accept something like that. That material was of no use to me anyway, so having it used for your equipment is the best outcome, Haru-san."

When we discussed what to do with the [Withered Fragment of the God-Wedge Armor], she had looked at me with the same admonishing eyes.

Even after the material I received was transformed into [Prologue: Wedge Fragment Singing of Eternity (Angalta)], the fifth Terror Armament in Arcadia's history, Sora had celebrated for me as if it were her own achievement when I told her.

She seemed to want the hair ornament, as she was looking at it with envy... but it was precisely because she was that kind of person that I felt no hesitation in giving her anything I could.

—And so,

"Alright, then let's at least go get you something similar."

"...Huh?"

If Sora wanted something, there was no reason for me not to give it my all.



    Chapter 92

    Connecting Hearts at the Summit

    To be honest, for someone who had cleared it once before, re-conquering the [Spiral Crimson Tower] wasn't difficult.

Well, the action was still devilishly hard, but what was more important in this dungeon was the accumulation and memorization of information, rather than pure action skills.

Once you've mapped out a strategy from start to finish, as long as you don't forget it, you can reliably replicate the clear.

"And that's how it's done."

"The... usual..."

Back in the goal room after several hours. Beyond the crimson, glittering archway, the girl collapsed on the floor glared at me with teary eyes, her breathing shallow.

Hey, wait a minute. I didn't do anything wrong this time.

I gave a thorough explanation beforehand, so it's not my fault!

"Oh, honestly...! I take my eyes off you for just two days, and you really go and, ugh...!!"

Uh oh, this feels a bit different than the usual nuance, doesn't it?

I sense she's feeling a bit competitive about the progress I've made yet again, but...

I'd like to say this loud and clear—as expected, Sora-san is quite something herself.

"Man... `Scareless` and `Cradle` are just too insane..."

"Th-That's... um..."

This re-run, which we challenged with Sora's support, was, I'm sorry to say in the face of a formerly unconquerable dungeon, so much of a cakewalk that I almost yawned.

It was the result of a synergy with my newly acquired skills, but among them, the combination of the concentrated MID boost from `Scareless` and `Foresight Eye` was key.

With thirty levels' worth of status points poured into it, my actual MID value, including accessory boosts, was a whopping 550. That's even higher than the 500 average for a pure mage player.

Fueled by that massive MP pool, I kept the mana-guzzling `Foresight Eye` active at all times.

With an MID of 100, the attack prediction only lasted ten seconds, but now it easily surpassed thirty. With the regen effect from a pre-dosed MP potion, I could maintain it for about forty seconds.

And forty seconds was more than enough to get from start to finish... When you're blasting upwards at over 300 kilometers per hour, even a deceptively long path doesn't take much time.

As if that support wasn't enough, there was also the `Cradle`'s magic sword bullet-hell counter.

As long as the scales of `Scareless` were tipped in my favor, Sora's stats would decrease, but unlike with her old skill, she could still participate in combat.

So, it was no problem for her to fire off magic swords in every direction while being carried in my arms. The swords' attack power was reduced due to her significantly lower MID, but they were still effective enough to knock down the [Ruby Bullets] with a graze, thanks in part to the enemies' own high speed.

As a result, the number of attack prediction lines in my vision drastically decreased. I didn't even need to rely on the [Angalta] shield, and I reached the goal with less than half the evasive maneuvers I needed on my first clear.

"Well, well, let's just be happy that we're both growing so remarkably..."

"Ugh... I'm worried about what's going to happen later..."

The nail that sticks out gets hammered down, as they say. I know the feeling of being hit with an inexplicable anxiety when things go too smoothly—but, well, putting those feelings aside.

"So, how was the all-important clear reward?"

"Hah... —Um, yes. For that, I'm truly grateful."

She let out a sigh as if to push out her mounting worries. Perhaps that helped her switch gears, because she stood up, bowed her head, and smiled.

From the look of it, she must have gotten a fitting reward. I didn't get any clear notification or results screen... but then again, the first-clear reward is apparently an upgraded version of the normal reward, so that's to be expected.

"Um... it's called the [Crimson Rabbit Choker]."

As she spoke, Sora materialized the reward from her inventory. Resting on her outstretched palm was a choker adorned with a small, rabbit-shaped gem.

The gem was smaller than the one on the [Crimson Rabbit Ornament], giving it a more delicate and cute feel.

And though it was a normal reward, its origin was, as expected of a high-difficulty dungeon, a high-end piece of equipment in terms of overall quality.

"So the normal reward comes as a finished accessory... oh, excuse me?"

I gestured with my finger and glanced at her for permission. Sora nodded with a smile, and I tapped the [Crimson Rabbit Choker] to bring up its details window.

[Crimson Rabbit Choker]
Accessory: Choker
MID+50
*Untradeable*
A piece of jewelry that holds the small blessing of the Ruby Rabbit. A fragment of the undying prayer grants its wearer protection, keeping the fate of death at bay.

The flavor text itself wasn't much different from the [Crimson Rabbit Ornament]'s, but the stat bonus was more modest—though 'modest' here is still a five-level bonus. My sense of scale is getting warped by all these broken items I've been getting.

The effect was also more modest compared to the [Crimson Rabbit Hair Ornament]... or rather, it's better to say it's a completely different thing.

Simply put, it acts like a disposable HP tank during combat. It's like extra armor or a temporary heart container, the kind of thing you see in various games.

The extra HP can't be replenished by healing, but the effect seems to reset at the end of combat. It works every battle without needing maintenance, and the amount of extra HP is quite significant, at thirty percent of the wearer's maximum health.

I'd say it's a perfectly excellent piece of equipment.

If anything, the [Crimson Rabbit Hair Ornament (Original)] is just too insane. No matter how many times I look at it, I can't make sense of how broken it is.

"That looks great. The MID bonus synergizes well for you, and the special effect will serve as good insurance for a light-armor user—and most importantly, it'll look absolutely wonderful on you. Congratulations."

"Oh... thank you."

How could it not suit her? Ever since I saw the [Crimson Rabbit Ornament], I thought, "Sora would love this," but more than that, I thought, "This would look great on Sora."

Personally, I think the contrast between gold and crimson is a powerful one.

Sora must have noticed my expectant gaze. She looked a little shy, but smiled and said, "I'll put it on," and—

"How does it look...?"

"Perfection."

No unnecessary words were needed. that one word said it all.

A translucent crimson rabbit, sparkling at her slender, white throat.

The design, which simply highlighted the brilliance of a single small gem, perfectly matched the graceful girl's charm.

"It suits you perfectly. It's wonderful."

I echoed the words she had used to praise my new look, and Sora's cheeks flushed noticeably as she turned her face away.

"Th-... Thank you."

My partner, who politely thanks me even while embarrassed, is so cute it's dangerous.

I'm aware of how creepy I've been, fawning over Sora's cuteness lately, but is there any man who could interact with this girl and *not* fawn? It's not my fault, is it?

Whether she's like a little sister or whatever, cute is cute, right???

"...Um, Haru-san."

As I was deploying my self-justifying, mysterious line of thought and trying desperately to keep my expression from slackening, Sora, her face still red, tugged at my sleeve.

*This is exactly the kind of thing you do,* I thought as I looked at her face—and seeing her unexpectedly serious expression, I immediately suppressed my frivolous attitude.

"What's wrong?"

Recognizing her hesitation, I prompted her with a consciously calm tone.

"W-Well... The thing is, I can't stay in the virtual world for very long today."

"Okay."

"I originally came... um... to talk......... um, to give you my... my answer."

"...Yeah."

—To be honest, I had noticed from the start.

From the moment we met, her atmosphere felt slightly different than usual.

After parting ways with that kind of exchange last time, it was only natural that I would notice, being conscious of it myself.

Her answer—in other words, her reply to my partner contract proposal.

Watching Sora, who, despite her fumbling, was bravely trying to spin her words... I felt the thorns of anxiety that I had been pretending not to see deep in my heart gradually disappear.

—And as that gave me some composure, I knew I couldn't leave it all to her.

In situations like this, a man has to be cool, no matter how many times he fails.

"Sora."

"Y-Yes!"

Putting aside all the frivolous feelings like 'cute' or 'charming'.

When it comes down to it—I genuinely want to be with her.

I want to adventure with her and, one day, see the ends of this world.

And... the fact that she feels the same way about me, this miracle of a connection that I can somehow be certain of, is what I find more precious than anything.

So—ah, that's right. So this is, without a doubt, a proposal.

Because it is, without a doubt, a wish from the bottom of my heart to be with her, wherever our journey may take us.

"—Please become my partner."

Once more, for the third time, those words.

Cheeks flushed as red as they could possibly be.

Eyes, moist with emotion, opened so wide they looked like they might spill over.

Lips, pressed together as if to hold back a flood of various feelings.

And—the small hand, tugging at my sleeve, which showed no intention of letting go.

Everything I saw as we faced each other seemed to convey her heart to me.

And finally, after a long, long mental preparation, Sora—

"—...Yes."

—gave a single nod, and showed me a smile like a blooming flower.



    Chapter 93

    A Vow to the 'Moon', a Feeling for the 'Sky'

    "—Ugh... To think that after mustering up a decent amount of courage, I'd be subjected to even more public humiliation...!"

"P-Please don't say that... I'm embarrassed too, you know...!"

I'd successfully gotten a positive reply from Sora, but... since this world is a game governed by a system, our 'relationship' wouldn't take form through words alone.

Upon learning the outline of the necessary 'ritual' for the partner system contract, I stood opposite Sora, trembling with shared mortification.

"Um, well... w-we both know it's embarrassing, so it's okay. Let's just get it over with quickly!"

"R-Right... yeah, since we're both embarrassed, let's just count it as a net zero damage..."

—Well then, let's go.

"Alright... Sora."

"Y-Yes."

Casting aside my shame, I held out my hand, and Sora's was placed upon it.

Next, I activated the partner contract ritual through thought-operation—and at that moment, a magic circle, as if on cue, spread out at our feet. A faint blue light of magical energy welled up, causing both her golden hair and my black hair to stir.

Threads of magical light raced through the air, winding around our joined hands as if to tie them together... and their color changed from blue to red.

That was the signal—I was up first. I had to cast aside my shame and steel myself.

"—In the name of 【Haru】, I offer myself to become one half of a whole."

"I-In the name of 【Sora】, I offer myself... to become one half of a whole."

I forced myself to be decisive, while Sora's voice was filled with unconcealable hesitation.

As if to pull her along, to reassure her, I gently squeezed her hand.

"I swear to the 'Moon', to be by your side always."

"...I swear to the 'Moon', to be by your side, wherever you may go."

Her hand squeezed back, gently.

It took effort to keep a smile from spreading across my face.

""With this vow, we engrave it upon our souls:""

"To take this person, 【Sora】—"

"To take this person, 【Haru】—"

""As the one and only companion with whom to walk the endless journey.""

The words we exchanged were acknowledged by the world (the system), and from the magic circle, which grew dazzlingly bright, a torrent of magical energy overflowed—enveloping both me and Sora, who, at the very last moment, couldn't bear to look at each other.

And at the end of a long, drawn-out cinematic that seemed to mock the two of us as we screamed "Hurry up and end, end, END" in our hearts from the sheer embarrassment—

◇ A contract has been formed with player 【Sora】 ◇
- Inventory and Luna will now be shared.
- Partner skills have been unlocked.

◇ Your title has been updated ◇
- 'Weaver of Bonds' ⇒ 'Joined Wings'

My mental state was shot through by a system message that felt like a finishing blow, and as soon as we were released from the cinematic's restraints, the two of us collapsed at the same time.

"........................This is awful."

"Hh...! Hh............!!"

I muttered weakly at the sheer force of the cringeworthy display, while Sora covered her face with both hands, groaning with an unvoiceable emotion.

Honestly, I'm more exhausted now than after clearing some unconquerable dungeon.

"It even said 'companion'..."

"P-Please don't s-say it..."

See, Arcadia? Sora-san is making sounds I've never heard before in a way I've never seen. Cut it out, will you?

And stop trying to deliver a finishing blow with my first ever 'title update.'

Don't think you can fool me just because it sounds cool. 'Joined Wings' is a phrase about the love between a man and a woman, isn't it...!

I get that the system benefits of the contract are what they are, but the ritual's content is definitely a factor in this marital treatment. Do male friends who are just friends seriously have to do that too? Is this a vision of hell?

Afterward, it took some time for each of us to recover our mental fortitude—

"F-For today, let's... let's call it a day..."

"Roger that."

Though she had calmed down, the blush on Sora's cheeks wouldn't fade. She spoke tiredly, and I, having recovered a bit earlier, nodded back, finding the girl endearing.

I think one of the reasons she can't cool down is that she's been stuck to my side this whole time... but according to her, she's grown quite attached to me.

It's not that I don't feel a bit shy myself—but when I think of it as her being 'attached to me,' I can't help but find it more endearing than anything else.

"So, um... I know we just became partners, and I'm sorry, but it looks like things are getting busier than I thought in the real world..."

As we were about to part ways, she said this, her eyebrows furrowing into a sigh that perfectly expressed her inner thought: "I am thoroughly displeased."

"I really might not be able to come here properly for a while."

"I see... Well, real life always comes first, no matter the era."

Making sure to convey my own thought of "I'm thoroughly disappointed," I let the dejection show in my voice while smiling and saying, "It can't be helped."

And then—no longer in a reserved manner, my officially recognized system partner gripped the hem of my clothes as if to clearly express her loneliness.

My brain was short-circuiting at the incredibly heart-rending sight, but Sora paid me no mind and muttered.

"Haru-san."

"Ah, yeah... what is it?"

"Um... I have one... request, or rather, a wish."

As I tried to swallow the agitation caused by her excessive cuteness, Sora looked up at me with eyes that held a slight hint of anxiety.

Anxiety, or... what is it? Like a small bit of resolve to take a plunge.

"Go ahead and say it. I think you know this, but I'm pretty much a yes-man right now."

But only when it comes to Sora, of course. Having correctly received that nuance, Sora's eyes wavered with a look that was half-happy, half-embarrassed—

"—...Hk........................Haru."

She said my name, just one word, with no extra sounds attached.

"...is what I'd like to call you."

Her face, right down to her neck adorned by the little rabbit jewelry, turned a shade of crimson deeper than any I had seen before.

"From now on... I want to be an equal partner... so...!"

Knowing Sora, she must have mustered every ounce of courage just for that.

After rushing through her words, she must have run out of steam, as her slender avatar swayed—and I caught her with one arm as she was about to fall.

I hope you'll forgive me for being unable to look at her face, averting my eyes instead.

"...Uh, Sora."

"Y-Yes..."

What should I do? Seriously, what should I do about this?

"I'd be happy if you called me that, too."

"Y-Yes."

My feelings for Sora are, at least not *yet*, by no means romantic, but...

"I look forward to working with you from now on—Haru."

"Likewise, I'm counting on you—Sora."

This irresistibly charming girl... is it a good thing or a bad thing that my fond feelings for her just keep piling up?

Atop the crimson tower, in a landscape known only to the two of us.

As I laughed with my one and only partner—I simply chose to turn a blind eye to the smoldering confusion in my heart.



    Chapter 94

    The Appointed Day Arrives

    —Since the day we formed our contract, Sora's logins, just as she'd said, had become few and far between.

In fact, over the past week, she had visited the virtual world only twice, including the day we climbed the [Spiral Crimson Tower] together.

Even that second time, she didn't have much time, so we spent about an hour just chatting leisurely. Come to think of it, it might have been the first time I'd ever just done nothing in Arcadia—we both laughed about it at the time...

"Hmm."

On a desolate hill stood a single, giant tree.

A colossal, fantasy tree, like a skyscraper. Balancing on a branch at its very top, I was reflecting on the past week and savoring the solitude of playing solo.

In a vast field that could only be described as another world, I was all alone, free to do as I pleased.

I don't dislike this kind of thing—in fact, I thought I was the type who preferred it, but—

"I've gotten spoiled, haven't I?"

I had to laugh at myself for how clearly my excitement was being suppressed by Sora's absence. It's not that my motivation had dropped, but... it felt like there was a ceiling on things when I was alone.

My one and only partner, with whom I adventure.

That existence I had yearned for countless times back when I dreamed of adventuring in this world.

A month ago, I couldn't have imagined that I'd meet such a person on my very first day in a virtual world, and that now, her 'not being by my side' would feel so unnatural.

And as a bonus—though it was far more than a bonus—she was a cute girl like Sora. If I told my past self, he'd probably just laugh and say, "Nice fantasy, bro."

...And so, as I indulged in this twilight game of soaking in my solitude out of boredom, a distinct, high-pitched cry reached my ears.

That sound, like a wind instrument echoing through the sky, was proof that the target of my hunt, which had been going on for two hours now, had respawned.

—Well then, time to get back to work.

Hanging from my left hand was a newcomer to my weapon list, a knife I'd acquired a few days ago.

The hilt itself was shaped like a trigger, and the black blade was only about half its length—a strange-looking weapon that didn't seem capable of fully performing its function.

However, that was just as ordered; its primary role was not to defeat enemies.

I gripped the knife—the [Panga Fool]—in a reverse grip. The moment I squeezed the trigger, a crimson flash of lightning, *BZZT!*, shot through my body.

This new weapon, a creation of my personal mako artisan, had a very simple effect.

By pulling the trigger, it siphoned exactly ten percent of my HP and, for a short time, applied a buff to my stats—

"—`Ignition`."

Well, in short, this was the reason for it.

Maximum speed without the acceleration process. With the additional minor buff from the [Panga Fool], I instantly became a bullet aimed at the sky.

The massive white bird (a rare monster) that had just respawned—the [White-Shining Bird of Fortune]—let out a terrified cry at the sight of this incarnation of spawn-camping rocketing straight towards it, and—

"`Blink Switch`!"

—that was all it could do before its massive form of [Prologue: Wedge Fragment Singing of Eternity (Angalta)] smashed its head, scattering its HP.

Poor thing, dead in nine seconds. I recommend it pray to be born as something other than a rare monster that drops useful items in its next life.

Confirming from the results display in the corner of my vision that I had collected the target number of materials, I muttered to myself as I absorbed the now-familiar sensation of falling.

"And with that, mission complete."

Having run through one of the densest weeks of my life, I was wrapped in a rather pleasant sense of satisfaction and fatigue—I stretched out as if to catch the roaring wind and let out a deep breath.

◇◆◇◆◇

"—How'd it go?"

"—Couldn't be better!"

At the now-familiar tavern, five days later—no, I had to request and pick up the [Panga Fool] after that, so it was four days ago.

While feasting my eyes on her glamorous kimono, which felt like a long-missed sight, I answered the toast from her raised wooden cup.

"I managed to collect most of the promising materials you told me about, and my skills have grown a ton. I'm sure I'm still a far cry from the veteran players, but..."

I looked down at the hand of my avatar, which had grown incredibly strong compared to a week ago, and nodded.

"Well, I guess I've gained a little confidence?"

I tried to say it with a bit of feigned conceit—or at least, I meant to. Why was she giving me a look that said, "About time"?

"A rookie running around the Garden solo, and you're saying that now? Let me remind you, combat in this game is generally party-recommended, even against small fry. Don't you forget it."

"S-Sorry...?"

"Why are you apologizing? Go on, be even more reckless."

I thought I was being scolded, but it seems I was being praised. I honestly quite like this side of her, this hedonist—

"—H-o-w l-o-n-g are you two going to be chatting all by yourselves???"

Hey, don't just pop up from below like that.

I almost smacked you out of reflex.

"Unfortunately, I don't have any jewel materials on me."

"What is this, so cold! Nia-chan wanted to do the 'How'd it go?' 'Couldn't be better!' thing too!!"

"How'd it go?"

"Couldn't be better! —That's not it! Nothing is 'couldn't be better' for me!"

This noisiness... I'm not getting used to it, nor does it give me a strange sense of comfort.

It's just plain loud. Visually and audibly.

"Nia-chan."

"What is it!"

"You're bothering the establishment. Please be quiet."

When I replied in an extremely calm voice, the indigo-haired girl dutifully zipped her lips and poked me in the back. It seems she hadn't put any points into STR, as the pokes were utterly feeble.

"You two really get along well."

"Can we stop trying to tag us as 'good friends'?"

"What's your problem with the adorable Nia-chan!!"

"That, right there."

The mysterious creature who zipped her lips again and resumed her poking was put aside for now, and I opened the usual trade window. I sent the bundle of materials I'd collected over the past week to Kagura-san.

"So, that's about it."

"...Mm, more than enough. I've worked out a few ideas on my end, but if there's anything you need, I'll prioritize that."

"Hmm... Even the [Panga Fool], which you whipped up for me, was of such high quality. I feel like I could just leave everything to you."

This woman finished that knife in less than twenty minutes after I came up with the idea and asked her for it.

It seems the production time was only long before because of the materials I'd given her, like the [Withered Fragment of the God-Wedge Armor] and the [Ruby Rabbit Demon Horn]. According to Nia, this lady is basically lightning-fast at her job.

"Do you have any ideas for a big weapon?"

"Ah, you used to use a great axe, right? I thought it might be unnecessary since you have the [Angalta], but... that thing ended up being a blunt weapon in its base form, so I figured you might want a slashing weapon too. I've got something in mind."

"Oh, in that case, I'll leave it entirely to you."

"You got it. Consider it done."

My personal artisan, who perfectly understands my needs, is a godsend.

Skilled, fast, and perceptive... customer satisfaction is one hundred percent.

—Hey, you, indigo girl. How long are you going to keep poking me?

"Fmgyuh!?"

It was starting to get really annoying, so I gave her an iron claw as I turned around. Nia, who had started tapping out a strange rhythm, let out a shriek.

"What is wrong with you? Are you bored?"

"Ppah! 'What's wrong with you' is my line!!"

I shot her a look of exasperation, and Nia, released from my grip, protested with teary eyes while pressing her temples.

Her small avatar using its entire body for dramatic gestures was, I admit, somewhat cute... but her personality, you see.

"I came all this way to see you, and this is the shoddy treatment I get! Pay more attention to me! Be nicer!"

"What do you even want from me...?"

Seriously, I don't get where all this goodwill is coming from.

"Hmph...! What's with you, hmph! Nia-chan isn't bored, you know."

"Even if you sulk, I still haven't heard what you want."

It's not that I'm intentionally treating her poorly. I really wish she'd reflect on her own consistently baffling behavior.

"Well, don't be so hard on her."

As I was thinking that, an unexpected word of support came from Kagura-san. I turned to look at her... and she, who had been watching us with the same amused expression, was opening the trade screen again for some reason.

Then, another trade screen opened in front of me. I tilted my head and accepted the trade as it came, and a portion of the materials I had just given her was returned.

Looking at the contents... it was the material from the [White-Shining Bird of Fortune], for which I'd received an additional request via message just this morning.

"My bad, I took the whole batch. Give that to her."

"Hmm???"

I tilted my head in confusion as Kagura-san pointed to Nia.

The [True White Feather of the Lucky Bird] and the [Azure Sky Feather of the Lucky Bird]—they're feathers. What would a jewel artisan do with them?

"...It's Nia-chan's side job."

At that, a familiar pouting face faded in from the side.

"Side job?"

"Besides being an artisan, Nia is also a tailor who makes clothes. That thing you've been wearing this whole time was originally a gift from her to me."

Excuse me?

This set of a flaxen tunic and black leather trousers, which had practically become a part of my avatar... this high-fashion fantasy costume was made by this indigo-haired girl...?

"Ah... —Nia-san."

"Eh... s-san?"

I straightened my posture and looked at her with a serious face, and Nia showed a perplexed expression.

"Thank you for this wonderful outfit; I'm using it with great care. I look forward to your continued patronage..."

"It's too late to be all formal now!?"

The indignant artisan-slash-tailor started poking me again.



    Chapter 95

    Rabbit Dagger: Parabellum

    "—Come again?"

I admit I let out a rather dumbfounded sound, but judging by Nia's wry smile next to me, my reaction wasn't off the mark.

Among the three of us sitting side-by-side at the counter, only one... how should I put it... was wearing a triumphant, smug expression. On the counter before my personal mako artisan now lay a single crimson object.

It was a scene much like a week ago—but the 'crimson' thing, gleaming under the lights, had now transformed from a material into a weapon.

"—The [Rabbit Dagger: Parabellum]. In terms of being *interesting*, it's a masterpiece that undoubtedly surpasses the [Prologue: Wedge Fragment Singing of Eternity (Angalta)]."

"Rabbit... Parabellum..."

*Hssssssssssssss*—... One more time, look at Nia-chan.

The indigo-haired girl slowly shook her head.

...I see.

"Th-That's an interesting name, isn't it?"

"Not bad, right? A 'Rabbit Dagger,' you see."

Hey, who would ever get a pun like that?

She was so enthusiastically and confidently proud of her exquisite naming sense, and I had no idea what kind of face I was supposed to make.

"B-By the way, you were the one who named the [Prologue: Wedge Fragment Singing of Eternity (Angalta)], right, Kagura-san?"

Personally, I thought that one was a pretty good name, from a chuuni perspective—

"Hm? No, the names of Terror Armaments are, as a rule, assigned automatically by the system."

It was, wasn't it!!

Not that I dislike it, I don't dislike it, but...!

"...By the way, she's not always in *this* style, you know."

Nia whispered quietly into my ear from the other side of the very pleased Kagura-san.

"Kagura-san is surprisingly impressionable, so the direction of her naming sense depends on whatever her current craze is... you know?"

This information is helpful for my 'mental preparation' in our future dealings, but why are you using such an emotionally charged whisper-voice just for this?

Make up your mind whether you're joking or trying to help.

"W-Well... yeah."

Casually pushing away the overly close Nia, I decided not to dwell on the matter and turned back to Kagura-san.

"May I have a look?"

"Why so formal—here, take it."

With a clatter, she picked up what would be my first sheathed dagger.

Since my style involves pulling weapons directly from my inventory with my switching skill, I've always used straight swords and daggers without a sheath or sword belt.

Needless to say, this was to free up even a little bit of my maximum carry capacity.

She, who once gave me the god-tier item [Crystal Feather Lightness Charm], should be aware of that fact... so then.

As I took the proffered dagger with both hands, the first thing that surprised me was its lightness.

The [Ruby Rabbit Demon Horn] it was made from was also unnaturally light for its size... but honestly, as a weapon, it was light to a slightly worrying degree.

"I know what you're thinking—but just take a look. That should blow away any concerns."

"Hmm, then..."

Urged on by the mako artisan, who showed not a shred of doubt, I tapped the dagger I'd received with my fingertip.

[Rabbit Dagger: Parabellum]
Crafted Weapon: Dagger
A crimson dagger carved from the demon horn of the Ruby Rabbit, guardian of the crimson spiral.
Within the demonic gleam that governs the immortality of 'Red' lies a strange authority—
Worship and revere it, fear and kneel. For the pillar is yet immortal, and the gaze of the 'Red Circle' never ceases.

"Hold on a sec???"

Hey, stop hitting me with an information overload.

Yeah, both the flavor text and the performance specs!!!

"Uh, this... huh, wha—this, what is this???"

"Wh-What? Hey, what's wrong?"

Sorry, but I don't have time to deal with the panicked indigo-haired girl behind me.

"What is this flavor text that's spreading all this ominousness... but more than that—are you serious?"

My confused gaze and words were directed at Kagura-san, who seemed quite pleased to have gotten the reaction she was hoping for.

"Do you think I can handle *this*?"

"Conversely, who besides you could possibly master *this*?"

"Hey, can you two stop getting into your own little world? Nia-chan is lone—"

"Let's be quiet for a bit, okay? Be a good girl."

"Yes, ma'am."

Nia-chan listens obediently if you admonish her in a serious tone; that's a good tip to remember.

Anyway—man, this is... It's like she has unconditional faith in me, but this time, I'm not sure I can live up to her expectations.

What is this ultimate Swiss Army knife of a weapon? Each of its functions is a chunk of fantasy gimmick far beyond a can opener or scissors. You could do countless 'bad things' with just this one weapon.

Well, you could... if you could master it, that is.

"...My schedule for the rest of the week is completely booked."

Every last second will be spent training with this thing.

"Isn't that great? Once you've mastered this, you'll be unbeatable, right?"

"You look like you're having fun..."

I suppose I'm no better, a smile spreading across my face in response. There's nothing to do but accept it.

—No, without a doubt, Kagura-san has more than fulfilled her promise to 'make something interesting.'

In that case, it's my turn to follow her lead and meet her expectations.

"—Okay. I'll tame this thing completely, so you can look forward to it."

"I don't dislike that side of you."

I don't dislike that mischievous smile of yours eith—

"And BOOM!!!"

"Wha—Guh...!!?"

A sudden impact slammed into both my shoulders, sending me flying forward and my forehead crashing into the counter. The chair protested with a creak.

Stars literally scattered across my vision, and an intense numbness ran from my forehead down to my back. In the corner of my vision, a stun debuff icon flashed.

—I know who the culprit is.

—I have a pretty good idea of what happened.

Then the verdict is decided, right? Okay, until the stun wears off, three... two... one—

"Fmgyuh—hey, wai-!? Nonononono-nononononono I'm sorry I'm sorry I'm so sooorryyyy!!!"

An iron claw as I turned around, with STR: 300 (all muscle).

A merciless grip on her face, and the idiot crying out with no regard for shame or honor.

To top it off, Kagura-san's laughter, who for some reason seems to find my interactions with Nia hilarious.

And the nice gentleman bartender, who, without a second glance at us for instantly shattering the somewhat serious atmosphere, just kept silently polishing a glass.

This level of chaos—honestly, the fact that it was fun was what was so irritating.



    Chapter 96

    It's Loungewear

    After the noisy interlude, I received a direct explanation about the [Rabbit Dagger: Parabellum] from the mako artisan herself.

Once that was settled, Kagura-san stood up from her chair. "Alright then."

"I'll get started on the rest right away. One week—no, you'll need time to get used to them, so I'll have them done the day before. How about we meet here again in six days?"

"Yeah, please. What time?"

"The sooner I hand them over, the better, so in the morning... Let's see, how about six o'clock sharp?"

"Real-world time, right? Understood."

I'm making my debut as a university student tomorrow, but the first week or so should just be orientation and stuff, so I'll still have some free time.

If I can pick up the gear first thing in the morning, I can start getting used to it as soon as I get home. That's a big help.

"Ah, sorry. Nia-chan can't log in on that day."

Nia's schedule didn't seem to line up. She put her hands together in a light apology.

"Actually, my login times are going to be pretty irregular starting tomorrow... so, is it okay if I give it to you on the day of?"

"Shouldn't be a problem, right? Costume items don't have any special effects or anything, do they?"

"Eh?"

"Huh?"

*Why?*

"...This looks like it might take a while, so I'll be taking my leave."

"Oh, right. See you in six days, then."

I bowed my head again in acknowledgment. Kagura-san and Nia exchanged their own familiar goodbyes—"See ya," "Bye-bye"—and Kagura-san left the shop.

Left behind were one idiot who still lacked knowledge, and one indigo-haired girl who seemed somewhat restless.

"...Sorry, can I ask you to explain?"

"Oh, y-yeah, sure. It's fine."

Things just sort of ended up this way, but is this the first time we've been one-on-one?

Nia's acting a little strange, as if something's different, but her responses seem fine, so I'll continue.

"When Kagura-san gave me this, I was told that costume items were just cosmetic items without any stat effects."

My memory shouldn't be wrong, but Nia still tilted her head at my words.

"She was probably just talking about *that* specific outfit, don't you think? I mean, of course you wouldn't put special effects on loungewear..."

"Excuse me? *Loungewear*?"

The word that came out of Nia's mouth made me look down at my own body in deepening confusion.

Loungewear? You mean loungewear? Th-This stylish fantasy fashion is loungewear!?

"Eh, no... I mean, you can tell it's not for combat just by looking at it, right?"

"But it has all these mysterious belts and stuff!?"

"W-Well, that's fine! It's cute, isn't it!"

Seriously? Nia-chan, were you a high-maintenance designer who demanded high fashion even for her loungewear...?

And does this mean I've been going into battle in my pajamas this whole time, acting like it's completely normal? If I look back now, every scene where I tried to act cool is going to have a '(lol)' attached to it.

"It's a clothing item, or rather, *clothing equipment*, you know? Of course, if you use good materials, you can add special effects just like with regular armor."

"Seriously..."

"Oh, but as a trade-off, if you add effects, it gets officially classified as 'equipment,' so its weight will be reflected. It's still much lighter than normal armor, though."

Well, that part's okay. By officially forming a partnership with Sora, my carry capacity problem has been more or less solved thanks to our shared inventory.

Coupled with the shocking revelation that Sora was only using about ten percent of her capacity to begin with, I've been told I can use nearly ninety percent of our combined total as I please.

Of course, I have to consider space for loot and such, so I have no intention of taking up ninety percent just because she said so. However, the fact that my maximum carry capacity nearly doubled overnight means my inventory has plenty of room now.

"Well, weight isn't an issue. What about these special effects? Are they just stat bonuses and things like that?"

"Umm, it's like a choice between two things... a stat bonus or a special ability. You have to pick one. Unique armor might have both, but with player-made stuff, that's usually how it is."

I see...

"Is one more common than the other?"

"U-Umm... It really depends on the materials. There are only a limited number of truly useful abilities, so if it's not one of those, I think most people just go for the straightforward stat bonus."

So if it has a useful ability, you go for that; otherwise, it's a stat bonus. Makes sense.

"So, what would those bird feathers do?"

Given the name [White-Shining Bird of Fortune], it was obvious it would be a Luck (LUC) related effect either way.

"Oh, those are prettyyyy good as a clothing material, you know."

"Huh... It didn't really seem like an enemy monster, and I could just hunt it one-sidedly, so I thought it was just a rare monster (lol) or something."

"Hey, now I'm super curious about how you hunted it. That taunting bird is supposed to be something you can only get through sheer luck."

I'm more curious about the amusing term 'taunting bird'.

Well, it's true, that thing always spawned about a hundred meters up in the air. Even I could barely reach it with a full-power jump from the top of that giant fantasy tree, so I guess hunting it normally would be tough.

"Well, I'll have you show me your crazy methods sometime..."

With a hard-to-read expression, Nia let her curiosity slide and pulled out one of the [True White Feathers of the Lucky Bird] from her inventory.

Yeah, I knew it, but it's huge. A single feather was big enough to hide half of Nia's small body.

"The effect this feather has... well, for stats, it's a Luck (LUC) bonus, as you'd expect. A coordinated top and bottom set would give you LUC+60... no, more like 50, I think?"

"For the set, huh? Seems more modest than I expected."

"That's completely unreasonable. You absolutely cannot use your weird ring and hair ornament as a baseline."

She jabbed a finger right at my nose and gave me a scolding.

"Basically, you don't often find a single piece of equipment that gives a stat bonus of over 50. Anything over 30 is considered top-tier, and over 100 is something you'd only find on a one-of-a-kind unique item, you hear me?"

So, an equivalent of LUC: 50 for a two-piece set is apparently quite excellent.

...Does that mean this indigo-haired girl is a first-class artisan not only as a jeweler but also as a tailor? Ugh... If only her personality was that of a graceful older sister...!

"Hey, you're thinking something rude."

"So, what about the ability?"

I ignored Nia, who was peering at me with a sidelong glance, and prompted her for an explanation while poking at the feather she was idly waving around.

Though she made a point of pouting, Nia, who is generally serious when acting as a craftsman, straightened her posture—

"Mmph... As for the ability, it increases your durability based on your LUC value—"

"Wait."

I grabbed the shoulders of the indigo-haired girl who had just casually dropped a bombshell.

"Eek!? Wha-what-what is it... what!?"

"Ah... s-sorry."

Seeing Nia's unexpectedly flustered reaction, I came to my senses and released the shoulders I had grabbed in my forward lean. Calm down, me. No matter how much of a goofball she is, that's just plain sexual harassment.

"I-It's fine, but... y-you scared me."

"My bad, that was just an unmissable bombshell... what were the specifics of that?"

Seeing her clutching the large feather to her chest, looking flustered, I couldn't quite hide my own agitation. She looks good, so if I get too self-conscious, it's not going to end well.

Before an awkward atmosphere could settle in, I steered the conversation in a serious direction.

"Even if you ask for specifics, it's just as I said... Normally, a player's overall defense power with armor is calculated in relation to their Vitality (VIT), right? But with clothes woven from this feather, the calculation is based on Luck (LUC)."

"So, with a LUC of 300, would I become considerably tough?"

"Ahaha! If you've stacked that much luck, a random glancing blow probably wouldn't even scratch you."

Oh.

"I hear the average LUC for a combat build is around 100. With that much, you'd probably be as tough as thin leather armor?"

I see.

"So yeah, it becomes a pretty sturdy piece of clothing equipment. It's easy to move in, light, and reasonably tough, which makes it a pretty ideal clothing material..."

Nia, who had been explaining things, must have noticed something odd about my unusually cheerful silence. She trailed off and stopped talking, looking at me suspiciously.

"Hey, you."

"What is it?"

"How many points have you put into Luck (LUC) right now?"

To her timid question, I flashed my most triumphant expression—

—and Nia's face twitched wordlessly as she saw my three raised fingers.

"Your stats are even weirder than I imagined..."

"Well, haha."

"I think you know I'm not complimenting you."

A few minutes after I'd shown my stats to Nia, since it didn't seem to matter anymore. She was now slumped over the counter, looking utterly exhausted, her indigo eyes narrowed in exasperation as she looked at me.

"I've never seen a combat build with zero points in Vitality before..."

"There's a saying: if it doesn't hit you, and all that."

Well... I do get hit quite a bit, and to be honest, I die pretty frequently. It's sad that I've gotten completely used to the ten percent stat reduction death penalty.

It does reduce my overall efficiency, so I am careful about it...

"Hmm, with that number, you should be about as tough as light armor... I think."

Nia slowly sat up, rubbing the bridge of her nose with a troubled expression.

"But, with VIT: 0, your body itself is like tofu... so no matter how tough the outside gets, you won't be that durable overall, you know?"

Meaning a clean, heavy hit would render it almost useless. I understand that part perfectly, so it's not a problem.

"Just being able to prevent a graze from leaving me on the verge of death would be a massive help—so, please make it with the special ability."

"The fact that 'on the verge of death from a graze' is a realistic scenario is just... Alright, roger that. Your request has been accepted."

She casually stored the feather she was holding in her inventory and, dangling her feet, switched her expression. "Now then."

"Let's move on to the design consultation. Do you have any requests, even just a rough idea?"

"Hmm... First, nothing bulky or that would hinder movement."

Take away my mobility and I'm just a soft surprise box. Any design that would impede high-speed movement is an absolute no-go.

"Of course. That said, it is possible to make it long-hemmed without hindering movement."

Nia's opinion that fantasy means long-coated swordsmen is something I can strongly agree with, but as for whether I myself have a yearning for that kind of look...

"Hmm."

"I see, you're ambivalent. In that case—"

And so, the design discussion progressed—

"...I think that about covers it?"

"Yeah. The rest I'll leave to your good sense, Nia."

When I honestly expressed my expectations to the serious-mode artisan—or rather, tailor—she gave me an equally honest, happy smile.

"If you say it like that, I'll have to do my best. You can look forward to it."

With a final touch of her usual theatrical flair, Nia hopped down from the tall stool.

"Well then, I'll be taking my leave. This is an important request, so I have to get it done in time."

"Hey, sorry about this. You were actually busy, weren't you?"

She had said her login times would be irregular, so she must be busy with things right now. The fact that she was pushing her own schedule to work on my request... I could only be grateful.

"It's an important request. I'm pretty fond of you, you know."

"...In that case, I'll take you up on your offer."

If Nia were always like *this*, I'm sure we never would have developed such a casual relationship.

I instinctively averted my gaze from her surprise-attack smile as I replied.

And I remained unaware—that the indigo-haired girl's cheeks were blushing a color opposite to her hair and eyes.



    Chapter 97

    Interlude

    "—No sign of him?"

"We have no leads whatsoever... It will be difficult."

In a space resembling a conference room, with a long table and numerous chairs.

Two voices were exchanged, both belonging to quiet women.

"It has been a week since the celebratory cannon was confirmed, yet not even a shadow of a suspicious player has emerged. At this rate, searching aimlessly is unlikely to yield any progress."

One voice, somewhat stern and the very picture of seriousness, spoke with a sigh.

"I see."

The other voice, devoid of emotion yet sweet and cool, replied with a hint of disappointment.

"Therefore, I believe we should report that we are temporarily halting the search."

"Yes, I think that's for the best."

Her usual emotionless words. However, the first speaker knew that 'she' was not truly without emotion, and that she held a strong interest in this matter.

That is why,

"If... it is *him*."

The words that followed were just as she had imagined.

"I'm sure we'll meet soon enough."

The lonely king, longing for 'someone,' continued to wait for that moment, as always.



    Chapter 98

    Skip This Scene?

    Yes ◁ No

Let me make one thing clear: I have absolutely no intention of neglecting my new life as a university student just because of Arcadia.

When I think about my high school years, which were dedicated to part-time jobs and studying, I too feel the desire to reclaim even a little of the youth that was spent saving up for a VR headset.

That's why, no matter how much I'm preparing for my debut match, that's that, and this is this. For my part, I went into this week with the sincere intention of enjoying the rest of my student life to the fullest.

What? Did that sound like the past tense?

Well, just wait. I'm about to unveil the dazzling future of my prologue, the one that goes, "My fun university life starts now!"—in three lines.

The crowds were insane—I was crushed.

The atmosphere was insane—I was annihilated.

The energy was insane—I was instantly killed.

I'd appreciate it if you'd refrain from nitpicking about that being three phrases, not three lines.

No, seriously, it was tough. I've somehow managed to get a foothold in getting used to it this past week, but honestly, as someone whose natural disposition leans toward being an introvert, it's all I can do to keep up and not get left behind.

Huh? What am I talking about, when I'm so hyper in the virtual world?

Are there really people who live their daily lives with the same kind of unrestrained excitement as a day at an amusement park?

"At any rate, I survived... I survived...!!"

For now, the preliminary briefings, entrance ceremony, and orientations are all done, and I'm currently in a near-death state, having collapsed onto my bed right after getting home and showering.

Mercifully, today is Friday. It seems university students also get Saturdays and Sundays off, so I should be able to approach the selection matches tomorrow with plenty of time to spare.

I grabbed a bite to eat on the way home, so my preparations to return to the virtual world are complete.

Huh? Don't I need a break? A dive is basically like sleeping all the time, so playing Arcadia is practically the same as resting, right? (Flawed logic)

—Besides, I can't wait any longer. The new equipment I just got from Kagura-san this morning is waiting for me to get back!!

After trying to leap out of bed with the agility of my inhuman avatar and failing spectacularly, I rolled onto the floor next to my Arcadia machine and, with a racing heart, spoke the activation key.

"Drive On."

...This activation key is so on-the-nose that it's a little embarrassing. Maybe I should change it to something less conspicuous—with that final, trivial thought, my consciousness was drawn into the virtual world.

◇◆◇◆◇

"—Hmm, overall..."

The finish is so good there's nothing to complain about. Having finished testing out all my new equipment, I looked down at my newly outfitted avatar and nodded.

First, the armor. The [Desert Serpent Leather Gloves] and [Desert Serpent Leather Boots], which had protected my hands and feet for a long... well, for about a month, were now retired.

New gloves and boots, crafted from a special ore called [Floating Meteor Fragment] and material from a rare monster, the [Misty Snake], were now equipped on my hands and feet.

They were named the [Meteor Serpent Gauntlets] and [Meteor Serpent Boots] respectively—both are items I'm quite fond of for their excellent visuals.

Seriously, it was worth the trouble of gathering the materials.

The [Floating Meteor Fragments], which were just floating in the sky, were no problem for me, but that snake... it would turn invisible, vanish its presence, make clones, and then use those clones as decoys to escape...

Anyway, their performance was also quite impressive, befitting the rarity of the materials.

Each piece provided a VIT+20 stat bonus, with an additional +10 for the two-piece set effect. A total of +50, equivalent to five levels, which, according to the standard Nia taught me the other day, could be called a 'first-class' item without reservation.

As for their appearance, they both had a deep blue base sprinkled with white-dotted accents like stardust—a calm color scheme reminiscent of the night sky.

The [Meteor Serpent Gauntlets], despite the name, had a sleek design, with plate reinforcement from the ore material only on the back of the hand.

As usual, the fingerless design satisfied both practicality and my inner chuuni, which was excellent.

They were shorter than the [Desert Serpent Leather Gloves], which had covered my arms up to the elbows, reaching about halfway between my wrist and elbow. I was so used to the former that they still felt a little strange, but I'm sure I'd get used to them soon.

The [Meteor Serpent Boots] were a very simple boot style. The toe area was reinforced with the ore material, which apparently provides a very slight bonus to kicking actions.

There might be some synergy with a new skill I acquired. It's a minor effect, but it's not like it hurts to have it.

What was remarkable was their lightness. Despite using metal, they were slightly lighter than my previous equipment made from [Desert Serpent] material.

Well, that stuff *was* floating...

Speaking of clashing, unlike the serpent leather which blended in well, these currently stood out a bit from the rest of my outfit... but apparently Kagura-san and Nia coordinated on that, so I was told not to worry.

I'm grateful for that. I'll look forward to the outfit Nia is making for me.

—Now then. As for my weapons, a total of three new types have been added. The great axe I requested, as well as a spear and a shield.

Well, a shield... a shield? Is that really a shield?

There's one problem child that's a bit hard to explain simply, but I'll set that aside and start with the great axe and spear.

First, the great axe—the [Giant's Hand Axe].

The store-bought [Iron Great Axe] I used in the past was a double-bitted axe with a long handle. In contrast, the [Giant's Hand Axe] is a single-bitted hatchet type with a short handle.

However, while 'hatchet' usually refers to a lightweight, small axe used for camping... this is a *Giant's* Hand Axe, after all.

Its size easily surpasses my former [Iron Great Axe], and in terms of volume, it's probably more than twice as large as the [Prologue: Wedge Fragment Singing of Eternity (Angalta)].

What's most notable is the absurd scale of its blade. If held sideways, the surface area of the blade alone could cover my entire body, and it spreads out to be about as long as the handle itself, almost serving as a knuckle guard like on a sword.

The material it was made from was a special rock called [Black Dragon Scale Rock]. This great axe, which was crafted to maximize the material's properties of being 'just plain heavy and ridiculously sturdy,' boasts a ridiculous weight befitting its ridiculous scale.

Its weight is several times that of the [Distorted Iron Lump Hammer], which had once been my de facto main weapon. It even surpasses the [Angalta], which also boasts an extraordinary weight, and apparently, its single-hit power probably exceeds that of the Terror Armament.

As if by right, this one weapon consumed several percent of my and Sora's shared inventory capacity. I'll have to offer her my sincerest apologies later.

By the way, it has no special effects.

Apparently, all of those resources were poured into its durability. I don't mind that kind of muscle-brained design at all.

Next up is the spear. Apart from the very early days in the 'Mushroom Forest,' I haven't really used this weapon type properly, but it has now joined the ranks of my main armaments.

Its name is [Demon Horn Spear: Crimson Valor]—... I guess she couldn't think of any cool kanji readings for it?

I was told to just call it 'Gurenburu,' but as you can probably guess from the name, it's a long spear that uses the aforementioned [Ruby Rabbit Demon Horn].

The shaft is a simple, deep red. The blade, or 'ho,' makes full use of the raw material's majestic appearance, its spiraling, crimson glow dazzling to the eye.

At the boundary between the blade and the shaft, something like a red cloth flutters, but this isn't a decorative cloth; it's a proper effect.

It's not just a visual flair with no substance, either; it serves as an indicator for one of the weapon's special abilities.

That special ability is related to a fragment of the demon horn used on the butt of the spear, opposite the blade—and man, I'm looking forward to using this in a real fight.

Finally, the problem child, the shield... a shield, but, I don't know.

I don't even know if this really is a shield. Due to a specification issue where I can't even test it without an opponent, I don't yet have the understanding to talk about this thing—this [Revolving Shield].

Visually, it looks like a straightforward buckler. The materials used were [Moonlight Turtle's Hexagonal Shell], a monster material, and [Resonant Blue Crystal], a rare mineral.

It has a great look, with a blue crystal that holds a flickering, blue flame-like light set in the center of a polished, blue-silver turtle shell.

When I grip the handle, it covers the back of one hand, and it seems to be designed for parrying and deflecting rather than blocking—but...

Well, I'm looking forward to using this in a real fight... I guess? Can I really use a shield with my durability...?

Its catalog specs seem to be fine... but for this, I guess I have no choice but to trust in the skill of my personal mako artisan.

—And so, with all that.

"Now that I've come to an understanding with *you*... my preparations are complete."

I nudged the sheathed crimson dagger hanging from the new sword belt at my waist and looked up at the sky.

The day would come tomorrow—I couldn't suppress the smile that spread across my lips, and I found the rhythm of my racing heart to be strangely comforting.



    Chapter 99

    I Wasn't Told About This x2

    The next morning—the day of the Four Pillar War Selection Match.

The three of us, the artisan pair and I, gathered at the usual Istia tavern.

I had, of course, told Sora about how I’d gotten swept up into aiming for a Four Pillar entry. She told me she’d cleared her schedule for today and tomorrow to come cheer me on.

Since it was a good opportunity, I also invited her here to introduce her to Kagura-san and Nia—but we arranged for the three of us to meet up a little earlier.

The reason was a small surprise… Well, you know. I just wanted to show off my brand-new look after it was completely finished—

"Nia-chan."

"Hee hee, what is it?"

"You're a genius."

"But of course!"

After slipping into my new attire, I gazed at my avatar in the large full-length mirror Nia had pulled from her inventory—then gave the one who had tailored it a heartfelt thumbs-up.

The overall color scheme was white and azure. The name of this outfit, inspired by the image of a blue sky with flowing clouds, was—[El-Gran Series - Outer] and [El-Gran Series - Lower].

Apparently, the black full-length inner suit I received as a bonus was a freebie. I gratefully accepted it as well.

First, the outer garment. The overall silhouette was a short hoodie style, with three-quarter sleeves and a hem that came down to the middle of my back.

The slightly oversized hood was a distinctive feature. Not only was it a nice accent that could be pulled down low, but it also had a certain gimmick that was quite useful for me.

Next, the lower garment, also three-quarter length. While not exactly cargo pants, they were made with a slightly looser fit for ease of movement.

There was a decoration on the back resembling a sash, but it seemed to be partially an effect, a wonderful design that wouldn't physically get in the way.

It was also designed so my newly-made sword belt fit perfectly, harmonizing completely with the scabbard of the [Rabbit Dagger, Parabellum] slung behind my waist.

Everywhere, the details of the ornamentation were exquisite.

From the top of my head to the tips of my toes, there was a magnificent sense of unity.

And the perfect color sense of the white and azure, derived from two types of feathers.

It made even a plain-faced guy like me look good—I had no choice but to call it a magnificent, flawless creation.

"Can I say something incredibly cringey?"

"Hmm?"

"I think I look pretty damn cool right now."

Oh man, I just uttered a piece of vanity that would normally give me goosebumps, yet my mental state didn't waver in the slightest. Is this the power of a god-tier outfit…!

"It's not cringey, you look great! As expected of Nia-chan, you get it!!"

For now, at least, I couldn't fault Nia for getting twice as carried away as usual.

A feeling of elation I'd never felt before filled me—not even comparable to when I first put on my middle or high school uniform, back before Arcadia was released.

I think this is because it suits *me* in the *truest sense*.

My first-ever custom-made outfit—a masterpiece tailored just for me by the little indigo girl currently twirling around and getting carried away.

…Yeah, I'm seriously indebted to her for this.

"Nia."

"Feh?"

Called by name in a serious tone, Nia stopped moving as if caught off guard.

"I really, really like this—thank you."

I was surprised at how naturally a smile escaped me. Come to think of it, this might be the first time I've shown her this kind of expression and tone of voice—

"I-I… well, um… th-thank you… for the compliment…"

For some reason, Nia's face turned red, and she averted her gaze as if to escape.

"…? Is something—"

"—I think it suits you too. Not to say the clothes make the man… but still."

Kagura-san cut in just as I was about to ask, patting me on the back. When I turned around, she had a rare smirk on her face.

"No, I'm honestly surprised. Even more so since this is just a side gig for her."

"Nia's got an outstanding sense of design. The reason I was vague about the price of the outfit I gave you before is largely because her creations are practically a brand of their own."

"Seriously…"

Yeah, she's serious. Having seen it so vividly with my own eyes, I no longer had any doubt about Nia's skill—and if that was the case.

"Hey, how much is this gonna—"

I turned back to ask, but… huh, I couldn't spot that indigo color anywhere in my vision.

*Odd,* I thought, looking around—and saw Nia cowering behind Kagura-san's back.

"Hey, what's wrong?"

"…I-It's nothing."

It sure didn't look like nothing… but well, her mysterious behavior wasn't anything new.

"Um, so how much will this cost? Sorry, but I don't have enough on me right now, so I'll have to sell some materials to pay for it—"

If I sold off some of the super-rare [Ruby Rabbit Demon Horns], which hadn't even hit the market yet, it should be enough to cover the cost.

Hunting rabbits in the [Spiral Crimson Tower] was a piece of cake for me now. For a certain reason, I had no particular intention of monopolizing the materials, so I had no hesitation in releasing them to the world—

"Y-You don't have to pay."

—or so I thought… wait, I don't have to? Why???

"No, come on… I can't just accept something this amazing for free."

"I-It's fine! I made it because I wanted to in the first place… and, um, it was meant to be a show of support…"

Nia cut off my natural protests, her words trailing off as she strung them together.

"So, you know…!"

Peeking out from behind Kagura-san's shadow, Nia pressed her hands against her very red cheeks and whispered.

"You praised me… so that's good enough…"

"…I-I see."

…You know, when you react that transparently, it kinda makes me blush too.

I recalled what Kagura-san had vouched for—that she was surprisingly shy.

So, unlike her usual antics, she got flustered when praised seriously—I have to admit, the thought that she had a cute side was, in its own way, a blunder on my part.

"W-Well… anyway. I'll just consider this a debt I owe you, so if you ever need anything, just let me know, alright?"

I'll help with whatever I can. Though it was a bit presumptuous for a rookie like me to say, Nia, who had ducked back behind Kagura-san, nodded her head up and down.

When our eyes met again, Kagura-san silently conveyed, *'She's pretty cute, isn't she?'* with a smile. I returned an ambiguous smile of my own, not saying a word…

—It was then that the tavern door quietly opened.

"G-Good morning…?"

Perhaps because I had told her beforehand that there were people I wanted to introduce her to. A girl with flowing golden hair appeared, peeking into the tavern with a timid air.

"—Eh…"

"—Heah…"

"Ah…"

The gazes of the three women, meeting for the first time, crossed. Kagura-san and Nia let out sounds of surprise, while Sora voiced her understanding.

Then, a moment later, Sora's gaze shifted to me—

"G-Good morning, Haru."

"Morning, Sora."

I exchanged greetings with Sora, who was still embarrassed to call me by my name without an honorific—and in the next instant, I was grabbed from two directions and dragged into a corner of the tavern.

"Whoa, wha— What are you doing?!"

"Haru?!"

I yelped, and Sora cried out in surprise. Ignoring our mutual confusion, the two artisans who had apprehended me closed in, cornering me against the wall with surprising intensity.

"Hey, too clo—"

"Haru-kun, what in the world is *that* all about?"

"Hey, hold on a second? Nia-chan wasn't told about this, you know?"

"You kept saying 'my partner, my partner,' but you *never once* mentioned she was a *girl*, did you?"

"What's with that girl? She's crazy cute, you know? Do you get it? She's *insanely* cute!"

"From the way she was keeping up with your ridiculous pace, Haru-kun, I just figured she was a male friend with a similar energy!"

"That is so not cool! No, really, that is not cool at all!!"

Without even a chance to get a word in, I was subjected to a furious verbal assault from the artisan duo.

In the corner of my vision, the abandoned Sora was looking back and forth in bewilderment, and I was probably making a similar face.

"…!"

"Hiih…?!"

Nia, who was grabbing me by the collar, whipped her head around with a *snap!* Sora, now the target of her gaze, flinched and took a step back.

Don't make such horror-movie movements. Where did the demure Nia-chan from a moment ago disappear to?

"Uh, um… Sora-chan? Was it?"

"Y-Yes!"

Even the little indigo girl, it seemed, wouldn't go completely wild on a gentle-looking beauty like Sora right from the start.

Their voices laced with mutual confusion, they sized each other up, approaching their first contact.

"Um, are you… *this thing's*… partner? Teammate? Am I correct in assuming that?"

Who are you calling 'this thing'?

"Um, yes…!"

Though confused by the sudden, strange turn of events, Sora was a serious and good girl. With a tense expression, she straightened her posture, and with all her might, she bowed her head.

"I am Haru's *partner*… Sora! It's a pleasure to meet you…!"

"Eeeh?!"

"Part-nuh…?!"

"Now what is it…"

At Sora's self-introduction—or rather, at one part of it—the two let out cries of shock and began to stab me with glares that were practically daggers.

Kagura-san, who had let out a high-pitched shriek I'd never heard before, was shooting me a death glare, and Nia was so speechless she looked at me like I was the one who had killed her parents.

What is it? What are you two feeling?

Is it really so wrong for a plain-faced, average-looking box of surprises to have a partnership with a literal angel of a girl like Sora?

…Actually, I'm starting to feel like I might be guilty. If I were a third party looking at me, I'd almost certainly sentence myself to hell—

"…Sorry, Sora-chan, we're just going to borrow your partner for a bit, okay?"

"Eh? Um…"

"It'll be over in a flash, so could you just wait here for a moment?"

Pulling on the arm she had clamped down as if to ensure I couldn't escape, Nia began to drag me toward the back of the tavern. Meanwhile, Kagura-san, with a gentle smile I'd never seen before, offered Sora a chair.

A strange intuition told me that resisting would only lead to trouble, so I let myself be dragged along by the indigo girl—knowing full well that this would certainly not be 'over in a flash,' I let out a sigh at my helpless situation.



    Chapter 100

    The Reveling Fire Artisan

    After an interrogation of about ten minutes, I was finally acquitted and released.

Not that I was guilty of anything; I wasn't even sure what crime I was being accused of… Did they think I'd abducted an innocent young girl? How incredibly rude.

Also, I lost count of how many times I was asked, "Are you two not lovers?" but for Sora's sake, I firmly denied it.

I made a promise that our partnership wasn't romantic. If I were to betray that, I'd be finished as a man.

"And so, this is my cute partner, Sora-san."

"She really is cute, so I can't say anything."

"This little one, huh…"

"Ahaha… Thank you very much."

When I proudly introduced her, making it clear there was nothing to hide, the now-calm Nia and a role-playing Kagura-san studied Sora intently.

Though she was blushing from being called cute over and over, Sora seemed to sense she was being welcomed warmly and looked happy. It's a good thing to be able to accept compliments so honestly.

I had already introduced the two artisans, and they, too, were happy to meet another female player. When I joked that they were good people despite their quirks, Nia gave me a shove.

"So, um…"

Once the introductions were over and the atmosphere had relaxed a bit, Sora, who had been glancing at me every so often, finally spoke up as if she couldn't hold it in any longer.

I knew what she was curious about—in fact, that's why I had asked her to come at a different time. For me, it was a 'finally' moment as well.

"So, what do you think?"

Anticipating her question, I opened my arms to show off my new attire once more. I have to say, it was the first time I'd ever asked for an opinion on my appearance with such clear confidence—

"…Uh, um…"

I could get a sense of how I looked in Sora's eyes from her dazed reaction as she stared at me.

"Honestly, I was surprised… It's wonderful."

And just as I'd hoped, I received the words I was waiting for. When I smiled and said a simple "thanks," the girl, who was just as shy as a certain indigo girl, blushed and lowered her gaze.

"Nia-san made it, right?"

"Mhm, that's right. It's a Nia-chan masterpiece!"

Praised by Sora, she showed an obvious sign of getting carried away, but I couldn't say anything to Nia about it anymore.

If anything, I was now the foremost supporter of her design sense.

"I'm telling you… if you had such a cute partner, you should have said so sooner."

And just as I was giving her my full support in my head, Nia shot me another sidelong glance. I was tempted to bury this girl in a mountain of praise.

"What, you still going on about that?"

"That's not it! I'm saying if I'd known, I would have designed a matching set from the start!"

…Hey now, she's starting on something new again.

"Wait, what? Are you saying you'll make one for Sora too?"

"Huh? Of course I will. What are you talking about?"

She replied as if it were the most obvious thing in the world, and in turn, I was the one being looked at like, 'what is this guy talking about'.

—Oh, you're serious? What, are you actually some kind of goddess?

"…Can I get my hopes up?"

"Hee hee, who do you think I am… You don't mind if I use the leftover materials I was planning to return, do you?"

"Uh… eh?"

Leaving Sora, who couldn't keep up with the conversation, I couldn't hide the grin spreading across my face. Nia, with a mysteriously wicked smile, made a gesture like she was using an abacus and leaned in close.

"But in exchange, I'll be charging you properly this time. I won't go easy on you for keeping a bombshell like this a secret."

"It's not like I was trying to hide it… Anyway, that's fine. Money is no object. Give it your all."

Don't you worry, I've got more than enough [Demon Horns] to fund it—

"Sorry to interrupt while you're getting excited, but it's almost time."

Just as my devious plotting with Nia was underway behind the person in question's back, Kagura-san, looking exasperated, tapped her wrist to let us know time was running out. When I checked the time on my UI, the system clock showed 8:48 AM.

The selection match was set to begin at ten in the morning. Registration for the preliminary round, which came first, would start an hour before at nine, so it was only about ten minutes away.

Entry itself was system-automated and apparently wouldn't take much time… but this was my first time for everything. It was probably best to move with time to spare.

"Alright, let's get going—ah, wait, you two can't come into the venue, right?"

"Yeah. Like I said, there are entry restrictions for other factions."

"Otherwise, it'd be a free-for-all for spies, you know."

So it seemed Kagura-san and Nia, being from the Western Faction of Vestol, wouldn't be able to come and cheer me on directly this time.

This was the debut of the fine attire they had both helped me complete. It was a real shame they wouldn't be there to see it… but that was all the more reason I couldn't make a fool of myself.

"Really, thank you both for everything. I'll give it my all and go on a proper rampage, so please look forward to good news."

"Come on, now. Don't be so stiff. Just go out there and have fun, okay?"

When I put on an unusually solemn face, Nia, who was completely back to her usual self, started patting me on the back.

"Let's go, let's go! Nia-chan will see you off to the venue entrance!"

"Yeah, yeah… Sora, let's go."

"Ah, yes!"

I let out a wry smile at Nia, who had zipped past me and out of the tavern, then called out to Sora to head out as well—

"—Haru, wait a sec."

I was so surprised I stopped in my tracks.

…What surprised me was that, aside from when she was flustered and unconsciously called me "Haru-kun," this was the first time Kagura-san had ever called me by name.

"…Um, is something wrong?"

"Sorry, I forgot there was something I needed to tell you about your weapon—Sora."

"Y-Yes?"

Turning her gaze to the tilting Sora, Kagura-san gestured with her finger towards the door Nia had just left through.

"I'll give your partner back in a moment, so could you go outside and keep Nia company for a bit?"

…Yeah, I think I get the gist of it.

And there was no way Sora-san wouldn't pick up on an atmosphere so obvious that even I could sense it—

"Yes, I'll be waiting."

With a smile and a face that showed she hadn't noticed a thing, Sora left the tavern.

Left behind were me, who had been stopped, and Kagura-san, who had created a situation for just the two of us with some purpose in mind. The master, who had become part of the background, didn't count.

"…About my weapon?"

"Yeah, that's right—bring out your [Prologue: Wedge Fragment Singing of Eternity (An=Re Galta)]."

Oh. I thought it was just an excuse to get rid of everyone else, but was she really talking about my weapon? Either way, I had no reason to refuse, so I did as I was told and summoned the Terror Armament—

"Huh… eh?"

Because of its extraordinary weight, this unique greatsword was difficult to hold up even with 300 STR—Kagura-san's surprisingly delicate hand was placed over mine as I held it, the tip of the blade resting on the floor.

An odd sound escaped my lips, and I reflexively started to react… but stopped. I realized the warmth in her hand wasn't directed at me personally, but at *us*.

At me and the [Prologue: Wedge Fragment Singing of Eternity (An=Re Galta)].

At the Terror Armament she had helped forge as a Weaver of Legends, and at its wielder.

"It felt short, it felt long, but that one month went by in a flash."

Her voice was the same as always, full of the artisan's usual confidence. But her tone seemed to carry feelings I had yet to touch upon.

"You know, I didn't start playing Arcadia of my own free will, nor did I have any particular goal."

"…"

I felt there was no need for me to respond. Her bronze eyes told me without words that she just wanted me to listen.

"For three years, I've had a decent amount of fun. Making things is fun, hanging out with my clanmates is fun, even listening to troublesome clients' orders is fun—even just going with the flow, you can enjoy yourself *to an extent*."

Her words matched her expression, which was reasonably bright. Then her three years, which I knew nothing about, must have been positive enough.

But whether she was fulfilled by it was another matter—so, I decided to ask.

"So, how about now?"

I spread my arms—but since that would probably punch a hole in the tavern floor with the An=Re Galta, I just tilted my head back and gave her my best smug look.

And in response, Kagura-san, who had been wearing a reasonably happy smile, let her eyebrows relax and gave me a look of satisfaction.

"I'm glad I met you that day. It pays to check the forums on a whim—thanks to you, I've finally found a *purpose*."

She looked down once, then raised her head again, and her eyes no longer held any trace of half-hearted enjoyment.

"I'll support you. So you just run."

The purpose she said she found after three years of stepping into this virtual world. The expression on her face as she smiled, looking straight at *it*, was more captivating than any I had seen from her before.

"Run as far as you can, and show me what lies 'beyond'."

"…Heh, I guess for now I'll start by rampaging in the selection match?"

"That's not enough. Just kick aside the small fry. What I want to see is much further *beyond* that."

Small fry, you say…

Kagura-san scoffed at my wry smile, then pulled back the hand she had placed on mine and the An=Re Galta—next, the fist that clenched her feelings tapped against my chest.

"Listen, Haru. You are strong. You are special—guaranteed by Kagura, sub-master of Mirage Workshop in the Western Faction, Vestol—the Reveling Fire Artisan."

"…!"

What I saw was yet another expression I'd never seen before.

The red-haired artisan laughed at me, as I stood breathless at her resolute gaze, and declared.

"Hurry up and climb to the very top—I'm looking forward to it, Haru."



    Chapter 101

    Victim Number Two

    —As it happened, this was news to me, but each of the four factions apparently had its own 'castle.'

I was told the architectural style—or rather, the atmosphere—differed between the eastern, western, northern, and southern factions, but the role of these uninhabited 'castles' was the same across the board.

These wartime bases, which consolidated all functions related to the 'Four Pillar War' into one place, not only served as the heart of the faction, directly linked to victory or defeat during the war, but were also massive system consoles for players to manage the various matters required for large-scale events with their own hands.

It seemed to be primarily managed by an organization called the 'Four Pillar Operating Committee,' a gathering of representatives from various powerful guilds acting on behalf of all players belonging to each faction… but, wait, I don't get it.

Why are they letting the players manage what is essentially the only official event?

And how have they managed to create a situation for three years that is generally said to be "working out one way or another" by the public?

Is it not just the developers but the players too who are nuts in Arcadia…? As expected of the only virtual world to have changed the world. It makes thinking about all the complicated stuff seem pointless.

"…So, I've been told the basics, but."

After that, I parted ways with Kagura-san, who had stayed behind in the tavern after saying she was done with her words of encouragement, and was now on my way to this 'castle,' guided by Nia.

The streets of Istia, which I had never had the chance to explore until I broke through the beginner areas, felt surprisingly spacious now that I was walking through them calmly.

…Or so I felt, but,

"Where exactly is this 'castle'…?"

Unlike the proper field's Safe Area, which was lined with tall buildings like a city district, the architecture in the purely fantasy-esque Istia town was generally low-rise.

There were a few two-story buildings, including inns that players could use and set as their home points—but, come on, if a massive structure like a 'castle' existed, I was sure there was no way I wouldn't have noticed it.

"Ah, well, you know, with Istia… It can't be helped if you don't notice it without knowing, you know?"

When I voiced my question, that was Nia's response. It seemed my ignorance was, for once, not my fault.

"I haven't looked into it myself, thinking it didn't concern me yet… but Istia's castle is said to be… *underground*."

"There's a castle underground???"

Sora, walking beside me, informed me, but unfortunately, my confusion only deepened.

Is there even such a thing as an underground castle? Is it just a ridiculously huge basement?

"I haven't actually seen it either, so… I wonder what it's like?"

Though she was definitely more knowledgeable than me, Sora's knowledge was, as usual, broad but shallow. As we both tilted our heads in confusion, Nia grabbed our hands.

"Ah, jeez, this is one of those 'a picture is worth a thousand words' things! Come on, come on, registration has already started, so let's *gooo*!"

"W-Whoa?!"

"Are you a kid?"

Pulled by her small hands, I jogged along with a flustered Sora—and the crowd, which had been gradually growing, suddenly became much denser.

"There are so many people…?!"

"I expected this, but this is insane…"

This was what you'd call a suffocating heat. The crowd quickly turned into a sea of people filling the streets, a festive uproar reminiscent of that overwhelming welcoming party from before.

I pulled back Nia, who was about to thoughtlessly charge into *that*, and the powerless indigo girl bounced back with force, headbutting me in the solar plexus.

…A light headbutt to the solar plexus, unlike a full-on face-body-press, didn't seem to faze a Lv. 100 avatar. "Mgyu," Nia let out a yelp, but I couldn't tell how she was doing.

"H-Hey, hold on a sec…"

"There's no way we're pushing through this, it's too much of a pain."

Considering the congestion, we were making surprisingly smooth progress, but there was still no end in sight. It wasn't like we were in a rush, but…

"This isn't an orderly queue or anything, right?"

"Huh? Well, yeah. There's no special procedure for registration or viewing applications…"

Then there was no need to deal with the crowd.

"Alright, Sora, let's go."

"Yes?—Eh… Eeh?"

At my words, Sora turned to me, and seeing me pointing to the sky while saying "let's go," her cheeks twitched.

"I mean, come on, everything's going to be revealed today anyway… there's no point in holding back, right?"

"W-Well… is that so? But, um, can you jump while carrying two people?"

"If you hold on tight… no, that's not possible? One on my back, maybe?"

"…Um, no thanks."

"Hey, you two, what on earth are you talking about—"

No thanks, huh… Then I have no choice.

"In that case, Sora-san, you'll be making your solo rooftop acrobatics debut."

"Um, Haru? You can go on ahead by yourself—Ah, fine! I get it!"

Ultimately, what good would it do for me to go on ahead alone when I didn't even know the exact location? Whether she caught the sentiment in my gaze or not, Sora nodded, looking somewhat desperate.

So then, all that was left was—

"Now then, Nia-chan."

"Wh-What? What is it?"

Sensing a dangerous atmosphere, Nia cautiously tried to put some distance between us—but, hey, how long are you going to keep holding my hand?

No, what's with *you*? You like me or something?

"A piggyback ride, being carried over my shoulder… or, well, since I have no choice, a princess carry. Choose whichever you like."

Setting aside my joking thoughts, I presented her with the options, but Nia only grew more confused.

"Eeh…? Out of those three choices, well… Nia-chan's a girl too, so a princess carry would be nice, but…"

The answer she likely blurted out without much thought sealed the indigo girl's fate.

"Sora, you ready?"

"I am, but… p-please try to be the one who stands out, Haru. I'll be sneaking up from the side."

So you want me to make a scene?

Very well, I shall invite my companions on a delightful stroll through the air.

"Hey, what is really going on? Are you having fun excluding Nia-chan like th—Nyuwaah?!"

I don't know what she likes about it, but I no longer hesitated to make physical contact with this girl who would sidle up to me at every opportunity.

With a practiced motion I was used to from handling Sora, I scooped up her small body, and Nia, who had been giving me a sidelong glance, shrieked as she curled up in my arms.

"Wh-What, wh-wh-what are you doing?!"

As if she had sensed this was coming, Sora had vanished from my side by the time the surrounding eyes were drawn to the noisy Nia. Following my partner's response on the UI radar at the edge of my vision—wow, that was fast. The girl was already perched on a rooftop, looking rather terrified.

Alright, my turn to go.

"Nia."

"Y-Yes…?!"

"Don't make too much noise, okay?—You'll bite your tongue."

"……………………W-Wait a sec—"

—Activating [Guardian's Cradle], [Rabbit Run], & [Fataless Jumper], plus [Floating Leaf].

"Isn't that, the Azure Jade Fae—"

An interesting phrase that grazed my ear from within the clamor was unfortunately cut off before I could hear the rest—my body, holding Nia, shot up from the sea of people like a bullet.

"H-Hie—"

Even without it, the effect of [Guardian's Cradle] meant I wouldn't drop her, but Nia, in a moment of panic, threw her arms around my neck and let out a shriek.

"I'll never drop you, so don't worry."

"What, are you flyi—Hiih?!"

Since both my arms were occupied, I couldn't use the jump-switching of [Blink Switch]. As I kicked off the wall of a building I had targeted as a landing spot and leaped up again, she let out a second shriek and clung to me even tighter.

"Oh, hey, sorry. Are you afraid of heights or something?"

"N-No, I'm not, but! But why are you so calm…?!"

"Well, I'm just used to it."

Even though the skill's effect should have reduced the sensation quite a bit… seeing Nia tense up every time I jumped, I reflected that I had perhaps been a little inconsiderate.

No, I'm sorry. I just kind of assumed you'd be the type to love thrill rides.

…Sora did ask me to stand out, but maybe it would be better for me to just run on the rooftops too?

"Nia, sorry, but could you just point me in the right direction?"

"T H A T W A Y!!!"

No, really, I'm sorry. I'll treat you a little more carefully from now on, so please forgive me?

After genuinely regretting that I had scared her more than I intended, I shifted to running on the rooftops and headed in the direction Nia pointed, with about seventy percent anger in her gesture.

Sora, skillfully running along a rooftop several rows away from us, who were hogging all the attention.

When I glanced at her, her movements now completely fitting for a light warrior—my partner, who had experienced *this* countless times, gave me a wry, indescribable smile as she saw Nia, eyes squeezed shut in my arms.



    Chapter 102

    The Agaphanthus Amulet

    After running across the rooftops under the gaze of the public for a few dozen seconds.

The destination, which wasn't far to begin with, soon came into view, and I landed in a strangely empty space amidst the clamor, almost deserted.

It was a decent size. A perfectly circular plaza, about a hundred meters in diameter, with a mysterious effect in the center—wait, what is that? There's like, a crack in space. Kinda scary.

But well, coming here, I could sort of understand the situation.

I had been wondering what a castle underground was all about, but the players who reached the outer edge of the plaza were being engulfed in a light of teleportation one after another and disappearing—and the single window that popped up in my vision the moment I stepped into this place gave the answer.

—Teleport to the Eastern Faction Wartime Base [Otherworldly Subterranean Castle - Ruvalest]?

It says it right there, Subterranean Castle. I had no way of knowing what it was actually like, but if the system declared it so, then it must be true.

"I see… very fantasy-like, and I approve."

"…Um, instead of looking so satisfied, could you please check on Nia-san?"

Sora, who had caught up a step behind me, showed off a smart landing unlike my own, her concern directed at the limp form of the indigo girl in my arms.

No, it's not like I forgot about her. I just had a feeling that if I put her down right away, she'd collapse in a dizzy spell…

"Uh… Nia-san? How are you feeling?"

"How do you *think* I'm feeling…?"

Right… Arcadia might be amazing, but it doesn't seem to support that level of comedic visual gags, yet I could practically see a massive irritation mark hovering over her head….

"C-Consider it one favor I owe you…"

"Hmph… are you sure you want to say that to Nia-chan? I won't forget this, you know."

Never mind just one, I already owed Nia two or three favors… and if it's something I can do, I would be more than happy to repay them.

Perhaps my unusually earnest attitude got through to her, as the sidelong glance Nia gave me from below was slightly less intense. It seemed she wasn't genuinely angry, which was a relief—

"Haru, how long are you going to stay like that?"

—but no sooner had I felt relieved than a sidelong glance from another direction hit me with high attack power.

It was hardly a case of jealousy over me holding another woman instead of my partner. I was fully aware of the nuance: "You shouldn't be touching a woman so casually for so long."

"My apologies. Nia, is it alright if I put you down?"

"Eeh? It's so nice, just a little long—whoa!?"

Though she was an artisan build, this girl was still a level 100 maxed-out player. The moment I judged she was back to her usual self, I let her go, and her ability to stick the landing on such short notice was quite impressive.

"Th-That's what I'm talking about! That part of you is not cool at all!!"

"I think that part of you isn't cool either."

Don't go casually teasing an adolescent boy. I'm the kind of simple-minded creature who falls in love just because someone picks up an eraser for me, you know. Probably.

"You two really get along, don't you?"

See, now Sora-san is laughing at us.

Glancing away from Sora, who was chuckling as she watched Nia and me with an amused smile, I turned my eyes to the mysterious effect in the center of the plaza.

What is it… it looked like a collection of transparent glass shards floating in mid-air. It was hard to describe, but it was a spatial rift that looked like it had a high attack power.

"Jeez… —Alright, then. Nia-chan's send-off ends here."

"Ah, right."

When I turned back at her voice, Nia had her hands on her hips, looking at me with a prim expression as if to say, "The tour is over."

"So, I just accept the teleportation here?"

"Yep. And since the selection match is going on, another selection screen should pop up. Just follow the prompts, and it should send you to the venue… or probably the waiting room at this hour."

I see.

Additionally, it seemed that the process from registration to block assignment was all done automatically. It was incredibly functional; no wonder they said entry wouldn't take long.

"Um, what should I do to… spectate? I assume I won't just be sent to Haru's venue without doing anything, right?"

"It's not complicated, so don't worry. If you're registered as friends, the system will guide you to fly to the specified venue based on that information."

So, it seemed Sora would be fine too. In that case—

"Well then, I'm off. Again, thank you so much for—"

"Annd, stop."

Just as I was about to say my farewells… my open mouth was sealed by a single index finger pointed at me. When I looked to see what was going on, Nia returned my gaze, looking somewhat fidgety.

"I'll be taking my payment, of course… but before that, let me put the finishing touches on *that*."

"Hm?"

What she pointed to was the [El-Gran Series] she herself had tailored. It was such a wonderful creation that just wearing it made me feel exhilarated… but it wasn't finished?

As I tilted my head, Nia took out something small from her inventory.

Reflecting the morning sun, it shone—

"A jewel…?"

"Yep, a final touch."

Closing the distance, Nia reached for my chest, near my left collarbone. I had no trouble guessing her intention, so I stood still and entrusted myself to the indigo artisan.

With a small *click*, the gem settled into the prepared setting. It emitted a deep blue glow, much like the hair swaying beside it.

"Go ahead, take a look."

"Ah, right."

Flustered by Nia's closeness as she looked up at me, I tapped the newly gifted ornament with my fingertip—

[Agaphanthus Amulet] Ornament: Accessory (Brooch)

A welcome to this meeting. Gratitude for this bond. A blessing upon this arrival.

May your path be filled with countless moments that make your heart race.

"Ah… h-hey, don't mind the flavor text! That's, you know, just the system writing something deep on its own…!"

Despite having closed the distance herself, Nia couldn't hide the blush on her cheeks as she tried to cover it up.

This indigo girl, I didn't know what she was making excuses for, but—

"Nia."

"Y-Yes…?"

Even if the system put it there on its own, that was that. You don't need flavor text to understand the feelings put into a gift.

We've only known each other for a short time, but after all this, I have no choice but to admit that she likes me. Though I still have no idea what it was about me that struck a chord with her…

"—Thank you. I'll do my best."

It's my principle to respond honestly to positive feelings.

When I put aside my usual banter and smiled, Nia looked down shyly.

"Yes, um… do your best, okay?"

She whispered, bestowing upon me her words of encouragement.



    Chapter 103

    From You, at the Last

    —Teleport to the Eastern Faction Wartime Base [Otherworldly Subterranean Castle - Ruvalest]?

YES.

—The Four Pillar War Selection Match is currently being held. Do you wish to participate?

YES.

—Participation request accepted. Assessing player's performance record.

—Assessment complete. Player [Haru] will be assigned to the first selection preliminary round.

—Welcome to the Joyful Struggle, [Haru]. We look forward to your valiant efforts.

What the heck is a Joyful Struggle???

That's Istia of Conflict for you. Even the system messages speak in some mysterious battle-crazed language.

Parting with a waving Nia, I was drawn into the light of teleportation.

My 'performance record,' which shouldn't have even existed, was being assessed, but that part was just as Kagura-san had explained beforehand.

Your participation record in past Four Pillar Wars, your experience in large-scale battles that leave a record, or your battle record in official—that is, Arcadia developer-planned—tournaments and other so-called public arenas.

All of that information for every player is meticulously recorded, and based on the performance status calculated from that data, this "assignment" is carried out.

Incidentally, some people are apparently rejected at this stage. If you apply to participate with a casual attitude like, "I'm not serious, but it's a festival, so I'll just join in," the system will detect it and reject you… Detect your thoughts? Well, they have thought-based controls, so I guess it's a similar field of technology?

And yet, even if you apply with a festival mood, if you approach it with the enthusiasm of "Yeehaw, it's a festival!!!" you'll apparently get through just fine. It's likely just a mechanism to weed out those who aren't serious beforehand.

I was assigned to the first selection preliminary round. In other words, a preliminary battle for players whose records don't qualify them for the main selection tournament—a prelude, you could say.

The number of participants in the main tournament is fixed by the Four Pillar Operating Committee… that's too long, let's just say the Committee. The preliminaries have some fluctuation, but the number of participants is generally more or less decided.

Of course, since it is a selection 'match,' support-specialized players like healers and buffers don't participate in this.

They have a separate screening process from the selection match… but well, that has nothing to do with me right now.

Also, non-direct combat damage dealers, like artillery-type mages and archers, are screened separately. It makes sense, since if they were thrown in with melee-specialized players, they'd just be sitting ducks.

Conversely, all other players are thrown into this selection match.

Light warriors like me, heavy warriors clad in solid armor, even perverts who use bows in close-quarters combat, and martial artist mages who engage in full-on physical brawls are apparently in the mix.

The number of preliminary participants is roughly ten thousand.

Some might be surprised by how many, others might be underwhelmed by how few.

I was in the latter group. Having been repeatedly shown that "this game is not a game" recently, I had expected a ridiculously large-scale festival with an incomprehensible number of people.

This is Istia of Conflict. Even though it's said to have the smallest population of the four factions, it should have around four million affiliated players.

There's a gap with the active population, but to think only about one-four-hundredth of them participate… Kagura-san and Nia answered that question of mine together, but it seems there are various reasons.

Even though they belong to Istia of Conflict, not everyone has the combat sense to fight on the front lines.

Some enjoy conflict, but prefer to cheer from the sidelines as spectators rather than participants.

Some want to admire the 'Princess's' face, but if they were to try to approach her on the battlefield, they'd be turned to ash in an instant, so they choose to watch from a monitor.

It seemed that not all players belonging to Istia were equally muscle-headed yeehaw types. I couldn't help but feel a strange sense of relief.

In the very early days, it was apparently a huge mess that couldn't be controlled, but the first Four Pillar War main tournament was said to have been a "hellscape"—that's right, because every single participating player was a monster.

That apparently caused the vast majority of general players to think, "Nope, can't do this," and the number of participants dropped sharply from the second tournament onwards.

In any case, the selection preliminary round where about ten thousand participants gather. As for what format it takes… well, you can guess, right? Even if it's a fraction of the player population, there's no way they could hold individual matches for tens of thousands of participants.

—A battle royale. The content of the selection preliminaries is an all-out brawl, with participants divided into blocks of about a hundred people each.

…Since it's a multi-person battle between solo players, it's not one-on-many, but having to be on guard in all directions in a many-on-many fight doesn't seem to suit me well, since a light tap could be fatal—

"Oh."

The block assignment process and other things must have been going on. The teleportation process, which was longer than I'd experienced before, suddenly came to an end.

The torrent of blue light that had swallowed my body and consciousness ceased—and my vision cleared.

I was transported to a wide, square space with nothing particularly noteworthy. A huge Istia symbol was drawn on the floor, but it was covered by the figures of many players standing around sporadically.

At a rough glance, there were definitely over a hundred people. Spectators who had accompanied participants were probably sent to the waiting room as well—see, right next to me.

"—…Ah, thank goodness."

Whatever it was, I understood the feeling of being nervous about a first-time experience. Although Nia had explained it in detail, she must have been anxious about whether we would actually be able to meet up properly.

Finding me right beside her, Sora, who had come to cheer me on, relaxed with relief—or so I thought, but then she gave me a strange expression I'd never seen before.

Her gaze was directed at… ah, *this*.

"Does it suit me?"

"It's wonderful, but… um, Haru?"

When I posed, placing a hand on the [Agaphanthus Amulet] I'd received as a parting gift, Sora nodded honestly—but what's with that fidgety feeling?

Was she not even sure of her own feelings? Sora-san was being more indecisive than ever before. Her eyes, peering up at me, held… suspicion? Confusion? I really had no idea.

"Um… Nia-san said that today was only the third time you've met her, right?"

"That's right. She's been like that from the start, so I ended up having a pretty casual relationship with her without holding back."

Hearing it from someone else makes me realize it again, our sense of distance is all messed up.

But somehow, I feel like Nia and I both understand that we're comfortable with the way things are… I'm aware that this isn't the kind of distance you have with someone you've only met three times, but for us, this is probably *fine*.

"Casual…? More than casual… eh, from the very beginning…?"

I wasn't sure what to say to Sora, who was tilting her head in confusion and doubt—then, as if shaking off her tangled thoughts, she shook her head and gave a small bow, seemingly having collected herself.

"I'm sorry, it's nothing. I think I was just surprised that you could become so close after only meeting a few times."

As she said, Sora herself didn't seem to fully understand what she had been suspicious of.

If she put it that way, I could only agree. To have a relationship without reservations like old friends after just three encounters—if you called that special, then it was.

"Again… it suits you very well. You look cool, Haru."

"Yeah, thanks—…man, this is actually pretty embarrassing, huh?"

I was happy when the two artisans showered me with praise, of course… but, well, Sora's words were a little different. Being praised so openly by my one and only partner came with a strange, ticklish feeling.

As I uncharacteristically blushed from her direct smile—perhaps because our usual roles were reversed, Sora let out a small, amused laugh.

"…Haru."

She took a step closer.

At the same distance as Nia was earlier—her amber eyes looked up at me.

"I'm sorry I couldn't help with anything."

But there was no cloud in Sora's expression as she apologized like that.

I guess we're no better than that pair with the skewed sense of distance after just a few days. Even though we've only known each other for less than two months, we can already tell what the other is thinking.

"This was a sudden development for me too. There's nothing for you to apologize for, Sora."

She must have known I would say that. She smiled gently again—and her small hand took mine.

"It really was so sudden, you know? You surprised me."

"I was surprised too. Kagura-san really fired me up."

"I heard. Kagura-san is cool, kind, and a wonderful person, isn't she?"

"The way her polite 'big sister' tone comes out when she's flustered is also a plus."

"You shouldn't tease her too much, you know? If you get into a fight, I'll be on Kagura-san's side."

"Couldn't you side with your one and only partner for once?"

"Even if I don't help, you'll just get through anything with a cool face anyway, Haru."

"That's some mysterious confidence you have in me… this is confidence, right? Not resignation?"

"Hee hee, I wonder."

"Kagura-san's character breaks are a plus, but your mischievous side is a plus too, Sora."

"…! Th-That's not fair! I won't just let you tease me like that forever, you know!"

"Doesn't have much of an effect when you say it while turning beet red and looking away."

"Jeez…! You're as mean as ever!"

She tapped my chest with the hand that was still holding mine.

I don't know, it just feels so comfortable. Talking with Sora like this.

"Haru."

"Yeah."

We're partners, not lovers, but there are times when we're conscious of each other as members of the opposite sex—but still, it's different from the relationship between men and women in the real world.

What I feel from her presence when she's close is not the tension of being with the opposite sex.

It's just the unparalleled sense of security built up through the countless adventures we've shared.

What I feel from the warmth of her touch is not the excitement of a woman's softness or warmth.

It's just the unshakable sense of trust born from overcoming immense obstacles hand in hand.

We hold hands, and our eyes meet. That's all.

We're past the point of feeling embarrassed about it.

"I'll be cheering for you—do your best."

"Thanks—I'll do my best to show you something cool."

So, I'll pretend I didn't notice the faint blush on Sora's cheeks.

My cute partner can be pretty scary when she's angry.



    Chapter 104

    The First Step

    —The start time is approaching. We will now begin teleportation to the venue.

After a waiting time of about several dozen minutes, during which we retreated to a corner of the waiting room to escape the murderous glares of the surrounding male players after shamelessly holding hands, and after killing some time for a while,

A system message finally announced the appointed time.

"Haru."

"Yeah, I'm off."

We've said enough. All that's left is to give it my all.

My entire body was enveloped in the light of teleportation a moment before Sora, who was smiling and saying, "Take care"—and in the next instant, my feet touched the floor of a wide, circular arena.

Looking around, I saw a very, very high ceiling and equally high walls with spectator seats surrounding the area. It had the atmosphere of a simple indoor arena, fitting for a preliminary venue.

The stream of players being sent in one after another ended. The number had clearly decreased from what I saw in the waiting room; it was probably about a hundred people now.

…Looking around again, I was strongly reminded of the fact that I was a newcomer.

These people, clad in flawless, impressive equipment, showed no signs of frivolity in their demeanor or expressions. Some were relaxed and even smiling, while others seemed so used to this that they were yawning.

So this is the preliminary round… I'm sure my nerves are acting as a filter, but every single one of them looks like a seasoned warrior.

I have no intention of saying anything foolish like I lack confidence at this point, but I'll have to brace myself and go all out more than I expected—

"Hey, you look nervous."

"…!"

Wow, that surprised me. I hadn't expected anyone to talk to me, and I was at a loss for words. The male player who had spoken to me smiled gently and said, "Sorry for startling you."

"I haven't seen you around, so I thought maybe this was your first time. You okay?"

"Ah, no, my apologies. Haha… you're right, I'm a newcomer, so I was a bit overwhelmed by the atmosphere."

When I laughed to cover it up, he nodded sympathetically as if he understood.

He seems like a nice guy—though his gear is insane.

A scale mail of calm, glossy red leather that you could tell was high-quality at a glance. Unlike its real-world counterpart made of metal plates, it was probably made of some monster material. It had a biological, organic feel to it, an impact that inorganic metal lacked.

His weapon was a single longsword at his waist. I could tell without him even drawing it; from a gaming perspective, it was undoubtedly a masterpiece of the kind that would be called a 'magic sword.'

Even without extravagant decorations, from the details in various places and the aura it exuded, it had… what you might call information pressure.

"I should have introduced myself first. I'm Rotta, you can just call me that. And you don't have to use formal language if you don't want to."

Ah, this guy really is a nice person. His natural smile, which didn't seem forced, and the hand he offered for a handshake—my intuition, honed by dealing with various people at my part-time job, was telling me so.

Even though we're in the preliminaries, there's a high chance that Istia itself is a den of demons. He seems skilled, so it might be my good fortune to get to know him on this occasion.

"Then if you'll excuse me—I'm Haru. A newcomer who's finally made his debut after a three-year charging period. A pleasure to meet you, Rotta."

When I accepted his handshake, he gave me a friendly smile.

"Yeah, a pleasure to meet you too, Haru. Three years is quite a long preparation period, isn't it?"

Rotta probably had no idea that my 'charging period' was just three years of non-stop part-time jobs in the real world. He laughed in a joking manner, as if asking, 'Were you training or something?'

"It was actually supposed to be much later, but I've been blessed with some good encounters recently. I've got my gear sorted out, so I decided to take the plunge and participate."

"I see… It certainly is good gear. To be honest, I was surprised that I didn't recognize any of it. I'm sorry to say, but part of my reason for talking to you was to scout out the enemy."

The handsome face with soft, flaxen hair smiled at me.

Damn it… I wanted to make a handsome character too if I could have…!

"Scouting the enemy, huh. As for me, everything I see is new to me. Unfortunately, I can't give up my one and only strength of being a complete unknown."

"You've got a point. You seem like you're not to be trifled with either, so I'll be sure to stay on my guard."

"You could always let your guard down and show me your back, you know?"

"No way. If I were to be taken down so easily by a first-timer, I can only imagine a future where I'm holed up in bed from the shock."

Even though we've just met, I was surprised at how smoothly I was able to carry on a conversation, but that was more due to Rotta's skill. He was a good talker, or rather, good at getting others to talk—

—The start time has been reached. The Four Pillar War Selection Match, First Preliminary Round, will now begin.

"Whoops."

"So it begins."

An unexpected way to kill time—it would be rude to say so, but my conversation with Rotta thankfully eased my nerves a bit. We received the system message announcing the start of the battle, and our eyes met. We nodded without either of us saying a word.

"…I have a proposal."

"Yeah, let's put some distance between us."

Even though it was only for a short time, it felt a bit off to turn our blades on someone we'd just met right from the start. Perhaps he read my mind, or maybe he felt the same way.

Rotta nodded before I could even explain and offered his hand again.

…I like it. This kind of thing is pretty cool, too.

When I returned his handshake without hesitation, he grinned playfully.

"I won't hold back. But I'll be cheering for you. Let's both give it our best."

"Yeah. I plan on learning from everyone here, not just you, Rotta."

We released our hands, raised them to each other, and simultaneously turned on our heels to head to opposite ends of the arena.

—The countdown to the start of the battle displayed at the top of my vision showed thirty seconds remaining.

Just how big is this arena, anyway? By my estimation… no, I can't tell. At any rate, it's big enough for a hundred people to take their positions with plenty of distance between them.

A hundred people per block out of ten thousand… so does that mean there are over a hundred of these facilities? Ah no, it's a game, so it's probably an instance-type area that's generated on the spot.

—Twenty seconds remaining.

Even for a preliminary round, the number of spectators in the outer seats was considerable. Some were here with participants, while others were probably just random viewers who had been teleported in.

It seemed true that many enjoyed the festival as spectators rather than participants; there might be at least five hundred people here.

Sora-san is—ah, there she is.

I was worried she might be getting hit on, but I spotted a flash of gold mixed in with a group of female players.

When our eyes met, my adorable partner gave me a small wave from a distance.

—Ten seconds remaining.

I reached the wall at the outer edge.

Having your back to a wall is often an advantage. Several players who had the same idea had taken up positions along the wall, eagerly awaiting the countdown to reach zero.

—9

I exhaled.

—8

The tension didn't fade.

—7

But strangely, I was calm.

—6

The brand-new Agaphanthus brooch on my chest seemed to glitter as if in encouragement.

—5

The left hand I raised was covered in the night-sky gauntlet crafted by my dedicated artisan.

—4

The hand I clenched held the confidence I had built up in a hurry.

—3

I recalled the words of encouragement from the crimson artisan.

—2

The memory of the indigo prankster's cheers came back to me.

—1

Whenever I close my eyes,

My partner who watches over me—is there to push me forward.

"[Panga Fool]—[Parabellum Bullet]."

A black knife in my left hand. And in my right, a seamless red dagger, its entire form from blade to hilt made of translucent crimson crystal.

—0

The system call announcing the start of the battle echoed.

The battle cries rising from here and there.

The roars of the surrounding crowd.

Letting them all fade into the distance, I muttered,

"—Let's get this started. *Ignition*."

And now, I take my first step onto the grand stage.



    Chapter 105

    Arrival of the Whirlwind

    The end of the countdown was near. With his back to the wall, Rotta smiled cheerfully as he recalled the interesting player he had found after so long.

A face he had definitely never seen before, a young man—no, a youth—with a face that was a rarity in this virtual world, not beautified in any way.

He had been so surprised by the young man's incredibly out-of-place appearance that he had spoken to him on a whim… but my, oh my, he was quite something.

Full of openings, completely exposed. He probably had zero experience in PvP in this world, his expression unable to hide his anxiety and bewilderment—and yet, what in the world was that 'pressure' he exuded?

As he… Haru himself had said, the equipment he wore was quite impressive.

No, not just impressive; to be honest, he still couldn't quite figure it out. The only things he could barely identify the original materials of were the clothes he wore on his upper and lower body, and the gauntlets and boots that protected his hands and feet.

Other than that, the first thing that caught his eye was the azure accessory shining on his chest, and the crimson ring on his right hand—and then there was that hair ornament, which radiated an incredible amount of information pressure.

All of them were undoubtedly top-class items rarely seen. He had a vague memory of seeing the brooch somewhere before… but the other two were a complete mystery.

And then there was the dagger… no, a short sword, perhaps, slung behind his waist. Unfortunately, he couldn't get a good look at the whole thing, but even through the scabbard, he could sense something that rivaled the aforementioned hair ornament.

From his overall attire and posture, he was almost certainly a light warrior specializing in agility, but…

"And he's a newcomer…? Heh heh, really…"

He couldn't help but get his hopes up.

Rotta had come to the preliminary venue as usual, but this time, he might get to see something interesting, different from the *usual*.

With his spirits lifted by this premonition, Rotta heard the familiar call of the countdown reaching zero, and,

"—…Ah, eh?"

A few seconds into the opening—a storm of red phosphorescence erupted from the opposite side of the wall.

In other words, he saw the death effects of a large number of players, and alongside the players next to him who had witnessed the same scene—in the midst of the battlefield, he stood there, utterly dumbfounded.

◇◆◇◆◇

The sound of battle had rung out—and I was surely the only one who could follow his movements with my eyes, for I had been watching him intently.

Clad in his new white and azure attire, his form vanished, gripping unfamiliar small blades of black and red.

A hazy, high-speed shadow closed in on the nearest player—and with a flash of the crimson dagger.

"…!"

One flash, no, that wasn't right—activating [Observer's Eye].

My eyes, imbued with the light of the skill, capturing the moment ahead, drew countless sword flashes in my vision that looked like a single strike.

He passed by, five flashes, defeated.

He passed by, three flashes, defeated.

He passed by, four flashes, defeated—

The surroundings were finally starting to notice the *abnormality*.

And the shadow challenged a heavy warrior carrying a large shield, and,

—*[Blink Switch]*.

I saw those words, heard so many times, tremble from his lips—

And appearing from the void was a grotesque battle-axe, as if wielded by a giant.

Speed that the eye couldn't follow, a weapon switch without warning, and faced with so many unknowns, the heavy warrior, his face contorted behind his visor—was crushed whole, along with the greatshield he had shakily raised, and scattered into motes of light without even a cry.

"W-Wha, what was that… eh?"

"Whoa… no way, isn't that insane?"

"Wait, wait, wait, who?! Who is that?!"

"I've never seen him before… have you?"

Avoiding the crowd of male players, I was in the seating area for female players.

At almost the same time as the participants who had drawn their weapons in the arena, the spectators around me also began to be captivated by the one player who was putting on a display of abnormality.

Whether he knew he was drawing all eyes to him or not, he—my partner, Haru—further increased his speed and challenged the veterans surrounding him.

He passed by again, and defeated another.

He passed by again, and defeated another.

Again, and again, and again… an endless repetition of that scene, each and every one—was, for me, nothing short of a heroic tale.

"Amaz… wow, isn't he seriously cool?"

*Yes, he's amazing, isn't he? My partner is cool.*.

"He's so fast I can't even follow him with my eyes."

*He runs faster than anyone else, so it's hard to keep up with him.*.

"That's nuts… it's like he's playing a different game."

*A long time ago, I thought the same thing and sulked a little.*.

"Man… it must be so much fun to be able to jump around so freely like that."

*And when he does, Haru smiles with such a carefree face, you know?*

He's so mature, and yet so childish—

"…!"

Why? Tears suddenly welled up, and I was surprised, covering my eyes.

I didn't understand it myself, a wave of emotion so big I couldn't put it into words.

The back I was so used to seeing seemed so, so far away—and why, oh why, was I so proud of it?

—*Hey, Haru. What kind of face are you making right now?*

A glimpse of his profile amidst the fierce battle answered the question I had whispered in my heart.

"Ah, jeez…!"

Just as I had imagined—a carefree smile on his face, and smiles and tears spilled from me.

Unable to take my eyes off his figure as he joyfully ran around.

The heat of the emotion that burned within my chest, which I held with both hands, made my heart tremble uncontrollably.

◇◆◇◆◇

"Th-This is *intense*…!!"

Non-stop top speed. On top of controlling the ultra-high-speed maneuvers, I had to manage the effects of an increased number of skills, and on top of that, new enemies, new enemies, new enemies appearing in my vision without me even having to look for them—…!!

But I can actually do this!?

How many did I take down just now!?

What's with that gear, are you a light warrior or a magic warrior!?

Screw it, heavy shield bearers get the [Giant's Hand Axe] right over their guard!!

Stop with the homing magic!!!

As usual, my thoughts can't keep up at all, I'm running purely on instinct.

And the crimson dagger shatters in my right hand—screw it, welcome, second [Parabellum Bullet]!!

"Wait, where did you pull that from—"

"Trade secret!!"

To the monk who cried out in surprise as I instantly pulled out a second one from the void right after shattering the first, I cut him into six pieces and on to the next one!!

I'm aware of the presence approaching from behind, aiming for a surprise attack. When I turn around, a green-haired light warrior who has gotten surprisingly close is raising a nasty-looking weapon like a claw—

Evasion, or rather, I just lunged for an attack, so my center of gravity is low and I can't lift my leg—then I'll just lunge *further*, activating [Tremple Slide]!!

This skill, which seems to literally translate to "stomp-slide," allows you to slide your avatar in the direction of the foot you put weight on, as its name suggests. It's an active mobility skill.

It has a short cooldown and minimal MP consumption, so it's very user-friendly, but because it's so widely known among light warriors, it's easy to read.

You can predict the direction of movement by paying attention to the footwork, and the distance is a short, unadjustable two meters, so there's a risk of being targeted for a follow-up attack.

—However, the fact that the movement speed is based on the player's AGI is the one specification that elevates this skill to near god-tier performance when *I* use it.

"So fa—?!"

My opponent is a strong player, enough to enter the Four Pillar selection. Of course, his PvP fundamentals are on a different level than mine, and as expected, he showed signs of reacting to the preliminary motion of [Tremple Slide].

But too bad, my slide is at 350 kilometers per hour.

"—Crimson Valor!!"

With so many different weapons, my instantaneous image construction can't keep up. I pull the trigger of my thought-based controls with a vocal command, assisting the activation of [Blink Switch] and summoning a crimson long spear.

That last attack had a skill effect wrapped around it, right?

Too bad, but I'm taking advantage of that opening after your skill's recovery time!!

"Wai—"

"Don't you dare say that after trying to backstab me!!"

Ignoring the pleas of the claw-wielding light warrior whose face was contorted in horror was a given. What I drove into him was not the shining blade of the demon horn—but a pommel strike after a quick spin!!

"Goff…!!"

Still, the specs of the original material are what they are. Even a single blow from the pommel, which also has a fragment of the demon horn, shaved off nearly twenty percent of the light warrior's HP… twenty percent, huh. Another shot—doesn't look like I can get it in…!

警戒ing a counterattack? Non, non—look around you. Even while focusing on the opponent in front of me, there are plenty of players looking to take advantage of the situation.

The moment I showed an opening, I quickly distanced myself from the pitiful light warrior who would be mobbed by the surrounding players, and forcefully thrust the [Demon Horn Spear: Crimson Valor], which had fed on fresh blood, into the floor.

"*Include*!!"

The decorative cloth, which had grown slightly longer than before the pommel strike, emitted a crimson glow—and the rousing crimson magic light transferred from the spear to my avatar.

This spear, which doesn't suck blood… but converts the HP stolen by an attack from its pommel into magic power to strengthen the user. The enhancement effect lasts for a time corresponding to the HP absorbed, even if I switch weapons, and above all, it's simply a high-performance weapon even without relying on its special effects.

And it has two more abilities hidden within it. It's honestly excellent, and apparently, I'm surprisingly good with a spear!!

An unknown weapon with an unknown enhancement effect. On top of that, the guy who's running around the battlefield with insane agility while spamming a ridiculously confusing weapon-switching skill—I've probably become more than enough of a "high-priority target."

The surroundings cleared, giving me a certain amount of space—but that's fine, that's fine. Being evaluated, even in the form of caution, doesn't feel bad.

I haven't even had it for a day, but I spun the long spear, which felt so familiar in my hand, with one hand as if to show it off. This isn't showboating, you know. This is a purely intimidating act.

"We're just getting started, senpais—let's kick it up a notch!!"

I threw myself back into the fray, a battlefield where the fire had only just been lit.

The enemy shadows as far as the eye could see still stood, seemingly without end.



    Chapter 106

    His Name Is

    "—No, no…"

It was about to be five minutes since the start of the preliminary round—no, it had only been five minutes, and yet.

Looking around, the number of participants in the venue had already dropped by more than half in the blink of an eye. Rotta let out a strained smile, muttering, "You've got to be kidding me."

'Quite something,' he had thought?—What a fool he was.

The young man from whom Rotta had expected something 'beyond his expectations' had, as if the line of expectation he had set didn't even register, soared high into the sky, far beyond it.

While dealing with the three preliminary participants who had challenged him, Rotta's gaze was fixed on the other side of the arena—where, in the span of a few seconds, numerous death effects were blooming.

The white and azure shadow running through the red phosphorescence held a crimson long spear, another weapon he had never seen before.

However, the unsheathed blade… seeing the single crimson horn, there was no player who wouldn't realize what it was.

[Ruby Bullet Rabbit]—the murderous rabbit that resides in the [Spiral Crimson Tower], a topic of conversation both here and in the real world for the past two weeks.

That horn, whose acquisition method was unknown, or perhaps impossible to obtain, was undoubtedly it.

Recalling that, everything connected.

The unfamiliar, similarly crimson-glowing spiral ring.

And that hair ornament that adorned his black-ash hair.

Several days before the commotion over the conquest of the [Spiral Crimson Tower], the rumor of a newcomer who had escaped the usual overwhelming welcoming party in an unbelievable way.

And even further back, a month and a bit ago. The bombshell-like post by a certain new player that had stirred up the forums.

And the name of that new player, clearly written on the non-anonymous forum, was—

"[Haru]…!!"

Honestly, what was he thinking, 'I can't help but get my hopes up'!

What was he thinking, 'I might get to see something interesting'!

After talking with such a monster, even shaking his hand, and not sensing a shred of his true ability, what kind of 'Observer' was he!!

"I'm beat…! Yeah, I'm beat…!!"

"—We're the ones who are beat!!"

"—Looking away while fighting three-on-one!!"

"—Could you at least face us when you fight?!"

And so, a pained complaint was delivered from the players he had been dealing with half-heartedly.

…This wasn't good. While he thought it couldn't be helped that he was so absorbed, he had to carry out the role he was given with sincerity.

"My apologies—well then, let's wrap this up."

He swatted away the approaching scimitar with his right hand and placed his left on the sword that was still in its scabbard.

"Oh crap—"

"Your offense is lacking. You need more options."

One strike. With the momentum of the draw, he cut down the scimitar user—

"W-Wai, I'm sor—"

"Your build isn't synergistic."

One strike. With the return stroke, he sent the head of the magic swordsman who had stumbled beside him flying—

"You're not bad, but that's all you are."

"That's kinda the meanest thi—"

One strike. He cut down the short spear user, who had all but lost his will to fight, in a diagonal slash.

With a fluid motion, Rotta sheathed his sword and looked around. His eyes met with the players who had been watching his fight from the sidelines, but…

"Well, yeah."

As their gazes uniformly averted, Rotta couldn't hide a wry smile.

To have challenged the 'Observer,' the previous three at least had guts, which was good. If they had the skill to back it up, he would definitely recommend them for the main tournament.

—However, for this time only.

"No recommendation spots… I guess."

When he looked again—on the battlefield that had become almost empty, the young man, who was finally left alone by everyone, stood there looking troubled.

He had thought he had the momentum to greedily hunt down every last person, but it seemed his mentality wasn't that of a berserker.

…No, to say he wasn't like a berserker after single-handedly devouring more than half the participants was a strange thing to say.

—*It's decided then.*.

The winner of this block was already determined; it could be no one but him.

Then there was no point in continuing. Rotta, and the few remaining players who showed no intention of challenging Haru, could be considered to have lost their will to fight.

"Yeah… let's call it here."

Nodding, Rotta began to walk.

As his feet carried him forward, the white and azure youth standing there noticed him approaching—that wary look, he must have seen his fight as well.

With a smile, and raising both hands to show he had no intention of fighting,

The 'Observer' simply walked towards Haru, who was giving him a suspicious look, with joy in his heart.



    Chapter 107

    The Usual Two

    "Haru."

"Yes."

"Please say you're sorry."

"I am so sorry!!"

An ikemen never goes back on his word. Since then, Rotta had swiftly teleported us from the preliminary venue, and we had moved to a small, simple room that looked like a waiting area.

—And so, Sora was hugging her knees in anger at one end of a long bench, while I was performing a dogeza from the other end.

Rotta, sitting in a chair across the table, was laughing cheerfully, but that level of humiliation was a trivial matter. The top priority was to improve the mood of my partner, which I had ruined by acting like an idiot…!!

"You've been getting carried away lately, Haru. Just because I've been a little lenient, do you think you can get away with anything?"

"Well… this time, I was just so excited, and I…"

"It was unbearable for me to be dragged into it! Please reflect on your actions!"

"Yes, ma'am!"

Hey Rotta, there's a limit to what I'll call trivial. If you continue to find my pathetic state so amusing, I won't hold back, even if you're a veteran player.

I have a feeling I won't stand a chance, but I won't back down!!

"Haru!"

"My apologies!!"

My foolish thoughts during the dogeza were read, and I received another scolding.

Damn it…! Even though she can't see my face, her ability to read me is steadily improving…!!

"Jeez… you showed me something so cool, and yet you're still the same as ever."

"No, really, I'm sorry, okay?"

After a few minutes, I finally managed to get Sora to calm down. I bowed my head one last time, and she finally forgave me with a "Well, it can't be helped." —Seriously, I really did something stupid… As Sora said, I was probably getting carried away.

Even though we're official partners now, if she gets fed up with me, it's all over. I need to be more mindful of self-restraint from now on—and as I was genuinely reflecting on my actions and feeling down, a soft sensation was placed on my hand.

"See, now the atmosphere is all weird, isn't it?"

Sora, who had shifted her position and was now beside me, said in a sulky tone while looking away.

"I wanted to… congratulate you properly."

Her hand, placed gently on mine as she murmured those words, was as if it were a substitute for the words that had become so difficult to say—

"…………Ah—"

Wa…………it, that's… the destructive power of that is, you know.

She herself must have been aware that she looked like she was sulking. Her cheeks, tinged with a faint crimson, looked so utterly adorable that—

When I averted my gaze, I saw a handsome face breaking into a grin that was on a whole other level.

"—Are you two always like this?"

"—!!??"

At the sound of Rotta's voice, who had finally spoken up, Sora jumped with a loud *thump!* and, using her avatar's agility, quickly retreated.

At the end of the long bench, she covered her face with both hands, steam practically coming out of her ears. Meanwhile, I, to cover up my own embarrassment, gave the grinning face a sidelong glance.

"Hey, you were deliberately hiding your presence, weren't you?"

"I think it's pretty amazing that you two can forget about the person sitting right in front of you and enter your own little world."

Damn it… this senpai has quite the personality.

"It was like, you know, some kind of content? Like, 'serving you the ultimate sweetness,' or something."

"Could you not treat our personal interactions as content?"

It was frustrating to have provided him with such amusement, but in this situation, anything I said would only add to my embarrassment.

For now, I'll ignore Rotta, who was still watching us with an amused look… and get to work on comforting my partner, who had been utterly defeated.



    Chapter 108

    Preliminary Results

    "—Once again, I'm Rotta. Sorry for teasing you like that."

"N-No… um, I'm Haru's partner, Sora. It's a pleasure to meet you, Rotta-san."

After bowing her head to Sora, Rotta returned the gesture with a smiling "A pleasure, Sora-chan," then turned his gaze to me, sitting beside her.

"To have a partner after just a month and a bit, I'm impressed. It seems you've had quite an exciting adventure."

"I admit, it's been a journey full of turmoil, even by my standards."

And all of it connects to the miracle of meeting her on that day I dived into this virtual world.

Thinking about it now, it feels profound—no, it's a level of luck that can't be expressed in words. I'll continue to cherish it.

"Seeing those leather gloves and boots, can I assume you're a combat-build player as well?"

"Yes, um… I'm a s-swordsman!"

Sora-san's enthusiastic answer to Rotta's question is so cute. That's right… her dream has finally come true…!

Even though it was only for about three days, I recall the days of effort when she was a magnificent cloudy Sora. No, seriously… she's really become so respectable, truly.

"I see, a girl like you becoming a swordsman in just over a month—it seems there's a lot to this story as well, huh?"

Hey, why are you looking at me?

"Sora-chan, is there a reason you didn't participate with Haru this time?"

I couldn't just talk about Sora's personal matters without her permission, and Rotta probably had no intention of prying either.

After casually glancing away from me, he turned his attention back to Sora, who, despite still showing a slight nervousness, answered his question.

"I've been a little busy in the real world lately… and even if I weren't, I never even considered participating in the Four Pillar War myself."

"Not interested in PvP?"

"It's not that… um, I'm just not as aggressive as Haru."

Hey, I'm not that aggressive either… I'm just enjoying combat as a main theme of the game. Really.

"So, it's not that you don't want to participate. For example, what if you were to participate with your partner?"

"Uh… um, well…"

What's this? She's hesitating in a way that's a bit unlike her. It's not that she's tongue-tied, but rather—…hmm, I see?

"—Sorry, I didn't mean to press you like that."

Rotta, probably having read Sora's heart just as I had, offered an apology and smiled as if to brush aside his own question.

No, not at all—Sora's question time with the apologetic girl seemed to be over for now. Rotta turned back to me, showing signs that he was finally ready to get to the main topic.

"Well, we've strayed quite a bit… Haru, let's talk about what comes next."

"Yeah, please do."

Originally, this was supposed to be a lecture on the flow of events after I had passed the preliminary selection round.

Thanks to some prankster's foolishness, we'd taken quite a detour, but Rotta, who seemed to be serious about his duties, took the helm.

"You, who have passed the first selection preliminary round, will next participate in the second selection preliminary round… a one-on-one match against a player who, like you, has passed the first round—that is the normal procedure."

"…The way you put it, it sounds like that normal procedure won't apply to me."

As I gave Rotta a suspicious look for suddenly creating a sense of foreboding, he raised his hands as if to say, "What's so surprising about that?"

"Of course. There's absolutely no point in making you do something like that."

As he said that, one of his raised hands summoned a system window—Rotta's gaze swept over its surface, and a familiar, cheerful smile appeared on his face.

"It's been almost thirty minutes since the preliminaries started. Results from other blocks are starting to come in, but… well now, do you really think there's any other block that was dominated by a single player in just seven minutes?"

"………………There, might be?"

It's not that I'm thinking anything in particular, but being emphasized like that makes me feel uncomfortable for some reason…

I couldn't bring myself to boast deliberately, so I gave a vague response. In contrast to me, Rotta was in a great mood, as if he were enjoying my battle results, looking at the window that must have been displaying the preliminary results.

"First Selection Preliminary Round, Block 89, qualifier: [Haru]—Kill count: 65, Kill assists: 6."

"………………"

"Wow…"

In response to the results, which were read out with particular relish, I looked away and fell silent. And Sora-san let out a weak voice, as if she couldn't find the words.

"Do you really think there's any other player who has achieved such an outstanding battle record single-handedly?"

"…………Um, if Haru is number one, how much did the person in second place have?"

While I was at a loss for what to say, a question flew from Sora, who seemed to have been genuinely curious.

"In terms of kill count alone, the next highest is a player with 13."

Though he was taken down for being too reckless, Rotta laughed mercilessly, turning it into a joke.

Incidentally, the exact time until the battle in my Block 89 ended was 7 minutes and 12 seconds. The next fastest block to finish was apparently around 26 minutes.

"…Um, I understand that I produced some strange results, so if you could please move on."

No matter how you slice it, this is just going to lead to praising me.

I'm grateful to be expected of and praised, and I'm happy that Sora seems to be proud, but…

Being put on a pedestal like this just throws me off. I'm not used to being overly praised.

"Well, that's why you'll be treated as a seed in the second preliminary round that follows. Your next stage will be the main tournament of the selection match."

"The main tournament… a one-on-one tournament format, right?"

As far as I'd heard from Kagura-san and Nia, that should be it.

"That's right. Are you familiar with the outline?"

"Yeah, I've been taught the basics by some senior players."

Although it was called a tournament, it wasn't a case where those who won would be selected from the top.

Winning in the tournament meant increasing your chances to show off. The further you advanced, the more opportunities you had for appeal time, and in the end, the players who caught the eye of the 'Committee' would be selected as members for the Four Pillar War main tournament—or so I was told.

"For this Four Pillar War, Istia has set 150 'frontline' slots. The number of participants in the main tournament, including about 50 from the preliminaries, will be around 600… so, simply put, one-fourth will be selected."

"One-fourth, huh."

Is that a lot or a little…

"Because I have high expectations for you, I'll give you a warning—don't base your expectations on the preliminaries. The players who came up from the preliminaries like you are one thing, but the direct participants in the main tournament are on a different level."

His serious face sent a shiver down my spine.

"Uh… so I should just think of everyone as being on Rotta's level?"

I asked this quite seriously, but…

"—…Hah ha! I don't know what misunderstanding you have, but."

Upon hearing my question, Rotta laughed as if he found it hilarious—

"If you don't go in thinking that they're all opponents that someone *like me* wouldn't stand a chance against, you'll be in for a rough time."

His voice, as he uttered those terrifying words, held not a shred of a joke.



    Chapter 109

    Rankings

    Apparently, there's a system of rankings.

From first to tenth place within each faction. This hierarchy, which is primarily based on an evaluation of 'combat ability,' is the rightful throne of the players who reign at the very top of their respective factions.

The word 'primarily' is key, as Vestol, which champions the blessing of peace, has a different set of evaluation criteria.

Take Kagura-san, for instance. Or Nia. Befitting the Western Faction where artisans gather, their ranking supposedly requires technical skill as a Magic Crafter—

"...The fact that you're bringing this up means..."

"You've guessed it—they'll be participating in the selection matches, too. The only ones with a reserved seat are the commanders who've already been chosen to represent their factions."

Well, that makes sense, but... seriously?

"Is there any point in making them participate...? Aren't they just becoming obstacle characters who automatically eliminate anyone unlucky enough to get matched against them?"

"There are a number of reasons, but the biggest one is the demand from the general participants themselves."

"Huh...?"

What's that about? What's the logic there? Why would they willingly ask for boss characters of an impossible difficulty level to be placed in their way...?

Sora must have read the confusion on my face.

"I see, so that's where you're at... You seem to have your hands full too, Sora-chan."

"Ahaha... I think I'm finally getting used to it."

Sora and Lotta seemed to be sharing a similar sentiment.

...Ah, right. Again? Has my ignorance struck again?

"Um, Haru. You know how many people are playing this game... er, the number of active users, right?"

"Uh, well... I think it was twenty-seven million?"

"Yes, that's correct."

Ever since the day Kagura-san hammered some common sense into me, I've been trying to study up, little by little.

Thanks to that, I managed to pull the right answer from my still-accumulating knowledge. Teacher Sora smiled as if to say, "Very good," and... I feel like I'm about to awaken to something, so could you please stop that?

"The people whose names are in the rankings are the top forty Arcadia players out of nearly thirty million, you know? They are the forty people at the very pinnacle of a virtual world that has captured the attention of the entire globe."

"...Yeah, I guess you're right."

...Yeah, hmm. It's something I should've realized with a little thought.

I'm keenly aware that I still can't shake the feeling that this world is "just a game." Being guided by Sora's reasoning as if I were a child being taught a lesson, I start to lose a bit of confidence in my own foolishness.

"So, what you're saying is... those ranked players are basically treated like... living national treasures?"

...The moment the words left my mouth, I almost burst out laughing myself, so I'll forgive Lotta for cracking up. You can laugh too, Sora-san, don't just twitch your lips. I won't get mad.

Of all the things I could have said, why did "living national treasures" pop out? I had so many other comparisons I could have made.

"...There's also gold medalists, major leaguers, rock stars, movie actors, top models, idols, astronauts, three-star chefs, comedy champions, school principals..."

"Prin-cip...pfft!"

"Hee hee...!"

At this point, I figured I might as well go all in and make them laugh, so I started listing off every "amazing person" I could think of.

Apparently, a few of them hit the mark, because Lotta was down for the count within seconds. Sora, trying to hide her smile, pretended to be mad and started patting my arm.

Alright, I think I've managed to dispel the awkward atmosphere of me bombing a joke by myself.

"So? What about these... *living national treasures*?"

"Bwahaha...!"

"Haru, you're impossible...!"

I delivered the final blow with a classic callback, sending Lotta into a fit of laughter, clutching his stomach and rendered immobile for a while. As for Sora-san, she pressed her forehead against me to hide her face and started relentlessly patting my knee.

...What were we talking about again?

"*Ahem*... A-anyway, the point is that the ranked players are celebrities on that level, and a lot of people want a chance to test their skills against them. That's the simple gist of it."

"I get it now."

Including the fact that Istia is the only faction where this is the case.

This battle-crazed faction... I don't hate it.

"What I've been trying to say this whole time is that the main tournament is filled with those bona fide monsters, and the near-monsters who gleefully challenge them."

"The kind that even you can't handle, huh, Lotta."

Well, to be honest, it's not like I have an accurate grasp of Lotta's own strength, but... hey, I just had the thought that *I* probably couldn't handle Lotta, you know?

"For the record, you're definitely stronger than me, so you can rest easy."

At the very least, it won't be a case where you're completely outmatched like I would be, Lotta said with a laugh. What are you laughing at? Is that for real...?

He returned my suspicious gaze with a wry smile and raised his hands as if to surrender.

"If you came at me with that ridiculous speed, there's nothing I could do to counter it. I might be able to land a single counter-punch, but..."

Lotta trailed off, his eyes narrowing as if sizing me up.

"Besides, you've barely shown any of your cards yet, have you?"

"..."

His assertion made me instinctively look away. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a very happy smile on Lotta's face, though I couldn't quite place the emotion behind it.

Well... it's true that all I showed in that fight was a glimpse of my status build and the instant weapon-swapping from [Blink Switch]. That, and the self-buff from [Demon Horn Spear: Crimson Valor].

"I was giving it my all in terms of gameplay, though."

That much was true. While I did intentionally hold back some of my skills, the gear I shifted into for the fight was, without a doubt, my max. I came close to dying a few times, after all...

"Well, I'll look forward to seeing the rest in your upcoming matches—but anyway."

Lotta abruptly stood up and began fiddling with a window. As Sora and I watched, a pop-up appeared before our eyes: a transfer request.

"There's a bit of a break before the main tournament... so since we're here, shall we go see it?"

"See what?"

Was he planning to go watch the second preliminary round? I asked, but he just smiled mysteriously, drawing out his words.

"The names of the Title Holders who stand at the pinnacle of Istia."

◇◆◇◆◇

"Whoa..."

"This definitely has the right vibe..."

The place we were transported to was a massive entrance hall—or maybe not, I couldn't be sure—even larger than the previous arena. Well, it was a huge hall that looked like an entrance.

Although its exterior was still a mystery, I was finally getting the sense that this place we were in was some kind of 'castle.'

The throngs of Istia players coming and going were mostly clad in intimidating gear, creating a jarring mismatch with the refined atmosphere exuded by the decorations and furnishings... but I'll set that aside.

The object that drew a gasp from Sora and an impressed murmur from me stood before us—a colossal black stone monument, set in an opulent golden frame, radiating a commanding presence.

―――――Ranker's Title―――――

◇First [Tenka Muho] — [Tengen]◇

◇Second [Sword Saint] — [Ui]◇

◇Third [General Commander] — [Goldow]◇

◇Fourth [Left Wing] — [Mi-na]◇

◇Fifth [Right Wing] — [Ri-na]◇

◇Sixth [Scorching Gaze] — [Hinayo]◇

◇Seventh [Sword Protector] — [Irori]◇

◇Eighth [Twin Fists] — [Genkotsu]◇

◇Ninth [Undying] — [Tetra]◇

◇Tenth [Screen] — [Yurayura]◇

―――――――――――――――――――

...*Suuuu*... Man, that is cool.

"It just makes you want to... read them out loud."

"I know, right?"

Leaving the two guys to their moment of mutual understanding, Sora, who already knew about this, was staring at the monument with a look of pure awe.

She had gotten a bit talkative when the topic of Title Holders came up, so maybe she was a fan of one of them.

"I mean, I don't know a single one of them, but... what about you, Sora? Do you have a favorite, by any chance?"

I asked out of curiosity. She blushed slightly and looked toward the top of the monument.

"Um, the person ranked second... I've always admired Ui-san, the [Sword Saint]."

"Oh?"

Really? I asked the question, but that was a bit unexpected.

While I was wide-eyed at her straightforward use of the word "admire," Lotta nodded as if it all made perfect sense.

"I see. Is that perhaps why you chose to be a 'swordsman'?"

"Ah, um... Yes, that's actually the reason, embarrassing as it is to admit."

"Whoa..."

So that was it. It seems there was a reason why Sora had wanted to engage in close combat—or rather, wield a sword—from the very beginning.

"Although, the 'swordsman' I've become is quite different from what I imagined."

She joked with a laugh, while Lotta wore an expression of undisguised curiosity. Having seen me go on a rampage in the preliminaries as her partner, he seemed to suspect that Sora was hiding some bombshells of her own.

But well, he'd never guess that she's a 'Magic Swordsman' with an extraordinary 'Anima.' On the day Sora finally steps into the spotlight, he can have his mind blown.

"...So? We have to fight all of them?"

He said the number of participants in the main tournament was around 600, so ten of them would be one-sixtieth. If I climb the tournament ladder, the chances of facing one of them aren't that low—

"No, only four of them will be in the vanguard selection matches."

Just as I was thinking that, Lotta calmly refuted it.

"It's the four in a row from sixth to ninth place. The other six are in the commander bracket or the fire support bracket... and two of them aren't even participating in the Four Pillar War at all."

"What...? A ranked player isn't participating?"

No way. A *ranked player* from *Istia*?

"One of them publicly announced their retirement two years ago and left the virtual world."

"Whaaaat???"

Hold on, that's way too much to process.

Wait, what does that mean? Why is the name of a player who retired two years ago still in the rankings?

"The other is a practitioner who dedicates themself to honing their skills alone. We've asked them to participate countless times, but... after showing their strength in the very first Four Pillar War, they've never once come out into the open."

"Seriously...?"

I don't really get this one, but are they just a free spirit? They participated the first time, so did they decide then that large-scale battles weren't for them—

"By the way, the one who retired is number one, and the one in seclusion is number two."

"Whaaaat!!??"

What the—?!

"No, no, no, I can't keep up! Forget number two, what's the deal with number one?! Their rank hasn't been updated for two years since they retired? What kind of monster are they?!"

"Let's see... How about, 'the only player who could go toe-to-toe in a slugfest with the *Princess*'?"

That... is... nope, it doesn't help. My knowledge of this 'Princess' is limited to her being "super cute," so I can't make a judgment.

I really need to watch the archives of the Four Pillar War... Lately, I've had too much to cram into my head and not enough time. I've got university on one hand and the selection matches on the other.

"Man... seriously, how is our faction even managing to put up a good fight..."

"It's true that we're not in an easy situation. That's precisely why—"

Lotta clapped me on the back as I stood there dumbfounded by the repeated shocking revelations, and grinned with an incredibly reassuring look.

"Once again... we, the 'Four Pillar War Steering Committee,' wholeheartedly welcome a supernova like you. We'll be expecting great things, Haru."

His cheerful voice made me groan. "That's a lot of pressure."

As for Sora, who had been quiet all this time, her partner being bullied next to her was currently outside her concern.

Staring at the name of the player she admired with sparkling eyes, I wondered what she was thinking. Her body fidgeted restlessly, and her dazzling golden hair swayed as if in delight.



    Chapter 110

    I Like It

    "Well then, I'll be taking my leave here."

Sometime after we viewed the names of the title holders, Lotta, who had returned to the waiting room with us to provide some additional explanations, stood up.

"Thanks for everything. You were a huge help."

"I had to explain the seed situation anyway. And I got to break the ice a bit with a promising super rookie, so it was a win for me too."

Although he showed a teasing side, he was, without a doubt, a "good guy." When he naturally extended his right hand, I returned the handshake without hesitation.

"Unfortunately, I won't be in the main tournament... but I'll be there to cheer on my new favorite, so you'd better believe I'll be watching."

"Haha, I'll do my best not to make a fool of myself."

We released our hands, and he then offered his to Sora.

"Sora-chan, thank you for joining us as well. It's a true honor to meet such a promising 'swordsman.'"

"N-Not at all...! Thank you for explaining so much to us!"

They also exchanged a pleasant handshake. "Well then," Lotta said, manipulating a window. With a gesture that was infuriatingly smooth, he sent a wink our way, and friend request windows popped up in front of us.

Without a second thought, we both tapped YES, and our fourth friend was added to our friend lists.

"Well, I look forward to working with you both from now on."

"Yeah, you too."

"It's a pleasure."

After exchanging greetings once more, Lotta began to leave the waiting room via teleport—or so I thought, until he seemed to have an idea and paused with a thoughtful expression.

"Sorry, just a little suggestion. Since you'll both be watching Haru anyway... if you're okay with it, Sora-chan, would you like to cheer him on with me?"

"Huh...? H-Huh?!"

The suggestion was directed not at me, but at Sora.

It wasn't a huge surprise to me, but it was still a somewhat unexpected offer, so I glanced at Sora to see her reaction.

Suddenly put on the spot, Sora was flustered, clearly unsure how to respond.

"There's a special area for staff like me, separate from the general spectator seats. You can't just do whatever you want, but inviting a single guest is no problem at all."

"I-Is that... um, is that really okay...?"

"The general seating can get pretty packed for the high-profile matches. It'd be a huge problem if Haru couldn't focus on his match because he's worried about his cute partner."

That would indeed be a huge problem.

If, by some terrible twist of fate, Sora were to get caught in a mosh pit of rowdy guys, I'd probably end up throwing my weapon at them instead of my opponent.

Sora glanced at me as if seeking my opinion, and I gave her an unhesitating nod.

"I think you should take him up on his kind offer."

If she's going to watch me do my best, I'd rather she have a front-row seat.

"Then, um... may I join you?"

"Of course. I have a little errand to run, so I'll be leaving for now... but I'll send a remote transfer request right around the time Haru gets sent to the arena."

"Okay, thank you very much!"

Lotta's gaze on the ever-polite and well-mannered Sora was a gentle one. I get it, my friend. No man could help but feel a protective instinct toward this girl.

"By the way, Haru."

"Yeah?"

"Just so you know, I'm a married man. So you don't have to worry about us being alone together, okay?"

This guy—!!

"Ah, um, that's not...!!"

"That's the last thing I'm worried about. Now get back to work, Mr. 'Observer.'"

I had a feeling he was probably popular, so it wasn't a surprise.

As Sora started to panic, having keenly picked up on the meaning of his words, I gently placed a hand on her head to calm her down.

With my other hand, I shooed away Lotta, who was giving me another one of those smirks that didn't suit his handsome face.

◇◆◇◆◇

"Hmph... Lotta-san is so mean. After saying he was sorry for teasing me."

Several seconds after Lotta disappeared in a flash of teleportation light with a final "See you later," Sora, who had calmed down surprisingly quickly, was now expressing her indignation at someone other than me for a change.

Watching this rare sight with a smile, I glanced at the UI clock in the corner of my vision.

Lotta had told me a little while ago that the first preliminary round was over, and if things were on schedule, the second round should have already begun.

Unlike the first round, the second consists of one-on-one matches with opponents assigned by the 'committee.' So, as a rule, it shouldn't take too long.

As for the main tournament that follows, the system apparently handles the bracket assignments and match starts at lightning speed. Before long, a tournament bracket should be sent to me, and then I'll be whisked away to the match venue.

With a selection tournament of ten thousand participants crammed into just today and tomorrow, it's obvious things have to move at a breakneck pace to finish on time.

"So, Sora-san."

"Yes?"

I pulled my thoughts back to the present and looked beside me. Sora, who was looking up at me, had already returned to her usual gentle smile. She probably wasn't genuinely angry, which I already knew, but—

"Um, well... first off, just to be clear, I don't dislike this at all, but... I have to ask."

There's a problem, you see. Though it's not really a problem.

"Okay, so... this, uh... hasn't it become a habit?"

As I spoke, I lifted my left hand—and along with it came a small hand that had been discreetly holding my fingertips, who knows since when.

"—————————...Eh?"

Sora, who had been looking at me blankly as if to say, "What is it?", suddenly froze. This is... I had a feeling, but was she really doing it unconsciously?

I mean, lately, Sora has been initiating hand-holding more often, or rather, I've noticed my hand being taken here and there...

And just now, she had grasped my fingertips so naturally, as if there were nothing strange about it, which confirmed my suspicion. This girl has developed a habit of holding my hand, hasn't she?

""...""

I understand that our relationship might look ambiguous to others, so I thought it might be best to point it out rather than just let it happen... Ah, here it comes. In three... two... one—

"——————...!!??!?!"

Just like when Lotta teased her earlier—no, with an incomparable intensity, Sora's face turned beet red, and a puff of smoke, large enough to be a little concerning, erupted from the top of her head.

She was so flustered that she couldn't even let go of my hand or create distance, frozen solid in place. As she stood there, her eyes darting around wildly and her bright red face trembling, I had no idea what to say.

"...P-Please... let me... explain..."

"Y-Yeah, of course..."

Witnessing Sora in what was undoubtedly her most broken state ever, I felt a little intimidated but forced myself to speak in a gentle voice, mindful of her fragile mental state.

Um, hey... shouldn't you let go of my hand? Why are you squeezing it even tighter—

"Um, I... I've always... liked holding hands, ever since I was little."

"R-Right."

"With my mom, and my dad... and... my little brother."

"Yeah."

"I always wanted to hold someone's hand, so much that it sometimes caused them trouble."

Sora's voice gradually began to calm down. Her face was still a pitiful shade of crimson, and the small hand clinging to mine was still trembling slightly.

"So, so, um... when I trust someone, or get attached to them... w-when I let my guard down around them, I still have this habit of unconsciously reaching for their hand."

"I get it."

I knew she was still trying to say something, but I cut her off and squeezed the hand that was intertwined with my fingers.

"...!"

"I told you I don't mind, right? If you have a cute habit like that, then there's nothing to be done about it."

In other words, this was just another sign of Sora's trust in me.

Simply put, it made me happy. For the sake of such a sweet partner, I would gladly uppercut any ulterior motives into oblivion without a second thought.

"My hand is always free for you. I hereby present my precious partner with a permanent free pass."

Alright, I tried to act cool, but did it work? Ah, it seems it did.

She kept her head down so I couldn't see her expression... but her other hand came to rest on top of mine, which was still holding hers.

"...Haru."

"Yeah?"

The warmth in her voice... yeah, I'll just pretend I didn't hear it. If I get embarrassed too, I won't be able to accommodate her 'habit.'

"I... I really do like it. Holding hands with someone like this."

"...For both our sakes, let's be careful in public. When it's just the two of us, you can borrow my hand anytime."

After giving a simple nod, Sora remained still for a while, just holding my hand.

"Um, I really wanted to say it properly, so I'll say it now."

She lifted her still-flushed face, and her slightly trembling amber eyes met mine.

"...Congratulations on clearing the preliminaries. You were amazing, Haru."

"———...Haha."

The unexpectedness of it all made me laugh out loud.

I looked away from Sora, who was tilting her head in confusion, her cheeks still red.

What am I going to do about this? No, seriously.

My partner is so cute, I think I'm going to lose my mind.



    Chapter 111

    The Main Selection Tournament, Match One

    A regular in the 'Four Pillar War' vanguard bracket, [ElephantThree]—or Zou-san, as he was commonly known.

This being his sixth time entering, he stepped into the main selection tournament arena with an air of unconcealed confidence.

Emerging from the teleportation light, he found himself in the familiar circular colosseum.

The stage, about fifty meters in diameter, was small compared to the preliminary arenas he had passed through in the past... but the sheer number of spectator seats, almost excessive for such a small stage, spoke to the level of attention this supreme entertainment garnered.

In this first round of the tournament, it probably wouldn't be a huge deal. But as he won each match, the scene would draw closer to something resembling a packed martial arts hall, and that was a thrill he couldn't get enough of.

To showcase the might of his painstakingly trained avatar before that massive crowd—the exhilaration was beyond description.

Unfortunately, advancing indefinitely was difficult. He wasn't so conceited as to believe he was an exceptional player on the level of a 'Ranker.'

However, this time—

"Facing a rookie... Lucky me. Sorry, newbie-kun."

On the tournament bracket he'd been sent, next to his own name was an unfamiliar one: [Haru]. The white star next to it marked the player as one who had cleared the preliminaries; this was his first-round opponent.

Haru—a common player name even in Arcadia, but he couldn't recall anyone with that name among those with a combat record.

He was almost certainly a rookie making his public debut.

Whether this was his first time participating or not, he couldn't say, as it was impossible to keep track of all the preliminary participants. But at the very least, he had no memory of seeing that name in the main selection tournament before.

He acknowledged the skill it took to win out of a hundred contestants, and the player was surely a skilled fighter who stood a head above the average line—but in the selection tournament, the preliminaries and the main tournament were entirely different beasts.

Gathered in this main tournament were only the fiercest of warriors, those deemed worthy of participating in the actual 'Four Pillar War.' The fundamental level of their strength was worlds apart from that of ordinary players.

In fact, most of the players seeded directly into the main tournament, himself included, could probably breeze through the preliminaries without breaking a sweat.

And unfortunately, it was customary for players who came up from the preliminaries to be eliminated in the first round.

There were some who were tripped up by newcomers, but... his name was ElephantThree, and true to it, he had a solid, steadfast build. There was no chance of him losing his footing and having an accident.

Considering his advancement to the second round a foregone conclusion wouldn't even be overconfidence.

Across the stage—his opponent had also finished entering, and his appearance was, as expected, unfamiliar. His guess was most likely correct.

Taking a closer look... the equipment he wore was surprisingly fine. That said, what he could see from the front was only a matching set of clothes for his upper and lower body, and similarly matched gauntlets and boots.

The clothes were probably made from materials of the flying pest, the [White-Shining Bird of Fortune]. For clothing-type gear, it was durable and had a reasonably high luck bonus, so it was a piece sometimes adopted by eccentric light warriors.

And considering that in combination with the hand and foot gear, which was likely made primarily from [Misty Snake] materials... he was, nine times out of ten, an agility-specialized light warrior.

As for why he couldn't see a weapon, either he planned to draw it just before the start, or he had a small weapon slung on his back, hidden from view.

Whatever the case, fighting light warriors was his specialty. There was not one chance in ten thousand that he would lose—he boasted inwardly, a declaration meant as much for his own encouragement as anything else.

He turned to face his opponent directly... and found that [Haru] was staring up at the sky with a somewhat dazed expression.

To put it nicely, he didn't seem nervous; to put it poorly, his mind was elsewhere. The countdown was about to begin; was he going to be okay—

—The first match of the selection tournament will now begin.

No sooner had the thought crossed his mind than the system announcement echoed through the venue, and the crowd, though still small, numbering no less than several hundred, began to stir.

His opponent—ah, good. He seemed to pull himself together, slapping his own cheeks, and the gaze he directed this way now held a decent amount of fighting spirit.

He recognized his own advantage as a fact, but he wasn't looking down on or underestimating the guy. As a fellow member of Istia aiming for the 'battlefield,' his true desire was to clash with all his might, so neither would have any regrets.

If the other guy knew what was on his mind, he'd probably think him a condescending senior, but he was well aware of that. He was used to being disliked by his juniors at his corporate job—so he would act as a wall for this precious up-and-comer, a trial for him to overcome.

He nodded at his opponent, who now showed sufficient fighting spirit, and raised his one-handed mace and round shield, which had long become extensions of his own body.

His opponent, however—did not take a stance.

"What...?"

He didn't seem dazed like before. But he remained relaxed, showing no sign of even lowering his stance. Something felt off.

Was he unarmed... no, that wasn't it. The eyes of his avatar, far sharper than in reality, belatedly caught sight of a red ring glowing on his right hand.

I see, he was probably a close-quarters mage who fought primarily unarmed. Looking at it that way, he could see metal reinforcements on the gauntlets and boots that could supplement his punches and kicks.

It was a stroke of luck to have figured that out before the pre-battle countdown ended.

He didn't know what kind of magic the guy would use, but... in the Istia selection tournament, where one was expected to be able to handle *any* kind of opponent, not having a weakness was the most basic of basics.

In that case, his task remained the same. Observe, adapt, and crush.

Countdown zero.

*Don't hold it against me*, he thought, his expression hardening as he lowered his stance, ready to go all out.

And then, before his eyes—

"Huh?"

The pale blue figure vanished, and a tremendous impact struck his abdomen.

◇◆◇◆◇

"Tch...!"

I summoned [Panga Fool] at the opening bell, pulled the trigger, and slammed on every mobility skill I had, including [Ignition], to steal the first attack.

The stone butt of [Demon Horn Spear: Crimson Valor] slammed into the abdomen of the mace-and-shield warrior, who had shown no reaction, sending out a spray of red damage effects as the swaying crimson cloth on the spear extended.

The damage was—light, just under ten percent. Considering the cost of [Ignition], I'd have liked a bit more of a return, but factoring in the charge for the crimson cloth, it was a slight gain.

...I thought he was wearing some sturdy-looking light armor, but as expected of someone from the main tournament. Damn, he's tough for a clean hit to his unguarded gut!!

Furthermore, his reaction speed was on a completely different level from the players I faced in the preliminaries. Despite his expression of shock and confusion, he accurately swung his left-hand mace—no, it was a shield bash from his right, flying in a horizontal arc.

His response was fast, but since it was a split-second reaction, its trajectory was linear. For something like this, I don't even need my [Prescient Eye]!!

"Hah!!"

My hands moved with what I'd call fluid grace, flicking the long spear up. The spinning crimson whirlwind struck the approaching round shield from below.

It was an off-balance blow, coming right after he'd taken a hit—not a chance, this guy's strong?! C'mon, roar, my muscles (STR 300)!!

"Ngh... you...!"

I forced the round shield up with all my strength and took another step toward [ElephantThree], whose face was a mask of shock and frustration. The [Demon Horn Spear: Crimson Valor] stopped its circular motion dead in its tracks, and I slammed its butt into him for a second helping.

"Tch—!"

At that moment, I felt a bad premonition and chose to immediately retreat. Right in front of me, something like a glowing shockwave erupted from ElephantThre—you know what, can I just call him Zou-san? His body.

That was close...! If I'd taken that head-on and gotten stunned, it would've been over...!

Calming the frantic beating of my virtual heart from the tension unique to PvP, I slammed the butt of my long spear, its crimson cloth now even longer, into the arena floor.

"Imbue me!"

The command word was recognized by the system. The crimson cloth on the spear glowed, and a crimson light burst forth from it, settling into my avatar.

The amount of HP the spear absorbed was a little under twenty percent from the two hits. The enhancement effect from [Demon Horn Spear: Crimson Valor] provides an AGI boost and a small amount of continuous mana recovery (MP Regen).

The effect scales with the amount of HP absorbed, so with this much charge, the status boost is less than ten percent, and the duration is two minutes... no, it'd be lucky to last one.

It's just a bonus effect, after all. It's more effective against monsters with huge health pools than against players with relatively low HP.

"...!"

However, in a PvP match, the process of buffing up and the intimidating crimson light effect have a greater impact than the ability itself.

To be beaten so soundly, and then to see your opponent get stronger because of it. If the opponent understands what's happening, the psychological damage must be considerable.

The余裕 that had been radiating from Zou-san's eyes before the match was now gone, replaced by a sharp glare. I'm honored you're taking me seriously—let's turn it up, old-timer!!

Thanks to the effect of [Rabbit Run], which reduces the necessary movements for a step-in, my leap is guaranteed the same result as a full-power jump with just a light push off the ground.

On the flip side, it's a bit of a wild horse, making it difficult to adjust for a light jump, but being able to transition from a slight motion to a large movement is a massive advantage in terms of surprise attacks.

On top of that, with the critical jump bonus from [Fataless Jumper], my insane AGI of 350 truly shows its worth.

What the hell is a critical jump anyway!!

From a silent, subtle takeoff, my avatar crosses the hundred-kilometer-per-hour barrier in a single step, devouring the dozen or so meters between us in an instant.

Since I'm not using [Ignition], there's no cheating zero-to-one-hundred acceleration, so unlike the initial surprise attack, this time he obviously reacts. He reacts, but—I activate [Tremble Slide].

"Wha—he vanished—?!"

He'll probably adapt if I use it too many times, but a 350-kilometer-per-hour slide isn't something you can easily see through on the first try. I slip past the mace he raises to meet me, circling around behind him—[Blink Switch].

I summon the [Giant's Hand Axe]. This is the main tournament, where I have to start seriously thinking about information leaks to the audience. I won't show too much; I'll just smash him with this—

"?!"

Just as I was bringing down the unnaturally large black battle-axe, Zou-san's eyes, which had turned to me with unprecedented speed, clearly locked onto me as I was about to deliver the lethal attack.

—Dwelling in those eyes was a green light effect.

Then, the moment I saw the round shield in his right hand become enveloped in a yellow light effect,

"—Tch!"

"Hah...?!"

[Blink Switch]—The battle-axe, which had been tearing through the air with a roar, vanished with a faint light effect. The round shield, having lost its target, stopped its motion, still glowing.

While dispelling the [Giant's Hand Axe], I let my downward swing's momentum carry me through.

Ducking low enough to scrape the ground, I slipped under the raised shield and into his guard. From my hands—with almost no motion—I unleashed a multitude of 'crimson' projectiles.

Zou-san's eyes widened as over ten of them—the Parabellum Bullets—struck his entire body, carving away a huge chunk of the warrior's HP.

Missing an active skill, and taking repeated hits. Trapped by the inescapable constraints of the system, he was unable to move, though his glowing eyes continued to track me.

And then,

"[Blink—"

"Tch..."

"—Switch]!!"

"Gah—aaah!!"

Once again, I summoned the crimson long spear.

The blade, soaring up from just above the floor as if in flight, slipped past the mace that twitched in resistance—and its crimson-scarlet tip pierced deep into the warrior's chest.

"...Tch...!!"

Continuous tension, and an unexpected counterattack, had my breath coming in ragged gasps behind my composed expression.

My opponent, who had let out a final, furious cry of 'frustration' at the very end, looked at me and—

"...Not bad, new face."

—with his brows lowered into a surprisingly good-natured smile... he scattered his HP and dissolved into red phosphorescence.

"...Haaaaah!"

As the resistance vanished and the now-light crimson spear was pulled back with a twirl, the breath I had been holding rushed out of my mouth in a great whoosh.

—Man, that was terrifying...!! That thing where his eyes glowed was a thought acceleration skill, wasn't it?! Don't tell me he's a former agility-focused light warrior who changed his build... He's a hardcore player!!

The fight lasted less than a few minutes, but... I feel like, for the first time in this game, I experienced a real 'battle of wits.'

"...Hah, well then."

Anyway... was that really such a surprising spectacle? What's with the dead silence in this venue?

Right... if I follow Lotta's example, it should be like this, right?

I tapped the floor with the butt of the long spear in my hand, and with my free hand, I thrust it vigorously into the air with my best commercial smile.

Pushing past my embarrassment, I struck the victory pose. For a moment, the several hundred spectators fell so silent you could feel it—

"""—————————!!!"""

And then, the cheers erupted.

Staggering from the sheer sound pressure, I forced back a wry smile and continued to hold my fist high.

◇◆◇◆◇

"Haha... That was a complete victory."

As always, there were too many things to comment on, and the words wouldn't come out right.

This was only the first match, so it hadn't drawn the attention of the other staff members yet. The special seats were empty except for the two of us. I turned to the girl beside me with a wry smile.

"...Yes, he was amazing."

The girl didn't turn to face him. Her amber eyes were fixed solely on the young man in the center of the roaring crowd, who wore a practiced smile that seemed strangely fitting.

Her flushed cheeks, her lips that couldn't hide a happy smile, her eyes moist with excitement, all of which she believed to be nothing more than trust in her partner.

"...What an interesting pair."

Half amused, half intrigued. Lotta smiled, savoring the good fortune of having been able to add the names of these two to his friends list.

As he watched over the rookies, who were filled with various kinds of passion in more ways than one, he leaned back deep into his special seat and narrowed his eyes.

The cheers still hadn't subsided... and the sight of the young man in the middle of the stage, who was beginning to look flustered, was dazzlingly bright in his eyes.



    Chapter 112

    Main Selection Tournament, Match Two... Aftermath

    "—Ughhhh..."

"Hee hee... Good work out there."

I collapsed onto the sofa with a great sigh. Beside me, Sora's caring smile was dazzling... but is it really okay for me to receive this kind of healing effect after every match? Isn't this some kind of foul play?

I had enough mental capacity to entertain such silly thoughts, but I had to admit I was feeling a fair amount of mental exhaustion.

After the match against [ElephantThree], I was whisked away to the second match without even a few minutes' break.

That battle, against a high-mobility light warrior of the same type as me, ended with me, the one with superior AGI, unilaterally maintaining distance and turning my opponent into a beehive with Parabellum Bullets.

Just saying that might conjure up a brutal image, but it was actually a pretty intense fight. Even though it was a one-sided kiting match, we were both zipping around at well over a hundred kilometers per hour, so it was a spectacle of superhuman mobility.

The crowd, which had grown quite a bit since the first match, seemed to be roaring, so I think I managed to avoid putting on a pathetic show.

Ultimately, it's my fellow high-speed specialists who are the scariest... Since I lack experience, it's hard for me to predict my opponent's moves, so I absolutely did not want to let him get close.

Man, the most noteworthy thing has to be the Parabellum Bullets—no, the ridiculously overpowered nature of the [Rabbit Shortsword: Parabellum].

Being able to create an unlimited number of clones with almost the same specs as the original for a tiny amount of MP is so nonsensical that it feels like I'm using a banned weapon.

On top of that, the clones, the [Parabellum Bullets], still have two special abilities that I've been able to keep under wraps, and the main weapon itself has a primary effect as a direct weapon. Are you serious, Kagura-san?

Of course, to get the resources to realize that insane performance, it has a flaw in one particular area that's almost laughable... but then again, *that thing* does *that*, so.

In order to generate the bullets, the Rabbit Shortsword itself needs to be equipped, so unlike before, I now have to keep it sheathed at my waist at all times.

But this shortsword, despite being over thirty centimeters long, which is apparently the largest in its category, is as light as a feather. So even though it's always sheathed, it feels no different than before, and it's simply wonderful that it doesn't hinder my avatar's movements.

In reality, if I jumped around like I do with a sword at my waist, it would probably fly out of its sheath at high speed... but as long as the player doesn't try to draw it, that kind of silly accident won't happen. As expected of a game.

—Anyway, thanks to that divine weapon, I've been winning smoothly so far, but...

"Fighting against other people... PvP seems really tough, doesn't it?"

"Yeah, the... the tension, you know? It really wears on you mentally..."

I wouldn't say I dislike it... but I feel like I'm better suited for PvE.

I can understand the appeal of PvP, of clashing with other players in that unique, tense atmosphere—but at least in Arcadia, I prefer teaming up to take on powerful monsters.

"If it's like that for you, Haru, then it would probably be too difficult for me after all."

"You never know. You might try it and find out you're a natural."

When I replied, she must have taken it as a joke. Sora let out a small laugh, but I was being quite serious.

In Sora's case, the performance of her [Cradle of Sword-Craft], combined with her exclusive 'Magic Sword Aptitude' skill tree, is just insane... She could probably dominate most players just by relentlessly generating magic swords and firing them off with her 'Homing Shot' skill.

At the very least, if Sora and I were to face off in a "ready, set, go" duel, I'm pretty sure I wouldn't be able to win.

I might have a chance of pulling something off with a single strike from my now-trademark opening [Ignition], but that's about it.

However, as she demonstrated during the [Angalta, God-Wedge Sword-King] fight, Sora is a master of adaptation, so the future where I get hit with a painful counterattack and it's all over is a very real possibility...

It's possible I'm overestimating her out of partner bias, but that's how it is. In PvP as well, my pride and joy of a partner undoubtedly has the specs to shine.

As I lay sprawled on the sofa, lost in thought, Sora, who had taken my earlier words of "you can borrow it anytime" to heart, was happily fiddling with my right hand.

Super cute—and super strong, this partner of mine. She's an invincible partner I can brag about to anyone.

—The third match of the selection tournament will begin shortly.

"Oh."

Just as I was indulging in a break that, if I were to be honest with myself, could be described as flirting, a familiar notification arrived for the third time.

As I watched the countdown to the teleportation begin, Sora offered her third round of encouragement.

"I'll be cheering for you again. Do your best, Haru."

Having my hand squeezed and being gifted a smile is, without a doubt, an invincible buff for any man.

Mental exhaustion? What's that? For this girl, I can act cool indefinitely.

"Leave it to me."

The light of teleportation enveloped me a moment before her, and I flashed her a grin.

My opponent for the third match is Mr. [Gamagappa]. I don't know if he's a frog or a kappa, but I'll be coming at him with everything I've got.

Yes, no matter who my opponent is, I'll just face them with all my strength—as for the insurmountable wall that likely awaits in the fourth match, I think I'll try my best not to think about it.



    Chapter 113

    Meanwhile, the Indigo Girl

    I won't say what, but I'm building up a backlog. Which is why this is short, please forgive me...

<hr>

"..."

After a whole lot of antics on my part, it's been about two hours since I sent 'him' off.

I'd holed up in my personal atelier, assigned to me in the [Safe Area] branch, and was just silently killing time.

It's not like I'm boisterous when I'm all alone, so being silent in my own room is perfectly normal—but that's only when I'm truly alone.

"Nia-cha, even when you're quiet, you're still incredibly noisy."

"Ugh..."

Picking up and putting down the teacup on my desk.

Meaninglessly tapping my feet.

Opening my window every thirty seconds to check for messages or whatever—I'm well aware of my current restlessness, and my friend's blunt criticism makes me freeze.

"I-I can't help it... It's been a while, and he hasn't sent a single message..."

"The Istia selection matches are super fast-paced, right? He probably doesn't have the leeway. And if he doesn't have leeway, that means he's winning, right?"

Her voice was as sweet and melting as ever, enough to charm even another girl like me.

Her gentle reasoning left me with no room for rebuttal. I sulkily pressed the cup to my lips to hide my face.

"I have to say, I'm really surprised. I never thought Nia-cha would fall head over heels in love like this."

"N-No, that's not... I'm not that serious about it yet...!"

"But you're admitting you're at least a little serious, right?"

"Fuguu...!"

I can't say anything back to her teasing words.

And if I can't say anything back, that means it's true—I know it is, but still...!

"You're so picky about looks, Nia-cha, yet it was love at first sight. I wonder just how handsome this boy is."

"Who are you calling picky about looks?! I've never once acted like that!!"

And besides, he's not exactly the 'handsome boy' type!!

"Then what did you like about him?"

"That's—! ...K-his face."

"Mmhmm."

"Don't 'mmhmm' me! You're so mean, Hiyo-chan!!"

I can't help it! I don't know why, but he was just ridiculously my type!!

I buried my unbearably hot cheeks into the desk. Hiyo-chan—my fellow artisan and best friend, [Bush Warbler]—patted my head, looking incredibly amused.

"...You cheater."

"Whatever do you mean?"

She knows I can't resist when she does *that*.

Her long, fluffy, wavy hair, a shade very similar to Sora-chan's beautiful gold.

Her beautiful sapphire-blue eyes, set in the default pretty face of an Arcadia player—even though it's completely different from her real face, the gentle expression she wears is familiar... and as always, it puts me strangely at ease.

By the way, she sulks if I tease her about padding her chest a little. What's the big deal? You have bigger ones than me in real life anyway!!

"So? If you're that smitten, it can't be just his face, right?"

"What, wait. How did we naturally end up talking about this?"

"Well, you did summon me here when I was busy just because you couldn't sit still, so I think I'm entitled to at least a little treat to go with my tea."

"Treating my first crush like a snack...!!"

What's so annoying is that she knows I'm not entirely against the idea of telling someone about it...

"...V-v..."

"V?"

"His voice, too... I kind of... like it..."

"What's his voice like?"

"It's not high, but it's not raspy either... and the way he talks, even when he's being blunt, there's something subtly gentle about it..."

Oh no, I can't do this. My cheeks are so hot they're going to explode.

"A-and the way he laughs is—!!"

"I love how you end up telling me everything anyway, Nia-cha."

I can't help it! This is all new to me, you know!!

In the end, I was the one who spilled everything, giving my best friend a mountain of blackmail material before noon.

My friend, who has always acted like an older sister to me, just giggled happily the entire time.



    Chapter 114

    On the Istia-Exclusive Forums

    【Supernova Jack-in-the-Box】 Thread to discuss the rookie named Haru 【Eastern Key】

――――――――――――――――――…………

――――――――――――――――………

――――――――――――――……

――――――――――――…

――――――――――

896: Mikayama
> Look, based on the spear, it's pretty much confirmed, that's what I'm saying.

878: Sensai
> As fast as he is, yeah, I can buy it.

879: GazaQ
> The shortsword? Dagger? at his hip is also suspicious, even though he hasn't drawn it yet.

880: Tikel
> What's the deal with those red crystal daggers that keep spawning infinitely?

881: Thx
> I love how that ridiculously huge axe is just ridiculous.

882: getten
> Everything about him is just completely absurd...

883: kikrage
> How is he even swinging that stupid battle-axe? Are his stats like STR:500 AGI:500 or something???

884: ver.lol
> >>883 There's a link above summarizing all of [Haru]'s past forum posts. The prevailing theory right now is that he's using some kind of exploit with a quick-change skill.

885: Jinx
> The real question is whether he's a bug exploiter or not.

886: Kikyo
> In this game of all places, bugs are impossible...

887: Northon
> The chance of a bug in Arcadia is about as likely as me dating the Princess.

888: Zeppen
> 0% lmao

889: jijiji
> The concept of bugs doesn't exist in Arcadia.

900: kikko
> Reality is full of bugs, but this game has none.

901: Rokuro
> The unwavering faith and the flood of roasts is hilarious. But seriously, bugs are unthinkable, so we don't need to consider it.

902: aisu
> The third match ended in like three seconds, my jaw dropped.

903: MSO
> Pretty sure Gamagappa-san's jaw dropped harder than anyone's.

904: Pongole
> What's with that zero-to-one-hundred acceleration he does at the start of every match? Is there anyone who can deal with that on a first encounter?

905: Mischer
> He's always holding that weird black knife when he does that insane super-acceleration. And there's a *zap* effect coming from the weapon so... is it a weapon effect?

906: Ronten
> If that's just a weapon's effect, it's way too broken... Doesn't that effect look like the one for self-damage?

907: noma-san
> A super-acceleration skill triggered by self-damage? Smells like a unique skill, doesn't it?

908: pokke
> Everything about him is unique.

909: Wasota
> His clothes and the armor on his hands and feet are from existing materials, but... the design sense of his clothes, it looks kinda familiar, doesn't it???

910: LunchKichi
> [Milmarinus, the Aquamarine Fairy] was apparently carried princess-style in public. There are numerous eyewitness accounts, so it's pretty much confirmed.

911: Hokekyo
> So he's a rookie who's all buddy-buddy with a top-tier artisan.

912: UsaBure
> Her fans are gonna riot.

913: Bamputt
> They're already rioting...

914: Quinpe
> The follower thread is a living hell, I can't even laugh.

915: Quinpe
> And yet the man himself is at the venue with another female player.

916: Mikamika
> I saw her from a distance, but she's cute too. Something about her... her mannerisms are just peak beautiful girl.

917: YesMen
> Nope nope, unforgivable. NoMen.

918: Ookuro
> We're getting off-topic, but are we all in agreement that he's the one who cleared the [Spiral Crimson Tower]?

919: Oruto
> The circumstantial evidence is overwhelming, it has to be him. There are even reports that he was wearing some kind of rabbit-shaped hair accessory, so it was probably a reward or something?

920: GazaQ
> First-clear reward... or maybe a solo-clear reward.

921: Oruto
> The Rabbit Heaven dungeon does seem like the type to have a solo-clear reward.

922: HookBook
> Seriously, how did he clear that death trap of a dungeon...

923: Rerec
> If we ask him nicely, maybe he'll record a clear video for us.

924: Mikayama
> No one could have predicted that a newbie who just debuted in the Garden would clear it in two days... No wonder the search for the conqueror was abandoned.

925: UsaBure
> Also, if that [Haru] is *that* [Haru], then that means he can also do the pseudo-air jump using the quick-change exploit, right? He hasn't used it so far, has he?

926: Horiguccha
> He hasn't. And there's that insane greatsword (?) that's suspected to be a Terror Armament, and the white sword with an assault skill... He's hiding a lot of cards, isn't he?

927: SOSO
> He probably is. It's a tournament, so it makes sense he'd play his cards close to his chest... but I feel for the three guys who lost to a rookie doing that...

928: Tikel
> Gamagappa-san getting one-shot at the start is just tragic.

929: Otis
> Jiro-kun getting turned into a beehive while desperately chasing him was pretty rough too...

930: SOSO
> But most of all, it's Zou-san, who got killed by an unknown strategy in the first match with zero information. He's not someone who should be eliminated that early...

931: Ichiko
> I wonder if Zou-san won't get a spot this time. A veteran of the defense squad...

932: Fu-sen
> They should take his past achievements into account, especially since his opponent was who he was.

933: ElephantThree
> I'll be able to accept it even if I don't get a spot this time.

934: Vavalon
> He's a rare breed, a medium-weight shield warrior with thought acceleration.

935: SOSO
> Whoa, you scared me. Good work in the match.

936: Ichiko
> Good work, Zou-san! It was a close match...

937: ElephantThree
> Thanks. It was a complete defeat, I'm embarrassed to say.

938: Don
> No no no no, just being able to react to those legs on your first encounter is insane.

939: Ryuta
> Seriously. I don't mean to put anyone else down, but I think Zou-san's ability to adapt was amazing.

940: Majiro
> For real. As someone with the same agility build who couldn't do anything, I'm ashamed.

941: Otis
> Here's another one... Good work, Jiro-kun. That was just unavoidable.

942: ElephantThree
> I had a feeling he was holding back, but as the one who lost, I have no hard feelings. If anything, I feel bad for underestimating him at first, thinking he was just a new face.

943: Gamagappa
> I wasn't underestimating him either, but... I genuinely couldn't react. My jaw just dropped. It was magnificent.

944: Tikel
> Ah... good work, Gamagappa-san. I think it was the worst possible matchup, so it can't be helped...

945: Gogochun
> To the three of you, could you give us your impressions from fighting him directly?

946: ElephantThree
> He vanishes.

947: Majiro
> Too fast.

948: Gamagappa
> Can't see him.

949: Hohofukuro
> The fact that all their answers are just one word says everything and it hurts.

950: Majiro
> With an AGI of around 200, there's no way you can catch him. During the match, I was playing tag with my eyes rolled back, thinking, "Is this Hayagake-san Mk. II?"

951: Gamagappa
> I got taken out in an instant, so I can't say much, but I almost burst out laughing when that massive battle-axe suddenly appeared in his hands. His speed is one thing, but that skill to freely deploy weapons is what's truly insane.

952: ElephantThree
> My eyes popped out when the axe vanished and my guard was broken. If he can do something like that on the fly, I can't just carelessly use my skills. For a shield user, he's nothing short of a natural enemy.

953: Gamagappa
> For someone with that much agility... or maybe he's not even an agility build? It's interesting that he has both that level of speed and firepower.

954: Majiro
> Plus, he's got mid-range covered with those mysterious thrown daggers. Sometimes they'd fly out of his hand with no motion, I wonder if that's some kind of skill.

955: Gamagappa
> It's a shame I couldn't do anything. I wanted to see more of what he could do.

956: ElephantThree
> What's most incredible might be his reaction speed. From what I saw, he didn't seem to be using a thought acceleration skill, so if that's his base speed, he's a bona fide monster.

957: Majiro
> I know, right? I used my own thought acceleration skill and tried to outmaneuver him by predicting his footwork, but he instantly sensed it and got away.

958: Majiro
> ...At that speed, how do you even make a right-angle turn???

959: ElephantThree
> I was thinking something similar. The sliding movement he showed at the end was probably [Tremble Slide], but... that skill should still have residual inertia at the end, right? How did he manage to stop on a dime and immediately transition to an attack?

960: Gamagappa
> Hmm... Maybe he has some kind of inertia-control skill? If so, that's likely a unique skill as well.

961: Damudamu
> Everyone went silent lmao

982: JIMRock
> It's a serious analysis by three powerful players, what else are we supposed to do but watch silently?

983: rottas
> This.

984: Majiro
> In any case, his next match is going to be the one to watch.

985: Gamagappa
> For sure. I can't wait for the break to be over.

986: ElephantThree
> Right now, I'm more interested in his future than my own selection. I have to go watch his fourth match, no matter what.

987: ElephantThree
> The rising star versus the [Sword Protector]... I wonder what kind of match they'll show us.



    Chapter 115

    Their Respective Resolve

    "Seventh in the rankings—the [Sword Protector], huh..."

Having shifted from the virtual world back to reality, I sat perched on the [Arcadia] console that took up a third of my studio apartment, muttering to myself as I stared at my phone.

It was six in the morning, real time. It had been about two hours since the selection match registration opened at this ridiculously healthy hour.

Since time passes 1.5 times faster in the game, I've spent about three hours over there—but isn't that an incredibly dense three hours?

I'd been rushed through the preliminaries, then the first, second, and third matches... and now, I was already on to the fourth. The number of players remaining in the selection tournament had already dropped below three digits.

—And when that happens, well... the probability of running into *one of them* naturally goes up... My opponent for the next match, the fourth, is the seventh-ranked player in Istia.

The [Sword Protector]—Irori-shi himself, one of the top forty players in the virtual world of Arcadia... or if we're only counting warriors, one of the top thirty.

Given the nature of a tournament where you know your opponent in advance, it's almost considered good manners to research them before the match.

Unlike the first three matches, where I was practically abducted by teleportation with only a few moments' notice, I had to make effective use of the official break time I'd been given.

The fourth match is at nine AM real time, giving me just under an hour.

It's nowhere near enough time, so I hurriedly typed "Arcadia Sword Protector Irori" into the search bar.

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

What appeared on the screen was a handsome man with blond hair and blue eyes.

No, not his avatar. The person himself.

[Sword Protector] Irori—real name Nate Mitake, age twenty.

In the real world, he not only showed his face... but apparently even did some modeling work. The screen was flooded with countless photos of him striking poses on the covers of stylish magazines, and my heart was flooded with negative feelings toward handsome men.

Silky smooth blond hair that could rival any girl's.

Big, double-lidded blue eyes that could rival any girl's.

On top of that, he was tall, but not too tall, with ridiculously long legs and a slender physique... He was like the physical embodiment of the enemy of all average men.

His nationality, birth, and upbringing were all purely Japanese. His mother was a foreigner, making him a half-breed, just as his appearance suggested.

When I looked up his virtual avatar, it was, of course, exactly the same as his real-life appearance.

The fantasy-style samurai kamishimo he wore suited him so perfectly it was almost refreshing. Maybe it was because of a movie I saw once, but a foreigner in a samurai look has a certain appeal...

—No, I don't care about the real Nate-san right now. What I need to know is about Irori-shi in the virtual world.

"A katana... yeah, figures."

I could tell from his attire, but his weapon of choice was a single katana—apparently, it's famous as an 'Anima,' and there's a fair amount of detailed data on it scattered all over the place.

Not only that, but there was also data on his kamishimo-style clothing, the skills he possessed, and even some of his status values... all in all, his build was quite public.

Should I consider that a threat? The fact that even with all his cards on the table, Irori-shi has managed to firmly hold onto his rank.

—Actually, this is bad.

"Isn't this the worst possible matchup...?"

I muttered it unintentionally, but my voice was even more bitter than I expected.

Not only is he one of those celestial beings known as Rankers, but the publicly available data on him screams that I'm at a disadvantage.

I have no intention of going into this planning to lose... but man.

It's only natural given my opponent, but this is going to be an incomparably tougher fight than any I've had so far.

Suppressing the doubts that surfaced with every new piece of information I took in—I frantically scooped up information on my opponent, chased by the limited time of my break.

◇◆◇◆◇

"—Hey, Irori. How's it going?"

"...So-so. So far, this time feels pretty unremarkable too."

In a lavish room with ten seats, two men's voices echoed.

"Don't be like that, your opponents were probably giving it their all."

"I know, but it's hard to fight when I have to hold back."

Having to be careful in a fight was frustrating. Seeing the young man's troubled frown, the golden-haired giant let out a laugh.

"I've got good news for you—your next opponent is a monster, the likes of which we haven't seen in a while."

"...Oh? I haven't had time to pay attention... I think his name was Haru?"

"Yeah, he's the rookie the [Observer] is raving about."

At those words, the young man, who had been brushing it off as a joke, changed his expression.

"Lotta's pick? Well, that's..."

"You can expect great things, right? I was just called over myself and saw him with my own eyes."

"So, how was he?" the man—Goldow—asked, stroking his beard and grinning with amusement as he looked back at the blue eyes questioning him.

"—I thought to myself, 'I want to fight him too.'"

"—...Well, well."

At his sincere words, a genuine smile finally appeared on the young man's—Irori's—face.

"If you're going that far... then yeah, I can look forward to it. I think I'll let myself get excited too."

"Don't let him catch you off guard. We welcome super rookies, but it'd be a blow to our dignity if one of us Rankers made a fool of ourselves."

The lion spoke jokingly—but his eyes weren't smiling.

"—If you're going to lose, lose after showing him your might."

"...Hmph, you've got some nerve."

He smiled gently, but a sharp aura began to rise from his body.

"That got you fired up, didn't it?"

"Haha, you bet... If you're that interested, you'll be coming to watch, right?"

The [Sword Protector], turning on his heel toward the door, looked back at the [General Commander] who was seeing him off.

"—I'll be going all out for the first time in a while, so my apologies if it ends in an instant."

Contrary to his calm voice, his eyes glittered, swirling with a ferocious fighting spirit.



    Chapter 116

    The Main Selection Tournament, Fourth Match

    "It's not looking good."

"Huh...?"

Just before the fourth match—my fight against the [Sword Protector]. I'd met up with Sora in the room that had become our private waiting room, courtesy of Lotta, and the first thing out of my mouth was a conclusion born of weakness.

"The matchup is just too bad... If I attack recklessly, I could be turned to dust in an instant."

"Well, I... I can't say anything irresponsible, given who your opponent is, but..."

Sora must have already known about him. I was aware that I was saying something pathetic, but her reaction was also along the lines of, "Well, as expected..."

"...Um, but still."

As she spoke, Sora scooped up my hand and looked up at me.

Reading the expectation in her eyes, I couldn't help but smile wryly and nod in return.

"I don't intend to go in there planning to lose. I've been saving a lot of tricks up my sleeve for this, so I'll do my best to give him a real shock."

And if I'm lucky—...Nah, that's probably asking for too much.

Even though I've been relying heavily on surprise tactics, I've managed to win my way this far. I'm starting to have some confidence in my own abilities—but there are limits to everything.

Even though it's a recently installed, makeshift understanding, the Rankers of Arcadia are like top athletes in the real world.

If I were asked if I, with my half-baked skills, could suddenly stand on their level... I'm not arrogant enough to nod without hesitation.

—Honestly, I'm trembling.

[Sword Protector] Irori... a celestial being, known even in the real world.

The fact that I am the one who will face and challenge such a person. My sense of reality, my resolve, my confidence—none of it is nearly enough.

—The fourth match of the selection tournament will begin shortly.

Still... yeah, that's right. It's still not enough.

"Sora."

I looked back into her amber eyes, which held unwavering faith in me. It's truly heartwarming—and it makes me want to live up to it so badly.

"I'm gonna go wild—just watch me."

"...Yes! Do your best!"

If this girl has expectations for me... then there's no way I can't put on a good show, right?

◇◆◇◆◇

"...Seriously?"

This is what I get the moment I enter the arena? The match hasn't even started yet.

Amidst the deafening cheers that sounded like a roar, I stood there dumbfounded, not even in the mood for a wry smile.

Everywhere I looked, there were people. People, people, people—a massive crowd of spectators, so many I couldn't even begin to guess the number. I've never actually seen one, but is this what a concert at the Budokan is like? That's the feeling I got.

It looked like there were no less than a four-digit number of players packed in here, and it was obvious what they had all gathered to see.

"—Hey, it's nice to meet you. The much-anticipated super rookie."

"...Y-You're too kind."

This was my third time on the colosseum stage. In the previous three matches, both my opponents and I had waited at opposite ends for the signal to begin—but now, the person who had walked right up to me and was smiling was the same handsome, blond-haired, blue-eyed man I had just been looking at on my phone screen.

[Sword Protector] Irori—seventh in the Istia rankings, a swordsman whose strength lies in his absolute defense.

"I've heard about you from others, so I was looking forward to meeting you."

"...You're too kind."

Damn it, all I can manage is the kind of response an ordinary person would give when meeting a celebrity—no, it's not *like* that, it *is* that. There's no way I can act natural!!

He chuckled at my obvious stiffness and casually extended his right hand.

"No need to be so tense—I'm expecting great things, so show me what you've got."

"—Tch...!"

This was a first for me. Feeling like I was about to be pushed back by words alone.

His features were so refined they could almost be described as androgynous, and his gentle smile could disarm anyone, man or woman—but what he exuded was, without a doubt, the pressure of a warrior.

With that pressure piled on top of my nervousness, I was about to freeze up even more—but then I glanced to the side, punched myself hard in the chest, and snapped myself out of it.

*Don't just stand there frozen, you coward. Don't forget who's watching.*

My eyes caught sight of a small figure with golden hair swaying in the special seats, and I swallowed the unnecessary emotions that were clouding my thoughts.

I just decided I was going to act cool—it doesn't matter who my opponent is.

"...Nice."

I kicked away my nervousness and fear and grasped the offered right hand. When I met his gaze directly, the smiling [Sword Protector]'s lips curled up in amusement.

"My apologies, I was scared out of my mind for a second there... I'll show you the full power you're hoping for, so please, feel free to expect great things."

"I'd be delighted—I'm looking forward to it."

—The fourth match of the selection tournament will now begin.

The countdown began. As I released his hand and watched the [Sword Protector] turn on his heel, I exhaled the breath that was growing hotter and hotter, like venting heat.

My nervousness hasn't gone away.

My resolve is still lacking.

There's no way I can just brush it all off so easily.

To move my body from here on out, all I have to fuel it with is sheer stubbornness.

No matter how big the wall is, there are three people I can't afford to look pathetic in front of. How could I ever face them if I lost because I was too scared?

As the countdown approached zero, I forced my virtual heartbeat to calm down, synchronizing with it.

The roar that had been shaking my eardrums faded into the distance, and the color of the world subtly changed.

Reaching for that feeling I've experienced in every life-or-death battle so far—my vision focused on one thing only: the 'enemy.'

Yeah, not bad.

The [Sword Protector] drew the katana sheathed at his waist. Just as the intel said, it was a magnificent blade, glowing with a bluish tinge. The tip of the blade was pointed straight at me, and behind it, his narrowed blue eyes urged me on.

"Right then—I guess it's time for a little demonstration."

With my right hand, I grasped the hilt of the shortsword that had long been just a decoration at my waist.

Without hesitation, I drew it in a single motion. The crimson-scarlet blade that emerged scraped against the black-lacquered scabbard, letting out a high-pitched ring.

[Rabbit Shortsword: Parabellum]—the blade of this shortsword was no ordinary thing.

From the middle to the tip, it tapered like a stiletto, a shape that could be seen as unsightly depending on how you looked at it.

Its crimson core seemed to sway and writhe, and its crimson-scarlet edge glittered as it caught the light.

It had a 2:1 blade-to-hilt ratio and a guardless hilt.

This feather-light blade—nevertheless, it radiated enough informational pressure to make the Title Holder facing me narrow his eyes.

Countdown 3—I inhaled and held my breath.

Countdown 2—I didn't take a stance with the drawn shortsword, just let it hang by my side.

Countdown 1—I raised my empty left hand. Fingers spread, I brought it up above my right shoulder, and—

Countdown zero—the sound was still distant, only the vibration of the opening system call and the cheers reaching me through the air. In accordance with them,

"—Parabellum Bullets!!"

With a single swing of my left hand, a multitude of 'crimson' projectiles soared through the air—and the battle began.
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    Here I come.

<hr>

First, a little test. I'll observe how the [Sword Protector] deals with the dozen or so Parabellum Bullets launched by a swing of my arm—as if I have time for such a lukewarm approach!!

"No holding back, celestial!!"

I swung my left hand to the right, then back to the left again in quick succession.

In the path of my empty left hand, Parabellum Bullets appeared one after another, their tips aimed at the enemy. The moment my fingertips grazed their hilts, the crimson-scarlet daggers were launched with the force of a full-powered throw.

[Flip Stroke]—the evolved form of [Piercing Dart], a skill I hadn't used in a long time because I hate the post-skill animation lock of assault skills.

As if protesting its neglect, this skill, which had now changed into a completely different category, brought with it an effect—the deletion of the throwing motion.

By activating [Flip Stroke] with either hand, that hand transforms into an automatic launcher that 'throws' objects just by touching them.

When used in conjunction with this cheat weapon that can summon clones—the [Parabellum Bullets]—as long as my MP holds out, I can deliver the super-rapid fire you see now. It's an incredible skill—but,

"Wipe that smug look off your face...!!"

Not a single one of them reached the [Sword Protector].

He showed a flicker of surprise at my acrobatic first move, but only for a moment. With a smile still playing on his lips—his katana, wielded with just his right hand, batted away every single one.

No, seriously, you've got to be kidding me... That's a barrage of at least ten shots per second...!!

And these aren't just pebbles. They're a swarm of daggers, over twenty centimeters long, launched with a STR of 300 as their baseline.

Even though they're light, the Parabellum Bullets, which can shatter rock at that speed, each possess enough power to easily pierce an armored warrior...!

—Ten seconds. The duration of [Flip Stroke] expired, and the barrage ceased.

After glancing at the hundred-odd Parabellum Bullets scattered around him, the [Sword Protector]'s gaze turned to me, who was standing there completely dumbfounded.

*Is that all you've got?*

"Tch... Yeah, bring it on. I'll make you eat those words."

I raised the [Rabbit Shortsword: Parabellum], which had been hanging at my side. He reacted, his teasing gaze sharpening once more as he watched me—

"Right now—[Exploding Rabbit]."

I held the Rabbit Shortsword in a reverse grip and slammed my gauntleted left fist into its blade.

With a *tink*—the crimson-scarlet dagger shattered from the middle of its blade like a glass sculpture.

Even the great [Sword Protector] was clearly surprised by this. As his eyes widened in astonishment, I grinned back at him. *You're a second too early to be surprised.*

In that instant—the massive number of Parabellum Bullets scattered around him all exploded with a high-pitched shattering sound. The countless scarlet fragments descended upon the unguarded [Sword Protector] like a fragmentation grenade.

"—Gah...?!"

What reached my ears was a voice of clear astonishment. I suppressed the urge to celebrate landing a blow—and pressed the attack.

It looked incredibly flashy, but the power of each fragment from [Exploding Rabbit]... the self-destruct attack of the Parabellum Bullets, was minuscule.

It might work against someone unarmored like a certain someone from a few days ago, but there was no way it could penetrate the top-tier armor worn by a high-ranking player—let alone a Ranker.

As expected, the HP bar above his head had only been chipped by about ten percent from a hundred tiny hits. It was just enough to startle him—so I couldn't afford to waste the opening that surprise created!

I slammed the now-broken [Rabbit Shortsword: Parabellum] back into its sheath and summoned two new weapons into my empty hands: [Panga Fool]—and the newcomer, the [Revolving Gyro-Shield].

I pulled the trigger of the black shortsword to activate [Ignition]. Combined with the effects of [Rabbit Run] and [Fataless Jumper], I closed the distance to the faltering [Sword Protector] in a single leap—

"Tch... Don't underestimate me, rookie!"

Contrary to his surprisingly guttural voice, his eyes, which were smiling with amusement, pierced through me. His katana was already enveloped in a blue light effect—

"—Like hell I'd underestimate a top ranker!!"

[Prescient Eye], activate!!

The color drained from my vision, and what was drawn in its place were countless crimson lines... no, wait, seriously, a super combo skill right off the bat—?!?

Seeing more than five, ten, twenty death lines appear in the void, I forced my legs, which were instinctively about to retreat, to stay put.

—Don't run, push forward!!!

"[Gusty Limb]!!"

I activated a new skill that grants my limbs the same parry ability as a weapon, and in parallel, I activated [Reflective Blow], the enhanced version of the defensive skill [Quit Counter].

I memorized the crimson lines in my vision and immediately closed the mana-guzzling [Prescient Eye]. As color returned to my sight, I glared at the [Sword Protector], and his blue eyes shot back a storm of killing intent that was no joke.

"[Void-Severing—"

Bring it on, blondie samurai.

"—Endless Sword]!!"

I'll knock down every last one!!

The first slash, an upward reverse-diagonal from the right, I met by slamming my right-hand Gyro-Shield into it—the flashy clang of the parry and the sound of metal became the trigger for the ensuing flurry.

Left, right, downward slash, low sweep, reverse diagonal, high, middle, diagonal, upward slash—

Following the sequence of the crimson lines I had seared into my memory, I deflected every single sword flash that came at me.

Primarily using the Gyro-Shield in my right, and when that wasn't enough, using my left hand and both legs, which had been turned into durable steel by the two skills—well, that was obviously asking too much, the chip damage is insane!!

"...Then, this!!"

I quickly abandoned my three shieldless limbs as defensive options, and by dropping my body to the ground to forcibly dodge the next sword strike—I slammed my shield-bearing right fist and my empty left fist together.

The momentary opening was literally an instant. The next attack closed in on my exposed back—and I threw up my empty left hand.

"Tch...!"

In the corner of my vision, I caught a flicker of genuine shock. My bare left hand, which had just loudly deflected his blade, was now holding a translucent shield of light that shimmered a silvery blue.

Now I'm dual-wielding shields. I doubled my手数 to meet the remaining sword flashes—

"Yeah, take this!!"

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

As I let out a cheer along with the breath I'd been holding, I received a compliment from the [Sword Protector], whose cheeks were twitching in disbelief.

In the span of a few seconds, he had unleashed twenty-two slashes. The katana, its extraordinary super-combo completely repelled, lost its blue phosphorescence—a grand move like that couldn't possibly be without a post-skill animation lock, right!

Trapped by the system's constraints, he froze. I stepped in closer to the motionless avatar, and in place of the shields that had served their purpose, I summoned the crimson long spear into both hands.

That pathetic shrapnel doesn't count—now take a proper first attack!!

The butt of the roaring [Demon Horn Spear: Crimson Valor] slammed into his defenseless solar plexus—and the brilliant red of the hit effect that burst forth soared into the air, a signal flare for the coming upset.
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    The fourth match of the main selection tournament.

The special spectator area, unlike before, was now bustling with several players.

"No way, he's actually...!!"

"Are you serious right now...?"

Surrounded by famous players who were cheering along with the general audience—Sora, who had initially been intimidated and shrinking in on herself, was now completely captivated by the sight before her.

Haru had managed to parry an extraordinary high-speed combo that she couldn't even track with her [Observer's Eye], and he'd done it with what looked like a joke of a technique.

The sight of him pressing his advantage, landing a solid blow with his crimson spear, drew gasps of astonishment from Lotta beside her—and from the third-ranked player next to him.

They were both trading blows, and the health ratio was seven to seven—but it was clear who had the upper hand.

He was reaching him.

Her partner, who had walked this path with her.

Her one and only partner.

The carefree young man who embarked on adventures with more joy than anyone else.

—He was reaching the seventh-ranked player, one of those who stood at the pinnacle of the virtual world.

"Win..."

The word that slipped out was one she hadn't dared to say until now.

A word she had always softened to "Do your best," fearing it would put too much pressure on him.

Suppressing the frantic beating of her virtual heart, the girl now wished for one thing with all her being.

"Please, win...!"

She poured her feelings into her unwavering gaze.

Believing that the bond they had forged would surely reach him.

◇◆◇◆◇

"Imbue—"

"—I'm impressed."

Whoa, that was close—I jumped back, wary of a counterattack, and was about to activate the Crimson Valor's buff when I cut the action short.

Once I activate the body enhancement, the duration starts ticking down, but as long as the absorbed HP is stored in the crimson cloth, there's no time limit.

I stopped the buff and gave the Crimson Valor a twirl, lowering it behind me. The [Sword Protector], who had spoken in the middle of the match, smiled as if to say, "My bad."

"Truly, you're far beyond what I imagined. Where on earth has someone like you been hiding?"

...So we're having a chat now?

I figured a Title Holder wouldn't stoop to something as cheap as a surprise attack while distracting me with conversation, so I hesitantly decided to play along.

"...Less 'hiding' and more 'not in the virtual world at all.'"

When I answered honestly, his ferocious, battle-crazed expression vanished. The [Sword Protector]—Irori—widened his eyes in surprise, his mouth hanging open in a dumbfounded expression.

Even with that dumbfounded look, he's still handsome. These pretty boys are truly incorrigible.

"'Not in it'... wait, hold on a second. What, so you're..."

He said he'd heard about me from others, but from his confusion, it seemed Irori didn't know the full story.

I had assumed he'd heard it from Lotta, since he was part of the committee and they seemed to know each other.

Ignoring his bewilderment, I quickly calculated the number of days since I first set foot in the virtual world.

"About... two months, maybe a little less? The name's Haru, a newcomer to the virtual world. A pleasure to make your acquaintance."

"—..."

Whoops, if you let your face slack that much, you can't really be called handsome anymore. Please, stay that way forever.

"...I see now."

Unfortunately, Irori quickly composed himself, a deep, wry smile on his face as he put a hand to his forehead and shook his head.

"It seems it wasn't just underestimation; my very perception of you as a mere rookie was a mistake."

"...From my perspective, I'd much prefer you to keep underestimating me."

"It seems you have a sharp tongue as well—I was fighting seriously, you know. But from now on, I'll fill in the missing 'heart' and come at you with mind, body, and soul."

...Ah, give me a break.

In that instant, the pressure he exuded swelled to a level incomparable to before.

As if it were his default state, a gentle arc still played on his lips, but his glittering eyes were filled with a single emotion.

A scorching fighting spirit, so intense it felt cold.

"Sorry for interrupting... get ready. This is where it really begins."

"Tch... Imbue me!"

Frustratingly, I felt myself being overwhelmed and finished buffing myself with the Crimson Valor as if for self-defense. Irori—the [Sword Protector]—readjusted his grip on his katana with both hands and spoke with a solemn air.

"Allow me to properly introduce myself—Istia Rank Seven, [Sword Protector]."

It was heavy. The crushing pressure he unleashed sent a virtual tremor through my body.

"Now, let us begin."

And with that, the foreign samurai vanished.

"What—"

No, panic later, move!!

I've already used my emergency escape card, [Prescient Eye]. Thanks to its ridiculously long cooldown of twelve hundred seconds, I can't rely on its attack prediction anymore.

In that case—!!

"[Blink Switch]!!"

I've got a lock on his presence.

I felt a tingle on my left side and thrust both hands in that direction, summoning the [Giant's Hand Axe] and the massive form of [Prologue: Wedge Fragment Singing of Eternity (Angalta)].

Without grabbing the weapons I summoned before my hands, the two of them fell according to their immense weight. Despite the short distance, they shattered the arena floor—

A loud crash, an impact.

"Interesting!"

"Isn't teleporting cheating?!"

I'm sure someone could say the same about me, but I don't have the luxury of choosing my words right now.

In place of the two weapons that had successfully blocked the horizontal sword slash, I once again summoned the [Demon Horn Spear: Crimson Valor].

A long weapon is at a disadvantage at katana range? We're not bound by the physical performance of the real world here!!

With a standard grip on the right and a reverse grip on the left, I held the spear horizontally and spun like a top on one foot—I'm sure it looked ridiculous. If only the engine I was running on wasn't an insane AGI of 350!!

With a *VWOOSH* that no normal human body could produce, I became a spinning top of death. In my blurred vision, which was now just a horizontal line, I vaguely confirmed that he had skillfully distanced himself from my range.

..., ..., ...—Now!!

"Hraaaah!!"

I used my ridiculous STR of 300 (muscles) to forcefully brake the insane rotational movement, and with the [Sword Protector] locked dead center in my sights, I threw the Crimson Valor with all my might.

"Tch... hmph...!"

He probably didn't expect a follow-up attack to come flying at him without a moment's pause after such high-speed rotation. He deflected it with the same infuriatingly solid swordsmanship as before, but I didn't miss the click of his tongue or the slight break in his stance.

"[Panga Fool]—!"

Even the momentary summoning lag felt frustrating as I pulled the trigger.

A red lightning bolt flashed, and my legs shot forward with enough force to shatter the floor—the 'enemy' was right in front of me.

"[Prologue: Wedge Fragment Singing of Eternity (Angalta)]—!!"

And I activated a new skill, [Exchange Voltate]!!

The god-tier of god-tier skills, which consumes the count built up by switching weapons to boost the power of the next attack.

Why does an active skill like this not have a cooldown? It must be a bug!!

The boost I'd accumulated throughout the battle so far enveloped the imposing armament in a pale white light effect, and just as it was about to strike the [Sword Protector], who was forced into a momentary animation lock—

"—[Bushin]."

"Tch...!!"

Just before it hit. I saw the membrane of light that deployed around him with his mutter, and having anticipated this development, I grit my teeth and swallowed a curse.

The blow, which held enough power to easily crush even a boss monster, slid off the membrane of light—a veil of shimmering ice that glittered in the sun.
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    [Frostblade Shirosou]—among all existing Anima, it is the only one that takes the form of a pure Japanese sword. In an unofficial ranking of exceptional Anima, it is listed as *sixth* in the *armor* category.

The ability hidden within its blue-silver blade is called *Bushin*—the power to deploy a spherical, physical defense barrier that envelops the user.

Like a veil of diamond dust, the barrier doesn't block or deflect physical attacks—it parries them, letting them slide off as if on ice.

It apparently has a numerical durability value, but since it's a cheat-level flexible shield that automatically parries everything, breaking it with a head-on attack isn't realistic. After much debate, the only established method to counter it is to simply chip away at it with magical attacks.

—Yes, *only* with magic.

"What a physical-build killer..."

After my all-out strike was completely nullified, I managed to narrowly escape the merciless counterattack that followed. Scrambling away, I shot a resentful glare at the very embodiment of unreasonableness.

"How rude. I'm more than a match for mages, too," the [Sword Protector] replied, adding, "with just this one sword." He swung his Anima through the air pridefully, a smirk playing on his lips.

True to its magnificent appearance as a sword, it's also a top-tier weapon.

In the first place, Anima don't have durability—meaning they essentially never break. Just getting one in the weapon category is considered a huge win.

And this particular sword has been honed in the hands of a top-ranked player, and it even comes with an exceptional defensive ability that shuts down physical attacks. Of course it would make the rankings.

...So, what do I do about that thing?

*I don't have a single magical attack.*.

Well, I have one hidden ace that at least *looks* non-physical... but I'm pretty sure its damage calculation is still physical...

"...Well, it's not like I have any other options."

From the start, I went into this match prepared to lose if *that* didn't work. All I can do is give it everything I've got.

"Now then... I know it's unreasonable, but if you're out of options, this is checkmate."

He had probably guessed from my reaction that I was a pure physical build. As if even confirming it was unnecessary, he lowered his sword without taking a stance.

"Torturing my opponents isn't my hobby. I suggest you surrender."

As you can tell from his余裕 to chat leisurely, that unique ability doesn't have a duration. Apparently, if it's destroyed even once, it has such a long cooldown that it can't be used again in the same battle... but against someone like me, it's literally an invincible defense.

[Sword Protector]—what a fitting title, damn him.

"Unfortunately for you, giving up isn't in my nature."

I summoned them to my hands: [Panga Fool] and [White-Flawed Straight Sword].

"...I said it wasn't my hobby."

Despite his words, the expression on his handsome face wasn't one of disapproval.

*You battle junkie, that's what I'm talking about, Istia players—*Blink Switch*.*

"...Hm?"

I put away the black short sword and the white straight sword, next summoning the [Demon Horn Spear: Crimson Valor] and the [Revolving Gyre Shield].

—*Blink Switch*.

"What are you...—!"

He noticed.

Having come to some sort of conclusion, the [Sword Protector] shed his look of condescending余裕 and charged forward.

*That instant teleportation again—then I'll counter with this!!*

"*Bullet*!"

First, I summoned a handful of daggers between my fingers and tossed them straight up with *just the right amount of force*.

Then, without even bothering to read his presence, I stored the [Giant's Hand Axe] and the [Prologue: Wedge Fragment Singing of Eternity (Angalta)] that I had summoned and leaped upward with all my might.

And then—

"Wha—Hah?!"

Along with the sound of a sword cleaving through empty air, a voice of pure astonishment came from *far below*.

It wasn't surprise at the fact that I had summoned more clones despite the original [Rabbit Dagger: Parabellum] having been broken.

Nor was it at the fact that I had jumped over ten meters in a single leap.

It was the sight of the crimson daggers, ascending straight toward the heavens at the slow, leisurely pace of a paper airplane, showing no sign of falling.

And it was the sight of me, kicking off their hilts and soaring more than fifty meters above the arena as if it were the most natural thing in the world. His shock was likely for both.

*You're making a great face. I wish you'd just stay there and watch forever.*

At the apex of my jump, just as I was about to begin my descent, I summoned the Bullets again and threw them straight down with a trivial amount of force, as if merely plucking and releasing them.

The daggers, glinting in the sunlight, once again defied the laws of physics and began to fall slowly in a straight line—*Blink Switch*.

I summoned [Panga Fool] to my left hand and the [White-Flawed Straight Sword] to my right, using them as footholds to leap toward the Bullets falling below me—I kicked off their small crimson hilts and looped back into the sky.

Having started to bounce around by myself high in the air, I showed no sign of stopping my bizarre, or rather, skillful antics, all while basking in the countless stares from below.

It didn't take long for the murmurs of the venue to swell into a roar that reached even the highest heights of the arena.

◇◆◇◆◇

""—...""

"Ah..."

*Come to think of it, he* hasn't *done this* yet.

Seeing the two people next to her—and indeed, everyone in the special seating area—struck dumb, Sora finally remembered.

She'd been so captivated by all the cool things he'd done that she'd completely forgotten.

"When you think of Haru, you think of that, don't you?"

It was undeniably incredible, a feat that would amaze anyone who saw it, yet the movements required to achieve it were so oddly comical that they lacked a certain grace.

And because he did it so casually, with a cool expression on his face, it seemed all the more so. To be honest, that part of him was something I—

"..."

*What was I about to say?* As if hitting a sudden brake, she averted her gaze from the thought in her heart. Oblivious to Sora, who had cast her eyes down—

"Well, yeah, that's what would happen..."

"It certainly would..."

The stage, once filled with confusion, was now transitioning to the next situation, right where the duo next to her was looking.
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    "This is a manga, you bastard!!"

"It's a game, you moron!!"

We shouted at each other across the fifty-meter gap between the stage and the sky above.

One of us was frantic, the other thrilled. With a strained face and a massive grin, we began a game of tag—or rather, a target-shooting game of ground-to-air combat.

I was darting around the sky, racking up a *count* by combining Switch Jumps and Bullet Jumps.

And the [Sword Protector] was trying to shoot me down with a super-fast barrage of *flying slashes*, just like you'd see in a manga or anime. That wasn't in his data!!

"Hahaha! You really are an interesting one!! This is the best!!"

"It must be fun to be the one shooting!!"

This guy's no good, he's more of a battle junkie than I thought...!

And how long can you keep firing those things?! Isn't that a skill?! Unlimited ammo?! No time limit?! This has gotta be a bug, Arcadia!!

I couldn't afford to leisurely hop up and down anymore. I was forced to zip around the sky in every direction, and my various thought processes were overloadinggggg...!!

"Dah—Damn it!!"

*The ground is better than the sky at this rate—*

"What, are you done already?"

"Don't look so disappointed—Whoa, that was close!!"

Unable to take it anymore, I returned to the stage, only to be instantly closed in on by a blonde shadow.

I dropped flat to the floor, practically sticking to it, and a sword strike pierced the air, just grazing the ends of my floating hair and hood.

"Tch... *Bullet*!!"

My movement stopped for a moment in the awkward position—but the daggers I desperately threw with one hand were all blocked by the shield of fine ice.

"*Enka*—"

"Tch... you bastard!"

"—*Senjin*!!"

"Ggh-Dzaaah!!"

I activated *Tremble Slide* from a contorted position on my two legs and one hand, and it saved me in the nick of time from the slash of the Frostblade Shirosou as it swept in a full circle.

My body was a mess, and I couldn't control the ridiculously intense inertia. I rolled across the floor with enough force to bounce—and in the corner of my eye, I saw the [Sword Protector] moving in for a follow-up attack.

*You don't hold back, do you... It's an honor, Title Holder!!*

"Come, [White-Flawed Straight Sword]!!"

I activated *Blink Switch* and *Floating Leaf* in parallel.

*I grabbed the forward vector* created by the swing of my arm and kicked the laws of physics aside with a sudden brake to meet the second strike head-on.

The samurai's eyes widened at the series of acrobatic maneuvers, and my swing clashed with his—

"Guuh... Oah!!"

An overwhelming difference in specs. The blade of [Frostblade Shirosou], one of the top-ranking Anima, sent both me and my [White-Flawed Straight Sword], which was nothing more than a baby's toy in comparison, flying.

*I knew it, but I don't stand a chance...! Sorry, partner, you're on standby for this one...!*

Apologizing for the benching, I sent my own Anima to my inventory—Alright, the cooldown's up, activating *Flip Stroke*!!

"It's a ten-second acrobatics show... if you think you can keep up."

I pulled the trigger on [Panga Fool]. My HP, which had been chipped away throughout our exchange, finally entered the red zone—

"Then come and get me...!"

A dance of Bullets—the stage was once again filled with a swarm of crimson.

The skill's effect was uncontrollable, launching the crimson daggers at a speed equivalent to a full-power throw—and my avatar, having outrun the crimson lightning, raced across that *sea of footholds*.

"—...This is..."

Throw, run, jump, stomp, hurl, dash.

With my prized legs at full throttle, I began a super-high-speed circular motion around the [Sword Protector], who had stopped in his tracks as if taken aback.

It wasn't just a simple, linear rotation. It was a spiral ring, bouncing up and down irregularly, drawing a surface rather than a line—he must have given up on chasing me. The samurai stood still with his sword lowered, but a confident smile remained on his face.

"And? What can you do *with that*?"

I had no words to offer in response to his provocative taunt.

*I'm in the middle of* preparing *that right now*. Just stand there and wait!!

In a high-speed world where I was no longer being chased, I used my free hand to switch weapons one after another, accumulating a count.

Before long, a faint, pale blue light effect began to glow on my right arm—ten seconds.

The effect of *Flip Stroke* wore off, and the barrage of daggers that had constantly formed my footholds ceased.

"...Is that the end?"

As I came to a dead stop, the [Sword Protector] smiled as if to say, "That was a good show."

"—Not a chance."

In response, I, who he probably thought was out of options, gave him a deliberately fearless smile... and gripped the hilt of the short sword at my waist.

He had seen me shatter it myself—it was broken from the middle. He must have been wondering what I could possibly do with a broken weapon.

"—...!"

His eyes widened at the sight of the flawless crimson blade that I drew.

"This is where the finale begins."

*Explosive Rabbit*—triggered by the shattering sound of the twice-broken [Rabbit Dagger: Parabellum], the more than one hundred Bullets scattered across the stage detonated.

Partly because of what happened at the start of the match, it must have been a pure reflex action. The samurai instantly took a defensive stance, but the crimson fragments wouldn't have reached him even if he hadn't.

Even if they were described as high-density mana clumps, the weapon derived from materialized Ruby Rabbit Demon Horn unfortunately dealt physical damage.

It couldn't break through the barrier of [Frostblade Shirosou]—I knew that all too well.

That's why this was just a diversion. Nothing more than a way to buy time so I could escape back into the sky.

As expected, I was caught in the aftershock of the Explosive Rabbit myself... but the [El-Gran Series] crafted by the Indigo Girl certainly saved my life.

Looking down from far above, my avatar's superhuman vision caught the [Sword Protector] muttering something as he looked up, having confirmed that I had disappeared from in front of him.

I was about two hundred meters up. Having run up the staircase I laid for myself in a single breath, I couldn't hear his words... but there was no need for any more back-and-forth.

My count accumulation was at its max. Whether I cried or laughed, the preparations for a final blow were complete—then there was only one weapon to call.

Isn't that right? It was supposed to be your grand debut on a big stage—you can't end this with a big swing-and-a-miss, being looked down on!!

"[Prologue: Wedge Fragment Singing of Eternity (An=Re Galta)]!!"

In my right hand, I summoned the monstrous greatsword—

*Come to think of it, this all started because I was instigated by 'her'.*

*The one who entrusted this Narrator's Armament to me, its wielder.*

*The one who picked me up when I was a no-name causing a ruckus, a true benefactor.*

*That's what my exclusive magic artisan—my one and only weaver—wants.*

*To kick all the* rabble *to the curb!!!*

"*Manifestation Release*—!!"

It was the second phase, a transition permitted only to the five Terror Armaments in the world.

The keyword I shouted as I began to fall was acknowledged by the system, and by the [Prologue: Wedge Fragment Singing of Eternity (An=Re Galta)]—and its massive, iron-lump-like blade *shattered* with a roar-like crash.

As fragments grazed my cheek, I narrowed my eyes. What appeared in my vision was a withered, shrunken *remnant of a sword*, so unreliable it was hard to believe it came from the original weapon.

I recognized the white scar.

A remnant of a past life-or-death battle left on the blade—and from it, light overflowed.

Its form was different,

Its brilliance was different,

But the figure that displayed its majesty—

The *greatsword of golden, shimmering light* was undeniably the martial might of the legendary [Sword King]—!!

...Well, I can see your face clearly now—*so what'll you do*, Lord [Sword Protector]?

Dodge it, receive it, or shoot it down? As I held the golden greatsword that far exceeded my own height, my gaze pressed him for a choice—

"Tch—...!"

He laughed, a vicious smile that sent shivers down my spine.

He gripped his sword with both hands, and a dazzling silver light dwelled within its blade.

*Ah, I really...—I believed in you, Eastern Ranker (Battle Junkie)!!*

"I'll take you on—*show me what you've got*, rookie!!!"

"—You're on, Sword Protector!!"

Activating *Exchange Voltate*!!

The fully accumulated count became a torrent of pale blue that mixed with gold—and a raging platinum phosphorescence drew a single contrail across the sky.

Added to the velocity of my fall from the sky was the weight of the [Prologue: Wedge Fragment Singing of Eternity (An=Re Galta)], still pressing down on my whole body even after shattering.

My body, scattering light as it accelerated, descended upon the stage like a meteor.

And—

"*Rinka*—"

"Overturn—"

A single slash of silver met me.

A giant flash of gold challenged it.

"—*Ittou*!!"

"—*[Angalta, God-Wedge Spirit Sword]*!!!"

The clash of brilliance was over in an instant.

The gold that touched the silver devoured the [Sword Protector]'s strike as if melting snow.

The fine ice protecting his body *evaporated* like water before scorching heat.

And so, the spirit sword, dwelling with the lingering light of the king, scattered the silver light and, along with the frost blade, sliced the samurai's avatar in two with a single blow as a satisfied smile crossed his lips.

<hr>

Q. Why didn't he dodge?

A. Pride.



    Chapter 121

    In Their Respective Places

    """—..."""

No one uttered a word in the silent, hushed venue.

The special seating area, filled with the game's administrative players, was no exception.

"...Haru."

A single girl let out a sound, pressing a hand to her trembling lips as she sank into her seat.

Her emotions were overwhelming, her blurring vision frustrating.

Amidst the dust rising from the arena stage, which he had shattered by cutting down the 'unbeatable wall,' he stood.

She couldn't take her eyes off his form, leaning on a withered sword as golden light dissipated from him, his breathing ragged.

Her heart was captured, and she couldn't let it go.

—*I can't.*

*What is this feeling?* I've known for a long time.

—*Because I'm not yet worthy of wanting it.*

Was it that time, or that time, or maybe that time long before... that time.

—*So, please.*

The path was so full, there was no way to pinpoint which moment was the trigger.

—*Anymore than this, please.*

The figure that had taken up residence in her heart, the feeling she held for it was,

—*Don't knock on the flimsy lid I've used to seal away my feelings.*

The girl, whose heart was simply scorched by a heat with nowhere to go, her eyes filled with tears, trembled—

It was in that moment that the world made a 'sound'.

"...Hey."

Hearing that 'sound', the first to speak was the golden giant—the third-ranked [General Commander].

"...It's real."

Next to speak, in a trembling voice, was the 'Insider', who had stood up in a fit of excitement.

What echoed throughout the virtual world was a great tremor, enough to shake space itself—the majestic tolling of a grand bell tower, delivered to all.

The girl's eyes widened. When she had visited the [Garden of Divine Creation] before, she had heard a similar, yet different, bell tone.

Louder, more magnificent—the endlessly ringing peal was a celebratory cannonade *aimed* at *someone*.

◇An individual meeting the evaluation criteria has been recognized within the Eastern Faction, Istia◇

◇Corresponding Player Name—[Haru]◇

"Eh..."

It was a system notification directed at every player in the virtual world.

The girl let out a stunned breath at the emotionless voice descending from the azure sky—

◇Reconstructing the rankings of the Eastern Faction, Istia◇

The divine voice did not stop its work.

◇◆◇◆◇

"—..."

Seeing her best friend staring blankly at the ceiling, having dropped her cup, the [Bush Warbler] sensed what had happened and spoke up.

"This [Haru] person is,"

"...Yeah."

"Probably the 'him' you were talking about, Nia-chan, right?"

"...Maybe, so."

The selection match, where entry from other factions was restricted, and all participants' accounts were locked from posting on any forum other than the Istia-exclusive one.

They couldn't know the details of what was happening—but the news of a new Title Holder being born, which was announced to all players, let them know that *something* had happened.

"Hey, Nia-chan."

Across the table. When she poked her dazed friend's cheek, her best friend turned to look at her awkwardly, her indigo hair swaying—

"Your first love, he turned out to be someone incredible, huh?"

"..."

As if following an indescribable emotion, she face-planted onto the table with a thud.

"I didn't hear he was *that* amazing...!"

Her resentful words were tinged with an unconcealable excitement.

◇◆◇◆◇

"Who told him to go *that* far...?"

*Could she possibly mean herself?*

It was true that she had sent him words of encouragement so passionate that she herself cringed, but there had to be a limit to things.

She had wanted him to take it within a reasonable scope—so she thought with exasperation, but the crimson magic artisan couldn't suppress the smile on her face as she chuckled.

"Ah, really..."

She held her right hand up to the light fixture on her workshop ceiling—the same ceiling from which the system voice had delivered the incredible news—and narrowed her eyes.

It was a shame she couldn't witness it.

What had he done?

Who had he faced?

—*Did the Narrator's Armament, the 'connection' I forged with my own hands, manage to become his strength?*

"I'm truly glad I met you... Haru-kun."

A genuine smile, free from any role-play, colored her cheeks.

When he came to report, what kind of teasing should she use for his outrageous feat?

As she pondered such pleasant thoughts—she was alone, rocking her chair in a good mood.

◇◆◇◆◇

◇The rankings of the Eastern Faction, Istia have been reconstructed◇

――――――Ranker's Title――――――

◇First【Lawless】―――【Tengen】◇

◇Second【Sword Saint】―――【Ui】◇

◇Third【General Commander】―――【Goldow】◇

◇Fourth【Left Wing】―――【Mi-na】◇

◇Fifth【Right Wing】―――【Ri-na】◇

◇Sixth【Scorching Gaze】―――【Hinayo】◇

◇Seventh【Sword Protector】―――【Irori】◇

◇Eighth【Twin Fists】―――【Genkotsu】◇

◇Ninth【Acrobat】―――【Haru】◇ New Ranker!!

◇Tenth【Undying】―――【Tetra】◇

――――――――――――――――――――

"—...Not bad."

At the entrance of the Istia wartime base, [Ruvalest]. From a distance, looking at the stone monument of inscribed names that stood at the far end of the main hall.

A young man in formal samurai attire, having just finished respawning, nodded in satisfaction at the newly carved name of a Title Holder.

Even if he had ignored the tactics for winning, a loss was a loss.

Exposing his defeat in public was a painful result for a Title Holder—but it had certainly been worth it.

Most of all, it was fun.

The [Sword Protector] smiled as he recalled the match against 'him', who had parried his every move as if he were chasing him down, exceeding his expectations every time.

"Still rough around the edges... more like not even carved out yet, but..."

He had seen it, the glimmer of a raw gem that would surely shine with a dazzling light if polished—he had seen it in that 'gold'.

Only at the very end... he hadn't expected his sword and his defenses to be pierced by that gold. That alone was truly beyond his calculations.

"I'm looking forward to what comes next, rookie—...no, junior."

Outside the clamor of players surrounding the stone monument with the new name carved upon it.

The young man, leaning against a wall in an inconspicuous shadow, was smiling with genuine enjoyment.



    Chapter 122

    The Man in the Middle of the Storm

    ◇Evaluation criteria met◇

◇A Ranker Title will be bestowed—Title【Acrobat】◇

◇Based on evaluation value, the rankings of the Eastern Faction, Istia will be reconstructed◇

◇Congratulations, you have been appointed to the Ninth Seat of the Istia rankings◇

◇Special Title Acquired◇ ・『Acrobat』

"—..."

*Huuuuuuh*—... say what now?

The battle hadn't even lasted a few dozen minutes, yet I was plagued by a mental fatigue that rivaled my fight with [Angalta, God-Wedge Sword-King]. As I leaned on the [Prologue: Wedge Fragment Singing of Eternity (Angalta)], which had lost its martial might and turned into a skinny, withered sword, my mind went completely blank from the waterfall of information pouring down from the system.

We had both unleashed our ultimate attacks, and as a result, I had defeated the [Sword Protector]—that's fine.

Well, not fine. *That bastard, I'll make him remember this the next time we meet...!!*

I felt a simmering resentment, but I had bigger things to worry about right now.

Eh? What was that? Ninth Seat? What about it? —...*Me*?

No... no no no no.

A Ranker is one of the top forty players in Arcadia, which has a population of nearly thirty million. They're treated like top athletes or living national treasures, right?

Me... in that ranking... what, so... what???

I-I can't... my thoughts are a mess...! I don't get it, and I think I'm gonna be sick...!!

The [Sword Protector] I had been facing had logged out, leaving me alone on the stage.

Naturally, I became acutely aware that every 'eye' in the venue was focused on me—and for the first time, a shiver ran down my spine.

In terms of numbers, the overwhelming welcome party I encountered during my debut at the [Garden of Divine Creation] last month was far larger. But that place was dominated by a festival-like atmosphere that made worrying about shame or anything else seem foolish.

This moment's atmosphere, a mixture of silence and murmuring, was completely different. Being exposed to the gazes of over a thousand people in such a tense environment—my mental fortitude wasn't crazy enough to remain unfazed.

*Hey... uh, can someone, anyone...*

I was cornered enough to mentally plead for help from no one in particular—and it was then that a large shadow fell over me, as if to shield me.

I reflexively looked up to see a giant of a man with blonde hair standing right next to me.

"—Hang in there for a bit, kid."

His wild blonde hair, like a lion's mane, swayed as he spoke to me in a concerned voice, though a powerful smile was on his face.

The man turned his gaze away from me and looked around the venue, puffing out his chest proudly—then suddenly, he raised both his hands as if he were a conductor.

"""—..."""

"Wha..."

As if it were the most natural thing in the world.

I was taken aback as I sensed the players fall completely silent in response to his gesture, taking a stance of *respectful listening*.

"—I know you all have questions, but listen up."

The man lowered his arms and began to speak. He wasn't raising his voice, yet... his deep, resonant tone echoed solemnly throughout the venue.

"This guy's exhausted from a major bout, so I'll introduce him in his place."

He took a step to the side, revealing me from behind his back once more. The gazes pierced me all at once, and I started to feel genuinely sick—but a large hand placed on my shoulder gave me a reassuring warmth.

"This is our new Ninth—Haru the [Acrobat]."

"..."

I was sorry, but it was true that the severe mental fatigue made my avatar feel incredibly heavy. I couldn't stand tall beside him, but to respond to his gesture, I at least managed to lift my head.

As I returned the gazes of the crowd with a strained face, I saw the man smile in satisfaction out of the corner of my eye.

"Setting aside the battle junkie who selfishly went and got himself eliminated—I too acknowledge this man, whom this world has acknowledged."

The man's lips curled into a grin, and I saw him take a deep breath—

"T H E N T H I S C A L L S F O R A C E L E B R A T I O N ! ! ! C' M O N, L E M M E H E A R Y A C H E E R, Y A I S T I A N F O O L S — — — ! ! ! ! !"

"—Eek...!?"

The tremendous roar from beside me made me stumble back, and for a second, I wavered.

The booming voice echoed, shaking the entire venue, and for another second.

A complete silence fell as everyone present was stunned, for one more second.

And then—

"""— — — — — — — — — — — — —ッッッ!!!!!"""

A great waterfall of cheers exploded, hitting me with a force that was not a metaphor.

As I nearly fell over for real this time, the man supported me with one hand, standing tall in the unprecedented tornado of voices, meeting the stormy cannonade all by himself.

"Sorry, but the party's over for now!! The new 'Tenth Seat' seems tired!!"

"Don't worry, I won't keep 'im to myself!! Just sit tight and wait for more news!!"

"Listen up, you lot!! Don't you dare go blabbing and leaking info!!"

"'Cause if ya do, with this *special hidden gem*!!"

"I'm gonna give ya a spectacular victory in this war!!"

"..."

And I, the man at the center of the storm, was on the outside looking in.

Every time the man roared something, the crowd, its voltage shooting up, roared back in agreement.

There was no longer a trace of the uncomfortable atmosphere of confusion and bewilderment. And the big shot who had accomplished this—

"Alright, kid—I'm Goldow, the Third Seat, [General Commander]."

He casually introduced himself like that.

Ah... Third Seat. That means he's the de facto top dog in Istia, with the first and second seats absent... Haha, I see. He certainly has the charisma to match. I get it.

"Uh... I'm Haru."

Honestly, I wanted to get out of this place right now.

As I replied with my introduction, wondering when the teleport would kick in, the man—Goldow—smirked and stroked his beard.

"That's not right, [Acrobat]. What's your name again?"

*Hey, this old guy came to help me, right? What's the point of being mean now!* 

"...Uh, Ninth... Seat? I'm Haru, the [Acrobat]."

*Besides, what's with Acrobat? Who's an acrobat? I'm a perfectly respectable light warrior, thank you very much.*

"This has to be a joke... all of it..."

I can't even keep up with the retorts. Finally, I leaned my forehead against the pommel of the [Prologue: Wedge Fragment Singing of Eternity (Angalta)] and muttered to myself.

"No joke about it—welcome, super rookie."

A rather cheerful voice dutifully replied.

A hearty laugh and a large hand patting my shoulder came down—and as my body went limp, a blue light of teleportation finally enveloped me.

Relieved that I could finally leave this place, a thought occurred to me belatedly.

I lifted my head one more time and looked over. I found my partner in the special seating area right away—

"—Sora...?"

It was just for a moment, in the instant before teleporting.

Our eyes definitely met.

The expression on the girl's face, as if she were suppressing something, was burned into my memory with a strange intensity.

<hr>

The most groggy protagonist in history.



    Chapter 123

    The Eastern Ten Seats

    Lured by the familiar light of teleportation, I surrendered myself to the momentary sensation of floating I had grown so used to.

The roar and heat of the venue receded in an instant, and after another familiar sensation of the surrounding air changing all at once—I opened my eyes to find myself in an unfamiliar place.

The first thing that caught my eye was a large round table with ten seats. They boldly occupied the spacious room, their designs conspicuously luxurious and unified in a black-and-white color scheme.

The atmosphere suggested it was a castle—likely inside Ruvalest, the underground castle. The style of the decorations and furnishings was similar.

"—You okay, kid?"

Then, Goldow, who had teleported with me, peered at me from the side with his hands on his hips as I slowly took in my surroundings.

...Man, he's huge, now that I think about it. He looks like he's over two meters tall.

"Ah, uh... sorry, you really saved me—"

"Whoa, stop right there."

As I started to thank him, frustrated by my still-sluggish thoughts, he held up a palm as big as my head to stop me.

"We Rankers, we treat each other as equals, regardless of rank. No need for formalities, talk to me casually."

*Eh...? I feel a bit hesitant to drop the honorifics with someone who so clearly gives off an older vibe—but man, he's really staring at me. Doesn't look like I have a choice, does it...?*

"Uh... You saved me, thanks. ...Is this okay?"

"Perfectly fine. I don't dislike people who get it."

When I adjusted my tone, succumbing to the pressure, he clapped me on the shoulder good-naturedly.

"You can call me whatever you like, too. Goldow, Old Man, Gossan."

"...Then I'll go with Gossan."

"Kakka! Fine by me. You're the second one to choose a nickname without hesitation, after Hinayo."

I thought maybe being straightforward was preferred, and judging by his cheerful laughter, it seems I was right—Okay, I'll go with the 'relative's uncle' level of familiarity.

Not that I have any uncles I'm close to.

"Now then—welcome, new Ninth. To the 'Round Table' of our Istia Ten Seats."

"Round Table, huh... pretty on the nose."

"Well, I mean... what else would you call it?"

Judging by the way Goldow stroked his beard, this room wasn't set up by the players, but was something that had always been here.

"I see... so, why was I brought here?"

*Honestly, this is all a bit much, can I sit down? Or rather, more importantly—*

"And sorry, but I'm a little worried about my *partner*, so I'd like to go check on her."

The expression on Sora's face right before we teleported wouldn't leave my mind.

I didn't sense anything too serious, but I couldn't help but wonder why she was making a face like that at that particular moment...

So I asked if I could go meet up with her, and Goldow laughed, saying, "Don't you worry about a thing."

"Your partner's with Rotta right now, on standby. I'll let you see her as soon as the introductions are over, so rest easy."

"Oh...—*Introductions*?"

*I appreciate the thought, but... hey, what's with that wicked look on your face? I'm starting to get it now, you're quite the prankster—*

"—BOOM!!"

"—boom."

BOOOOOOOOOOOOOOM!!!

"Whoa-hey!!?"

It was the moment after I sensed something ominous in Gossan's expression.

Two voices, one high-tension and one low-tension, suddenly echoed through the room.

And then, a *storm of explosions and flames filled the entire Round Table room*.

Swallowed by the raging fire along with Gossan standing next to me, I let out a bewildered cry and nearly fell on my butt—but then I noticed the strangeness of the crimson flames, which gave off no heat despite touching me.

"—...Is this... an illusion...?"

I muttered dazedly at the true nature of the fire, which presented a visual threat without burning anything.

Gossan, who seemed to be enjoying my reaction, laughed cheerfully beside me—and before I knew it, two new figures had appeared in the room.

One on the left and one on the right, on either side of the Round Table. They were girls, smaller than Sora, with a slightly childish appearance.

Both wore matching uniform-like shirt and skirt outfits, with mage-like robes over them, giving them a strangely fitting style.

Left was red, right was blue.

The design of their outfits was the same, but the colors were different, and the way they wore their different-length socks was a mirror image.

Their light beige hair was also different—the red one had mid-length hair, while the blue one had long hair—but their two cute, well-featured faces were the same, though their expressions differed.

"Hey, hey, hello there, Mr. [Acrobat]!"

The high-tension voice on the red left side exclaimed.

"Nice to meet you, Mr. Ninth."

The low-tension voice on the blue right side murmured.

"Istia's Fourth Seat! [Left Wing] Mi-na!"

The red one struck a dramatic, mysterious pose.

"Istia's Fifth Seat, [Right Wing] Ri-na."

The blue one stood there blankly.

—And then, as the illusory explosion in the room faded, the red one trotted over to the blue one who was standing stock-still, took her hand, and forced her into a pose.

*Hey, she clearly doesn't like that, you should stop.*

"Istia's Fifth Seat! [Right Wing] Ri-na!"

*You're even making her redo her line? Their voices are identical.*

"—Together, we're the Eastern Wings! Called upon, we appear right here!!"

BOOOOOOOOOOOOOOM!!!

"..."

Swallowed by the explosion once again, this time I had no reaction.

I averted my gaze from the red one, whose eyes were sparkling with a triumphant expression, and the blue one, who was narrowing her eyes in extreme annoyance—

"Can I go home?"

And my reaction seemed to be the final part of the performance that the golden old man enjoyed. As he bent over laughing at whatever his shallow funny bone found amusing—ah, yeah. I knew it.

Once I was prepared, it was easy to sense the teleportation... hm, eh? Wait, this is close—

"—Heeey. N i c e t o m e e t y o u."

"Hyuh...!?"

Right behind me, practically stuck to my back, at almost zero distance.

At the same time as a bewitching voice whispered in my ear, a slender arm wrapped in a long white lace glove slithered around my neck.

"Wh-what the—!?"

"Ufufu... you have a cuter reaction than I expected, Mr. [Acrobat]?"

As if enjoying my flustered reaction, a woman's voice caressed my neck—*Hey, what are you doing!? Please stop stroking my chest with those weird hands!!*

Just as I was about to activate *Ignition* for a super-speed escape, the slender arm released me with a light chuckle.

I took two or three steps back, on high alert, and turned around—to see a beautiful woman in a gardenia-colored formal dress.

Her lustrous black hair was gathered in a chignon, leaving a single strand to frame her cheek. And her gentle hazel eyes held the allure of a mature woman.

She was a bit tall for a woman, her eyes slightly above mine. Her well-proportioned figure was impressive, and the slightly revealing design of her dress made it a bit hard to know where to look.

—What stood out most was the *holster* at her waist.

It was so out of place with her glamorous dress that it somehow looked good. In its rugged leather, a large crimson *pistol* was holstered on each side.

"Sorry to surprise you? —I am Hinayo, Sixth Seat, [Scorching Gaze]. A pleasure to meet you."

The woman—Hinayo—curtsied with perfect form, pinching her skirt, and then smiled and gave me a wink.

"—I don't think my introduction is necessary, but..."

"Bih... you scared me."

From my side, where I was momentarily captivated by her graceful gesture—a voice I had heard so much of just moments ago spoke up.

Startled, I turned to see, just as I expected, the young man in formal samurai attire with whom I had just had a fierce battle.

Leaning against the back of a tall chair, he had a refreshing smile that was a world away from the viciousness he had shown on stage.

"Once again—Irori, Seventh Seat, [Sword Protector]. I welcome you, from the bottom of my heart."

With a brisk greeting, he held out his right hand.

Honestly, there were a lot of things I wanted to say to *this guy*...

"..."

But being met with such a cool and refreshing response, I couldn't bring myself to say anything, as it would just make me look like I was picking a fight.

I shook his hand with a rather conflicted expression on my face—and he, probably understanding what was on my mind, gave me an indescribable smile before letting go of my hand.

And then, the next person teleported in.

"—You're the [Acrobat]."

The man who appeared before me got straight to the point.

"Haru... yeah. N-nice to meet you."

Remembering Gossan's words about Rankers being equals, I adjusted my tone... and held out my right hand in response to the gunmetal-gray eyes staring straight at me.

...Ten seconds. The man stared at me without a word, and just as I was about to look away, unable to bear his gaze any longer.

"—I am Genkotsu, Eighth Seat, [Twin Fists]. A pleasure to meet you, Haru."

The man—Genkotsu—nodded, took my hand with a firm grip, and shook it vigorously... Yeah, he doesn't seem like a bad guy.

Unlike the others so far, who all had a certain quirkiness about them, his avatar was quite simple.

Short, cropped white hair, a medium build with a solid frame. Aside from the black lines on the collar and cuffs, his attire was no different from a real-life karate uniform, and there were no weapons in sight.

His overall impression was that of a "strict person"—but...

"Let's have a match sometime, if we get the chance. I'm looking forward to it."

Seeing him smile awkwardly, yeah.

He's definitely not a bad person.

"—So, I guess it's my turn."

"Huh...?"

A slightly high-pitched boy's voice reached my ears.

Honestly, this was the most surprising part so far. Why? —Because he had been in my line of sight *the entire time*, and I hadn't noticed him *until this very moment*.

His hair was almost the same color as my own ash-black hair, which I had recently changed at Nia's suggestion. It was tied in a single ponytail at the nape of his neck and reached his back, but it suited his androgynous features well.

His eyes were the same color as his hair, slightly cat-like. I wasn't sure if it was appropriate to describe a boy this way, but he gave off a generally cat-like impression.

His attire was also all black. Similar to me, he wore black top and bottom underwear... wait, actually, we look pretty similar???

The design was completely different, but in terms of clothing shape, it was very close to my [El-Gran Series].

A short jacket with a large hood, and slightly loose-fitting pants. Hmm, not exactly matching, but... a slight sense of kinship.

Like Genkotsu, he had no weapons in sight. Was he not using any, or were they just put away for now?

"It's embarrassing, so no appeal time. I'm Tetra, Tenth Seat, [Undying]... or I was, now I'm Ninth. Nice to meet you, senpai."

Wait, why senpai?

"Shouldn't I be the one calling you senpai...?"

"I'm definitely younger than you. I don't want to act all high and mighty with someone older than me."

"And it's easier to say," the boy—Tetra—added casually, propping his cheek on his hand from his seat, where he had been sitting all along.

"Hah..."

Well... it's not like I should be nitpicking every little thing, so I'll just let it slide...

In any case, with this, all the Title Holders of Istia, excluding the two retired and secluded top members, were gathered.

What can I say... it's a magnificent sight.

They all have this incredible aura... and though they're all different, their confident demeanor makes you feel the *difference* between them and everyone else.

And then there's me, the representative of the common folk, a huge anomaly mixed in with them.

Um, can I really go home now?

No? I see...



    Chapter 124

    An Unwanted Title

    "Alright, you lot, sit down once you're done with the greetings. The new guy's got someone waiting for him."

Let's wrap this up and dismiss—Goldow clapped his hands, seeing that the introductions were over. It seemed the meet-and-greet wasn't over yet.

"Hey Gossan, where's Yurayura-san?"

"Ah, she said she'd pass for now."

"Yura-san must be overjoyed, right?"

"I can't count how many times I've heard her complain about the weight on her shoulders."

Ranked seats, and the same number of chairs. They probably each had their own designated spot.

As the Third Seat (Gossan), Fourth Seat (Mi-na), Sixth Seat (Hinayo), and Seventh Seat (Irori) headed to their respective seats without hesitation, they exchanged words without any tension.

It's like... they're really friendly. Casual, or maybe close—

"Senpai, over here."

As I stood there dumbfounded by the top rankers' unexpectedly different demeanor, I was called over by the Tenth Seat... Tetra, who had been seated from the start.

"The Ninth is here. Have a seat."

He pointed to the seat next to him—do I have to sit? I probably have to...

From a lightning-fast clear of an uncleared dungeon to defeating the Seventh Seat (sort of)... I know it's probably impossible for me to claim to be a normal person anymore, given my ridiculously nonsensical track record.

Yes, I know that... but the commoner mentality I've cultivated over eighteen years won't be overturned so easily in such a short time.

Think about it. Say you're just engrossed in a game and you happen to run into a pro gamer, and what's more, you win.

You'd be happy. You'd be pumped. But then, on the spot, you're told—"Congratulations, you're now a representative player too."

Can you accept that? I can't. In any case—

"Thanks."

"Mm."

He was kind enough to call me over, so I'll just go with the flow for now.

I thanked him and sat down next to Tetra. On the other side, the Eighth Seat, Genkotsu-san... was already seated, his arms crossed and his eyes closed, looking incredibly cool.

Are you meditating?

And what's with this incredible cushioning... I could probably sleep better here than on my cheap futon at home—

"Hey, senpai."

Just as I was about to sink into the large chair, aided by my lingering mental fatigue, Tetra spoke up again.

I jumped up with a start and turned to him. The boy in all black gave me a faint, wry smile and told me, "It's okay, you can relax."

"I'd feel bad if you were being considerate, so I'll say this first—neither I nor Yura-san hold any grudge against you for our ranks dropping or being removed... so you can rest easy."

"...Is that, so."

His words, which I heard while sinking into the cushion, touched on a small point of concern that had been forming as the situation became more real.

"Unlike the others, we didn't come *here* with any ambition. In that sense, aren't we the same as you are now, senpai?"

Ah... so that's how it is. I see.

"Then, what I heard earlier... about Yurayura-san being overjoyed..."

"It means that she's finally relieved of the burden of being a Ranker."

That being said, her skill as the Tenth Seat hasn't changed... but having or not having a grand title must make a difference.

Mainly, in terms of pressure and responsibility.

"Now that you're here, senpai, I'm in *reach*. I want to get back to a carefree life soon."

"Hah... so there are people like that, huh."

I had imagined the Title Holders to be more... aggressive types. You know, like the blonde samurai chatting away two seats down from me.

"Of course there are, the system appoints us without our consent. For someone like me who's not good at standing out and isn't *good* at *fighting*, it's unbearable."

The way he propped his cheek on his hand and sulked was, as he said, very much like a younger person—and for some reason, I felt that the slight distance I felt from Tetra was starting to fade.

"I see... Well, thanks for being considerate. Nice to meet you."

"...Mm, you can just call me Tetra."

When I held out my hand, the boy took his cheek off his hand and readily shook it.

What can I say, he seems like a genuinely good kid—

"—Then we'll shake hands too!!"

"Huh?—Whoa, what the!?"

Just as we were having a peaceful moment next to each other—two tiny intruders, or rather, *cannonballs*, came flying.

"Goffah!!??"

Leaping over the Round Table in succession, the Fourth and Fifth Seats' heads slammed into my solar plexus... and the immense impact sent me into a forced stun. I was thrown back with my chair and everything.

—*Ah... this feeling, it's the same as 'her'*...

By now, I was starting to give up on the whole chaotic situation. As the status abnormality icon began to flash, I stared at the ceiling with a blank expression—

"Why me too..."

One of the girls on my chest, the downer blue one, muttered wearily.

"Eh? I just thought we were the only ones who hadn't gotten any physical contact yet?"

The red one, on the other hand, showed no remorse.

They were both pinning me and my chair down, but... the blue one—Ri-na—had her hands on the floor to distribute her weight, showing a tiny bit of consideration for me. There's still room for leniency there.

However, the red one, who was triumphantly straddling me with a smug look on her face, you're no good.

Alright, the stun's about to wear off. Three, two, one—!!

"So come on, shake our hands too, mmmph—!!??"

Roar, AGI, rage, STR. My right hand, having gained proficiency against a certain indigo girl, shot out, and a guilty verdict with no chance of appeal found its mark on the red girl's face.

"W-wait...!?—M-my faaace is creaking, it's creaking, it's making creaky noises, nyaaahhh!!!??"

Fortunately (???), I've learned from *previous experience* that this level of abuse won't deplete a maxed-out avatar's HP.

No hesitation needed. Make her understand, my right hand.

"...Hm?"

Then, I felt a tremor and looked down at my chest... Ri-na was trembling with fear at the sight of moron number two's death-like screams.

"...I-I"

"...You?"

"...I was just, dragged along by Mi-na, so, I'm innocent."

"Very well."

I had a feeling that was the case, so I'll accept that testimony as the truth.

"—Didn't you say you wanted to see your partner soon?"

"Could you not make it sound like I was the one who started playing around?"

*Just get on with the story already, my important partner is waiting...!!*

<hr>

Rotta-san is probably the one in the most trouble right now.



    Chapter 125

    Sufficient, Yet Insufficient

    "Because you *became a Ranker*, you *can't participate anymore*...?"

"At least, not as you are right now."

Mi-na was dragged back by Gossan, who had her by the scruff of her neck like a cat, and the conversation finally moved on to the *main topic* after twenty seconds.

The conclusion was thrown at me so fast it made the previous farce seem like a dream, and naturally, I, unable to keep up, tilted my head in confusion.

"Um... in the Four Pillar War, right? Why is that, and... wait, what? 'Can't participate *anymore*' means I would have passed the selections otherwise?"

"Tch... Of course you would."

When I voiced my question in a rather dopey tone, Tetra next to me laughed as if to say, "What are you talking about?"

"We all got your battle record from Rotta-kun. I was shocked too," Hinayo-san added from the side, giving me a sidelong glance.

"Normally, your preliminary record alone would have guaranteed you a spot in the selections. A kid who shot up with a quintuple score, more than five times the second-place player? We'd have no choice but to have you participate."

"On top of that, you had overwhelming victory after overwhelming victory from the first to the third rounds. If we exclude the Rankers, whose matches are more like exhibition matches... well, you were frankly the top selection."

"That's amazing, big brother. I should've gone to watch."

...What's with this? They're really hyping me up.

"W-well, thanks..."

Following Hinayo-san's supplement, Gossan and the red-haired girl joined in, all giving me incredibly cheerful looks... What is this? Is it just my imagination, or am I getting a weird chill?

"S-so... how does becoming a Ranker factor into this?"

"Wow, you really don't know anything."

"Mi-na."

I must have exposed my ignorance again. The red-haired girl, who let a comment slip, was poked by Ri-na next to her.

My ignorance is nothing new. I'll laugh off her unintentional-sounding murmur, and even her slightly mocking, annoying face.

—*Two more times.*

When I gave her a smile, she must have sensed something. The red-haired girl, who I had just given the indigo-girl-patented Iron Claw, ducked her head under the table as if to hide.

What's with her?

"Tch... Well, you see."

And Gossan, you really have a shallow sense of humor, don't you? Even if you try to hide it, it's obvious. You look like a grandfather beaming at his grandchild.

"The Four Pillar War has special rules for Rankers."

"Oh... like a number limit?"

If so, it would make sense that a newcomer like me wouldn't have a spot—

"No, it's not like that. There are a few, but—first off, we Rankers don't have respawn rights."

"So normal players can respawn?"

"You don't even know that?!"

"Mi-na."

I'm sorry... I had to use up all my prep time taming the surprising weapon known as the [Rabbit Dagger: Parabellum].

*One more time, you little—.*

"Ah, so... yeah. In any faction, a Ranker is treated like a boss monster that's gone for good once defeated, you see?"

That much makes sense.

So each Ranker is like a powerful piece that's lost for good once taken.

"The important part is this. In the war, there's a special rule that allows you to pit a 'boss' against a 'boss' to try and eliminate them—that's the *Engage*. It's one of the *key* strategies in conquering the Four Pillars."

Gossan said this with a dramatic flair—and in the next moment.

"Whoa...!?"

A hologram-like 3D image suddenly appeared above the Round Table, where the eight of us were gathered.

I started to get up, wondering what was going on... and I noticed the red-haired girl across from me had a smug look on her face. Did she do something—

"Oh, thanks. Ri-na."

"...It's easier to understand with a visual."

That wasn't it at all. Why are you taking credit for your partner's work?

I pushed the disappointing girl out of my mind and listened to Gossan's explanation, which was now supported by Ri-na's aid.

...By the way, Ri-na-san, how are you doing that?

"—So yeah, that's about it."

"I see... I see."

I understood the gist of it. And with that, the reason why they couldn't have me participate in my current state... well, I had to accept it.

"Please don't take it the wrong way, okay?"

Hinayo-san, who had been leaning back deeply in her chair, spoke up with a concerned look, perhaps misinterpreting my expression.

"The battles we face in the Four Pillar War are incredibly fierce. On top of that, given our position as Rankers..."

"Even as a newcomer, I can't afford to make a *fool* of myself. I get it, so it's fine... ma'am."

The top players of each faction in Arcadia. The ten Title Holders are the faces and stars of all the players.

For those who live in the virtual world—and for the people all over the world who peer into it from reality.

If such a figure, watched by so many eyes, were to make a fool of themselves... it would be a hellish scene to imagine. In other words, the conclusion is—

"I'm not strong enough *right now*."

"Well... unfortunately, yes."

I didn't think they were just hyping me up to let me down.

Their words of praise were from the perspective of a normal player. They weren't directed at the new Ranker, the [Acrobat].

"You're taking this more calmly than I expected."

That surprised voice came from two seats down.

As if to say, "You've got some nerve—" I snorted and gave Irori a sideways glare.

"You say that after letting me win *so obviously*."

It started from the moment the *God-Wedge Spirit Sword* cut him in two.

My mind, which had rapidly regained its composure after the shock of the gold devouring the silver without a hint of struggle, was flooded with one thought after another—the fight had unfolded so conveniently, as if to let me *live*.

Come to think of it, he hadn't engaged in a single *mind game* with me.

He saw my move, and he reacted.

He showed me his move, and let me react.

That was all there was to that match.

"...Well, I thought you might be holding a grudge."

I'm not angry.

I just feel like the mood was ruined... and frankly, I'm just sulking. I know it's childish, but I was serious about it, so it can't be helped.

"Senpai."

"It's fine, I get it."

I waved my hand and nodded at Tetra, who was probably trying to interject, to show him that he didn't need to worry.

"'It has a strong *exhibition match* aspect'... right? I understand that I can't just get instantly killed in front of the crowd and not fulfill my 'role'."

Seeing me sigh and settle back into my seat—I was a little surprised to see Irori give me an apologetic look and bow his head.

"I know it was a serious match for you, and I guarantee that I gave it my all *within my role*—but, I'm sorry."

"...Yeah, I get it."

Being confronted so honestly, I couldn't stay sullen and pathetic forever.

Let's call it a truce—we'll have a *rematch* someday.

<hr>

And the Eighth Seat is dozing off between them.



    Chapter 126

    Not Yet

    —In the selection match venue, where the stars of the stage and the multitude of spectators had vanished, Rotta was left alone with a single girl, and he was utterly at a loss.

He had a loving wife and children in the real world, so he was no longer young enough to lose his composure in a situation as simple as being alone with a member of the opposite sex.

In fact, he was confident enough to strike up a conversation without feeling awkward and make small talk for an hour or so—but that was only if the other person was in a natural state.

After the match, which had stirred up a deep excitement even in Rotta himself, had concluded.

Her partner, whom she had been watching over, had suddenly become a Ranker. It must have been a series of shocks for her... but for a while, she had maintained her composure.

That composure crumbled the moment the young man who had achieved a major upset vanished from the venue. The girl—Sora—sank into her chair with a barely audible breath.

Since then, she had remained still, her hands clasped to her chest as if holding something in, her head bowed. It had been about twenty minutes now.

—*Should I suggest we go back to the waiting room and wait?*

Sora's state was such that he hesitated to even speak to her... so naturally, Rotta sat in a seat a little ways away, gazing at the sky—at the artificial blue sky projected in the alternate space of the underground castle, Ruvalest.

He wasn't watching over the girl, but simply providing her with silence.

"—...Um."

So he was surprised by the small voice that reached his ears.

He turned his gaze calmly, so as not to betray his inner thoughts... and the girl, who had been looking down all this time, had lifted her head and was looking at Rotta with an expression of embarrassment and apology.

"I'm sorry, for being silent for so long..."

"It's fine. Don't worry about me."

He smiled and shook his head at Sora, who bowed her head, and she, without further argument, replied, "Thank you."

—*She's a smart girl.* He thought so, with admiration.

Rotta's consideration, his inner thoughts... this girl had probably understood them all correctly and chosen silence.

And she could accept his words honestly, and thank him directly without any unnecessary fuss.

All of this was normal—*if she weren't her age*.

Due to his *profession*, Rotta could roughly grasp the real-life aspects of the players he met from their gestures and atmosphere.

That other boy was strange enough... but really, he couldn't help but laugh at what a *perfectly matched* pair they were.

"Um...?"

"No, it's nothing—for now, I'm just glad you seem to have calmed down."

And he had no intention of asking any deep questions.

Perhaps she had even read that unspoken intention completely. Sora smiled faintly, as if in thanks—

It was at that moment, after several dozen minutes of being told to wait,

that the blue light of teleportation returned.

◇◆◇◆◇

"Sorry, Sora! I made you wait!"

As soon as the teleportation finished,

I rushed over to my partner, whom I hadn't seen in several dozen minutes, and bowed my head to Sora, who was looking at my sudden appearance with a blank expression.

"I wanted to see you right away, but the conversation got a bit long..."

After that, the discussion mainly about my treatment continued, but... in conclusion, I was released after receiving a 'proposal'.

Including that matter, there's just too much to talk about, what with becoming a Ranker and all—

"—Haru, please calm down."

"Tch... ah, yeah."

As I was flustered, wondering what to talk about first, a small hand reached out and grabbed mine.

Somehow, it was a sensation I had grown quite accustomed to. The girl's gentle warmth seeped into me from my right hand, as if to soothe my restless heart.

"...First of all, congratulations. The match was amazing."

"...Ah, thank you."

"It was wonderful," Sora smiled happily... and ah, I don't know, I feel like all the tension has finally been released.

"Haru...?"

Somehow, my strength gave out, and I sat down on the spot.

"Haha... I guess I'm just drained..."

As I said that, I gave her a tired smile. Sora, whose hand was pulled down as she sat in her chair, didn't let go, though she was surprised.

I had been worried about her expression, which I had never seen before, ever since we left the venue...

"Fufu... you must be exhausted."

—And I must have been relieved.

To see my partner, who had welcomed me back, smiling as she always did.

*I must be pretty far gone too...* I don't know whether to laugh or not.

"Haru."

After hesitating for a moment, as if wondering whether to pull me up, Sora got off her chair and crouched down in front of me.

I raised my head at the sound of my name and met her amber eyes, which were looking at me gently.

"To suddenly become a Ranker, what have you done? At this rate, there's no way I can catch up, you know?"

"From the bottom of my heart, I'm thinking the same thing. What's this 'evaluation criteria'? Isn't this game bugged?"

"Unfortunately, Arcadia hasn't had a single bug found since its service started, you know. Even the naming sense was spot on."

"I'd rather protest the whole '[Acrobat]' thing, though?"

"Please reflect on your own behavior before you say that. When you started hopping around in the air, everyone was stunned, you know?"

"Hey, it wasn't a joke, I was desperate!"

"Tch... I know, it was wonderful, you know?"

"Sora-san? You're not hiding that half-smile very well."

"It's your imagination. The one who's smiling is you, Haru."

"Kuh... you've gotten good at this, Sora-san...!"

"I'm the partner of someone who suddenly becomes a Ranker, you know?"

She squeezed my hand tightly, stopping my words.

"...If I'm not at least this strong, I can't keep up."

Her eyes seemed to have a faint hint of *that color* again, and

"...Sora."

"...Yes."

"...Are you *okay*?"

I felt so frustrated with myself for only being able to ask *that much*.

But Sora, who probably understood my heart completely, smiled as if *that* was what she wanted.

"I'm okay—because you, Haru, made me your partner."

"...I see."

In the end, we're two of a kind.

No matter how much our hearts communicate, touch, or connect—we will never cross the line drawn by our contract.

Even holding hands like this, without hesitation.

It's a sign of trust that we can exchange precisely because we are certain that neither of us will demand more—

We both honestly knew each other's hearts long ago.

That's why we don't step further.

"We're partners, after all."

"Yes, we're partners."

That was the one thing we both didn't know—we, who both had our own troublesome 'something' to deal with, decided to hold hands like this.

Because what Sora and I wanted was just a 'partner' to walk this world with.

"So—*this is not the content you're looking for*."

As I said that, I turned a sidelong glance—Rotta, who had been holding his breath with a pained expression, let out a huge sigh at my words.

"No, really... even I'm full—what are you two, *more than lovers, but not quite lovers*? Is it like your trust has gone so far that it's trampled over romantic feelings, or something?"

"Shut up, you heckler—thanks for looking after Sora, and thanks for the support."

"Yeah, yeah, you're welcome. I got to see something good too, in many ways."

After teasing me with a playful tone—Rotta stood up from his seat and looked straight at me with a smile.

"Haru—I'm very honored to have witnessed your rise firsthand. As a fan, I'll be looking forward to the further success of the new Title Holder."

"Please, don't—I owe you for a lot. Let's keep in touch, Rotta."

When I finally returned his smile, he, the first person I had met in this selection match, smiled happily—

"Well then, I'm off—make sure you follow up with 'her', okay?"

Leaving behind some unnecessary words, Rotta vanished in a flash of teleportation light.

That bastard, he definitely meant that in a different way...

"...Sora-san?"

"...Yes."

I looked over to see my partner, who was looking down and stiffening, still holding my hand.

Seeing the steam rising from her head, I didn't even need to think about what kind of expression was on her face.

"By the way, I knew he was watching from the start, you know?"

"—...Please tell me that sooner!!!"

I had warned her to "be careful in public" from the start, and this time, it was Sora who had initiated the hand-holding.

Conclusion, I'm not at fault.

As I comforted Sora, who was patting me with a teary, bright red face, I thought.

We're fine like this, we're fine like this.

Even if we don't know what the future holds—at least, for now, we'll stay like this.

<hr>

They both have their own issues, but please watch over them.

- The other day, I was able to achieve first place in the quarterly genre rankings. I am deeply, deeply grateful to all the readers who have continued to support me, and to all the new readers who have discovered my humble work. I will continue to do my best to convey as much of the story as I can.



    Chapter 127

    What Are Your Plans from Now On?

    "—...Ahhh! Now that we've left the venue, what a sense of relief...!!"

"Fufu... really, you must be exhausted."

A few minutes after I somehow managed to calm Sora down,

we left the selection match venue, [Ruvalest], and were walking together through the streets of Istia.

"...You seem to be okay, right?"

Sora, who had been smiling at me as I stretched my body with all my might, looked around and murmured in a small voice.

In the direction she was looking, there were players passing by without paying any attention to us—well, the person walking next to me is *that*, so... it's only natural to be wary of prying eyes.

"That El-Gran outfit is pretty conspicuous, after all."

Once I change, it's a different story.

I put on the outfit from Kagura-san, the [Series Lounge No. 39], which I had been wearing until this morning, and swapped out my hand and foot equipment from the [Meteor Serpent] set to the [Desert Moray] set, which I had kept from being disposed of.

Then, I removed the [Ruby Rabbit Hair Ornament] and let my hair down, and I felt like I had managed to change my impression quite a bit. The ends of my hair tickled my neck.

Come to think of it, so 'lounge' just means loungewear? I hadn't paid any attention to the name, so I didn't realize...

"So, um... in the end, what's going to happen to you now, Haru?"

We were just walking around aimlessly, but my future plans were actually quite clear.

I was already prepared to explain everything to Sora, who was peering at me from the side.

"For now... my selection match is over *at this point*."

She looked surprised when I said that, but she must have expected it to some extent. Her face also showed a hint of understanding.

"You're a Ranker now... so you've already shown the best possible result... is that it?"

"That's about it. And for now, they want to keep my existence as hidden as possible."

That being said, several thousand Istia players already know about me... but they still want to keep the information given to the public to a minimum and maintain the appearance of a 'hidden ace'.

"Does that mean you've already been given the right to participate in the Four Pillar War?"

"Yeah, that's what I need to talk to you about."

Just as I was thinking that, the perfect question came up, and I shared with Sora the explanation I had received at the 'Round Table'.

I was happy to see that she looked slightly displeased when I mentioned my 'lack of skill', but the clever girl quickly understood the general situation.

"I see...—So, fufu... 'training', is it?"

"It makes you laugh, right? 'I'm going to go train,' so seriously."

We both laughed at the fictional feel of the words, but the situation was dead serious, so we couldn't just laugh it off.

"So—sorry. For the next half a month until the war starts, I won't be able to move freely."

That meant it would interfere with our activities as partners. Even though I had no other choice, I had an obligation to apologize—

—*Sora-san, you were about to reach out your hand just now, weren't you? Well done holding back.*

"Tch... Ah, you don't have to apologize. You've become a Ranker, so please fulfill your *duty* properly, Haru."

Sora, who must have realized that I had noticed her hand movement, turned away to hide her blushing cheeks and lightly tapped my arm instead of holding my hand.

As I smiled at her adorable way of hiding her embarrassment, the girl said, "Jeez!" and gave me another tap, looking even more embarrassed.

"Um... I'll still be busy for a while, too. It might be rude to say this, but it might have been for the best."

"You say that, but you get lonely easily, Sora-san."

I got a little carried away and, after saying it, thought, "Oops," and checked her reaction—

"...I do feel lonely, but I also feel proud."

Along with her murmured, honest words, the small hand that reached out again grabbed my sleeve for a moment before letting go.

Sora, whose face was still flushed, lifted her head and glanced at me slightly,

"Please show everyone just how amazing my partner is."

And then—she gave me a rare, mischievous smile.

Needless to say, I, who had suffered a fatal wound of some sort, spent the next few minutes awkwardly.

"Well then, I'll be off."

"Ah—sorry, okay? Even though you cleared your schedule for the whole day..."

After enjoying a walk together for a dozen or so minutes, we had to part ways for now, following my completely filled schedule.

Honestly, I really wanted to go on an adventure with Sora after so long... but with this dizzying, lightning-fast development, I had suddenly become a 'person with responsibilities'.

I couldn't just do whatever I wanted right away—

"Really, don't worry about it—I'm looking forward to tomorrow."

At least it's a relief that Sora-san is in a genuinely good mood.

As soon as the second half of the tournament was cancelled, I had insisted on clearing my schedule for tomorrow, no matter what—all for a date, an adventure with my precious partner.

Sora-san, who hasn't been able to hide her happy expression since she readily agreed to my invitation, is just too cute.

"Should we make a pinky promise?"

When I held out my pinky,

"That's embarrassing, so no!"

she replied with a cheerful voice. She's too cute, it's dangerous.

"Well then, see you tomorrow. ...It might be difficult, but please try to rest as much as you can, okay?"

"Yeah, thanks—I'm looking forward to tomorrow too."

When I smiled back at Sora, who had once again discreetly tugged on my sleeve, she gave me a ticklish smile before logging out of the virtual world.

"...I don't know anymore."

Am I okay? I feel like I'm already so fulfilled in so many ways... eh? I'm not going to get arrested for some crime all of a sudden, am I?

"No, this is no time for stupid thoughts..."

I have a packed schedule, let's get moving.

I called up my friend list from the system window and linked two names to send a message.

Needless to say, the recipients were the two artisans.

They both seem to be still logged in, but I wonder if they have time—

"Oh."

As it turned out, the replies from both were quick.

I sent them a message saying that my schedule had opened up for various reasons and that I wanted to meet them again to thank them... but huh, their replies are quite contrasting.

'I can tell you've been up to a lot again. Just put me on the back burner for now and take care of your other business. Good job, you did well.'

That was from Kagura-san.

No, really, she's so considerate... you're so cool, sis. I'll continue to support you with all my heart.

—And well, as for the other one...

"...Haha."

'Come to the atelier! Right!! Now!!!'

I couldn't help but laugh at the reply from Nia, which was so like her.

The contrast, the gap with Kagura-san... honestly, I don't dislike her straightforwardness either.

"Right now, huh... alright, you got it!!"

I pushed off with my legs, which were loaded with skill boosts.

I might as well make it a summoning RTA. I'll surprise you by showing up at lightning speed, so you just wait, you indigo girl.

<hr>

They're starting to figure it out, but they're reading the room and pretending not to know.



    Chapter 128

    A Restless Tea Party

    "—I didn't expect you to get here in two minutes..."

"You did say 'right now.'"

My summoning RTA record was 2 minutes and 3 seconds. It's a shame I couldn't get it under two minutes, but I did get to see the atelier's owner's very surprised face, so I'll call it a win.

Nia, who had been stiffened in surprise with a used tea set in her hands, probably in the middle of cleaning up, looked at me with a reproachful expression.

"And I don't think it's very appropriate to barge into a maiden's room like that!"

"Hey, I replied, didn't I? I said, 'I'm here!' and you said, 'Yes!'"

"You were so fast and your voice was so loud, it surprised me! I was like, 'Yes!?'"

Eh... well, my apologies for that.

"Was someone here?"

The tea set, the chairs, a faint lingering presence of another person. Sensing these, I asked casually, and Nia, bustling about, simply replied, "A friend."

Nia's friend—a friend, huh... she must have a strong personality.

As I was thinking something so naturally rude, my back was pushed.

"What are you standing around for? You're tired, aren't you? Sit down already."

"O-oh..."

As if being herded, I was moved and pushed into the single-person sofa that Kagura-san had been relaxing on during my last visit.

It must be a luxury item; its comfort was on par with the chairs of the Ten Seats. As I exhaled and sank into it without reservation... a stylish mug was held out in front of me.

I reflexively took it—it was light. I looked inside and saw that nothing had been poured into it.

"Eh, what's this?"

"What do you mean, what is it... Do you have a favorite drink?"

Nia, who had perched herself on the armrest of the sofa instead of sitting in a chair, asked, holding a similar cup.

I couldn't think of anything off the top of my head when asked so suddenly... but then,

"Radiance Brett."

"An energy drink...?"

When I mentioned the name of my old part-time job comrade, Nia gave a wry smile and poked the mug in my hand with her fingertip. And then—

"...I seriously love fantasy."

Suddenly, a blue, bubbly liquid like Blue Hawaii welled up from the bottom of the cup.

I was shocked when I first drank it from a glass... but its poisonous-looking color was exactly that of the energy drink (Radiance Brett), 200ml, list price 190 yen before tax, that I had relied on in the real world.

"How does this work?"

"Hmm? It's a little magic item that reproduces the drink the person holding the cup is thinking of at the time."

She, too, was already tilting her own cup, which had produced some sort of beverage—steam was rising from it, and it had a sweet scent like chocolate... probably cocoa.

"Isn't this crazy? Is it okay, in all sorts of ways?"

Like product rights and all that...

"It's just a reproduction of a memory, so it's quite different from the real thing, so it should be fine, right? And even if it's not, I think *Arcadia* would *make it* fine."

Ah, right... is there nothing this game fears...?

The slightly carbonated drink in my mouth did have a subtle "this isn't it" feeling that was different from the real thing, but a sweet carbonated drink is still delicious.

If you could ignore the strange feeling of it not quenching your thirst no matter how much you drank, it was perfectly fine as a treat.

"..."

Nia, sitting on the armrest with her back to me, was sipping her cup in small sips and was unusually quiet.

Well, of course. She had told me to come right away, but now that we were face to face, it was no wonder she was at a loss for what to say.

Even I had a hard time grasping my own situation, so her confusion, having not been able to see what happened directly, must have been even greater.

...Then, right. I'll start.

"Nia."

"Mmph... y-yes. What is it?"

Laughing at how weak she was to a serious atmosphere, I bowed my head to the slender back with the swaying indigo hair.

"Thanks for the equipment and the support. I was able to go on a total rampage thanks to you."

"Tch...!"

When I smiled at Nia, who had glanced back at me, the shy girl quickly turned away and started flustering.

"N-no, no, it was nothing...! I mean, Kagura-san probably contributed more with the equipment...!"

Well, Kagura-san's contribution in creating the direct weapons was probably huge.

"...Actually, I didn't get to use either of the accessories you made for me this time."

"You probably didn't need to say that!!"

When I dared to say it, the indigo girl turned around with a start—and then froze when she saw the indigo jewel I held up in my hand.

[Agaphanthus Amulet]—the one Nia had put on me herself when we parted.

"You put it on a place where I could see it well—so it was really encouraging, you know?"

Every time I saw this thing sparkling like someone's eyes, I was able to kick away my weakness. There's no way you did nothing.

...But saying that to her face is a bit embarrassing, even for me.

Still, to express my gratitude, I smiled again and said, "Thanks"—

"—...U-naaaahhh!!"

"Whoa!!??"

Nia threw her mug into her inventory and leaped at me with a strange cry.

I reflexively threw the mug I had already finished and raised both hands to intercept her—but my relaxed body couldn't react in time.

"Ugh...!!"

I took a huge headbutt to the gut, and the impact, which was strong enough to lift the legs of the large sofa, sent a deep groan rolling out of my mouth.

*You bastard...! I may not take damage, but with VIT:0, I have no impact resistance whatsoever...!!*

With the forced stun debuff icon lighting up under my status bar in the corner of my eye, I gave Nia, who was now straddling me and looking down, a resentful glare—

"That! Part of you!! Is really not good, I think!!!"

"Eh..."

I think *this part of you* isn't good either. This isn't the kind of distance you should have with a guy you're alone with in a locked room.

Whether she was angry or what, I averted my face from Nia, who was glaring at me from way too close with a bright red face—and then my eyes caught the white skin and shorts peeking out from under her rolled-up skirt, and I immediately closed my eyes.

"What are you sleeping for!!"

"I'm not sleeping, I'm defending myself."

Mainly against the lethal weapon known as sexual harassment.

"I'm mad now, I'm really mad! Nia-chan won't just take it lying down, you know!?"

No, actually, don't I have the right to sue for sexual harassment here?

As I calmly thought that with my eyes closed, something fluffy was repeatedly slammed into my face.

What is this, a cushion? What, you want to fight?

I'm not an expert on artisan player stat builds, but from our previous *interactions*, I've gathered that at least their STR and AGI are weak.

So,

"F, mu... Mmphguu...!!"

Even with my eyes closed, it was easy to track the persistent attacks on my face. When I blocked the follow-up with one hand, a frustrated voice came down along with a weak resistance.

I snatched the cushion away from her and slammed it down around where her skin had been visible. If my memory serves me correctly—yes, mission complete.

After confirming with a squint that the poisonous skin was sealed away, I opened my eyes... and Nia, still red-faced, was puffing out her cheeks with her hands, deprived of her weapon, hovering in the air.

"What are you so excited about all of a sudden?"

When I said that with undisguised exasperation, the indigo girl huffed and deliberately looked away.

...You know, I don't know why, but I'm starting to find these parts of her a little cute. Is it because I'm starting to feel attached to her after all the help she's given me?

"...I don't know. I'm really mad now—I'm going to gouge you for the cost of Sora-chan's outfit and for what you did this time."

Nia said something quite terrifying...

"I have a proposal about that, though."

"Nye...?"

—I already had a candidate for a gift, which would also serve as my thanks to her.

<hr>

Acting like a gentleman.

The energy drink's name is a tribute to the red bull, with the first letters matching.



    Chapter 129

    With an Artisan

    "Ugh..."

"Well, what did you expect?"

Deep in the forest south of the player town, the Safe Area in the [Garden of Divine Creation], I gazed at the familiar crimson majesty from a safe distance, my eyes scanning the surrounding scenery as a bitter groan escaped my lips.

Beside me, Nia, hiding in the bushes with me, spoke as if it were the most obvious thing in the world... but come on. Seeing what I'd caused with my own two hands was enough to make anyone hesitate.

"This place is absolutely packed..."

"Like I said, what did you expect?"

Alright, I get it... so stop poking me in the side. How many times do I have to tell you that VIT: 0 gives me zero impact resistance?

Even her weak elbow jabs sent my vision juddering. Within my sights, a crowd of players easily numbering in the triple digits bustled about. Some were checking their gear, others stared intently at their windows, and groups large and small were locked in serious discussion. In short, they were all here to attempt the dungeon again after news of the first clear had gotten out.

"Well, after it was all over the news..."

"Don't say it."

I've been trying my best to ignore it all, you know... Every time I overhear someone talking about it, I break out in a cold sweat.

"Looks like it'll be impossible to get in without being noticed..."

"Does it matter if they notice you? If you just say, 'Sorry, in a hurry!' I doubt anyone will give you trouble."

...Now that she mentioned it, she had a point. Since there's a personality screening when you sign up, the players in [Arcadia] are generally a decent bunch. There are exceptions, like that ridiculously over-the-top welcome party, but I'd heard that people who did their research beforehand actually enjoyed those...

"Alright then, let's just go normally."

"...Are you sure? I can't do anything, you know?"

Nia shrank back anxiously, but I had no intention of making her work. This wasn't about her artisan build being useless; I'd brought her here primarily as a 'thank you' from me to her.

"Don't worry about it. C'mon, let's go."

"Are you really, really sure about this...?"

With Nia still skeptical, I led her out of the bushes and walked confidently toward the entrance of the [Spiral Crimson Tower]—

◇◆◇◆◇

"............'I doubt anyone will give you trouble,' huh???'"

"Hey, don't look at me! It wasn't about you, so I wasn't lying!"

She wasn't wrong. Thanks to my still-shoddy disguise, the one who got mobbed wasn't me, but Nia.

Well, I got dragged into it too, but...

—*Hey, isn't that [Milmarinus]?*

—*Nia-chan is outside the city...?*

—*With... a... guy...???*

That's how the nightmare began. A chaotic storm of questions erupted, a veritable pandemonium over the blue-haired girl.

With the exasperated gazes of the few female players at our backs, the excited mob of guys descended upon us, directing their lamentations at Nia and their fury at me with an intensity that was honestly unnerving.

As I tried to answer their bewildered questions, their eyes started to gleam with a dangerous light. We ended up having to flee into the [Spiral Crimson Tower] to escape...

I bet the hate directed at me went through the roof. In the heat of the moment, I had grabbed Nia's hand and practically dragged her into the portal.

The dungeon interior is an instanced space. Since we weren't in a party with them, no one else could follow us into the same area. We didn't have to worry about pursuers... but I was infinitely terrified of what would happen later.

"You're... pretty popular, huh."

Or should I say, they were all over you? The way those guys were freaking out, you'd think they were in the presence of a famous idol.

"............I-I have no idea what you're talking about."

I asked, but the blue-haired girl stuck to her story.

Hmm... well, the thing is—this girl has an incredibly beautiful voice.

Sora's voice is cute, and Kagura-san's is crisp and refined, but... honestly, Nia's is on another level.

In Arcadia, where avatar creation is possible and everyone is handsome or beautiful, I remember reading somewhere that 'voice' is a more important factor for popularity than looks. Add to that her forward, high-energy personality and easygoing nature... and well, I could sort of see how she'd appeal to a wide range of people. On top of all that, she's a top-class, multi-talented artisan. It made sense that she'd get that kind of treatment in Arcadia... or did it...?

I mean, I get it. As a guy, I can see that she's plenty charming just the way she is. But my first impression of her—that body press—is still seared into my memory, not to mention the bazooka-like bursts of energy that seem to seize her from time to time...

"...A-Anyway! Enough about me!"

Waving her hand as if to say 'just forget it,' Nia looked up at the spiraling tower and changed the subject. "So, what's the plan now?"

...Well, if she doesn't want to talk about it, I won't press her. I'll push her surprising popularity to the back of my mind and switch gears to the main topic.

"You don't have to do anything. I'll just carry you."

*[Blink Switch]*—that omnipotent god-tier skill doesn't just work on weapons. As I instantly swapped out my entire set of gear, starting with the [El-Gran Series], Nia gave an exasperated laugh. "So convenient."

The [Crimson Rabbit Hair Ornament] even had a handy feature that automatically styled my hair into a pre-set look, though the intense tickling it caused was a bit of a problem.

"Carry me, huh... I was made to understand in no uncertain terms that this place is insane, but I've never actually seen you fight before."

*I know you're amazing, but I have no idea how or why.* Her anxiety was perfectly reasonable.

"How should I put it... Just think of it as a super-upgraded version of this morning's little trip."

"What's that, are you telling me to die?"

"It's okay, I'll protect you."

"You'll have to say it with a little more conviction if you want it to have any effect!"

Ah, whatever. No matter how carefully I treat her, she's going to complain anyway. I might as well just make her experience it firsthand—

"Hey, don't you run away."

"Of course I'm gonna run! Just like this morning, what are you doing trying to casually scoop me up?!"

"I told you, it's fine. I have a skill for transport."

"That's not the point!"

With her pathetic AGI, Nia impressively managed to slip out of my reach. She struck a bizarre pose, thrusting both hands forward in a clear show of警戒.

"What is with you and being so weirdly used to women?! I get the feeling Sora-chan isn't the only reason!"

Says the girl who's been coming on super strong to a guy she just met???

"What, you really don't want me to?"

I sighed and opened my arms, asking for her decision. The blue-haired girl seemed to choke on her words, her gaze flitting about restlessly—

"I-It's not that I... don't want you to, but..."

Ah, so that's a yes. I've got your verbal consent.

No matter how wary she was or how much she scurried around, catching a single artisan who wasn't used to combat and had stats comparable to a real person was a piece of cake.

Without even needing a skill, I leaped behind Nia in a single bound. She froze, unable to react, and I scooped her up with a *hyoi*.

"Hyaaah?! Wh-hey—geeeezzzzz!"

"Are you a cow?"

"It's Niaaa!"

I have to say, I'm really starting to enjoy these exchanges. Let's keep getting along, okay?

She seemed to have complaints, but just as she'd said, she didn't seem to hate it. Once I picked her up, she just curled up and fell quiet. This girl's kind of like a cat.

"Alright, let's get going."

"...Fine, do whatever you want."

Don't be so grumpy—this is a special occasion. Allow me to demonstrate a carry that's a cut above the rest, a Ver. 2.0 carry.



    Chapter 130

    Aquamarine and Crimson

    The first victim—or rather, participant—Sora-san, got used to it pretty quickly, so my transport technique had become rather fixed in its rough-and-tumble ways.

You could say I'd grown complacent, relying on Sora's adaptability. But after thoroughly terrifying Nia this morning, I decided it was time to change my approach. I even have a grand-sounding skill called [Guardian's Cradle]. From now on, my super-speed transport service aims to provide the trifecta of explosive speed, safety, and comfort.

—So,

"Could you just close your eyes for the 'explosive speed' part?"

"WATCH WHERE YOU'RE GOINGGGGGGG!!!"

Don't worry, it's fine. With [Fatal Leak], I've got a clear lock on all the attack prediction lines.

Holding her slender avatar securely in my arms—and making sure to avoid any unnecessary jolts or impacts with smooth shifts in my center of gravity—I elegantly weaved through the crimson bullets assailing us from all directions.

For any rogue projectiles coming from my blind spot behind me, I had my [Angalta, Prologue: Wedge Fragment Singing of Eternity] shield to send them on their way. My vision was filled with crimson lines of death, and I instantly selected the shortest and gentlest route through them.

And of course, the star of the show, the god-tier skill that made this high-speed comfort a reality: [Rabbit Run]. Its effect allows me to generate an insane amount of thrust with just a flick of my ankle, eliminating the need for big, stomping steps and minimizing the vibrations my guest feels. The result was me, ascending the spiral tower while teasing the killer rabbits with movements as nimble as a dance.

And then there was Nia, who, because the biggest problem of 'speed' remained unresolved, was clinging to me half-sobbing and letting out the occasional scream.

Hmm... seeing the reaction of my second victim really makes me appreciate something new—

"Sora really does adapt to things fast, huh..."

"The disconnect between your movements and your words is insaneee!"

As I murmured my thoughts while executing a high-speed step, a witty retort flew from my arms. All things considered, this one seems pretty adaptable too...

—Ah, *that one's* a little in the way.

"Hup."

Without stopping, I summoned a [Parabellum Bullet] at my feet. Kicking the dagger in sync with my step, it shot out and unerringly took down the [Ruby Bullet] that had drawn an inconvenient line of death.

"—...I can't take this guy anymore! He's a monster! A pervert! A ranker!"

"She's saying whatever she wants now..."

I know it looks pretty crazy, but since I can see the prediction lines, it's not actually that difficult of a trick. Even Sora could do it.

"Alright... hang in there, Nia. We're halfway."

"Fuguuuu...!!"

Having finally resorted to just burying her face in my chest and groaning, I carried the blue-haired girl onward, pushing through the now all-too-familiar spiral path.

This escort mission, painted with countless crimson bullets, would be over shortly. I just needed her to bear with it a little longer.

◇◆◇◆◇

"I'm sorry."

"I'm not mad."

That's exactly what people say when they're trying to show they're mad.

I stepped into the familiar, bright red goal room for what felt like the umpteenth time. The blue of her outfit was a stunning contrast... even if she was collapsed on the floor.

Since I'd aimed for 'safe driving,' our clear time was just over a minute. The effect of [Fatal Leak] ran out halfway through, but I brute-forced the rest of the way using the memories seared into my brain from past clears.

"...Honestly, I'm really not mad. I think I finally understand what Kagura-san meant by 'outside of common sense.'"

"Hmm... well, this place is kind of an exception. In an actual fight, my movements would be completely different."

Just as she said, Nia was gradually starting to calm down. She held out a hand with a small "Nn." I pulled her up, and she stood, albeit a little unsteadily.

"—So, did you receive your gift?"

As she took a deep breath, I asked about the results. Nia's expression was hard to read as her lips twitched.

"...Eh, what's with that face?"

"Well, I'm just... wondering if it's okay. Normally, something like this is an item that top-tier combat players might not even get after tons of hard work, you know?"

It feels like cheating to get it just by being carried? That's just a matter of perspective.

"I told you, it's a present. Think of it as something I sent you through the system. Don't overthink it, just accept it."

I was being literal. That wasn't some flimsy excuse.

"Okay... then, I'll accept it."

"Good. By the way, what did you get?"

Sora got a choker, but if I had to guess—

"Um, it's... a bracelet, I think? It's called the [Crimson Rabbit Bracelet]."

"Ah, just as I thought."

It was probably confirmed, then. The reward for a normal clear of this place was likely a different type of accessory for each player. Whether it was random or the system picked out something that suited the player was unclear... but the fact that the [Crimson Rabbit Decoration] was the first-clear reward must be because it could be crafted into whatever you liked.

"Muu... It's frustrating, but it's beautiful."

Nia held the bracelet she'd taken from her inventory in her palm, muttering to herself. I'd been a little hesitant, wondering what a master jeweler would think of being gifted a finished piece of jewelry... but seeing her expression, she didn't seem to mind. All's well that ends well.

"Does it meet with your approval?"

What kind of material was it? It had the hard luster of crystal yet was flexible like a leather bracelet. It was a fine piece, adorned with a small, familiar rabbit-shaped gem that would make even a first-class jeweler hum with approval. It was the greatest token of gratitude I could offer at the moment—

"............Yeah, thanks."

Finally, a genuine smile graced her profile. What a... well, what a relief. I really am grateful to her, more than I can put into words. Even if it's just an accessory, I'm relieved I could give my feelings some form—

"...Nn."

"...Hm?"

—and just as I was thinking that, she held out the very present I'd just given her.

I tilted my head, not understanding her intention, and Nia quickly looked down, as if to hide a face that was slowly turning red.

..................Okay, saying I don't understand her intention is a lie.

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

*You can put on a bracelet yourself*—the fact that I can't bring myself to say it... what does that make me as a man? Even if I've decided not to get too close.

When your partner is of the opposite sex, getting too friendly with other women probably isn't something to be proud of—

"...Bracelets go on your non-dominant hand, right?"

Sorry, I can't do it.

I'll just admit it—one way or another, I like this girl. She's easy to be around, she goes with the flow, and no matter how casually we treat each other, it never turns into more than playful banter. It's only natural to want to cherish someone like that.

We've only met a few times and it's already like this. This is definitely a precious connection.

My willpower isn't strong enough to be cold to someone like her now.

"You're strangely knowledgeable about this... Have you given one to someone before?"

"Stop trying to fish for information. So, which hand?"

I dangled the bracelet I'd picked up, urging her on. Nia timidly held out her right hand.

"Oh, so you're left-handed."

"Actually, I'm ambidextrous, so either is fine..."

Such a dexterous one. You must be a prodigy, huh?

"Hey, Nia-chan."

"What is it now...! You're so chatty...!"

"How do I put this on? Where's the clasp?"

"Are you that clumsy?!"

If you're going to go that far, you should just do it yourself. Her slender fingers took hold of my hand, guiding me as I fumbled.

Then, with a soft click, the bracelet snapped onto her thin wrist—and we both let out a huge sigh at the same time and took a step back from each other.

"...You know, if you're going to blush *that* much, you should have just put it on yourself."

I deliberately teased the blue-haired girl, who was now red up to her neck.

In response, as if she'd decided to just own it, Nia held up her right hand with a defiant, triumphant look.

"Oh, just shut up, shut up! H-How does it look?!"

"Yep, cute, cute. As expected of Nia, you're looking very Nia today."

*The brilliant crimson really stands out against her aquamarine hair and eyes. It's beautiful*—to say that out loud would be going too far with the lip service. The problem is, it's not exactly just lip service, either.

My side-splitting joke, delivered to hide my own blush, seemed to calm the atmosphere nicely. As I dodged the blue-haired girl's ice-cold glare and half-hearted pokes, I was aware of a smile on my face, one that was different from the one I showed Sora.

—From an outsider's perspective, I probably look like a fickle guy, but I'll just give up on that for now.

Because in my mind, she has already entered the category of a 'dear friend'.



    Chapter 131

    Seventh and Ninth

    After successfully repaying a small favor, I passed through the goal room's transfer gate and zipped back to the city in the Safe Area.

The portal dropped us off, as if by design—and it probably was designed specifically for her—right in front of the major artisan clan Nia belonged to, [Mirage Workshop].

"Sorry for rushing you."

"You've got a tight schedule, right? Don't worry about it, Mr. Famous!"

It seemed she liked the gift after all. As Nia teased me cheerfully, I could only manage a wry smile. "Please, spare me."

"—Alright, see ya! And make sure you bring your clothes in for maintenance regularly!"

"Yeah, yeah. I'll drop by to say hi once in a while."

That's the third time she's said that in this short period.

I gave a wave in response to her reminder, and with a satisfied smile, she said, "Good enough," and headed back to her home base. Of course, not without turning back at the last second to wave dramatically.

What an energetic person. I don't dislike it.

"...Now then."

I'll thank Kagura-san another day. For now, I've taken care of the essential errand. What comes next is my duty as the newest member to join the ranks of the numbered—it's time for some 'training.'

"Nfuh..."

I can't help but laugh. Training.

The fact that it's a serious matter born of necessity just makes it funnier—

"—What are you laughing at by yourself?"

"................Do you make a hobby of appearing next to people without a sound?"

An exasperated voice suddenly spoke up. I glared sideways at the presence that seemed to have materialized out of thin air, only to see a young man in a *kamishimo* standing there as if it were the most natural thing in the world.

What's with that look? You're the one with that weird, annoying smile on your face.

"Honestly, I was surprised. I wondered what business you had, but..."

Irori trailed off, glancing at the [Mirage Workshop] home base before turning back to me with an amused expression.

"I thought there was a strange sense of déjà vu when I looked at you, but now it all makes sense. The clothes you wore in the match—and the ones you're wearing now—they're 'her' work, aren't they?"

That blue-haired girl... is she such a skilled artisan that even the other rankers know her? At this rate, Kagura-san must be on another level too...

"And that strange dagger and your other outlandish weapons must be from the 'Yukahito' clan. I don't know which of them you met first, but I assume your connection to [Milmarinus] is through them as well."

"Are you a psychic???"

Even if you could read minds, your timing is too perfect. It's creepy.

"I thought you handled those two little ones with a strange level of skill, but are you surprisingly good with women? You're quite the dark horse."

"Ugh, stop teasing me, you're annoying...!"

I started walking away to escape his grinning face, but the [Sword Protector] headed in the opposite direction, saying, "It's not that way." Swallowing my pride, I did a U-turn.

"...So? What exactly is this 'training' all about?"

This proposal had come up so casually at the Round Table, but I hadn't received any details.

When someone said, "Let's decide on a plan," this seventh-ranked member was the first to raise his hand, saying, "There's someone I want you to meet..."

At that, Goldow and Hinayo-san had smiled knowingly, saying things like "Oh?" and "Hmm." The red one grinned, and Ri-na and Tetra gave me looks filled with something like pity. I had a very bad feeling about this.

Genkotsu-san had fallen asleep at some point. What does it even mean to sleep in a virtual world? Is that like... double-sleeping?

"Just as I said, there's someone I want you to meet—the second-ranked member."

"...Yeah, I figured as much."

Istia's second-ranked member, the [Sword Saint]—Ui.

A strange character who had been living in retirement, spending her days training alone ever since participating in the first Four Pillar War. A powerhouse who still holds the second seat despite not having appeared in public for over two years. And the person my partner idolizes.

Ui... I'm pretty sure Sora had called her "Ui-san." Just from the sound of the name, it gave off a cute, somewhat laid-back impression. But she's the second-ranked member of the battle-crazed Istia, and a [Sword Saint], right?

In my mind, I was picturing either a muscular giant even more built than Goldow, or an old man who was the living embodiment of the word 'master.'

"...For reference, what's she like?"

"..................First of all, how do you not know someone so famous...? But I suppose it's better if I just swallow those words."

About that, I'm truly sorry. At this point, no matter who it is, I'll readily bow my head in apology for my extraordinary ignorance.

"Hah... What's she like? —She's a wonderful person. For anyone who wields a katana in this virtual world, she is like a god."

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

I was momentarily speechless because there wasn't a hint of doubt in Irori's voice or expression. In other words, this seventh-ranked member truly believed her to be a 'god.'

...I'm going for training, right? I'm not being led to the slaughter as a sacrifice, am I?

◇◆◇◆◇

Several minutes later, Irori led me to a transfer gate.

It was a long and arduous battle—I lost count of how many times I heard cries of "Kyaa! Irori-kun!!" and the sideways glances I, walking next to him, received were all along the lines of "Uh, who's that?"

There were probably some Istia players who recognized me, occasionally giving me an "Oh?" kind of look, but so what?

After experiencing it for the first time, I learned one thing—walking next to someone so famous that every single person who passes by has some kind of reaction is so damn exhausting...!!

"...You okay?"

"...What? I'm fine. A portal? Let's go. Let's go right now."

I conveyed my desperate desire to escape the public eye with my tone and expression. Irori chuckled wryly, saying, "Alright, alright," and quickly operated the system window.

I accepted the party invitation that appeared before me in half a second, and the blue light of teleportation immediately enveloped me—

—————————Teleport.

————————Teleport.

———————Teleport.

—————Teleport.

——Tele...

"Whoa, whoa, whoa, whoa."

One transfer gate after another, a relentless series of teleports. Out of the city, across fields, over mountains—huh? Where are we? This place is a massive bamboo grove.

"What, where are we heading? Some uncharted region? Wait, a hermit sage? Is the [Sword Saint] a hermit sage living in an uncharted region???"

"I can see you're confused, so just calm down a bit."

Being led by the hand to an unfamiliar place is a situation that naturally stirs up anxiety. Especially since this is the [Garden of Divine Creation], a vast world that might as well be another dimension. If I were to be abandoned alone in an undeveloped area, I'd be seriously, hopelessly lost.

"There are some special circumstances. You can't reach her without going through the transfer gates in a specific order."

"Seriously...? Players can set up a system like that in this game...?"

Just the fact that players can create transfer gates is already an insane level of freedom for an MMORPG.

"...So, are there more teleports?"

Honestly, I was feeling a bit sick. I'd never experienced so many consecutive teleports before, and passing through that unique sensation over and over was a little rough...

"Don't worry, that was the last one—we'll walk a bit. This way."

"That's a relief... Right."

In the surrounding bamboo grove, there were no landmarks other than the transfer gate we'd arrived through. With nothing to guide him, Irori walked confidently through the uniform green, where there wasn't even a path—

"—Hey, Ninth."

As we were walking, he called out to me from behind, his voice tinged with a certain seriousness.

"...What is it, Seventh?"

From the atmosphere, I had a feeling it was about the match again. But we'd already settled that back at the Round Table. Irori had simply fulfilled his duty as a ranker, and yet he'd even bowed his head when there was no need to. I had no reason to doubt his sincerity now—

"About the match."

I don't, but... seriously, it's about the match?

"I have no hard feelings about it."

"That's not it."

When I honestly spoke my mind, Irori, who was walking ahead, stopped and turned around.

"It wasn't just an apology. I wanted to tell you. Our match was the first time in a long while that I had a fight I could enjoy from the bottom of my heart... is what I wanted to say."

There was no hint of teasing or mischief in his sincere tone or in the blue eyes that stared straight at me.

"So... yeah. When I said I welcomed you, I meant it. In other words... what I'm trying to say is..."

Struggling to find the right words, Irori awkwardly held out his right hand.

"Since we've met like this, I was hoping we could get along... without any lingering bad feelings."

—In the end, he looked me straight in the eye and said it.

That was probably not him as the [Sword Protector]. It was obvious from his hesitant manner that he wasn't used to doing this. I realized that the hand extended by this young man, who was only two years older than me, was likely that of someone his own age, seeking a 'friend' on equal footing.

Well, whatever. If I just ignore his blindingly handsome face for a moment—

"—You can call me Haru, Irori."

Even I know that this guy is a good person.

When I casually returned his handshake, the tension visibly drained from the face that was at a similar height to mine.

Haven't you worked as a model or something? You're probably a veteran at socializing, so why are you being so formal with a regular guy like me?

"I'll be gunning for a rematch soon, so you better be ready."

I let go of his hand with a deliberately provocative tone and held up my fist instead.

For a moment, Irori's eyes widened in surprise—

"...In that case, next time I'll make mincemeat out of you without holding back—Haru."

He flashed his trademark confident smirk and bumped his fist against mine without hesitation.



    Chapter 132

    Beyond the Deep Green, a Glimpse of Ash

    "—So, you see, I never intended to lose in the first place."

"—Oh? But if we're just talking about that final exchange, that was a clear psychological play that I initiated, you know?"

"Guh... When you hype things up like that, a ranker can't just back down in front of a crowd...!"

"Liar. It wasn't about the dignity of a ranker; you responded to my taunt because you wanted to."

"Even so! You don't expect a fifth-tier [Anima] to be broken by a prologue-stage Terror Armament, do you!?"

"I challenged you because I was confident I could crush it if I could just get you into a direct clash!!"

"You damn... [Acrobat]...!!"

"Could you please stop using my ranker title like an insult!?"

Thirty seconds after our fist bump, we had rapidly dropped all pretenses and were now engaged in the kind of lighthearted banter you'd expect from old friends.

When two guys of the same generation both have decent social skills, this is probably how it goes—though Irori doesn't know my age.

Above all, we were comrades passionate about the same game, Arcadia. Sharing a hobby is a massive buff to forming a connection. It's not hard for players to get along.

"Still... even I was surprised at how easily it broke—uh, it *will* get fixed, right?"

I glanced sideways at the single katana hanging from the waist of Irori, who was walking beside me. In response to my question, he snorted, "What are you worried about?" He drew the blade, and the frosty edge that emerged from the deep blue scabbard was missing from the halfway point.

"It's like a cooldown. It'll take some time, but you don't need to worry about it."

"That's a relief."

[Anima] don't have a durability stat. This means they are generally immune to damage or destruction, but they aren't absolutely indestructible.

For example, if it takes an extraordinary amount of damage in an instant. Or if it's hit by an attack with a super-powerful weapon-breaking effect.

Only when subjected to an extreme load that wouldn't normally occur does the Anima enter an auto-repair mode in the form of temporary damage. Since it's a rare occurrence, the repair time is ridiculously long. When I asked, Irori said his [Frostblade Shirosou] would take about two days to fully repair.

...I feel a little bad, but since he said so himself, I'll take him at his word that no apology is needed.

"—So? Spill it. The unique effect of that Terror Armament, it's some kind of super-powerful anti-weapon property, right?"

"Like I'd tell you. What kind of idiot reveals their trump card to someone they're planning on having a rematch with?"

Irori's guess was pretty close to the mark, but I had no obligation to confirm it for him.

"Anyway, I was sure that if I just hit it with Angalta, it would break... and I figured if I could shatter the Anima itself, that cheap barrier of yours would disappear too."

And my guess was correct.

The strike from my [Angalta, Prologue: Wedge Fragment Singing of Eternity] brilliantly shattered the [Frostblade Shirosou]. With the Anima broken, its unique effect, *Bushin*, vanished. The sheer power required to break a fifth-tier—a high-level Anima that had evolved four times—was enough to cut the [Sword Protector] in two.

In other words...

"The moment I made you swing, it was my win."

"I told you, there was no way I could back down from that!?"

"And I was counting on that when I made my move, wasn't I?"

"Damn it... you [Acrobat]...!!"

"Hey, don't you dare try to make that my official insult."

This kind of witty banter with Irori wasn't so bad.

Once we started talking casually, it seemed that even this impossibly handsome guy was just another gamer dude.

◇◆◇◆◇

"—This is it."

"Whoa..."

After a few minutes of pointless chatter, we emerged from the dense bamboo grove to find a magnificent gate with a strong traditional Japanese aesthetic.

Beyond the wall, which seemed to enclose a considerable area, the first thing that came to mind was the word 'dojo.'

"Some kind of swordsmanship dojo...?"

"............Yeah, that was the original plan."

Huh? That's an intriguing thing to say.

"Now then—Haru, there's one thing I need to tell you."

His voice, which had been lighthearted just moments ago, took on a serious tone.

I turned my attention to him without joking, and Irori was looking at me with a sharp gaze.

"I know you can adjust your attitude depending on who you're talking to, so I'm sure it'll be fine, but... please, don't be disrespectful."

"...Is she a strict person?"

His demeanor screamed *I'm not kidding*, and I asked, slightly intimidated. Irori shook his head. "That's not it."

"She's the kindest, gentlest, and purest person there is. *I* don't want to see her have a bad experience."

"............I see."

My mental state isn't so flippant as to joke about that. I nodded sincerely to show I understood, and he nodded back before taking a step forward.

No need to knock or ring a bell, apparently. Irori placed both hands on the gate and pushed with a grunt... and as it opened, it revealed a stone-paved ground reminiscent of a shrine's境内.

Even through the gate, I could faintly hear the light, rhythmic sound of *swish... swish...* I looked for its source—

"—............"

My gaze fell upon a lone woman holding a bamboo broom, and I was rendered speechless.

Her gray hair, cut to shoulder length, swayed gently in the breeze. She was small, even more slender than Sora, and wore a white kimono with indigo hakama. Her posture with the broom and the somewhat solemn atmosphere momentarily made me think of a shrine maiden—but no. Even without a weapon in hand, her dignified stance was unmistakably that of a 'swordsman.'

She was just sweeping fallen leaves with a bamboo broom. That was all. She wasn't doing anything special, yet—her figure possessed something that powerfully gripped my eyes, my heart, and refused to let go.

—*She's beautiful.*

It was probably the first time in my eighteen years of life that I had thought that.

I couldn't even bring myself to laugh at the honest thought that had surfaced in my mind without a hint of shame.

She must have noticed the sound of the gate opening. She quietly raised her head, and our eyes met.

Her eyes were a translucent gray, matching her hair. Pinned by a gaze that was the very embodiment of grace, I couldn't move a single finger—

"—...It has been a long time since we've had guests."

As she smiled softly, I found myself captivated, as if I'd been utterly bewitched.

"—Haru."

"Ah...! R-Right."

A nudge to my side from Irori finally brought me back to my senses.

I tightened the muscles in my face, which had been slack with awe. Ignoring me, Irori took a step forward and bowed respectfully.

"It has been a while, Sensei. I am glad to see you are well."

"Please, drop the 'Sensei,' Irori-kun. It is good to see you are well, too."

The woman, to whom the normally casual [Sword Protector] showed such deference, smiled happily and then—her gray eyes turned to me.

She walked over to me, still frozen like a fool. Every single one of her subtle movements was picturesque. She straightened her posture even further, and,

"—It is a pleasure to meet you. My name is Ui."

"............A-A pleasure. My name is Haru."

As she greeted me with a polite bow, it was a miracle I managed to return the courtesy at all.

The second-ranked member of the Eastern Faction—the [Sword Saint].

My first meeting with the woman who would later become a special person in my life.

Looking back, it was from this encounter that the name [Acrobat], dwelling within my avatar, began its climb up a boundless staircase.



    Chapter 133

    Skill Commentary

    ———————————————————— ◇Status◇ Name: Haru    Lv: 100
STR (Strength): 300
AGI (Agility): 350
DEX (Dexterity): 100
VIT (Vitality): 0 (+50)
MID (Mental): 0 (+250)
LUC (Luck): 300

◇Skills◇
・All-Weapon Aptitude
[Blink Switch]
[Flip Stroke]
[Gusty Limbs]
[Exchange Voltate]
Greed's Precept

・[Reflect Blowal]
・[Tremble Slide]
・[Ignition]
・[Floating Leaf]
・[Fatal Leak]

・Embodied Protection
・Combo Accelerate
・Awakening Blow
・Heavy Attack Manipulator
・Adamant Sky Dash
・Rabbit Run
・Fataless Jumper
・Rhino's Heart
・Trickery Precept
・Guardian's Cradle

・Telepathy
————————————————————

・[Flip Stroke] — Upon activation, grants the enhancement effect *Auto-Throw* to the designated left or right hand and wrist. Touching a weapon or item owned by the player will output a "throwing action" with a strength corresponding to the player's stats.

This is the machine-gun hand that went wild in the selection match. An auto-gunman skill that lets you spray items without limit for ten seconds.
A noteworthy point is that "aiming is controlled by line of sight." This further reduces the avatar's movements related to throwing, but if your opponent figures it out, your line of fire becomes completely predictable.

An evolution skill from the *All-Weapon Aptitude* tree, which no one uses. Of course it's unique.

・[Gusty Limbs] — Upon activation, grants the enhancement effect *Gale's Blessing* to the player's four limbs. Increases Defense and all elemental resistances, and adds a weapon defense check.

This is a defensive-oriented skill that applies *Weaponization* to the player's four limbs, specifically the arms and legs from the elbows and knees down. When activated, a wind field is generated around the target areas, but there is no visible effect.
There's a minor buff to attack checks as well, but it's really minor. It's like, Nia-chan's punch becomes Nia-chan's full-power punch. A negligible difference.

In the story, it was used in a combo with [Reflect Blowal] (described below), but even then, it was still getting torn through by Irori-kun's skill, so the defensive effect itself isn't that high.
However, its strength lies in its versatility and flexibility, as it can also be applied to small weapons like the [Spinning Aegis] along with the limbs.

It's from the *All-Weapon Aptitude* tree. It's unique.

・[Exchange Voltate] — During combat, counts the number of weapon changes made via quick-change skills. Upon activation, grants an enhancement effect to the next attack based on the accumulated count.
Maximum count is 100. At max count, grants the additional enhancement effect *Fvorut Vortex (White Vortex Torrent)*. In addition to a high-power attack multiplier, it grants durability reduction nullification for one hit.

The trusty companion to the finishing move that stole the show in the [Sword Protector] fight. It has no cooldown and starts recounting immediately after activation, making it seem broken—but the real issue is that being able to spam quick-change skills like breathing is what's abnormal. Under normal circumstances, this skill would likely be considered a gimmick with a crappy activation condition despite its great effect.

It's from the *All-Weapon Aptitude* tree. Of course it's unique, right?

・[Greed's Precept] — Reduces the weight of carried items by 3%.

A welcome bonus.

・[Reflect Blowal] — Upon activation, applies a buff to all defense and parry checks. Additionally, upon a successful defensive action, inflicts a shock effect (weak) on the attacker and reflects 1/5th of the damage received by the skill user back to the attacker.

The evolved form of [Quit Counter]. It lost the next-attack enhancement on a successful parry, but in exchange, the defensive action itself now comes with a minor counter effect.
I bet Irori-kun was internally annoyed after being chipped away by the reflected damage and shock effect from 22 hits (well, 21, since one was dodged).

By the way, the shock effect () I mention from time to time is, well, exactly what it sounds like: the force of the impact on the target.
Its magnitude and accumulation can trigger debuffs like stun with a certain probability, and it also has effects like temporarily reducing the cap on the hidden stamina stat.

・[Tremble Slide] — Can be activated by pushing off further with either foot while grounded. Slides a certain distance at a speed corresponding to the player's AGI.

A user-friendly mobility skill favored by light warriors. Depending on how it's used, it can be useful in both offense and defense, but its versatility and fame make it easy to read in PvP, so relying on it too much will get you killed.

・[Ignition] — By paying 10% of HP as a cost, either actively or passively, it eliminates the 'acceleration' process in any action.

The star of the show for that zero-to-hundred acceleration the protagonist and author both love. The combo with the [Panga Fool] allows for on-demand acceleration, making it a huge asset in the selection match, mainly for surprise attacks.
Besides active use via self-damage, it can also act as an emergency evasion when taking 10% or more damage, making it excellent for both offense and defense.
By the way, these cost-based skills generally don't have cooldowns, so they can be used repeatedly. Ten times in a row and it's off to the afterlife.

Unique.

・[Fatal Leak] — Upon activation, visualizes the predicted paths of enemy attacks. Consumes MP continuously while active. Can be deactivated at will. The cooldown is 1200 seconds regardless of how long it was active.
The prediction range extends by +2 seconds for every +50 MID stat.

A mediocre skill disguised as a broken one. What's mediocre is its god-awful usability. With MID: 100, it's a massive mana-guzzler that will drain your MP in about ten seconds, and it has the audacity to just slap attack predictions all over your vision without providing any thought acceleration.
A certain pervert was overjoyed when he got it and has been using it like a god-tier skill ever since, but if you think about it calmly, "dodging prediction lines that are flying at you in real-time" is, in terms of speed, pretty much the same as dodging normally.
Also, a certain superhuman can memorize the order of the attack predictions, but how many people can calmly do that when they're about to be attacked in the next instant? His memory is also abnormal.
The order of attacks can be judged by the color intensity of the red lines (darker ones come first), and it's excellent for providing an unparalleled advantage if you're taking an interceptive stance... but it's hard to say if anyone can actually master it. In terms of convenience, it's a downgrade from thought acceleration skills.

Yeah, it's unique.

・[Awakening Blow] — Adds a high-power damage multiplier and a shock effect (large) to the first attack on a target that is not aware of the player.

A sneak attack. That's it.

・[Heavy Attack Manipulator] — When using a heavyweight weapon, adds a tiered upward multiplier to attack power based on the weapon's weight.

The evolved form of [Heavy Blow Manipulator]. Its effect has shifted more towards attack boosting via overweight weapons, increasing the power multiplier. By the way, the evolution that leans more toward operational accuracy is [Heavy Blow Conductor].

・[Adamant Sky Dash] — During high-speed movement, automatically activates when body movement speed exceeds a certain threshold. Adds the STR value to the DEX value that assists AGI. The effect continues to decrease as long as the activation speed is maintained.

The evolved form of [Idaten], which fell to the dark side and became muscle-bound due to the protagonist's blunder. It's not unique... but it's part of a rare series with extremely few users.
Yes, a series. There are other versions that reference stats other than STR.

・[Rabbit Run] — Assists the avatar's movements in running and jumping. Reduces the necessary actions for push-offs and increases initial speed. When moving at maximum speed, adds an upward buff to the DEX that assists AGI.

The evolved form of [Swallow Flight]. Its Japanese name, 'Utosousou', comes from a proverb. This passive skill's insane performance allows for high-speed steps with just a flick of the ankle and full-power jumps with a light push-off, but because it's always active, it dramatically increases the difficulty of delicate avatar control.
In fact, the protagonist is currently restricted from pulling off pro moves like "dodging attacks with minimal, relaxed movements." But so what?
The AGI assist from DEX is just a bonus. It's not enough to offset the poor controllability.

It's not so much unique as it is a special skill acquired through specific conditions.

・[Trickery Precept] — Increases avatar dexterity via DEX correction. Also grants trip resistance (medium) and blocks sensations caused by self-inflicted damage.

A convenient 'Precept' series skill with several effects. This benevolent child blocks the numbing and other damage sensations that were actually occurring during self-harm with the [Panga Fool].

It's unique, but its current effects are more in the 'good skill' category rather than anything special.

For now.



    Chapter 134

    The Untouchable as Gentleness

    The wide grounds, paved with stone and gravel, were reminiscent of a shrine or temple. Along the wall stood a single-story building, appropriately large and dojo-like in its appearance. Next to it, a smaller, cozier house was built, likely the living quarters.

Most of the grounds were open-air stone pavement—or rather, this was likely an outdoor martial arts hall. White stones laid in the center of the grounds formed a large circle, like a stage.

And now, at the residence of the [Sword Saint].

I was guided to the veranda of the overly atmospheric dojo, where I sat down. With a cup of tea personally prepared by her—Ui-san—in hand, I was frozen stiff with reverence.

"Is that so... Then I shall look forward to it again this year."

"I will do my utmost not to disgrace myself."

Beside me, the gray and blonde—the Eastern and Western—swordsmen were engaged in pleasant conversation. They seemed to get along well... or rather, it looked like Irori was particularly considerate of Ui-san.

Respect? Veneration? In any case, it was clear even to me, a stranger to their relationship, that he cherished her. She, in turn, seemed to be treating the [Sword Protector] with a corresponding level of courtesy... and their unique bond was palpable.

"Now then—hey, how long are you going to stay frozen?"

Ah, damn it... I was trying so hard to erase my presence. Couldn't you have given me a little more time to relax—

"Haru-kun—may I call you that?"

"Yes...!?"

Ugh, what a weird noise that was...!!

Addressed from two seats away, past Irori, I instinctively let out a strange yelp and mentally collapsed. The person next to me shot me a look as if I were some strange spectacle, but I didn't have the composure to glare back.

"I was unable to attend the match, but I heard you were very successful. I was aware of the system's notification, as I received it as well."

It would be rude to keep looking away while being spoken to. In an attempt to laugh at myself for being so nervous, I forced my gaze toward her—

"Congratulations on entering the ranks. I may be living in seclusion, but... as fellow members of the Ten Seats, I hope we can get along."

She offered a gentle smile, one completely devoid of fear, tension, or any sharp edges.

"Ah—..."

Um, uh... sorry, I—I think I might not be good with this person...!!

I can't help it, I've always been like this...! When I'm in front of an older sister type who's the embodiment of purity, or a picture-perfect Yamato Nadeshiko—basically, a really gentle adult woman? I get inexplicably nervous...!!

I overreact to every little thing, I start thinking stupid things like, *what if I do something to make her sad*...—

"............L-Likewise."

I didn't even know what I was saying "likewise" to. In response to my words, Ui-san smiled happily—which was another fatal blow for me.

"............Hey. I hope I'm wrong, but are you..."

"N-No... I know what you're thinking, but you're wrong."

My constant strange behavior must have made him suspicious. Irori lowered his voice and started to ask me something. Um... what? Maybe a little? I'll admit I have a tendency to like older women. So Irori probably suspected I was nervous because I was looking at her in *that* way—but this is different. I just can't interact with her properly.

"...?"

Still, I couldn't keep making a fool of myself forever. I raised my head again and faced the [Sword Saint], who was tilting her head in concern at my strange behavior. She's small—or maybe it's because she's small—but her demeanor emphasizes her mature, womanly atmosphere. I have to stop focusing on that.

I need to see her as the second-ranked member, a swordsman in a league far above my own.

"—My apologies, I was a little nervous... I've shown you an unseemly side of myself."

Fortunately, I had a perfect example of how to act right beside me. Irori, probably sensing that I was copying his behavior, gave me an exasperated look that only I could see.

"Allow me to reintroduce myself—I am Haru, the [Acrobat], recently appointed as the ninth-ranked member of Istia. I would be honored to receive your guidance and instruction, [Sword Saint]-dono..."

............I-Is that too stiff? Did I go too far?

As I broke out in a cold sweat behind my poker face at my own words, which sounded like something I'd say to a boss at work—

"My, how polite of you... In that case, I shall reintroduce myself as well."

With a soft, gentle smile, she straightened her posture once more and faced me.

"I am Ui, the second-ranked member of Istia—the [Sword Saint]. I, too, would be honored to learn a great deal from you, [Acrobat]-sama."

Just as I steeled myself for this, she performed a magnificent bow that left me utterly captivated again—

"............I don't think this is a conversation you're supposed to have with someone sitting between you..."

The [Sword Protector], caught in the middle of us, muttered under his breath.

◇◆◇◆◇

"I see... so that is why you need 'training.'"

"Yes. More than anything, he is overwhelmingly lacking in experience."

After the greetings were out of the way, and as soon as it was confirmed that I could behave somewhat normally, the conversation moved to the main topic. Irori took the lead in explaining, with me chiming in from time to time.

"His abilities against enemies are an unknown, but for now, we need to focus on PvP experience for the upcoming war—which is why there is no one more suitable for the task than you."

In conclusion, the idea was for her to train me... I suppose that was the plan. Irori stated it without hesitation—and for the first time, I felt like Ui-san's expression clouded over just a little.

"...Irori-kun, I am—"

"Sensei."

He cut her off, his voice carrying a strength that was slightly different from his previous tone.

"Look at me—it is because I learned from you that I am who I am today."

"—............"

...This was an exchange I couldn't understand. The only thing I knew was that I shouldn't interrupt right now.

"...You are right. I was fortunate to have you as a student."

She let out a small sigh and her smile returned. Seeing this, Irori's expression and tone softened as well.

"You are too kind. To be honest, I am a little reluctant... to give up the title of being your last student."

He paused, then moved aside from between me and Ui-san, gesturing toward me with his eyes.

"Please, take a look at him—he is an interesting one."

After an exchange like that, what kind of face was I supposed to make? I hid my confusion and turned a serious expression toward her—

"............Very well."

Her gray eyes were staring straight at me.

"—I accept."



    Chapter 135

    Sword Saint

    "—...So in *this* regard, she really is from Istia, huh."

Leaving the veranda, I stood on the stone pavement—in the circle at the center of the grounds. I let out a sigh of acceptance, ignoring the gray-haired woman standing quietly a short distance away.

—*Well then, shall we have a match?*

If she was going to train me, she'd need to see what kind of player I was. I understood that, but to think those would be the first words to follow "I accept"...

Even someone who seemed like the embodiment of gentleness was still the [Sword Saint] of the East.

"Are you ready?"

Her residence, her 'hideout,' was nestled in a deserted bamboo forest. In the silence, where only the gentle breeze made a sound, her soft voice reached my ears clearly.

Though it looked simple, her attire was likely befitting a ranker. She hadn't changed, still wearing her white kimono and indigo hakama. The sleeves seemed like they would get in the way of wielding a sword... but in this virtual world, it wasn't uncommon for things to defy their appearance and not hinder movement, like my [El-Gran Series] or the red cloth on my [Demon Horn Spear: Crimson Valor]. Her attire was probably the same—it wouldn't get in the way of her swinging that odachi.

"Phew...—Yes, I'm ready."

I let out a thin breath and answered her question.

After a moment's hesitation, I summoned two [Parabellum Bullets] into my hands. Seeing the crimson daggers appear from thin air, Ui-san blinked, slightly surprised. Surprised—but not to the point of being shaken.

As if it were nothing, she calmed her expression and shifted the single weapon she'd been holding in both arms to her left hand.

Maybe the odachi only looked excessively large in comparison to her small frame. By my estimate, it was probably about five shaku long. Just slightly taller than her, who was even smaller than Sora. If a woman like her were holding that in the real world, anyone would doubt their eyes.

"Whenever you are ready."

*Can she even draw that thing?* Shaking off the incredibly rude thought I'd just had about the [Sword Saint], I lowered my stance and prepared for battle.

—My opponent is the second-ranked member. With the first rank absent in the East, she is, in effect, the strongest player.

Even the resolve I had during my match with the [Sword Protector], who was now watching from the sidelines, might not be enough.

In terms of an insurmountable wall, it might be fitting to liken her to—the majesty of 'White' that I once encountered.

"—————————............"

My avatar's body grew hot, my thoughts cooled. As I sharpened my focus, the gray-haired woman, standing serenely with her odachi, must have thought something. She smiled, looking somewhat pleased—

"Well then...—Matsukaze Sub-style, Kesshiki Itto."

No stance, just a natural standing posture. I was captivated by that ultimate state of 'stillness'...

"Here—I come."

In an instant, her presence was right in front of me.

"Hk...!?"

"First Strike—"

No time for words, no time to dwell on my shock. When did she move? When did she get so close? —When did she draw...!?

Her silver steel was already drawn, held in her right hand as it lowered without any strain— Her gray eyes were locked right on me.

*[Tremble*—

"[Flying Water]."

—*Slide]*!!

An impact on my left arm, my vision blurred as I slid away, a massive wave of numbness shot through my body, and I grimaced...

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

I let out a groan, my avatar now lighter by one forearm.

After a brief exchange, we were separated again. My left arm, which had been severed by an unforgiving attack, fell to the ground between us. Leaving the small dagger behind, it dissolved into red phosphorescence, a testament to the fact that I hadn't even been able to properly evade.

I couldn't see it. Not her closing the distance, not the trajectory of her blade that must have been swung—nothing.

"Hk...!"

Her gray eyes turned to me again. As if to announce, —*Here I come.*

"Second Strike—"

"[Fatal Leak]!!"

I was too late to activate the skill, and yet, just in time. Once again, she was in my face before I could even perceive her movement—but the sword, held behind her body in both hands, had not yet been swung.

Her left hand in a forward grip on the hilt, her right in a reverse grip on the pommel. A stance I had never seen before. A crimson line shot from the horizontally held blade, a straight line aiming to cleave my torso in two.

Image construction in a fraction of a second—*[Blink Switch]*.

The prediction line from my left was blocked by the massive form of the [Angalta, Prologue: Wedge Fragment Singing of Eternity] that I'd just managed to summon—but not a flicker of hesitation appeared in the [Sword Saint]'s eyes.

"[Striking Iron]."

It was a strike as if her entire body had become an extension of the odachi. With her grip fixed, she used her footwork to channel all her rotational power into the blade—

"—Guh... D'agh!?"

It sent both me and my bizarre Terror Armament, which boasted a weight of several hundred kilograms, flying like a piece of paper.

—And then.

"Fifth Strike—"

As I flew through the air, a voice echoed from behind me... and all I could do was laugh.

"[Withered Flame]."

*Thump.* A slight impact on my neck.

My avatar, which had been staring up at the sky, had its HP scattered in an instant—my spinning vision caught a glimpse of my own body, now separated from my head.

My vision, which last reflected the sky and was dyed in blue, simply flickered and vanished.



    Chapter 136

    Innocence

    "—I am so sorry..."

"No, no, no! Please don't worry about it...!"

Apparently, the entire grounds were a special safety area. I respawned on the spot without any penalty, only to be met by the sight of the [Sword Saint] bowing her head, looking somewhat ashamed.

I understood why she was apologizing... I mean, I had assumed she was just testing the waters at first, so to say I wasn't shocked by her ferocious onslaught would be a lie. But then again, I had also gone into it at top gear from the start.

If anything, I was embarrassed by my own lack of skill, being so utterly helpless against her... In fact, after being so thoroughly beaten, I was more impressed than anything.

I mean, isn't that insane? From start to finish, I was on a level where I didn't even know what was being done to me. So that means players in this world can get that strong if they master their skills, right?

—Well, isn't that just incredibly exciting?

"Haru-kun...?"

"—Ah, oh, no, really, please don't mind it. If anything, I'm just genuinely impressed... It was a great experience."

As I trembled with excitement at the thought of the endless path to strength, Ui-san, still holding her sheathed odachi, peered at me with concern. Determined not to make her worry any further, I quickly offered my reassurance... and she didn't dwell on it for long. "Is that so?" she said, smiling in relief.

Hmm...—this woman also has quite the gap.

During battle, she embodied an otherworldly strength, but the moment she sheathed her sword, she had this gentle, fluffy smile... My, what a dangerous person.

"This may sound like an excuse, but... I intended to just test the waters at first."

While I was thinking such foolish things, she began to speak hesitantly, her cheeks faintly tinged with red from embarrassment.

"I threw a feint with the first strike to see your reaction, but—"

"Oh... huh, what? A feint?"

It's true I couldn't follow anything with my eyes, so it's no wonder I didn't notice, but—seriously?

So what you're saying is, I panicked and dodged so excessively that I threw my own arm into a strike that was never meant to hit?

"—..."

................No, that's just so embarrassing!!!

"You may think I was underestimating you, and you wouldn't be wrong, but... after seeing such a magnificent reaction, I became a little curious."

Magnificent...? Not magnificent...!! It was just self-destruction...!!

"And when I tried a second strike, you managed to parry that as well, did you not?"

I didn't parry it at all...! I lost thirty percent of my HP through the [Angalta, Prologue: Wedge Fragment Singing of Eternity] that I used as a wall...!!

"In the end, I got carried away and ended up chasing you down—it is truly quite embarrassing."

............I-I see. You got carried away and chased me down for a beheading, I see.

Putting aside my own unspeakable incompetence for a moment... from her words just now, I understood perfectly.

—Yep, she's definitely the [Sword Protector]'s teacher, alright.

............And so.

"Haha... well really, don't worry about it—now, what's with that face of yours?"

I offered my reassurance to the [Sword Saint], who seemed to be genuinely reflecting on her actions, while shooting a glance at Irori, who had been standing silently with a sullen expression...

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

Hey, say something. What's that supposed to mean?

"...Come to think of it, I made the same mistake with you too, Irori-kun."

Ui-san said, a faint nostalgia coloring her embarrassed expression. He must not have intended to ignore his 'Sensei's' words, because despite his complicated expression, he nodded. "Yes."

"But I only managed to block one strike."

—...Oh-hooo???

What's this? Are you sulking because I managed to block two strikes and you only blocked one?

I mean, I didn't really block them, but let's put that aside for now. It's not that you lost to me, but you're sulking because you lost in a matter concerning Ui-san, aren't you?

What are you, some kind of Sword Saint fanboy?

"...Hey. If you don't wipe that smirk off your face right now, I'll make mincemeat out of you until you cry and beg for forgiveness."

"With your broken sword?"

"That won't be a problem, Ninth."

Oh, you wanna go, tough guy? I still don't think I can win yet, but if you're up for it, I'm always ready—

"Fufu..."

""Hk—...""

A light, rolling laugh, like a small hand-drum tumbling along.

The two guys who had been bickering abruptly fell silent and looked sideways—to see the sight of Ui-san, looking on at us with a happy, amused smile.

"You've made a good friend, haven't you, Irori-kun?"

"...Hk, he's still more like a bad influence, really."

Oh, *still*, huh—a teasing retort came to mind, but in the face of such a gentle, almost loving smile, I couldn't bring myself to joke around.

Her overwhelmingly healing aura instantly quelled our childish banter, and I could only tremble in awe—

"Fufu... Now then, Haru-kun."

"Ah, yes."

After thoroughly subduing the clearly flustered Irori with her gentleness, Ui-san turned to me, who had been watching them from the side.

"That being the case—shall we begin the continuation?"

"Yes—... wait, what? Huh?"

Huh?

"I may have acted unbefittingly, but it will be fine this time. I will be sure to exercise self-restraint."

"No, um..."

"Looking back, your reaction speed was truly wonderful. I am very much looking forward to seeing what kind of movements you will make when that speed is used for offense."

"Ui-san?"

"Irori-kun, you have plenty of time, do you not?"

"Oh, absolutely. He's completely free for the rest of the day."

*I have his word*, Irori said with a refreshing smile. I did say that, didn't I? When he asked if I had plans later, I did say "no," didn't I?

"No, I, uh, would really like to rest soon, if possible."

"Free, you say? That is wonderful news."

You can hear me, right? Both of you can definitely hear me, right???

"Haru-kun."

"Y-Yes?"

As I was flustered by the Sword Saint's sudden playful turn, she herself smiled brightly—a smile so beatific it could rival a celestial maiden's, and said,

"It is embarrassing to admit, but it has been a long time since my heart has danced like this—please, let us have a proper match."

There was no way I could shake my head no to her joyous words.

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

And so, for however long it took for Ui-san to be satisfied, the rest of my day's schedule was instantly filled with sparring against the strongest player in the East.



    Chapter 137

    In the Talk Room

    ◇Eastern Round Table Talk Room◇

【Mi-na】: Heyyy Goldow, I'm boreddd

【Ri-na】: You're not bored. Get back here and help with the paperwork.

【Goldow】: Skipped out again, did you?

【Hinayo】: You can't do that, Mi-na-chan. You can't push it all on Ri-na-chan.

【Mi-na】: But cooome on! It's been so long since we had a big festival!

【Mi-na】: What business?! The star of the show can't just leave early!

【Ri-na】: Get back here and help with the paperwork.

【Hinayo】: Ri-na-chan, are you at the Round Table now?

【Ri-na】: Yes, Round Table, help me.

【Hinayo】: Just hang on a little longer, I'm on my way.

【Goldow】: He's quite the dark horse, that one.

【Goldow】: Said he had to make his rounds and greet people.

【Tetra】: Oh, so senpai's popular.

【Goldow】: And get this, he's already got a partner.

【Goldow】: I caught a glimpse of her, and she was a real cute girl, I tell ya.

【Mi-na】: Whaaaaaaaat!!

【Mi-na】: What's that, a date?! He's on a date, that guy!!

【Mi-na】: Must be nice! I've lost all respect for him!!

【Tetra】: You don't know enough about him to lose respect in the first place.

【Hinayo】: She seemed like a very honest and considerate girl.

【Hinayo】: On top of that, if she's a skilled fighter, it's no surprise she's popular.

【Mi-na】: A guy who grabs a girl's face isn't popular, so there!

【Irori】: Who are you calling a girl? You should learn from Ri-na and Hinayo.

【Mi-na】: Look who it is, Irorin!

【Irori】: Who are you calling Irorin, Chibisu.

【Irori】: Haru is sa

【Irori】: I safely delivered Ninth to Sensei.

【Mi-na】: Haru?

【Irori】: Now all we can do is hope his training bears fruit.

【Tetra】: Haru, huh.

【Hinayo】: Oh my.

【Goldow】: Oi, what's this? Looks like you two hit it off pretty quick.

【Goldow】: The atmosphere was a little awkward, so I'm relieved.

【Irori】: Don't use this as an opportunity to tease me.

【Hinayo】: Come to think of it, we need to tell him about this place, don't we?

【Goldow】: Ah, I completely forgot.

【Tetra】: Also, you probably didn't give him a key, did you?

【Goldow】: Ahh... I forgot about that.

【Ri-na】: You didn't friend him either.

【Goldow】: ...Well, you see, a lot was going on, I forgot.

【Mi-na】: Are you a grandpa?

【Goldow】: Oi, knock it off, I'm not that old yet.

【Irori】: I've added him as a friend, so there won't be any problem getting in touch with him.

【Hinayo】: Irori-kun, was Ui-chan doing well?

【Irori】: Yes, she seemed to be in good spirits. She was enjoying her match.

【Tetra】: My condolences to senpai.

【Mi-na】: I wonder if he'll live to see tomorrow.

【Ri-na】: Poor thing.

【Irori】: What do you all think she is?

【Mi-na】: A Yamato Nadeshiko (Oni).

【Ri-na】: A modern-day samurai.

【Tetra】: No comment.

【Irori】: You, the red Chibisu, meet me at the training grounds later. We need to talk.

【Mi-na】: Why just me!!

【Mi-na】: No way, being alone with Irorin sounds dangerous!!

【Irori】: I'll take that as a challenge. I'll make you eat those words.

【Tetra】: Why do you have to provoke her like breathing?

【Ri-na】: That's just how he is.

【Goldow】: Fwhxtt—,

【Hinayo】: Goldow? You must be laughing, but your thoughts are leaking out.

【Mi-na】: So there! For someone who's lost more than he's won, you sure talk big!

【Ri-na】: I'm not helping you.

【Mi-na】: If you're going to be like that, I'll beat you to a pulp again—

【Mi-na】: Whyyy!! Ri-na-chan!?

【Tetra】: Why would you think she'd help you after you dumped your work on her?

【Ri-na】: That's just how she is.

【Tetra】: She's not even a creature anymore.

【Goldow】: Kwadw—pfg

【Hinayo】: Goldow?

【Irori】: Thirty minutes, Chibisu.

【Irori】: If you don't show up, I'll double your quota for next month.

【Mi-na】: Wh-!? That's so cruel!

【Mi-na】: Help me, Ri-na! A lolicon is bullying me!!

【Ri-na】: Not my problem. You brought this on yourself.

【Mi-na】: So cooold!!

【Tetra】: ...I wonder what kind of face senpai will make if he sees this.

【Hinayo】: ...W-Well...

【Hinayo】: At the very least, I don't think he'll be as nervous around us anymore...

◇【Haru】 has joined the room◇

【Ui】: It has been a while. This is Ui.

【Ui】: Haru-kun did not seem to know about this place, so I took the liberty of inviting him.

【Ui】: It is good to see you are all well.

【Haru】: Ah... hey again. Nice to meet you all.

【Haru】: So this is the Eastern Ten Seats...



    Chapter 138

    Her Way of Being

    After succumbing to the Sword Saint's smile, about thirty minutes had passed since we resumed our match. In terms of density, it was an incredibly packed thirty minutes... but she seemed to be satisfied surprisingly quickly, and thankfully, it didn't turn into an all-day affair.

With Ui-san's words, "Let us stop here," she sheathed her sword, and our introductory sparring session came to a peaceful (?) conclusion. Irori also left quite casually, saying, "I have something to do, so I'll be going now." I managed to quickly exchange friend requests with him then, and seeing this, Ui-san said, "Then I shall as well," and sent me a request... which was followed by an invitation to the chaotic Round Table talk room, where the sheer absurdity of it all somehow managed to help me relax. That was just a few minutes ago.

As for the extended match, the fact that I was basically helpless remained unchanged. This time, I tried to go on the offensive while desperately fleeing from her blade... and that was about it. True to her word, she refrained from launching the same kind of fierce onslaught as the first time—but that hardly mattered. What she demonstrated was, once again, an insurmountable gap in power.

Honestly, at my current level, I couldn't even imagine a scenario where I could not only win but even land a single effective blow. That was the level of difference between us.

Now, at Ui-san's invitation, I found myself once again enjoying a peaceful cup of tea on the veranda. As if her dignified appearance in battle was a lie, she sat next to me in a small, proper seiza, holding her teacup with an air of tranquility.

After crossing swords so many times... or rather, after being so thoroughly thrashed, for better or worse, I felt I had grown slightly more accustomed to her. When I looked at her, she was still, without a doubt, a beautiful person in every aspect, from her atmosphere to her mannerisms. That still made me nervous, and I couldn't help it—but when I recalled her figure holding a sword, a strange sense of kinship bloomed within me.

This person probably doesn't like fighting. She loves the martial arts themselves. What I sensed from her serious eyes when we crossed swords wasn't the exhilaration of battle, but something different—something like a thirst for knowledge.

Her words, that she was excited to face me, someone so far outside the bounds of a normal player, were proof of that. During our fight, as I desperately tried to keep up, I could feel that what she desired was to observe, learn from, and understand my every move.

In other words... Ui-san isn't really seeking strength as a combat player, is she? She loves martial arts, and she's just completely absorbed in swinging her sword. If I had to categorize her, she's more of an enjoyment-focused player, isn't she?

Our directions are slightly different—but I feel our stance as players, as people who are completely engrossed in enjoying this virtual world, is the same. That must be where this sense of kinship comes from.

In the face of her awe-inspiring Yamato Nadeshiko aura, I still felt a sense of reserve... but the initial feeling of her being untouchable had, I realized, completely vanished.

"Anyway—that teleportation thing is just not fair."

"Fufu... Would you like to try practicing it, Haru-kun?"

As we drank our tea, a thought occurred to me. In my current state of mind, I should be able to make some small talk—and when I voiced my honest impression, Ui-san simply smiled and said, "I can teach you."

—But, having already heard a rough explanation at the end of our match, I could only manage a strained expression. If it were something I could learn just by being taught, I would be more than happy to learn it, but...

"............Could I hear the theory one more time?"

"Of course. That footwork, you see—"

*'Shukuchi'*—a name known far and wide in both reality and fairy tales. It was one of the unique techniques that made her the Sword Saint. Of course, it wasn't some supernatural phenomenon like "distorting the earth's ley lines to shorten the distance." Nor was it a common technique passed down in ancient Japanese martial arts. It was something that could only be achieved in this virtual world, with an avatar that far surpasses the human body.

According to her—when we players move our avatars in this world, we are explicitly using two forces. This is simply the idea that we control our avatars by referencing both our Strength (STR) and Agility (AGI) stats. That much is obvious, and I'm sure every player, including myself, understands that on a vague level.

However, she took it one step further. It's understandable that STR is related to the avatar's speed. In the real world, the fundamental output for movement is muscle power. But what about AGI? Unlike STR, which represents a 'tangible thing' like muscle strength as a numerical value, what kind of 'force' does this stat, which represents an 'intangible thing' like agility, exert on a player's avatar?

She, in her wisdom, defined this vaguely understood force as "another, invisible muscle." This is the foundation of her *Shukuchi*—and the biggest factor that makes the Sword Saint's avatar a superhuman whose speed is on a different dimension from other players.

In conclusion, Ui-san has these two output systems completely under her control. It's like having a double set of muscles, or two engines—no, the potential exists in all players, but there's a world of difference between being able to control it freely and not. She and those who operate on their stats with a vague understanding are, literally, standing on different stages.

—Now, when I first heard this explanation, along with understanding, I also had a question. Even with the detailed explanation, it was difficult to even grasp it intuitively, but the gist was that she was drawing out the power of her avatar beyond its intended limits. That certainly explained her movements—but wait, weren't those movements the result of a skill or something?

And on that note... come to think of it, did she even have any skill effects on her avatar or weapon?

Attack skills, support skills—the active skills that exist in Arcadia are generally accompanied by various effects in the form of 'light.' Good examples for me would be [Ignition] or [Exchange Voltate]. Even [Tremble Slide] makes my feet glow faintly, and if you look really closely at [Floating Leaf], you can see a faint, pale green effect covering my entire body.

...But, recalling my intense match with her, I had no memory of seeing any such light. And so, I asked her half-jokingly—"That's a skill, right?"

To which Ui-san, with a small smile, replied, "I get that a lot..."

————————————————————
◇Status◇
Title: Sword Saint
Name: Ui
Lv: 100
STR (Strength): 628
AGI (Agility): 200
DEX (Dexterity): 500
VIT (Vitality): 300 (+100)
MID (Mental): 200
LUC (Luck): 0

◇Skills◇
None Skill

◇Arts◇
【Kesshiki Ittoryu】
[Flying Water]
[Striking Iron]
[Mist-Cleaver]
[Heavenly Snow]
[Withered Flame]
[Echoing Light]
—————————
——————
———
——
—
-
————————————————————

...and showed me a detailed status screen that was nothing but things to question.

Her stats exceeding the equivalent of level 180 was already baffling, but what's with "None Skill"? Why doesn't she have a single skill???

As for Arts, I can kind of guess. The name she mentioned, [Kesshiki Itto], must be the name of a swordsmanship school. It's not hard to imagine that the names listed below it are the 'forms' of that school. Though the number is absurd. Does she have over twenty special moves???

Seeing all these outrageous stats, I was, of course, utterly confused. Perhaps she was used to this reaction. Ui-san herself just smiled serenely and explained each point...

First, regarding her stats and skills, the two mysteries are linked. It feels like a long time ago now, but I remember when Sora and I cleared the tutorial map, the [Trial Spheres of Partition]. I hadn't paid any attention to it since—in fact, I had completely forgotten about it—but a skill delete system had been unlocked. Simply put, it's a special build system that allows you to permanently delete unnecessary skills in exchange for a small number of stat points.

Getting rid of unnecessary skills and even gaining extra points might sound like a great deal, but if it were that obviously advantageous, I would be using it too. For example, what's the rate for my skills?

[Blink Switch] ⇒ +1 stat point
[Exchange Voltate] ⇒ +1 stat point
[Floating Leaf] ⇒ +2 stat points
[Adamant Sky Dash] ⇒ +3 stat points
[Rabbit Run] ⇒ +3 stat points
[Fatal Leak] ⇒ +1 stat point
[Telepathy] ⇒ +20 stat points

—And that's the reality of it. Haha, it's almost laughable.

I picked out some of my skills that I thought were relatively unique or high-performance, and this is the result. Ten stat points are equivalent to one level, so how many skills would I have to sacrifice to gain 80 levels' worth of points...

[Telepathy] having a high rate might seem strange, but if you think of it as permanently erasing a bond, it's certainly a tremendous cost. As you can easily guess, skills deleted by this system can never be reacquired. No amount of crying or pleading will bring them back; it's a final farewell to that skill and all its pre-evolutions. No way I'm using something that terrifying.

And yet, this Sword Saint—

*'Skills are wonderful, but I want to wield my sword with my own power.'*

...with that single, ridiculously cool conviction, she has been using this system as a useful feature ever since it unlocked at level cap. By the way, as far as I knew, there was no way to remove skills from the stat screen other than switching aptitude skill trees—so when I asked about that, she said she was using a special title for it.

[Single-Minded Devotion]—unequips all skills and makes them unusable. That's its only effect, a debuff title on a level unlike any other. However, for Ui-san, who deems anything other than her own power unnecessary, it's the most convenient title imaginable...

Just as my skills, which I had set but never used, have been evolving, it seems that skills moved to the reserve slots also have a growth check, albeit at a lower rate. And so, for three years, she has kept all her skills unequipped, letting them grow to a certain extent in reserve, and then deleting them one by one—and the result is the state she has reached now. At this point, what can you do but fall to your knees in silent reverence? Her will, her way of being, and the strength she has acquired through them. Everything about her is just too strong???

Next, about Arts. At first, I had guessed it was something like a skill that players could create themselves. And the truth was, I was half right and half wrong. Arts are legitimate 'techniques' that are created by the player and recognized by the system as being on par with skills. So what does that mean? It means they have the power and effects of a skill, but are not bound by any of the restrictions of a skill.

Forced wind-up and motion—none.

Forced recovery frames after using a move—none.

System-defined cooldown—none.

There's no way I can win if you can use something like that freely, are you kidding me! Some might rage. However, the reality is this.

—There's no way you can achieve something like that, are you kidding me!!

You know that [Endless Sky, Boundless Sword] that Irori used in the selection match? That ridiculous assault skill with twenty-two strikes in a few seconds. To put it simply, it's like being told to achieve something like that purely through skill, without relying on system assistance. It's not enough to just swing your weapon fast and flashy. You have to be fast, powerful—and with proper principles, establish it as a technique. A 'technique' that is recognized by the system as an Art is given a power correction similar to a skill and is engraved on the status screen. And that moment is when a 'School' is established—

"—So, in essence, you move your muscles while simultaneously propelling your body with another force from the outside. It's not a simple addition but a synergistic effect, so you can move much faster than if you were just operating your body without thinking."

"............S-So, how do you move that other force from the outside?"

"That is the tricky part. It is something you must understand intuitively for yourself... I can put it into words, but I had to accept that it would not be understood."

"Ah... well, could I hear those words, just in case?"

"Very well...—First, imagine you have two bodies."

"—................................Y-Yes."

"Not in separate places, but two bodies overlapping, slightly offset from each other."

"Yes."

"Then, you will understand. The sensation of having your own body, and another body slightly outside of it, two separate sources of power."

"I think you skipped a few steps—... I mean, yes."

"You control those forces in a single breath. The image is to focus the inner one, and grasp the outer one."

"I see."

"That is all... but did you understand?"

"Huuu...—I... under... stood."

That I will absolutely never understand.

She must have read the full meaning behind my words from my indescribable expression. Ui-san's eyebrows drooped just slightly, and she smiled. "That is a shame."



    Chapter 139

    In a Place Far Away

    "—...Guh... ughhh, ahhhhh..."

It was just past eleven in the morning, real time. After the Sword Saint-san—Ui-san—had declared with a warm, domestic air that she "had to go prepare lunch," we temporarily disbanded and logged out. I was now back in my room.

It was a simple one-room apartment, just enough space to stand, sit, and sleep—the typical setup for a student living alone in Tokyo.

While I liked that it was relatively clean despite its small size, the Arcadia console occupied over a third of the already cramped space, making it feel seriously oppressive.

Not that it took me more than three days to get used to it, though.

Atop that console, which was eating up space like it owned the place, lay the room's tenant, letting out a groan like a dying old man, unable to move.

I must have gone numb toward the end, because I wasn't even conscious of my fatigue... but seriously? Has it only been a little over two hours since my fourth match in the selection tournament against Irori?

It was three hours in virtual world time, but what difference does that make? Either way, that's not a density of events that should happen in just two or three hours.

"Maybe I should just sleep like a log..."

It was a tempting thought.

Ui-san had told me, "If you're tired, please just go ahead and rest," and I didn't have any particular plans for the rest of the day anyway.

We'd already arranged our schedules for her to train me, starting the day after tomorrow. Sora was worried about me, too, and told me to rest if I could...

After my experiences these past three years, I've developed confidence in my physical stamina, but there's nothing I can do about the unique phantom fatigue of the virtual world.

Just like the battle against [Angalta, God-Wedge Sword-King] or the endless assault during the [Spiral Crimson Tower] conquest. Once I experience a severe case of it over there, it follows me even after I log out.

I remember the first time it happened. I panicked, thinking, *What is this, this is bad,* and immediately grabbed my phone...

But it's been three years since the service started. As the various aspects of the virtual world become common knowledge, the general public seems to think that phantom fatigue bleeding into reality is nothing to worry about.

There was some complex explanation about brain illusions and whatnot, but the weariness was so overwhelming that I gave up trying to understand it after two and a half lines and haven't touched the subject since.

I knocked on the 'lid' of the Arcadia, and the translucent, mysterious material lifted without a sound. I rolled onto my side and let myself dive from a height of about seventy or eighty centimeters onto the futon I'd laid out beforehand.

I had anticipated this would happen after fighting a ranked player. A brilliant move on my part, if I do say so myself.

I have strong opinions about my futon-making skills—not to be confused with bed-making—honed during my part-time job at the inn. Truly an excellent job, as if to say, "Now, sleep."

Not that I have much room to talk; it was a short-term gig, so I only worked there for about a week.

However, I didn't dive into my futon for an immediate nap. My target was the smartphone I had set up by the pillow.

My fingers moved sluggishly, as if dragged down by my incredibly slow thoughts. I summoned the search box and slowly, one by one, typed out the characters.

'A'
'r'
'c'
'a'
'd'
'i'
'a'

A single space.

'A'
'c'
'r'
'o'

"—No, no, no, impossible, no way...!!"

*Smack!* I slammed my phone back down by the pillow and retreated into the futon as if raising a defensive barrier.

*Ego-surfing...! So this is that thing they call ego-surfing...!*!

I tried to calm my heart, which had instantly started pounding like crazy, and frantically wiped away the cold sweat that had broken out. No, this is impossible. It's too scary...!!

Back there, Goldow had said something about keeping quiet, but no matter how charismatic the third-ranked player is, I wonder how effective that would be against a crowd of anonymous gamers.

Besides, that's not even the main issue. Even if only the Istia players who were present know what happened in the selection tournament, the fact that I—the player known as Haru—had entered the ranks in the East had been announced to all players via a system announcement.

It would be weirder if there *wasn't* an uproar about this. The public is almost certainly in a frenzy, even more so than a few hours ago.

Probably on par with, or even greater than, the commotion over the [Spiral Crimson Tower] conquest two weeks ago.

That means, at this very moment, an overwhelmingly vast number of people are talking about none other than 'me'—

"I'll just sleep."

And forget.

Because right now, I don't think I can handle this immense pressure—

Oh, right, the alarm.

I probably won't sleep for a full day starting from the afternoon, but oversleeping is out of the question.

My adorable partner is all fired up. Our meeting tomorrow is first thing in the morning.

◇◆◇◆◇

"—..."

It was a familiar sensation, the world shifting around her.

As the gentlemanly machine detected her movement and helped her sit up, she gently patted it in appreciation, as she always did.

The woman—not a girl—stepped down from the large, mechanical bed. Undeterred by the drastic change in her physical senses, she walked straight out of the room with graceful steps.

She opened the sliding fusuma door and left the room, which was far too large for one person... and walked down another long, long corridor without hesitation.

Eventually, she sensed a presence from one of the rooms—the very kitchen she was heading for.

"—Grandpa."

The woman called out as she peeked inside. A figure fumbling in front of a state-of-the-art system kitchen, completely out of place in the old-fashioned Japanese-style building, turned around in surprise and spoke.

"—Ah, Yui. Is it that time already?"

The old man in a kendo uniform—the one called Grandpa—wore a guilty expression, like a child caught in the middle of some mischief.

"Oh, don't pretend you didn't notice... You were hungry and came to find a snack, didn't you? I'll prepare lunch right away, so please wait a little."

With her beautiful black hair swaying, the woman—Yui—giggled, and the old man, chastened, smiled shyly with an adorable charm that betrayed his age.

"Well, I'm caught... How embarrassing to be seen like this again—"

Caught red-handed by his granddaughter in a childish prank, he scratched his head as if to say he was at a loss. Then he paused and looked at Yui's face.

"Oh... Did something good happen?"

It was her usual calm expression, but he sensed a little 'something' in it. He gently asked his granddaughter, who seemed to be in a good mood.

Yui herself hadn't seemed to realize it.

Noticing his gaze, she touched her own cheek—then immediately gave a simple nod.

"Someone asked me to train them."

For a moment, his expression stiffened slightly at her words—but seeing her joyful demeanor, the old man's face quickly softened into a smile.

"Oh? And what kind of person might that be?"

"What kind... let's see."

She pondered the question for a moment, then answered.

"He was an honest, energetic, and adorable boy."

And with that, Yui—the woman who bears the name of the [Sword Saint]—smiled, her face identical to her virtual world self, save for the color of her hair and eyes.

She began to tell her grandfather, who watched over her with a pleased expression, about the unexpected encounter she'd had that day.



    Chapter 140

    Tracing a Path Together

    I overslept. Hard.

I have no idea how many times the alarm buzzing in my ear had looped, but by the time I slowly regained consciousness, it was the morning of the next day.

I vaguely looked at the sunlight streaming through the window—and then my blood ran cold. I shot out of bed. It was seven minutes before our meeting time (8:00 AM).

It was just like oversleeping for my part-time job... no, honestly, I might have panicked even more this time.

Two minutes to practically shove my face into the sink to splash water on it and commit minimum viable atrocities on my mouth with a toothbrush.

One minute to slam my foot into the wall, writhe in agony, and then force down a pastry from the fridge with a gulp of milk.

Another three minutes to finish getting ready while my brain short-circuited over why I was eating *after* brushing my teeth. With my hair a spiky mess like a rooster's comb, I dove, panting, into Arcadia.

—All of that happened about three minutes ago.

Since I logged out at Ui-san's residence... estate? Dojo? Yesterday, I naturally reappeared on the stone pavement inside its walls.

I hadn't memorized the route from the transfer gate, so without a second thought, I launched myself into the sky and made a beeline for a likely-looking spot I spotted from above.

Fortunately, while getting there required some steps, leaving seemed to be no problem. The option [Safe Area 033] was clearly listed as a destination, so I slammed my finger on it and—

"I made it!!"

"Um..."

And here we are.

Except I totally didn't make it. Sora-san was already here, completely in 'waiting' mode...!

"A-Are you okay...?"

"*Hah*, *wheeze*... Sorry, I'm fine."

I bent over with my hands on my knees, less from stamina loss and more from mental exhaustion. Sora looked on with concern, a bewildered expression on her face.

She's rubbing my back... My partner is an angel today, too.

"Sorry, I overslept... I'm so sorry for making you wait..."

Though, to be fair, it's still 7:59 AM—oh, it's eight o'clock now.

"You're right on time, you know? —Good morning, Haru."

"Haha... Yeah, good morning, Sora."

She saw my less-than-graceful arrival and seemed amused—but still, she greeted me with a happy smile.

And so, together again with Sora after what felt like a while, our day of adventure began.

◇◆◇◆◇

"You said you overslept, but did you get enough rest yesterday?"

"Well... I think I slept for about twenty hours..."

"Twen— A-Are you sure you're okay?"

"I don't know. My virtual self is fine, but my real body might be stiff as a board from sleeping too much."

"You know, you're currently sleeping *more* right now."

"...Alright, I'll go for a run during our lunch break."

"A run... during your break?"

As we enjoyed this peaceful conversation, the scenery flew by behind us—or rather, behind me.

I had already planned out our schedule for the day, which included several destinations.

And since the distance to get there was a little *too* far to be called a stroll...

"...I have to say, it's a bit worrying how used to *this* I've become."

"How is the ride, my lady?"

"...Somehow, the fact that it's getting more comfortable little by little is also annoying."

—And if you call me 'my lady' again, I'll get mad—she grumbled with a reluctant look on her face... but Sora, now nestled in my arms as if it were her usual spot, had relaxed completely, showing no signs of nervousness.

I can't call her 'my lady'? Why not?

A few minutes after leaving the [Safe Area], I was, as usual, carrying Sora in both arms, my AGI cranked to the max as we headed for our destination.

The town, developed around the Great Bell Tower that was once submerged in the forest, is still surrounded by a vast woodland as far as the eye can see.

No matter where we go, we have to pass through *it* first, so any "long trip" in the [Garden of Divine Creation] basically begins in the forest—

"It really feels like cheating, you know."

"This is a perfectly legitimate action within the game's mechanics, so there's nothing wrong with it."

I responded to her exasperated mumble with a textbook deadpan delivery. I mean, really, I'm not doing anything in a gray area this time.

I'm *just kicking off the treetops and running over the forest*.

Can the trees withstand the force of my kicks, amplified by my ridiculous stats and carrying the weight of two people? Well, they're withstanding it, so I guess they can. Fantasy trees are amazing.

"I mean, you could probably do this much too, Sora, right?"

"...I've been meaning to say this for a while, but I think your assessment of me has gotten a little strange lately, Haru."

Eh?

Cute and strong, cute and strong. What part of that is wrong?

"I can't do this, you know? I really can't. How can you jump around so fearlessly?"

"Jump around... Well, if I hesitated, I'd fall..."

Something like this is all about momentum. The required stat isn't technique, it's simply guts—

"That's what I mean. It's scary. *This* is normally scary."

"You seem pretty calm about it, though?"

"...That's thanks to experience. I know you won't drop me, Haru."

Oh, that trust. Makes me blush.

"But if I tried to do this myself, it would be terrifying—You don't seem to have much of that feeling, do you, Haru?"

"Hmm..."

Yeah, she's right.

It's not that I don't get scared. Of course I do. Heights, monsters charging at me trying to flatten me, even PvP where people casually point 'blades' at you—all of it is scary.

It's just...

"I guess I still think of it as a *game*..."

That perception, solidified deep in my heart, is probably what's numbing my senses. I've been aware of that for a while now.

◇◆◇◆◇

"I-It's floating..."

"Floating, indeed."

About ten minutes after starting our cheating-level traverse of the great forest.

After breaking through to the west and running across a plain for a while, we were met by an unbelievably huge crack in the earth. And floating around it was a cluster of massive rocks.

In Arcadia, official names only exist for dungeons like the [Spiral Crimson Tower]. The various fields apparently don't have place names.

So it's customary for players to share information using nicknames or whatever they come up with.

"They call it the 'Quarry.'"

"Wow..."

Sora stared at the surreal scene, dazed. I know how she feels. I was pretty much the same when I first came here alone.

"I don't know the details, but apparently a meteor fell and did this."

"A meteor...!"

"That's what the flavor text of the materials you can get here suggests. The rocks are floating because some weird property of the meteor spread to them."

It's the source material for something called a [Floating Meteor Fragment]—yes, one of the two necessary components for my new equipment, the [Meteor Serpent (Stake)] series.

To be honest, the theme of today's adventure is upgrading Sora. Our main target is the materials needed to update her long-neglected gear.

And I haven't forgotten. The [Desert Moray] series I was using before the [Meteor Serpent] set was something Sora wanted so we could match.

I can't say it's not a little embarrassing, but it's obvious what should take priority over something like that.

"Alright, let's just quickly mine what we need and move on—we're blitzing a journey that took me a week in a single day, so we need to keep up the pace."

"R-Right!"

I picked out a large floating rock and started walking towards it. Sora, who had been mesmerized by the magnificent view, hurried to follow.

Trying to hide the smile that was threatening to spread across my face at the girl's small-animal-like gesture, I prepared for the mining operation I had experienced once before, all while finding this rare opportunity to explain things to an extremely curious Sora quite refreshing.

—Eh, a pickaxe? You can manage just fine by smacking it with a blunt weapon.



    Chapter 141

    Kindred Spirits

    A standard combat field in an MMORPG. Anyone who has played the genre would likely picture a similar scene.

A vast map—plains, forests, wastelands, mountains, even the bottom of the sea or above the clouds—and scattered across it, a multitude of cannon fodder (mobs).

Hunt them down, one after another, and a new horde of monsters respawns in their place. You spend your finite resource of time to acquire the infinite resources they generate... It's one of the defining pleasures of the MMO genre.

In that sense, you could say Arcadia isn't very MMO-like. After all, in this game, you'll rarely encounter a monster just by wandering around aimlessly.

There are special enemies like the [White-Shining Bird of Fortune (Stilac Elburd)] that I once farmed, which have somewhat fixed spawn locations.

But they are a tiny minority. Apparently, almost all monsters don't have set spawn points—in fact, their habitats can even shift depending on the situation.

A good example is the great forest surrounding the [Safe Area].

You'd think such a vast forest would be teeming with monsters—right? Surprisingly, that forest is almost completely empty.

Of course, it wasn't always that way. Long ago, the great forest... also known as 'The Great Forest,' was apparently home to a great many monsters.

And then—the moment players who had broken through the [Trial Spheres of Partition] reached the Great Bell Tower sunken in the heart of the forest, a grand conflict between the 'Pioneers' and the 'Natives' began.

Who was victorious? The answer is the current [Safe Area] and the silent great forest itself.

In other words, the numerous monsters decided, "Screw this, we can't deal with those freaks," and moved their homes.

As this example shows, Arcadia doesn't have clearly defined habitats or corresponding hunting grounds. Well, they exist, but they're more like vague guidelines: "If you go looking around here, you can probably hunt something." That's the reality of it.

If you gather your information properly, you're almost guaranteed to find them, so it doesn't devolve into a terrible game where "all monsters are rare enemies" that you can never encounter.

As for the issue of "Isn't it stressful not being able to fight constantly?"—

"—Sora, it's heading your way!"

"Which way is 'your way'!?"

"No, that's a clone! Three o'clock!!"

"What time is three o'clock!?"

"You're too confused, calm down!!"

—the enemies that appear in this Garden of Divine Creation are all tough, tricky foes, which fulfills the demand not with quantity, but with quality.

And the [Misty Snake] currently plunging us into a perfect vortex of pandemonium in this muddy swamp is no exception.

It disappears, it flees, it makes clones. To top it off, it blankets a wide area in a poison mist and then goes into full stealth (hide), making it an absolute pain to deal with, a true master of underhanded tactics.

I already have experience fighting it, so I decided to observe for now, letting Sora-san try it alone first—haha, she's panicking.

Surrounded by countless giant snakes (clones), my partner is having a minor panic attack, her eyes spinning as she retreats into a defensive barrier of magic swords.

A swarm of countless, tiny magic swords orbits her body at high speed.

There are too many to count, and though they're the size of pebbles, their power and weight are no less than that of a full-sized sword.

If I were to approach Sora right now, I'd be diced into mincemeat in an instant.

"Ugh..."

It's not that she's in any real danger. Her HP hasn't dropped by a single millimeter, but she's clearly at a loss for what to do.

When she cast a hesitant glance my way, my unconditional softness for Sora made me open my mouth without a second thought.

Still, it felt wrong to just mindlessly tell her to "just smash it," so I decided to offer a hint for the strategy instead.

"Sora, that thing can turn invisible. What you're seeing are basically all decoys."

There's no reason for it to reveal its true form among the decoys—and that is precisely what will be the undoing of this damn beast.

"And the clones don't have a physical body... no mass. But the real one, of course, does."

In other words, you shouldn't be looking at its 'form,' but—

"—I see!"

Exactly. The place where Sora's gaze landed, the end of the serpent's trail that its mass had carved into the mud.

Of course, the [Misty Snake] isn't stupid. As it scurries around, it cleverly employs various techniques, using numerous fakes to keep its position hidden.

In fact, it even uses the tracks left in the swamp to its advantage to confuse us.

I heard that a certain player who once challenged it solo was toyed with perfectly and ended up playing tag for nearly an hour.

So, the fact that Sora-san found the solution instantly after I gave her a hint, and then perfectly pierced the [Misty Snake]'s head with a single, resounding shot from a magic sword—well, I think that's just a little bit weird.

"...! I did it!!"

"Heh, nice one."

But she's cute, so who cares.

After confirming her own success, Sora spun around, a brilliant smile blooming on her face.

With the massive azure snake exploding behind her, my partner ran up to me cheerfully, and we exchanged a high-five. Her gentle tap was so very her.

"How were the drops?"

"Um, one hide, two fangs, and... a poison gland? I got one of those!"

Oh, the poison gland is a somewhat rare drop. No idea what it's used for, though.

"Alright, then we need three more hides... When I fought them, it dropped one every time, so it's probably a guaranteed drop."

"So that means three more to go?"

Having gotten the hang of it, she seemed to have gained some confidence. When I nodded, the girl's face was full of motivation. "I'll do my best!"

She's strong. I remember thinking, "Three more? You've got to be kidding me," with utter weariness... but I guess if she can take them down that easily, it makes sense.

"Alright, let's keep it moving."

"Right! Ah, um, if you would, please!"

Okay, leave the searching to me.

I gave a light wave, soared into the sky, and scanned the swamp with my avatar's super-vision. Our snake hunt, an endeavor that was, in my opinion, a bit of a cheat, concluded just over ten minutes later.



    Chapter 142

    Interlude?

    *Nia-chan here—*

*Whoa, hey. What's up?*

*You know how we were talking about making gear for my partner?*

*Uh, yeah. So? We're good to go, right? I already started on the design... wait, hold up, this is getting complicated.*

---You have been invited to a talk room by Nier---

◇Talk Room◇

◇Haru has joined the room◇

Nier: Yo, welcome

Haru: You can use this feature for private chats...?

Nier: Only with friends you've invited

Haru: Convenient. Can we use this to get in touch from now on?

Nier: Sure

Nier: So? What's this about Sora-chan's equipment?

Haru: Ah, we're out gathering materials right now

Haru: Using those feathers is fine, but can we adjust it with other materials?

Haru: Specifically, for a magic warrior build with low LUC

Haru: Nia-san?

Nier: It's possible

Nier: What's Sora-chan's LUC at?

Haru: Hang on

Haru: She says 50

Haru: Nia-chan?

Nier: In that case, wouldn't it be better to just choose the stat boost?

Nier: I think the recommended LUC for warrior types is around 100

Nier: 50+50 is perfect, right?

Haru: Ah... I guess that would work

Nier: If the goal is just to match your partner, that should be fine

Haru: Right... yeah. Okay, thanks

Nier: By the way, is Sora-chan a skirt person? Or pants?

Haru: ...You want me to ask her?

Haru: I'm trying to keep the new gear a secret, and you want me to just ask that out of the blue?

Nier: *Since she's right there with you anyway*, just ask her casually

Nier: You want to see her in something that looks perfect on her too, don't you?

Haru: She says she prefers skirts

Haru: She was super confused, by the way

Haru: Nia-chan?

Nier: Feathers. More. The blue ones.

Haru: Why are you suddenly talking like a robot?

Nier: Lots.

Haru: Lots...? Uh, um, the blue ones are a rare drop...

Nier: Just hurry up and bring them!! You damn playboy!!!

Unforgivable.



    Chapter 143

    Just Forgotten?

    "Why did I just get insulted out of nowhere..."

I, for my part, had to ask a question that came out of left field, earning me a suspicious look from my partner.

And to top it off, she's demanding 'lots' of a rare drop from a rare enemy that's a pain to spawn.

How many is 'lots'...? If I remember right, I think I got maybe one [Azure Sky Feather of the Lucky Bird] for every three I hunted...

Right, looks like I'll be sacrificing a bit of sleep tonight—

"Haru?"

"Yeah?"

I looked up at the sound of Sora's voice—and yup, too close.

I subtly took half a step back from the girl who's been naturally close lately and tilted my head at the amber eyes peeking at me from the side.

"Is something wrong?"

Was I making a weird face thinking about my late-night bird hunting? "It's nothing," I replied to her curious question, closing the chat window that had gone silent.

"Are you used to it now?"

"Yes! I adjusted my stats, so I think I can move just like before!"

—Haha... Her movements might be the same as before, but her firepower has gone up even more.

This was related to the fact that Sora had acquired a new skill around the time we hunted the third [Misty Snake].

It wasn't an unfamiliar skill, though...

――――――――――――――――――
◇Status◇
Name: Sora
Lv: 100
STR: 100
AGI: 200 (+10)
DEX: 200 ⇒ 100 (+10)
VIT: 100
MID: 400 ⇒ 500 (+50)
LUC: 50

◇Skill◇
・Magic Sword Aptitude
《Optimize Alert》
Magic Sword Telekinesis
Homing Projection
Magic Sword Generation Efficiency

・Light Magic Aptitude
《Qualia Veil》

・《Scales of Song (Scareless)》
・《Observer's Eye》

・Acrobatics *New!*
・Precept of Healing Hands
・Precept of Insight

・Telepathy
――――――――――――――――――

Yes. The god-tier skill I've been indebted to for so long, both before and after its evolution,《Acrobatics》, has appeared.

Ever since establishing her current combat style, Sora has been diving headfirst into the swamp of high-speed combat, almost catching up to me. To be honest, I thought she could get it at any time.

Its post-evolution form is exceptional, of course, but even in its initial state, it's an excellent skill that provides an effect equivalent to DEX +100. It's a significant buff for her build.

...Wait, thinking about it calmly, isn't it kind of insane that a single skill has the same effect as +10 levels? This is beyond 'excellent.'

By the way, my old skill 《Fleetfoot》, which had become a lesser version of 《Acrobatics》 after I messed up my stat reset, has now evolved in a rage into its third form, 《Adamant Sky Dash》.

Unlike 《Fleetfoot》, which doubled DEX upon reaching a certain speed, this one adds my STR value to my DEX under the same conditions.

In other words, a virtual DEX +300. The Acrobatics skill line is apparently just fundamentally broken.

Anyway, we defeated the fourth snake to finish the hunt. Sora, feeling that her DEX was a bit excessive in that fight, used her hoarded remake system to reallocate her stats.

She won't be able to reset them for another month, but if she hesitated, she'd never end up using it.

We can't predict when it will evolve into 《Fleetfoot》, so I think it was a good decision.

—And so, with her excess DEX shaved off and added to her MID, Sora's MID has finally reached 500. She's hit the benchmark for what's known as a Pure Mage, an artillery-specialized magic user build.

Including the boost from her [Crimson Rabbit Choker], an accessory that's already borderline broken by Nia's standards, her MID is an even higher 550. And she's on the front lines as a 'swordsman' with those stats. Her own brokenness is accelerating.

"By the way, I noticed something when I was looking at my stats for the first time in a while."

"Oh, what's up?"

Sora materialized her status window and brought it in front of me, as if to say, "Look at this."

I turned my gaze to where she was pointing—

"Right here. My equipped title was unequipped at some point..."

She was showing me the title settings tab of her status window. Just as she said, the box that should have had some title equipped was blank.

"You didn't unequip it yourself?"

"Well... to be honest, I set it a long time ago and kind of forgot it existed."

Ah... I know the feeling. In fact, I'm exactly the same—

""...""

At that, we both fell silent, looking at each other.

Sora probably realized from my expression that I was in the same boat.

Namely—that both of us had completely ignored the fact that titles have special effects.

"I saw the acquisition notices all the time..."

"For some reason, the idea of changing it never crossed my mind, did it...?"

I'm pretty sure I paid attention to it in the early days, and the last one I set was the 'Bond-Weaver' type that requires you to designate a specific person—

"—..., ..."

In that instant, following a mysterious intuition, I opened my own status window. Just like Sora, I went to the title settings screen and...

Ah...—haha, mine's blank too.

"Hey, Sora-san."

"Y-Yes?"

"This might be a long shot, but..."

Actually, there's no other conclusion to draw.

"Was the title you had set 'Bond-Weaver,' by any chance?"

I materialized my window, flipped it over, and turned it to face Sora.

Seeing the blank box, just like her own, she looked at me with a puzzled expression—

"Eh..."

Then, the meaning of my question. The meaning of why I opened my title screen after she did. And probably the meaning conveyed by my expression and everything else... the astute girl understood it all.

Kindred spirits, we had surely arrived at the same answer—the girl's face rapidly flushed crimson.

'Bond-Weaver'—by setting a specific person, all your stats receive a slight boost when fighting alongside that player.

Looking back, it feels like a long time ago, on that grassy plain where we stood back to back.

I chose Sora's name without hesitation. And Sora, though I don't know when, probably chose my name as well.

She said that for some reason, the thought of changing it never occurred to her.

And I'm probably the same.

It's not that we forgot.

We both just subconsciously had no intention of ever changing it—

"—...!!??"

"Ah..."

She probably saw it. My face, which had gotten uncharacteristically heated.

Sora turned her back, her golden hair whipping around, and I looked away too, patting my cheeks to dissipate the heat—no, this is impossible. Anyone would be mortified by this.

"—So... I have a suggestion."

"Y-Yes...!"

Her voice, trembling with agitation, echoed in my ears.

This is bad. Just hearing her voice is painful.

"How about we... continue our break for a little longer..."

"I... I agree..."

With only those words exchanged, we both, without prompting, started walking towards a nearby rocky area.

In the middle of the gloomy swamp, we sat down on a convenient large rock—a 'chair'—that was sticking out of the mud—

""—...""

Creating a strange atmosphere that didn't fit the field, we sat with our backs to each other and, in unison, completely shut down.

---

Special Title: 'Twin Wings' — One of the special titles derived from 'Bond-Weaver'. When fighting alongside the designated target, all stats receive an upward correction. Furthermore, if the designated target's HP falls below a certain threshold, the user will acquire the timed enhancement effect 《Devotion of the Twin Wings》 once per battle.

・《Devotion of the Twin Wings》—Grants a massive +50 correction to all stats. In addition, while 'protecting' the designated target who has met the activation condition, damage taken is halved. Furthermore, upon a death-blow, the user will be instantly revived once with 1 HP.

While 《Devotion of the Twin Wings》 is active, two exclusive skills are acquired.

・《Intertwined Branch》—Upon activation, teleports the user directly in front of the designated target. Can be used once.
・《Great Tree of Feelings》—After the revival effect is triggered, all attacks are nullified for ten seconds.

・Special Title—A unique title that exists in a separate category from the normal titles set by players. Unlike normal titles, which require one to be set as active, their effects are always active from the moment they are acquired.

There is no need to enable them, but there is also no way to disable them.

Whether they become a blessing or a curse varies greatly depending on the title's content and the player honored with its rarity.



    Chapter 144

    Gilding, Jester, Crown

    The time it took for us to swallow our embarrassment must have been quite long.

Eventually, we exchanged glances, and the conclusion Sora and I reached was one and the same.

In short: "Let's just forget about it for now."

Abandoning deep thought, we feigned composure with exaggerated artificiality and sealed away the memories of the last few minutes. Then, as if to escape reality, we turned our attention to our long-neglected title settings...

""Seriously...""

Though we were looking at our own respective windows, we both let out the same dry voices, staring at the same thing—the description for a completely incomprehensible special title called 'Twin Wings.'

I mean, what is this? A title? What even is a title again...?

"It's like... what is this? Some kind of ultimate attack...?"

"A... title...?"

As I muttered in disbelief, Sora, with a dozen question marks floating over her head, echoed my confusion.

"A special title, huh... From your reaction, I guess you didn't know about this either?"

"I didn't... no... I mean, I'm not really familiar with the finer details of the system, like titles, to begin with..."

Sora's knowledge mostly comes from videos and such, so it's broad but shallow. When it comes to detailed player builds, there's a mountain of information you wouldn't get just by scratching the surface.

—Even so. This ridiculous effect is always active without needing to be set?

..................Seriously???

"Somehow, everything written here looks wrong..."

"Don't worry, it all looks wrong to my eyes, too."

Teleportation, revival, invincibility... There are way too many words that shouldn't be casually written in a skill's effect description.

What's also strange is that, for some reason, Arcadia's trademark 'brain installation' of information isn't working for this. I've had this broken unique title installed on my avatar for who knows how long, but I seriously never noticed until now?

"...And then there's this."

Yes, that's right. There's *another* special title (unique title).

I'll never forget it. That moment when I earned the rank of Ninth.

Looking back, amidst the various announcements, I remember a message that I had acquired a special title.

Unnoticed, a 'Special Title' tab had appeared next to the regular title tab, and listed there was a second title. Its name was none other than—

Special Title: 'Acrobat' — During combat, the cooldown time of all skills is reduced according to the total amount of self-inflicted damage. When the total self-inflicted damage in a battle reaches 90% of max HP, the user gains the enhancement effect 《Crown Crown》.

・《Crown Crown》—During combat, nullifies HP reduction from self-inflicted damage.

The accumulated self-inflicted damage and the enhancement effect are lost when an HP recovery effect is triggered.

"...For starters, can't something be done about 'Acrobat'...?'"

That subtly uncool feeling, as if it's telling me, "It suits you," is just growing more and more irritating over time.

But more importantly, the effect.

...What is this broken nonsense?

"Sora-san, Sora-san."

"Yes?"

I materialized the window and showed the incredibly insane effect description to Sora, who had turned to face me.

And the girl—

"..................Wow."

—gave a textbook 'recoiling in disgust' reaction and, for some reason, shot me a deadpan stare.

"That's what you get for hurting yourself over and over again without any hesitation, you know?"

"Seriously...? But the skill..."

My skill,《Ignition》, demands a price...

The name is lame, the effect is insane in multiple ways, and now Sora's glaring at me... This is just the worst.

—But I won't be discouraged.

Hey, you, random monster passing by. I see you.

Mind helping me out for a second?

"Here, have a [Bullet]."

Still sitting on the rock, I casually tossed a [Parabellum Bullet] into the muddy swamp—and in the next moment,

"Hyaah—!?"

*SPLASH!* With a spray of heavy mud, a creature about four meters long... a creature that's... what is that?

A crocodile with the head of an anglerfish? ...Wait, is it a crocodile? Do crocodiles have six legs?

My sudden action and the flashy appearance of the creature—a [Dropple Elgator]—must have seriously surprised her.

Sora shrieked and grabbed my sleeve. "It's okay, it's okay, nothin' to be scared of," I soothed, standing up and summoning the black blade of [Panga Fool] into my left hand.

"W-Wha!? What, wha—!?"

"Ah, it's fine, it's fine. It's just a weak mob, no need to be on guard."

Categorically speaking, it's like a relative of the [Wall Lizard] we encountered in the tutorial map.

If you imagine a version that's about thirty times stronger than *that*, you'd be pretty much spot on.

Well, you know—we're also more than thirty times stronger than we were back then, right?

"Time for a test run. Let's make this quick."

First, that fulfills the "in combat" condition.

Next up, one, two, three, four—a total of nine times. To an unknowing observer, it would look like sheer madness, but I spammed the self-damage trigger, gouging out my own HP...

"...Huh, did anything change?"

No special animations or effects?

"Haru!? It's coming!!"

Ah, okay, okay. Here we gooo—!!

"Hup!!"

Furious at having a dagger thrown at it for simply passing by, the giant creature charged, its bloodshot eyes glowing.

The Elgator lumbered forward and leaped straight at me. I used 《Blink Switch》 and mercilessly batted it away with a one-handed [An=Re Galta].

It didn't seem to have a cry, letting out only a pathetic, choked sound as the air was forced out of it. The crocodile-anglerfish went flying.

I paid it no mind and focused again on my avatar's status.

Sora watched the whole spectacle with an unreadable expression.

...Hey, I had no choice.

When I was hunting the [Misty Snake] solo, I didn't know how to find them at first. Eventually, I got tired of it and just started walking around, throwing weapons at any place where I felt *some* kind of presence.

And boy, did I reel these guys in... The first time, I was intimidated by their insane toughness, but after fighting them over and over again, you get used to it.

This swamp is apparently their home, not the [Misty Snake]'s.

They both hide—one by turning invisible, the other by burrowing in the mud—so maybe they get along? I don't know the details, but I heard the snakes coexist here, mixed in with the Elgators.

—Anyway, that's not important. In the end, this title's enhancement effect is...

"Um, Haru...?"

"Yeah?"

I was called out as I watched the pathetic crocodile fly nearly ten meters and roll through the swamp. I turned around—huh, Sora's gaze is on top of my head.

"The effect for the title, right? I think... that might be *it*."

She said *it*, pointing to the space above the left side of her own head.

Even if she says that, I have no way of seeing my own head. As I was wondering what to do, she pulled a hand mirror from her inventory—how very ladylike.

Sora's bag is my bag, too, but I had no idea that was in there... huh............

"..., ..."

Speechless, I stared at the hand mirror Sora held up for me. In it was the reflection of a plain-faced guy.

And above his head—a translucent, crown-shaped effect, looking as if it had been split in two, was floating at a jaunty angle............

"...Hhhhhhhhhhhhh—"

—THIS IS SO LAME!!!!!!! 



    Chapter 145

    Verification Complete

    Some time after I began a detailed investigation of the specs...

Under the mental strain of being forced to wear a crown on my plain face, and with the sacrifice of countless [Dropple Elgators], I have more or less grasped the properties of the two special titles.

First, 'Twin Wings'—overall, surprisingly underwhelming.

Okay, 'underwhelming' might be the wrong word... It's more that it's difficult to utilize.

There's no doubt that everything written about it is strong, and each effect is certainly exceptional when it comes to 'defense'—but the concept is too focused on defense.

First, there's the fact that it can't even activate unless we're together. Second, the activation condition requires one of us to be on the verge of death.

So, a situation where those conditions are met and the effect activates is likely one where we're facing an opponent with an overwhelming power gap, one that can push us to the brink even when we're fighting together.

And against an enemy that strong, wouldn't even this 'Twin Wings mode' just be a way to prolong the inevitable? That was our mutual conclusion.

Against an evenly matched opponent, it definitely has the potential to be a trump card. But in other words, it's 'situational.'

What's also disappointing is the frustratingly short duration and narrow effective range.

The effect of 《Devotion of the Twin Wings》 lasts for twenty seconds. Furthermore, the 'protection' condition that needs to be met to gain the damage reduction and revival effects is determined by the distance to the designated target—in my case, a near-death Sora... and this range is quite small.

About two meters, I'd say. It's also limited to a specific situation, like "shielding the target with your back," so if you try to make full use of the effects, you can barely move freely.

+50 to all stats, a total of +300, is a cheat-level boost equivalent to thirty levels. But even if you just want to use that, the effect only lasts for twenty seconds.

Due to the range restriction, a suicide charge relying on the invincibility effect is impossible. Even if you rush in after activating it, the duration is only ten seconds.

With such a short hero time, can you really launch a counterattack against an opponent strong enough to force you to use 《Devotion of the Twin Wings》 in the first place? The future evaluation of this special title will likely depend on that.

Oh, by the way, it didn't activate from self-inflicted damage. It seems you have to be brought to the brink of death by damage from an enemy. Too bad.

Alright, next up, 'Acrobat'—overall, completely broken. The end.

This one, I just don't understand.

I thought if self-inflicted damage no longer reduces HP, it would fail to meet the activation condition for 《Ignition》, but for some reason, it still works normally.

And more than anything else—the cooldown reduction effect for all skills was just *insanely* powerful.

I had a bad feeling about it when I triggered [Panga Fool] once, took exactly 10% self-damage, and the cooldowns were reduced by 10%. 

It didn't quite scale at 10% per trigger after that, but at the maximum—90% accumulated self-damage—the cooldown reduction was a staggering 50%.

No, that's just wrong. Fifty percent. *Half*. All skills, all the time, have their cooldowns halved. Even the already short cooldown of 《Tremple Slide》 becomes reusable in about ten seconds.

Sure, fighting with only 10% of your health would be tough, both physically and mentally... but hey, I'm already in a state where a single strong hit means instant death, you know?

Conclusion: a desperation move where I spam 《Ignition》 at the start of a fight might even become my go-to strategy—that's how revolutionary this buff is.

...Ah, if only a weird crown didn't float above my head...

"It just doesn't suit me..."

"A person who *does* suit a crown... I'm not sure what that would even look like..."

No, I get it. In terms of game fashion, it's pretty common. I think crowns are fine.

But please don't float one above the head of a guy with a realistic face. I just look like some dude getting way too into a festival, you know???

"Ah, um, it didn't look that strange, you know? It's a crown, but the design wasn't that flashy..."

My considerate partner tried to console me.

She has a point... but... yeah, okay. It's stupid to keep dragging this out.

"By the way, I think it would look amazing on you, Sora-san."

"Huh? Uh, um... thank you...?"

A small crown perched on her head would be a guaranteed win. No doubt about it.

"Alright... Guess I should finally set something."

Standing next to Sora, who was flustered by the sudden compliment, I fiddled with my title slot, which had probably been empty for a long time—I can't tell Irori about this... He might get angry and say something like, "So you were the one underestimating things?"

Imagining the [Sword Protector]'s face, smiling pleasantly but half-enraged, I tapped the empty box, and a list of available titles appeared.

Just as the frequent acquisition notifications suggested, there were quite a few of them.

Among them, the most promising ones were, of course, the most recently acquired—

"Well, it's gotta be one of these."

'Conqueror of the Spiral Crimson Tower'—While wearing the accessory that proves the conquest of the [Spiral Crimson Tower], grants an additional bonus to AGI based on the MID stat.

'Bullet Run'—Running actions gain a stamina recovery effect. Jumping actions consume more stamina.

'Infinite Maneuver'—Jumping actions gain a stamina recovery effect. Running actions consume more stamina.

'Embracing Wings of Brilliance'—Grants an additional bonus to MID based on the LUC stat. The bonus value increases while wearing equipment related to the [White-Shining Bird of Fortune (Stilac Elburd)].

That last one is from the White-Shining Bird, which I plan to farm again tonight. I got it when I was mercilessly spawn-camping them for materials.

There's also an interesting title called 'Two Sides of One Body' that I got from the [Angalta, God-Wedge Sword-King] fight, but unfortunately, it doesn't mesh with my build.

Maybe it would suit Sora? Anyway—

The three I got from conquering the [Spiral Crimson Tower] have obvious synergy with my mobility-focused build.

The conqueror title that gives a stat bonus is, as expected of a reward from an ultra-high-difficulty dungeon, more potent than other titles with similar effects.

It's not that the increase is larger, but the way the bonus is calculated is a bit special, which makes it strong. For example, 'Embracing Wings of Brilliance,' which references another stat, has a limit no matter how much LUC you stack, but this one apparently has no such cap...

It's an interesting title that sparks some bad ideas.

The other two are self-explanatory. They have a game-changing effect where you recover stamina by running or jumping.

They each come with a debuff that increases stamina consumption for the opposite action, but the negative effect isn't that significant.

If used well, I could say goodbye to running out of stamina forever.

...So, yeah. The Crimson Tower set is definitely all excellent. It's excellent, but—

"Yeah... there's only one choice."

The winner is 'Embracing Wings of Brilliance'—the MID-enhancing title.

Why? Well, in my case, I have this monstrous accessory called the [Crimson Rabbit Hairpin], you see...

It's only when its effect is active, but since boosting MID equals boosting AGI & DEX for me right now, if you ask me what stat I should raise first, the answer is obvious.

On top of that, with more things draining my MP, like summoning [Parabellum Bullets] and the cost of 《Fatal Leak》, MP has become more important.

And so—

――――――――――――――――――
◇Status◇
Title: Acrobat
Name: Haru
Lv: 100
STR: 300
AGI: 350
DEX: 100
VIT: 0 (+50)
MID: 0 (+250) ⇒ (+350)
LUC: 300

◇Skill◇
・All Weapon Aptitude
《Blink Switch》
《Flip Stroke》
《Gusty Limb》
《Exchange Voltate》
Greed's Precept

・《Reflect Blowal》
・《Tremple Slide》
・《Ignition》
・《Floating Leaf》
・《Foreseeing Eye》

・Embodied Protection
・Combo Accelerate
・Awakening Blow
・Heavy Attack Manipulator
・Adamant Sky Dash
・Rabbit Run
・Fataless Jumper
・Rhino's Heart
・Trickery Precept
・Guardian's Cradle

・Telepathy
――――――――――――――――――

Setting 'Embracing Wings of Brilliance'... Haha, it went up by 100.

Nice—and with this, my stats, including the additional bonuses, are now equivalent to Lv. 145, which is just ridiculous.

Furthermore, if the [Crimson Rabbit Hairpin]'s 《Desperate Crimson》 activates, I'll be at Lv. 180 equivalent. And if I have Sora dump all her stats into my MID with 《Scales of Song (Scareless)》 beforehand, I'll have the monstrous stats of a Lv. 240...

I can clearly see what happens next.

There I'll be, unable to control my abnormal stats, slamming into a wall and dying instantly!!

...But well, I'll have to try it out sometime.

"How about you, Sora? Decided?"

"Um... let's see... —Yes, I've decided!"

I closed my settings window and called out to her. Sora, who had been mumbling to herself while having what was surely a very productive time, looked up.

The title issue, which had taken up a surprisingly long time, was now resolved, for now—and if that's the case.

"Alright, shall we get going then!"

"Yes! Let's go!"

The break is over, the tour continues—our packed schedule for today has only just begun.



    Chapter 146

    Safe Zone

    "See you later, then."

"Yeah, back here."

It was around 18:00 in virtual world time. Here, the transition to night begins after 24:00, so at the current time, which would be dusk in the real world, the sun was only just beginning to set.

In real time, it was exactly 12:00. We had paused our tour for a lunch break and returned to the [Safe Area]. We agreed to meet again in an hour, real time, and both decided to log out for a bit.

I watched Sora go, giving a polite little wave before she left the virtual world—...Alright, I still have a few things to do here.

"Let's see... oh, they're on."

I checked my friends list and saw that the two names I was looking for were both showing as online.

I hesitated for a moment, wondering who to contact first, and then—

*'Hey, Kagura-san?'*

I sent a message to my exclusive magitech artisan, who had graciously allowed me to thank her later.

◇◆◇◆◇

"You're a considerate one, aren't you?"

"If not now, when else would I be?"

When I asked if she had a moment, she replied with an immediate 'OK.' Accepting her invitation, I found myself visiting her workshop for the first time.

The layout and construction were likely the same as Nia's atelier. While that one was coordinated with a stylish, feminine atmosphere, this place was rather simple.

One desk, two chairs. A few shelves lined the wall, filled with various small items and whatnots. The impression was that the large space was somewhat underutilized.

The location, like Nia's, was in the [Mirage Workshop] Safe Area branch—but if I recall correctly, didn't this person casually mention she was the sub-master?

"As someone important, shouldn't you be at headquarters or something?"

"I have a workshop in the Vestol home base, too. But it's easier to be here for various reasons, like taking requests directly from players of other factions."

So she said.

Just as she frequently visits Istia, players from other factions can, in fact, enter each other's cities.

But apparently, regular players need permission.

There's a player-run facility in the Safe Area that's like a 'city hall,' where you have to request a pass from the respective faction's counter for the place you want to visit.

There's a player-run city hall in the game...???

Between that and the 'Four Pillar Steering Committee,' this game really has transcended the realm of entertainment.

—Well, that aside.

"Kagu—"

"Let me stop you right there. Spare me the embarrassing thank yous and all that."

Seriously...? She preempted me so fast...

"I wanted a result. You delivered a result. This time our roles were reversed, but it's just a give-and-take, like the usual relationship between a craftsman and a client."

She said it in a light tone.

After her initial move shut down my attempt to thank her, leaving me hanging, she looked at me with amusement and held out a lightly clenched fist.

"So this is just right—well done. I'm expecting great things next time, too."

"...Hah."

There it is, that cool-as-hell move. When she gives me a smile that satisfying, I have no choice but to respond in kind.

"I'll do my best to live up to your expectations."

I bumped my fist against hers, which was surprisingly small and feminine for someone with such a commanding presence.

A soft *thump* sounded, and Kagura-san's lips curled into a satisfied smile.

"—Consider it received. How do you want to handle the delivery?"

"Hmm... It'd be nice to coordinate it with Nia's outfit... Ah, right. Sorry, but this time too..."

"Don't worry, I'll coordinate the design with her again."

So thoughtful. As expected of my personal artisan.

I entrusted her with the materials I had gathered from our earlier hunting and mining (?), and we briefly discussed the details of our little scheme, which Sora still knew nothing about.

"By the way, Sora-san apparently dislikes gloves that cover her fingertips completely, so..."

"Oh, got it. Well, I was planning to make them fingerless like yours, so no problem."

Additionally, when I told her I had an errand and would drop off the materials, I relayed the request my partner had given me, and the commission was complete.

"Alright, once I'm done coordinating with Nia, I'll leave it with her."

"Get it from her when you pick up her stuff," Kagura-san said. My business concluded, I stood up from my seat—but still...

"You know, I gave Nia something as a token of my gratitude..."

"Hm?"

I understand Kagura-san's personality from our time together, and I like this relationship we have.

So I could have just let it end with our earlier exchange, just as she wanted—but no way, right? From the moment we met until now, I've clearly been the one receiving way too much.

"So... what? This is purely for my own peace of mind, so would it be okay if you accepted a small token of my feelings...?"

I watched her expression as I asked, my own words sounding uncharacteristically hesitant. Kagura-san let out a somewhat exasperated sigh, "Hah...," propped her chin on her hand, and looked at me with an unreadable expression.

"You're... I guess it's a good quality, but..."

"Hmm...?"

She mumbled to herself, not really directed at me.

I tilted my head, not understanding her intent, and she shook her head, saying, "It's nothing."

"Well, I'll think about it—you still have things to do, right? Go on, get out of here."

She said dismissively, shooing me away with a wave of her hand.

◇◆◇◆◇

Some time after shooing the young man out, Kagura waited until his presence had completely faded away before slumping into her chair with a deep sigh.

"...Honestly. It's scary when they have no self-awareness."

What kind of environment would produce a person with such a low self-evaluation?

Everything he did produced extraordinary results, yet his stance of seeing himself as insignificant showed no signs of changing.

His friendly demeanor towards everyone was likely a product of that low perception of his own worth, but...

With a wry smile, she pictured her cute junior, a fellow artisan in the same clan.

When they first met, her junior had probably been watching him through the wall. From the moment the door opened, her strange excitement, followed by her all-too-obvious attitude, had made it easy for Kagura to guess what was in her heart.

At first, she had watched with detached amusement, thinking things like, "So love at first sight really does exist," and, "They seem like a pretty good match." But the object of her affection was proving to be mysteriously unassailable, and to top it off, there was a formidable rival waiting in the wings—

Now, as she watched over her junior, who had unexpectedly found herself on a thorny path, only one thought came to mind.

"Thank goodness he's not my type..."

She had always preferred quiet men. She muttered it as if it were someone else's problem.

And though she felt a little bad for her junior, she breathed a sigh of relief at her own nature, which allowed her to see that young man purely as a friend.



    Chapter 147

    Example Reaction of a Person Meeting Their Idol

    A few errands later, including a visit to Kagura-san's workshop and a message to another certain individual, my time limit was fast approaching. I hurriedly logged out, ate lunch, met up with Sora again to resume our tour—and three real-world hours passed.

"The passage of time feels broken..."

"Ahaha..."

We met up at 13:00—around 19:30 virtual time—which feels like just moments ago, but more than four hours have already passed since then? Seriously?

We had finished gathering the materials for the [Meteor Serpent (Stake)] series, so after that, we just retraced the path I had taken in the past, with me providing commentary... and wow, the time just flies when you're talking.

Just a moment ago, we were in the middle of a spring, locked in a battle to the death (a one-sided twenty-minute beatdown) with a 'Moonlight Turtle'—a massive turtle over three meters long with a silver-blue shell boasting demonic physical defense and magic reflection abilities.

Now, the sun I saw when I looked up, while not setting, had already begun to dip quite low in the sky.

...I don't know, it just feels right, adventuring with Sora like this. I lose track of time... To think *this* has become my new normal. I've become quite the spoiled one.

"You're still good on time for today, right?"

"Yes, I'm fine. I managed to free up yesterday's time, so I've secured plenty for today."

Sora usually logs in for about six hours a day at most. By that standard, we're already running over, but she told me beforehand that she could stay on for longer today.

So continuing our adventure wouldn't be a problem, but—

"In that case... Sora-san."

"Yes?"

In the shallows, standing thigh-deep in the water with me, she had been intently gazing at the spring, which was so clear you could see every pebble and grain of sand on the bottom. She had become engrossed in observing a school of mysterious small fish, but at my voice, she looked up with a start.

All those fish have unique names and flavor text if you catch them, you know—anyway.

"This is sudden, but there's someone I want you to meet. I contacted them to get their permission... or rather, I intended to, but when I mentioned you, they got really excited and said they'd 'love for me to bring you along.'"

"Th-That is sudden, isn't it...?"

Well, of course she'd be bewildered if I brought something like this up without any warning.

But it's a surprise, so that reaction is exactly what I was hoping for.

"What kind of person are they?"

"Hmm... let's see."

A natural question in response to my sudden proposal.

I pondered for a moment what to say to the tilting head of Sora, and then—

"Someone like a god, maybe?"

Borrowing the words of a certain Sword Saint fanboy, I declared with a bit of flourish. My partner blinked her large eyes,

"...Pardon?"

and, as expected, raised a voice of confusion.

And that was about ten minutes ago.

"—..."

"Is she going to be okay...?"

"She'll be fine. This is a normal fan reaction."

Here we were, back at the Sword Saint's (Ui-san's) dojo (home) for the first time since yesterday. Faced with the person she apparently 'adored,' Sora had ceased all activity and turned into a beautiful statue.

I hadn't heard the details, as it only came up briefly in conversation, but seeing her like this... I guess the feelings she held for Ui-san were much stronger than I had imagined.

She must have known something about this place. The moment we stepped into the bamboo grove that was the final transfer destination, she seemed to sense something and entered her first freeze.

When the dojo's outer wall came into view, she entered a slightly longer second freeze.

And upon passing through the magnificent gate—and seeing Ui-san holding a broom, perhaps as part of her daily routine, just like yesterday—her third freeze had now lasted for over a minute.

I wouldn't mind just watching this forever, but Sora herself must be in a state of utter confusion, and Ui-san was looking worried, so I decided to step in.

"Sora... Sora? Hey, Sora-san, you there?"

Calling her name, tapping her shoulder, waving my hand in front of her face—no reaction to any of it.

Uh-oh...? This is more serious than I thought—

"...—...uh, um."

Just as I was wondering what to do about this unexpected reaction, Sora rebooted. With stiff, robotic movements that seemed to creak, she barely managed to turn her head and meet Ui-san's gaze.

"Um... I, I—... I, um...!"

...Ah, she really does harbor feelings of a magnitude I couldn't have imagined.

Seeing Sora glitching out in a way I'd never seen before, I briefly regretted not explaining things beforehand and just springing this on her as a surprise—

"It's alright."

Seeing the girl frozen in tension and confusion, the Sword Saint closed the distance with a soft smile.

Standing side by side, Sora is still slightly taller—but for some reason, when I look at Ui-san, I don't really get the impression that she's short.

It's probably because... she has this overwhelming older sister aura.

—Just look. The way she gently takes Sora's hand and smiles calmly is a picture so perfect you could frame it and label it 'Sisters,' and hold on, the sheer preciousness is off the charts.

Eh? What is this space, is this heaven?

If I begged on my hands and knees, could I please get a screenshot???

"Breathe out slowly... Yes. A deep breath in, and out... That's it."

Her voice was as gentle as her hands, calming the girl down. She was like the embodiment of gentleness, the personification of warmth... Thank you for the endless feast for the eyes—

While I was lost in my stupid thoughts, with me as a bystander, Sora gradually regained her composure under Ui-san's guidance.

After a few deep breaths, the excessive tension that had rendered her unable to speak seemed to have been successfully eased.

"—...The [Sword Saint], Ui-san."

Her voice still trembled, but she managed to form the words clearly. Ui-san smiled in relief and gave a small nod.

"Yes, my name is Ui—I've heard about you from Haru-kun. I was looking forward to meeting you."

"...! Um, my name is Sora...! I—... I...!"

"—Huh, what? Hey, Sora-san...?"

Confusion, tension—and tears.

She could speak now, but tears started to fall from her eyes. Seeing my partner like this, I couldn't just stand by and watch anymore.

I rushed over and instinctively placed a hand on her back—wait, what? Is *this* okay???

Ui-san must have read Sora's movements in an instant with her sharp observational skills, because she smoothly released her hand... and the girl fell forward as if collapsing, right into my chest—

...Wait, um, what?

..................What?

"Haru..."

"Hey, uh... um, Sora-san? This is, you know..."

"Oh, my..."

Ahhh, the Sword Saint is watching...! And she's looking at us with such a warm, amused smile...!!

"I... I... I could die happy today..."

"Please don't die?"

What do you mean, 'today'? Do you respawn daily?

Once again, my partner was glitching out in a way I'd never seen before, and there I was, a useless idiot just flailing in panic.

As for the Sword Saint watching over us—

"Fufu..."

She was laughing more joyfully than I had seen her laugh in the past two days.



    Chapter 148

    The Figure of Adoration

    "—It was definitely the first Four Pillar War! I can't even count how many times I've rewatched the archives of you, Ui-san!"

"That brings back memories. I didn't fully understand this world back then. Looking back now, everything I did was so clumsy. It's quite embarrassing."

"That's not true at all! Every single moment was beautiful and cool... It was the first time I was ever so captivated by something that I forgot how to speak...!"

"To be praised so highly... it's a little overwhelming. Thank you, Sora-chan."

"H-Hah—...!!"

"Alright, alright..."

It seemed that hearing "Sora-chan" from the Sword Saint, the person she had idolized for three years—or two and a half, to be precise—was a bit too much for her to handle.

I caught Sora as she periodically returned after taking a fatal emotional blow, and soothed my near-death partner, wondering for the nth time how this kept happening.

Look, when she first clung to me, I felt all sorts of embarrassment.

But when it happens this frequently... every few minutes, sometimes even every few seconds, where she runs away and comes back, she starts to feel less like a girl and more like a small animal.

Like a timid little dog in an unfamiliar place that runs away from its owner for a second, only to immediately come scurrying back. Sora's current state is a perfect match.

Her face would turn bright red, and she'd cling to me to hide it, letting out strangled noises like "hauu" or "fuguu" as she shut down. This went on for several dozen minutes, with me soothing—or rather, coddling—her.

The way Ui-san was looking at us had also shifted, now resembling how one might look at an "older brother and his little sister" rather than a boy and a girl...

"So that avatar is your real-life appearance?"

"Yes, it is. I came to this world so that I could wield a sword as myself."

"Everything you say is so cool..."

"Fufu... You shouldn't tease me too, Haru-kun."

Well, as for me, I had reached a state of invincibility after being thoroughly embarrassed, and had just decided to roll with it.

As a result, the two of them were taking turns doting on Sora, which created a strange sense of camaraderie. While my partner was having a meltdown, I felt like I had managed to get a little closer to Ui-san.

I also learned a lot about her while Sora was passionately explaining to Ui-san why she admired her so much.

It's not that I was eavesdropping. I got permission to listen—in fact, Sora had begged me to stay.

Ui-san must have a fondness for this spot, because she led us to the veranda again. When they sat down, I tried to be considerate and asked, "Should I give you two some space?" but Sora immediately grabbed me.

It's not that I was planning to just abandon two people who had just met. The main reason was that I had gathered that Sora's admiration for the [Sword Saint] was something she had held even before she started playing Arcadia.

Inevitably, touching on that subject might bring up some of Sora's real-life circumstances. So, I decided to ask, just in case...

—*I don't care about that. Please just hold onto me so I don't run away.* 

Those were Sora-san's exact words.

Overwhelmed by her amber eyes, which seemed to be filled with a steely resolve—I ended up listening to Sora and Ui-san's conversation from the side, from start to finish.

And during that time, oh, the real-life information that came out...

—Not from Sora, though, but from Ui-san.

Her real name is Matsukaze Yui. She is the granddaughter of Mr. Matsukaze Kiyoshiro, who runs a small swordsmanship dojo in a town far from the city.

The dojo's style is Matsukaze Ittoryu, a practical school of swordsmanship.

Though they call it practical, the core of the style is apparently defensive, with an emphasis on self-defense and mental discipline.

The dojo itself has been open for forty years, but since Mr. Kiyoshiro is the founder, it's not a style that has been "passed down through generations."

Mr. Kiyoshiro himself is said to be an exceptional swordsman, so even though the school is young, its name is apparently widely known.

...I thought this was another case of my own ignorance, but it's widely known "in the world of swordsmanship," so I'm in the clear. I can't be expected to know about modern swordsmanship schools.

He is apparently a robust gentleman who, even on the verge of seventy, shows no signs of decline, and happily beats up his young disciples with a smile.

I couldn't hide my twitching smile, and Ui-san, in a rare moment of fluster, added, "He's usually a very kind grandfather," which left a strong impression on me.

What left a strong impression? It's obvious—"Grandpa."

It sounded so natural, so accustomed, that I'm going to go ahead and assume it: I suspect Ui-san is a grandpa's girl...

No, this kind, gentle soul combined with a doting grandfather is a forbidden combo...! The sheer wholesomeness would be overwhelming, I'd never be able to stand up again...!!

...Anyway, Ui-san—Yui-san—had been close with her grandfather since she was a child, and had become completely fascinated with 'wielding a sword.'

However. Yui-san at that time (age seven) was particularly small, even compared to other children, and found it difficult to even swing a child's wooden sword.

She had no choice but to wait "until her body grew." Unable to touch a sword but wanting to be near them, she diligently helped out at the dojo for—twelve long years.

But the heavens did not grant her the gift—the 'body' that could wield a sword.

She didn't grow taller, and she couldn't build muscle. Her motor skills were good, but her body was so frail that she would easily fall ill if she pushed herself.

Light practice swings were no problem. But with that, she couldn't pursue the 'sword of her grandfather' that she had admired since she was a child...

It was the virtual world—Arcadia—that opened a path for Yui.

A second body, different from her real one.

Physical abilities defined by numbers, where innate differences didn't matter.

And a world where, in a different sense than reality, she could wield a sword for the sake of wielding it.

Presented with another path after being shut out from her own in reality—it was none other than her 'Grandpa' who jumped at the chance.

Laughing off the expensive price of the console, saying, "It's a small price to pay," her grandfather was the one who sent her into the virtual world... Matsukaze Yui became Ui, and in reality, she firmly grasped the heavens that had abandoned her—and so, in the world of Arcadia, a [Sword Saint] was born.

You know... that's, that's a protagonist, right there.

If you heard the details, you could write a book about this success story... and apparently, though not written by her, there really is a book.

In other words, all of this is public information.

All in all, she's just so dazzling. It's no wonder Sora 'admires' her—but I still didn't fully understand.

That's because Sora's own circumstances were also involved.

Sora herself omitted the details, so I don't know the specifics. But I think I have a general idea.

In conclusion, their circumstances in the real world were similar. It's not that Sora also aspired to be a swordsman in reality.

The commonality was that they both suffered from the disadvantage of having been born with a weak body.

And though the form was different—they had both faced 'something' that was difficult to recover from.

Sora didn't say much.

But... the girl who smiles, cries, gets angry next to me, and is now so excited to meet the person she admires,

As if to get back at reality—she saw the small figure who, before she was called the [Sword Saint], was swinging a 'sword' with all her might in the virtual world.

And at one time, she said, she was saved by that sight.

Well, what do you know. This one's a protagonist, too.

Of course she is. Sora, who must have chased after that figure of adoration, what path did she walk to be here now...? As her partner, I know all of it.

"—Fuguu...!"

"...Yeah, yeah."

Leaving one guy lost in his thoughts, Sora once again fled from the conversation between the two female protagonists and, without fail, clung to me.

I couldn't help but let out a laugh. I found my hand unconsciously reaching for the girl's head—and after a slight hesitation, I ended up patting it as if she were a child.

Honestly, she probably doesn't have the luxury to be concerned about me right now. Sora didn't react, just accepted my hand and continued to mumble, "Muu, muu."

I don't know the details, and I don't plan to ask. But this girl, who must have had 'something' that made her need to cling to an idol, is now here, so relaxed.

—And I, alone, was happy for her.



    Chapter 149

    The Sword Saint's Request

    "Simply wonderful...!"

The Sword Saint clasped her hands together, her gray eyes seeming to sparkle with admiration as she murmured the words. Her gaze was fixed on Sora, who was freely manipulating the sand swords floating in midair. Receiving such unrestrained praise from the person she admired, Sora's cheeks relaxed into the widest smile imaginable.

"Ehehe..."

A true master of the "ehehe," delivered with genuine feeling.

"Sora-chan, how much fine control do you have over these swords?"

"Fine control... Let's see..."

Ui-san, completely engrossed, fired off one question after another, and Sora answered each one with an incredibly delighted expression.

*What is this scene? The sheer levels of peace and cuteness in the immediate vicinity are off the charts. If you could bottle this air and spray it across the planet, you'd probably achieve world peace.*

After about an hour, their discussion—or rather, their chat—finally wound down, and my partner, who had been on the verge of melting down, had at last calmed herself. After that, once she’d composed herself, she was hit with a different kind of embarrassment and promptly shut down again. We both had to console her... and as you can see, now Ui-san is the one completely captivated by Sora.

To put it simply, the reason Ui-san had not only agreed but eagerly insisted, "By all means, please bring her with you," was this right here.

The Sword Saint was utterly fascinated by the one-of-a-kind 'magic swords' that existed in Arcadia.

"I see... I see."

After a while, it seemed the question-and-answer session had run its course. Ui-san, who had been staring intently at the magic sword, nodded in understanding before turning her face toward me, the bystander.

"Haru-kun. I now fully understand why you said she was more special than you."

"Right?"

I put on a deliberately proud face, but she just smiled warmly and deflected it. "You must be very proud of your partner."

"This is an extraordinary Anima. With this one ring, she can accomplish so many things that no one else can."

"Even I, with my limited knowledge, could tell it was completely broken at a single glance."

Ui-san nodded, then turned her gaze back to Sora. "And above all else," she began.

"What's truly astonishing is Sora-chan's own innate talent."

"Haeh...?"

After being showered with praise for her magic swords, Sora let out a surprised cry as the focus suddenly shifted to her. *...Come on, not 'haeh.' It's not just me; Sora needs to start recognizing her own absurdity.*

"Her spatial awareness and situational adaptability are particularly outstanding. She's intelligent, and her cognitive reflexes are exceptional."

"I know, right?"

"Th-That's... n-no... wh-what...?!"

No, no, unfortunately, there's nothing to do but agree.

Looking back, I'd seen glimpses of it everywhere since we first met.

And when I reflect on the [Angalta, God-Wedge Sword-King] battle, where all those talents bloomed at once, I can do nothing but nod at Ui-san's words.

It's not my place to talk, given my own... eccentricities, but Sora is just as ridiculous in her own right.

Starting with that whole quick-change commotion, it's becoming increasingly likely that there's a disconnect between this world's common sense and my own perception regarding the difficulty of 'thought control.'

An aptitude for technology unique to the virtual world, perhaps? I'm sure I'm not mistaken in thinking that there's a significant degree of individual difference in that area.

Considering that, Sora's skill in manipulating her magic swords is what seems truly bizarre.

Every single one of those things floating around is controlled from one to ten—no, from *one* to *a thousand*—*solely through thought control*. You know?

Ever since Sora's current style awakened, we've spent our free time creating several 'techniques' together... but honestly, most of them are things I could never hope to imitate.

I'm guessing that my and Sora's aptitudes for thought control are fundamentally different.

If I specialize in thought control within a very narrow scope—like body control and weapon switching—then Sora is the exact opposite.

Just like with her magic swords, she probably specializes in controlling things over a wide area.

On top of that, her combat sense is rapidly coming into its own. And then there's the judgment and leadership she displayed during the [Angalta, God-Wedge Sword-King] battle, where she *took charge of me*.

Everything I've seen so far makes the girl's exceptional nature undeniable.

"I see... If you don't mind, could you *show* me sometime?"

"Um...? I thought I was already showing you..."

Sora, who had been blushing from the sudden praise, tilted her head at Ui-san's words.

*—Ah, no, that's not it, Sora. Judging by her expression, what the Sword Saint wants is...*

"Sora-chan."

"Y-Yes!"

Stared at directly, Sora instinctively straightened her posture—and faced with *that look* for the first time... she unconsciously took a half-step back.

"Are you comfortable with sparring against another person?"

"Huh...? Sparring... Um... I've trained with Haru a few times, but..."

"I understand. In that case, Haru-kun."

The moment her gray eyes turned to me, I knew exactly what she was going to say.

"I've been wanting to see how she fares against someone other than myself. So please, *show me*."

And indeed, the gently smiling Sword Saint spoke the exact words I'd expected.

"Ah..."

As for my response...

"Well... as you wish."

No student can defy their teacher. I had no choice but to nod.

"Eh...? Ehh...?"

Sora, inexperienced with this side of Ui-san, was left all alone, blinking in sheer confusion.



    Chapter 150

    Sweep Away Your Worries and Go All Out

    "Um, are we really going to do this... for *real*...?"

"If we're doing it, we're doing it."

We were in the outdoor training arena we'd used for my match with Ui-san. Standing in the center of the large circle drawn with white stone, I nodded back at Sora, who still seemed hesitant.

"We've done plenty of mock battles in training, but we've never gone all out against each other, have we? In that sense, I'm actually kind of looking forward to it."

"Um, as the one being forced to challenge a ranker, I'm not exactly thrilled..."

Haha, don't be silly. I'm positive that if you had properly prepared and entered this selection tournament, Sora, you would have gone on just as much of a rampage as I did, if not more.

I've been praised and celebrated to death in this short time, but one of the reasons I can't fully enjoy it is that very fact—the fact that I'm the only one in this world who knows, *My partner is even more of a monster.*

"Sora... are you, uh, okay with this?"

"Nngh..."

What I mean is, her feelings about fighting for real—about clearly pointing a blade at each other.

It's true we've done plenty of mock battles. But in all of them, neither I nor Sora have ever dealt direct damage to the other...

...Ah, wait, there was that one time. Specifically, the time Sora miscontrolled a certain skill and I was ground into a fine powder.

Anyway, that's the kind of resolve I was asking about. And indeed, Sora's face fell into a thoughtful frown, her brows furrowing in distress.

"Um... honestly, I don't know. Until now, it was under the pretense of 'training,' so I didn't have to think about it, but if we're fighting a real match..."

She looked at me, her face clouded with anxiety.

"Against Haru... or rather, against a 'person'... will I be able to attack...?"

"That's the big question, isn't it?"

This virtual world is ridiculously realistic. So much so that it's hard to believe it's a game.

Of course, if you actively look for flaws, you can find them. For example, how "everything is too beautiful."

Furthermore, even the ugly things are ugly in a beautiful way. How should I put it... it's like a 'graphic' that's indistinguishable from reality.

Given that Arcadia is a product of unfathomable technology, this is probably intentional. Perhaps it's to prevent immersion from reaching a point of no return, or maybe to draw a clear line between the real world and the virtual one.

An obvious example is people—the modeling of avatars, or rather, the fine details. For one thing, their 'skin' is just too perfect.

In reality, back when I was a part-time warrior, my reckless lifestyle took a toll on my skin, and I started paying a little more attention to it afterward. But honestly, it's on a completely different level from my real body.

My avatar, which is based on my real appearance, has smooth, egg-like skin that would make a baby jealous.

The surface is so smooth and without texture that you can't even perceive pores unless you squint. I wonder if this isn't one of the reasons why the world of Arcadia, nearly indistinguishable from reality, feels oddly two-dimensional.

Well, in that sense, even this virtual world's feeling of being a "real human" is diminished—but when 100% realism becomes 95%, how much of a difference does that really make?

Their appearance, their texture, the expressions and emotions they hold—they are 'people' not so different from those in reality.

How many people can swing a weapon at *that* without hesitation? It's undoubtedly one of the high hurdles of PvP in a virtual world.

I once thought that PvE against monsters suited me better than PvP, and this is part of the reason why.

It's not that monsters don't feel incredibly life-like... but still, there's a difference between a person and something else. The degree of instinctual aversion is inevitably different.

However, once I actually experienced it, I found that the subtly unrealistic sensation of a blade striking home and the game-like visual information from flashy hit effects made Arcadia's PvP feel, in a good way, less real.

So, if you can just try it once and accept the unique tension and exhilaration you can't get from fighting monsters... I suppose that's the key.

"Well, if you really feel you can't do it, we can stop. Or we could just pull our punches."

"Pull our punches while going all out...?"

Even if we slip up, it's just a game, so it's not a problem.

"Ui-san isn't a battle maniac, so I doubt she expects that much."

She did ask beforehand if Sora was okay with PvP. She probably just wants to see how the 'magic swords' move in a fight, so I think it'll be fine even if we agree to pull our punches.

"—It's fine. There's no need to force yourselves because of my selfish request."

"Hyuh—..."

A calm voice came from the side.

*Wh-what...? When? When did you get here? Was that your Shukuchi again?*

While I was flailing in surprise, Ui-san walked over to the anxious-looking Sora and seemed to be offering some words of support.

"I see... Since this is your first time in a real match, perhaps we should do *this*."

After exchanging a few words to confirm some things, Ui-san said that and clapped her hands smartly. The sound echoed cleanly through the quiet forest, where the only noise was the rustling of the wind—

◇Special Safe Area [Yueltemis, Cradle of the Divine Hall]: Shifting to Secondary Safety Protocol◇

"Feh!?"

"Ooh...?"

It wasn't abrupt, I suppose. Her clap was likely the activation key. A system message appeared, announcing that some facility had been activated.

"—There. Now your attacks won't land on each other."

"Won't land...? What do you mean?"

She smiled as if it were obvious, but I couldn't keep up. When I had to ask, Ui-san thought for a moment. "Well..."

"Then, Haru-kun, please try to land a strike on me."

"No."

Ui-san spread her arms as if to say, "Go ahead," and I responded instantly with a dead-serious expression.

I mean, come on. I sort of get what you're trying to say, but absolutely not. Please don't give me that utterly baffled "Eh?" look.

"Um, it's alright, I assure you."

"On the contrary, you do it. Come on, make it quick."

Doing something like that in front of Sora—or even if she wasn't watching, there's no way I could, from both a visual and emotional standpoint, you know?

She's someone Sora looks up to, someone she called a 'benefactor.' My partner, standing beside me as I spread my own arms in return, probably felt it would be inappropriate to have a strong reaction and just offered a faint, strained smile.

"Is that so...? —Then."

As expected of the Sword Saint, she unleashed a magnificent slash devoid of any mercy, hesitation, or compas—...

...Wait, a slash? Huh? You're not holding your greatsword, or anything for that mat— *ZGACK-KIIIIIIIIIIIN!!!*

"Hyau'!!?"

"—... ..."

The unarmed Sword Saint had unleashed a hand-chop. I only realized what had happened after the roar, like metal striking metal, had faded. It was only then that I noticed her perfectly straightened hand was resting on my neck.

A peerless 'single strike' that was, as always, nothing short of terrifying... but what stopped her hand was a barrier that had materialized for just a moment between me and her, right before my head was lopped off.

"...And so, as you can see, when the system registers an attack, it will automatically protect you."

With a scatter of pale pink phosphorescence, the transparent wall of light vanished. Pointing to its remnants, Ui-san smiled. "Please, feel free to go all out, with no worries."

I, frozen and speechless, turned to Sora, who had let out a shriek beside me—

"...See that, Sora? *That* is the Sword Saint."

"...U-um... ah, aha, ha..."

When I gave her a mysteriously smug look, the girl just laughed vaguely, as if to say, "I don't even know what face to make anymore."



    Chapter 151

    The Maiden of the Scales, Attended by a Thousand Blades - Part 1

    Here I go.

<hr>

"Oh, Sora-san?"

"Yes?"

"No [Scareless], okay?"

"I wasn't going to use it!?"

I can't do much if thirty of my levels are siphoned away, so I just had to make sure, you know?

That broken mutual-buff skill is, at its core, a 'support skill.'

Sora said it could only be used on a limited target—which, for now, is just me—but conversely, that means she can use it on me *at any time*.

In other words, if we fought with truly 'anything goes,' I fundamentally cannot beat Sora. It's not a status ailment or a debuff; it's a secondary effect of a support buff... there's no way to resist it.

With [Scareless], the one transferring levels has thirty levels' worth—that is, 300 points—deducted from their highest stat all at once, so...

――――――――――――――――――
◇Status◇
Title: Acrobat
Name: Haru
Lv: 100
STR: 300
AGI: 350
DEX: 100
VIT: 0 (+50)
MID: 0 (+350)
LUC: 300

◇Skill◇
・All Weapon Aptitude
[Blink Switch]
[Flip Stroke]
[Gusty Rim]
[Exchange Voltate]
Greed's Precept

・[Reflect Browall]
・[Tremble Slide]
・[Ignition]
・[Floating Leaf]
・[Foreknowledge Eye]

・Embodied Protection
・Combo Accelerate
・Awakening Blow
・Heavy Attack Manipulator
・Adamant Sky Dash
・Rabbit Run
・Fataless Jumper
・Rhino's Heart
・Trickery Precept
・Guardian's Cradle

・Telepathy
――――――――――――――――――

...Yep. In my case, my AGI would drop to 50, and I'd be left with nothing but muscle and luck.

If the points were deducted from my MID, which is currently equal due to buffs, I could maintain most of my combat strength and we could even fight as a double front... but unfortunately, it seems the skill only references base stats.

So, yeah. For example, if the word 'mercy' were to vanish from Sora's head in the middle of a brawl, my defeat would be all but guaranteed in that instant.

Of course, I don't think Sora would ever resort to such an outrageous act, but... again, just to be sure.

Sora glares at my teasing words as if to say, "How rude!" but I'm not scared in the slightest.

—What I'm currently feeling dread for is not the girl's adorable appearance, but the combat power that has yet to be revealed to the world, stacked within that delicate avatar.

............Can I be honest?

—I might actually lose this.

"*Fuuu...* —Sora, are you ready?"

On the verge of battle, I let out a long, thin breath and asked Sora, who stood facing me at a distance inside the white circle.

Whether she was copying me or it was unconscious, she took a deep breath with the exact same motion, then slowly opened her eyes—

"—...Hah!"

As if she'd made up her mind, Sora raised her face, and the [Cradle of Sword-Craft] on her right hand began to glow.

It was a familiar sight. A single, seamless sand sword materialized in her right hand.

"Whenever you're ready...!"

Her stance was somewhat stiff and awkward. Even so, her eyes were unwavering as she looked straight at me, the golden-haired girl declaring her will to fight.

Ah, really... it's impossible not to think back.

This is the same girl who, at the very beginning, could only scream and run away from a fungus whose only skill was to ram into things.

And now, here she is, about to cross swords with me as a clear equal.

"...[Blink Switch]."

I summoned my own Anima to my right hand, a mirror image of hers—the [White-Flawed Straight Sword]—and gripped it tight... and I wonder, what kind of expression was I making?

For a moment, the tension in Sora's eyes melted away as she stared, looking dazed—and I'd like to think the natural smile that appeared on her face was also a mirror image of my own.

"Sora."

"Yes."

"I'm coming at you with everything I've got."

I remember. You said you wanted to stand beside me.

I've never forgotten that you said you wanted to fight *at my side*.

So.

"Hah—... Yes! I'll show you everything I have, too!!"

Right. So, with the full extent of my current power...

I have to teach you that you're no longer behind me.

"Ui-san."

"Yes, whenever you're—"

"No, that's not it."

The stage was a large, white circle that took up most of the spacious grounds. For a duel between swordsmen, it was a battleground of a scale that might be too large but would never be insufficient.

Ui-san, watching us as we stood about ten meters apart in the center, was indeed standing outside the white circle—

"Could you please move back a little further?"

*That is far, far too close.*

"*That's also part of Sora's combat zone*—and, I think I should apologize in advance on my partner's behalf..."

In place of Sora, who had probably already *entered her zone*, I showed the stunned Sword Saint a strained smile.

"If the buildings have a damage model and happen to get hit by a stray shot... I'm sorry."

While I was belatedly taking out that insurance policy—something invisible exploded outward from the girl I was facing, pushing the very air aside.

It was likely the visual effect for 'magic' in Arcadia. The MID stat, into which she had poured half of the resources of a level 100 player, roared to life, sending a wind that whipped through her hair, my hair, and even the hair of Ui-san, who had moved even further away.

And then—

"—[Schwert Kreis]."

The opening key phrase was spoken, one that represented the 'Magic Swordsman' fighting style we had created together.

In that instant.

"—...!!"

It was an outlandish sight, one that I could vividly imagine would make even the Sword Saint, who had retreated to the side of the building, gasp in awe.

An uncountable number of swords deployed all at once, centered on Sora—like the sandstorm that once cloaked the great serpent, the girl was now attended by a *thousand blades of sand*.

As if a conductor, Sora swayed the single blade in her right hand, and the ring of magic swords that surrounded and constantly flew around her changed shape at will... like loyal retainers serving their king.

"............Well, now."

—I have to wonder, what am I supposed to do about *that*? Wasn't there a secret boss in some masochistic game who was just like this?

Even then, I feel like their berserk state after you cornered them was like this—but to think that *this* is her first form is enough to make me laugh.

"Looking at this, it's hard to tell which one of us is the challenger..."

One thing I can say is that, no matter what, I can't show a pathetic side here.

Not to Sora, whose expression has already thinned as she focuses completely on thought control, nor to the Sword Saint, who is secretly watching with eyes sparkling with delight.

We no longer need a signal to begin.

We can already read each other's breathing as if it were our own—so.

"[Ignition]—!!"

I pulled the trigger of the [Panga Fool] I had summoned to my left hand, and at the same time,

"—[Torus]."

Sora brandished her conductor's sword.

Crimson lightning burst from the black dagger and coursed through my avatar as I leaped forward in what was, in every sense of the word, a desperate first step—and aimed straight at me...

"[Tausend]—!!"

A thousand blades, commanded by the girl like a torrential waterfall, assaulted me all at once.
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    The [Cradle of Sword-Craft], Sora's Anima—the magic swords generated by that ring possess a number of characteristics that are far from simple.

Beyond the fact that their attack attribute is a 50/50 split between physical and magical, and that they can be levitated without being held via thought control, there are several other points that differentiate them from normal armaments.

First, the resource that constitutes their blades is not a physical material, but Sora's own magic (MP). And the MP cost per blade is ridiculously low.

Max MP is related to the MID stat. You can think of it as gaining about one full MP bar for every 100 points you invest.

Now then. How many magic swords can Sora, whose MID stat currently exceeds 500, generate at maximum?

The answer is approximately 1,500. It's an absurdly efficient fuel consumption that leaves her with plenty to spare, even after creating the thousand blades that now chase me.

"Well, I can't get close, can I... —Whoa!!"

While playing a game of tag with the swarm of magic swords that undulated and pursued me like a great serpent—or a dragon—I parried the occasional independent strikes that flew my way.

Through the dust of sand from the blade I'd just deflected with my [White-Flawed Straight Sword], I tried to figure out how to approach the girl visible beyond the multiple layers of a wall of swords... but unfortunately, no good ideas came to mind.

Characteristic number two of the [Cradle of Sword-Craft]: The performance of the generated magic swords, as well as the strength of control via thought, depends on the caster's (Sora's) MID stat.

With Sora now boasting magic power equal to or greater than a pure mage, the performance of the magic swords themselves should already surpass my [White-Flawed Straight Sword].

Furthermore, her control strength—the power and speed infused through *Magic Telekinesis*—is on a completely different level from when she first started using them.

However, as you can see from the fact that my Anima, though inferior in simple attack power, can still manage to parry them, the magic swords have a weakness in the low durability of each individual blade.

In addition, their flight speed via telekinesis can't keep up with my AGI-focused build—but.

"If I get surrounded, there's no escape—crap, that was close!?"

A pursuing tsunami.

Scattered single stabs.

And a ring that constantly expands and contracts, always keeping me trapped in its 'frame.'

With Sora meticulously controlling all of these, I'm being forced to fight a one-on-many battle despite this being a one-on-one duel.

Honestly, this doesn't feel like I'm fighting a player at all.

This is just a straight-up boss fight!!

"This is getting nowhere—Shield!!"

Barely dodging the projectiles coming from my blind spots every second, I summon the [Revolving Wheel Shield] to my right hand. At the same time, the [Panga Fool] that had been clutched in my left is stored away—

"A man's gotta have... guts!!"

[Floating Leaf] activated—I performed a 180-degree turn at top speed, using a vector shift to charge toward the serpent of swords I had been fleeing from.

Sora, who must be focusing all her attention on controlling the multitude of magic swords, surely doesn't have the leeway to react to this sudden change... or so I hope, as I brush past the vortex that would mince me on contact.

I know there's a barrier, but scary is scary!!

As a terrifying gust of wind whipped past me at close range, sending a cold sweat down my back, I finally secured my target position.

Now then—I activated [Gusty Rim] and [Reflect Browall] in parallel.

"Hraaa—"

With resolve, I raised my right hand.

"—aaah!!"

With thirty percent fighting spirit and seventy percent desperation—I plunged it into the vortex of magic swords rushing past me!!

Instantly, as expected, my HP began to drain... but the telekinetic projection of the magic swords doesn't have a very high damage-per-hit.

If I block with a shield while having two defensive skills active—the damage is mere millimeters.

And that's why...

"[Tremble—"

This is the perfect opponent to build up the *count* of this mysterious weapon that calls itself a 'shield.'

"—Slide]!!"

Though the damage was minuscule, the pressure on my right arm was undeniable.

I dug my pinned feet in deeper and used the skill's forced two-meter movement to violently tear myself free from the shackles.

Alright, how many hits did I take...? Ah, of course, the counter's maxed out, everything's going perfectly!

I wasn't able to use its full power in my match with Irori, but now, finally, it's time for its grand debut. I'll say it loud and clear: What kind of 'shield' are you?!

"Revolve and bloom—[Luna Atiara]!!"

My right hand was equipped with the [Revolving Wheel Shield]. With the shield in hand, I balled that fist and slammed it into my chest with all my might—and in that moment.

Silver-blue shields of light enveloped my entire body like armor.

"What... is that!?"

"Secret weapon number one!!"

Sora's surprise reached my ears, her control over the magic swords faltering slightly.

Well, I can't blame her. It's not just my unarmed left hand, like in the fight against the Sword Protector; now, my entire body is clad in shining, floating shields—no, armor. My appearance, clad in a suit of swords, is surely no less impressive than Sora's...

...Okay, I exaggerated. Compared to Sora-san, it's admittedly a bit shabby, but it should still have enough impact to surprise her.

The [Revolving Wheel Shield]—this 'shield' counts the number of attacks received while equipped and deploys *additional armor* based on the accumulated number.

With just ten or so hits, you only get a second shield like I showed in the Irori fight, but with the counter maxed out at 100...

"It's the tank version you've been waiting for, Sora-san...!"

"Why is its debut in a match against me?!"

Fair poi—Whoa!?

With a dissatisfied cry, the vortex of magic swords began its pursuit again. I dodged it by a hair's breadth, catching a glimpse of a stray attacking blade in my peripheral vision—and ignored it.

"Wha—!?"

Her second cry of surprise and the hard sound of a sword being repelled happened almost simultaneously. What blocked it was, of course, not the safe area's barrier, but one of the armored shields I had deployed.

For the additional armor deployed by [Luna Atiara], the base defense value is calculated by dividing the total damage taken by the number of hits in the count.

Furthermore, the effect has no time limit; it lasts until it has blocked a number of enemy attacks equal to the accumulated count—in other words.

"Ninety-nine more to go!"

"More what?!"

"The number of times I can *ignore* Sora's magic swords *without taking any damage*!"

"Hngh... you cheat, Haru! That's not fair!!"

"You're one to talk!?"

While we were engaged in our own lighthearted banter, the scene itself was still that of a boss battle between two inhuman beings.

One freely manipulated a number of swords too ridiculous to count, while the other, clad in shining silver-blue armor, leaped about at speeds that blurred his form.

My health to Sora's is about 8.5 to 10... The long-awaited partner showdown has only just begun.

Ah, this is just—so much fun, I can't stand it.
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    "I knew this would happen, but...!!"

I'm completely preoccupied with controlling the magic swords, with no room to spare. And yet, the words that slip out are purely in response to my partner's (Haru's) utter absurdity.

*—I can't hit him, I can't catch him...!!*

I still have him completely surrounded, but I can't stop those legs that continue to run at a blurring speed. Not only that, but ever since he donned that armor of light, he's started to counterattack, knocking down my magic swords one after another.

If I dispel them myself before they take too much damage, nearly ninety percent of the MP used to create them is returned. But of course, if they're destroyed, the resources are lost entirely.

Still, as long as I'm not wiped out by a powerful area-of-effect attack, I shouldn't have to worry about running out of MP—so what is that person doing, taking down nearly a hundred of them in the blink of an eye, despite doing it one by one?

*—And why am I smiling as I watch him do it?*

Ah, this is just so—much fun, Haru.

I can feel it.

I'm certain of it.

More than anything, the way his eyes look at me tells me, "Of course."

He's affirming me, the me who was somehow able to stand firmly by his side.

*—If that's the case, then I have to give him more.*

"[Schwert Kreis]—"

Letting go of my conductor's sword, I raised my right hand.

"[Turm Riesig]!!"

Skill—[Optimize (Sword to Tower) / Alert (Blade to Pebble)], activate.

◇◆◇◆◇

"—Hah... So it's here!!"

It wasn't a metaphor; an abnormal presence suddenly swelled, shaking the very air. As I deflected yet another magic sword—I've lost count of how many—I turned to see *it*.

At the tip of Sora's right hand, held straight up to the heavens—was the form of a *giant sword*, like a *tower*, no less than ten meters long.

That is the effect of her special, broken skill, [Optimize/Alert]... Its effect is extremely simple: "Enlarge and shrink magic swords."

By infusing or extracting additional MP, she can freely change their size while keeping their shape—and well, as I was taught time and again in the battles against the [Dusty Worm, Great Serpent of Dust] and [Angalta, God-Wedge Sword-King]...

Big is strong. That is an immutable truth and principle.

Furthermore, its durability increases proportionally with its size, so destroying it isn't easy. Conversely, if I could just destroy it, I could drain a significant amount of Sora's resources, but—

"—Here I come, Haru!!"

"Hah... —Alright, bring it on!!"

With her right hand now clearly involved in its control, the tower-like giant sword came rushing at me with the *same speed as a normal-sized magic sword*—and of course, the barrage of countless other magic swords continued to assault me just as before.

There's the difference in trajectory and range between the large and small blades, and the sheer violence of its mass obscuring my vision. Just when I thought I'd dodged the giant sword by a hair's breadth, the vortex of a thousand blades would reveal itself from its shadow...

"Yeah, I knew this was impossible!!"

With *this*, where in the world do I have the time to smash that giant sword?

Her usual somewhat ladylike demeanor creates a staggering gap, but in combat, Sora is clever and cunning.

Her every move is a thoroughly calculated one, and those calculations naturally include the defense of the giant sword, which is both her ultimate weapon and her weakness.

If I could land a heavy counter, I could probably destroy it in one blow—but if I stop my feet from the recoil, I'll be turned into a beehive by the ring of magic swords that's already started to close in, just waiting for that moment.

It's a well-thought-out strategy—or rather, I helped her think of it. So of course it would be designed to be airtight, even against an opponent with my kind of freakish mobility...

*—Wait, this is worse than I thought...!!*

I repeat, being big is just plain strong, and honestly, it's unfair!

And what's more, being big *and* agile is just cheating. I'm over here desperately putting out ten to get ten, while she's putting out one to get a hundred. There's no way I can escape!!

Because of its broken property of having the same control strength regardless of size... the multiplication of volume, mass, and speed is just atrocious.

With just a flick of Sora's wrist, the giant sword's instantaneous speed easily approaches my maximum—and filling in the gaps perfectly are the countless magic swords.

"This is too airtight... Hah!"

"I'm not done yet!!"

Her right hand's control remained as it was, and then her left hand rose and moved—in that instant, the ring of magic swords underwent another change.

"—[Klein Blume]!!"

In that moment, the magic swords that had surrounded me vanished—or not. It was just that the gap between their previous size and their new one made me fail to reacquire them instantly.

If you look closely, you can see them—a swarm of extremely small swords, shrunk down to the size of pebbles, flying at me like a true sandstorm!!

"Gah-DAAAAMN!! Final boss, Sora-san!!"

Surrounded by a great horde of large, medium, and small projectiles, all with different trajectories and speeds, I could do nothing but scream and engage in a desperate escape.

I jumped to dodge the giant sword that swept sideways, stirring a gale, only for the waiting magic swords to race through the air. I dodged those with a switch-jump, only to see the dust of swords hovering at my landing spot, causing me to jump again in a panic—repeat ad infinitum.

Wait just a second...!! I wasn't underestimating her by a single millimeter, but experiencing her full power firsthand is far beyond my imagination!

And that thought control precision!! What in the world is going on inside Sora's head?! I don't think I could do that even if I had two or three heads!!!

Faced with such a tremendous storm of swords, a full evasion was nothing but a pipe dream. The armored shields of my [Luna Atiara] were stripped away in the blink of an eye—

"Damn it...! If it's come to this!!"

I had no intention of holding back from the start, nor was there any need to.

*—In that case, it's about time I unveiled my second form, too!!*

"[Blink Swit—...ch]!!"

As I dodged a follow-up from the giant sword, I summoned the black blade of the [Panga Fool] to my left hand. Then, I pulled the dagger's trigger seven times in a row—

Remaining HP, fifteen percent. Accumulated self-damage, eighty percent. Adjustments complete!!

"Forgive me if this looks weird!!"

"—Hah... I won't let you!!"

From the other side of the curtain of swords, it seemed Sora noticed my actions—but unfortunately for her, there's only one action left. *Stabbing myself in the heart* takes less than a second!

To think my first activation key—no, activation 'sword'—would be you, of all things. It's strangely fitting. I'm counting on you for the fake finishing blow, [Rabbit Dagger: Parabellum]!!

There's no room for hesitation now. Weaving through the rushing swarm of magic swords, I drew the crimson dagger with a sharp ring and aimed its point...

"Oraaa!!"

—Without a shred of doubt, I slammed it right into the center of my own chest.

<hr>

I have to adjust, otherwise the title effect nullifies self-inflicted damage and I can't die, you see.
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    A small cracking sound, *pakkin*, echoed through the air.

At the base of my neck, the [Ruby Rabbit Hairpin] that had been holding up my longer-than-real-life hair shattered—huh, what? So *that's* how it works? The back of my neck tickles!!

Its fragments and everything else ignited into a torrent of crimson magic, swirling into my untied hair and coursing through my entire avatar. With the 'lethal damage nullification' triggered, the jewel's hidden special effect, [Desperate Crimson], activated.

Furthermore, another icon appeared next to [Desperate Crimson] below my status bar, one resembling a cracked crown—[Crown Crown] had activated simultaneously.

I'm going to use my iron will to completely ignore the fact that an ornament that could not possibly suit me has been placed on my head. I'm trusting you on this one, Sora, when you said, "It doesn't look as strange as you'd think"...!!

――――――――――――――――――
◇Status◇
Title: Acrobat
Name: Haru
Lv: 100
STR: 300
AGI: 350 +175
DEX: 100 +175
VIT: 0 (+50)
MID: 0 (+350)
LUC: 300

◇Skill◇
・All Weapon Aptitude
[Blink Switch]
[Flip Stroke]
[Gusty Rim]
[Exchange Voltate]
Greed's Precept

・[Reflect Browall]
・[Tremble Slide]
・[Ignition]
・[Floating Leaf]
・[Foreknowledge Eye]

・Embodied Protection
・Combo Accelerate
・Awakening Blow
・Heavy Attack Manipulator
・Adamant Sky Dash
・Rabbit Run
・Fataless Jumper
・Rhino's Heart
・Trickery Precept
・Guardian's Cradle

・Telepathy
――――――――――――――――――

Thanks to [Desperate Crimson], my AGI and DEX get a fraudulent boost equivalent to thirty-five levels. Furthermore, thanks to [Crown Crown], I can now use [Ignition] as much as I want, and all my skill cooldowns are halved.

This is my second form, me Ver. 2.0 EX—now then, Sora-san, are you ready?

My stats now exceed the insane agility I once had (AGI: 500), and my body is enhanced with skills and equipment far beyond what I had back then.

—From here on out, this is uncharted territory for me, too!!

"—[Panga Fool]."

I summon the black dagger, which has now become a simple acceleration device with no remaining risk.

With a crimson-scarlet phosphorescence and a cracked crown, adorned with multiple enhancement effects, I must look quite bizarre. I can see Sora tensing up slightly even from a distance...

"Hah...!"

Her amber eyes remained unwavering—and seeing the girl smile as if to psych herself up, I wanted to cheer from the bottom of my heart.

"Here I go—Sora!!"

"—I won't lose!!"

[Ignition]—and the entire world dissolves into lines.

◇◆◇◆◇

"Hah—!!!"

Haru vanishes.

*[Observer's Eye]*—no, that's meaningless!

"[Ende]!!"

I don't even have a split second to spare—with that instantaneous judgment, I chose to dispel all my magic swords and prepared my next move.

"[Schwert—"

And of course, I'm not in time.

His body, now a crimson gale, is already before my eyes—but I'm well aware of that!!

He will definitely strike with his *right*, and considering his patterns...!

"—Ngh, ugh...!!"

"Hah—!"

He's holding the crimson dagger—so I can block it with *this* sand sword!!

I created one blade in my right hand and layered two more floating in the air, managing to hold my ground despite being pushed back with tremendous force.

"—Kreis]!!"

He probably didn't expect me to react to his very first move. I smiled back at Haru's wide eyes as my key phrase was finally spoken—

"[Revertir Blume]!!"

The armor of magic swords, which could be called my anti-Haru measure, deployed.

"Crap...!!"

"[Neun]!!"

It's a semi-automatic offensive barrier that constantly deploys a swarm of minuscule magic swords around my body, using a combination of [Optimize/Alert] and magic telekinesis.

Haru himself, the one who devised it, should know better than anyone just how poor the synergy is between this sword-armor and himself.

In order to follow up on the焦り I heard in his involuntary cry, I attacked with the sand sword in my hand and a barrage of follow-up projectiles—but.

"Wha, ugh...!?"

He disappears. His body vanishes so suddenly it could be called annihilation—I hurriedly search for him, only to find my partner standing at a distance with a wry smile.

"Come on, Sora-san... reacting on the very first hit is just not fair, is it?"

He looked as if he was truly at his wit's end. To me, however, those words were the highest possible praise.

"Hah... Haru, you're being ridiculous too! What was that? I couldn't see you at all!!"

I desperately tried to keep my grin from spreading as I retorted, and he laughed, looking genuinely amused. "Ahaha!"

"No, I was surprised too. Seriously, while I'm *moving*, I can't *see* *anything*. That's why I was so shocked you were able to react."

"You're saying nonsensical things again..."

To say you can't see anything and still move with that precision... what on earth is going on?

My partner's innocent smile as he casually pulls off something outrageous took the wind out of my sails, but a feeling of "Give me a break!" still welled up inside me.

"Really, honestly...!!"

"And yet, your cheeks are softening, Sora-san."

"[Dreißig (You're being annoying)]!!"

"What a sharp comeback!!"

Leaving behind a playful voice, Haru vanished again, slipping through the barrage of magic swords—*I know*, you'll be behind me, right here!!

"Whoa, hey!?"

"Even if I can't follow you with my eyes...!!"

*—I can read what you're thinking too, you know!!*
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    "Reading my moves is cheating, isn't it!?"

"You know my entire hand!"

"That's true—aaah!!"

"Kuh, ugh...!!"

Even as we trade verbal blows, I'm still darting around the world of lines, trying to launch an attack—but, and I can only be astonished by this, Sora parries every single one.

It's no good, she's reading me.

No matter how fast I run, at a speed that should be impossible to track visually, she can predict where I'm going and block me unless it's a continuous barrage.

So then, what about a barrage? The problem is, I can't quite control myself at this speed, and—Sora's anti-me special weapon, [Revertir Blume], is just...!!

That armor of swords—or rather, that *veil* of swords—is an offensive barrier that I myself designed.

No matter what tricks I tried, in the end, her strategy would only work against opponents her thought-control speed could keep up with... and well, that was the issue.

Normally, there aren't many people who are that biased towards agility, or rather, it was because she had been constantly watching an exception like me by her side that Sora sought a way to deal with *that kind of opponent*.

And... if Sora asked for it, there was no way I wouldn't answer, right?

So I stuffed it full, without holding anything back—every single thing I hate having done to me, I packed it all into that veil of swords!!

First and foremost, [Revertir Blume] isn't a 'wall.' To be precise, that barrier is a *double-edged sword-armor that distributes damage to both parties*.

Simply put, it's a technique where she surrounds herself with magic swords shrunk down to the size of pebbles... in other words, it's a tool for placing a large number of blades between herself and her opponent's attack.

If someone were to push through, Sora would naturally take damage as well—but that's the difference between an enemy and the user.

Anyone who touches it will be mercilessly assaulted by a sharp counterattack, while Sora, though taking some damage herself, can manipulate the magic swords that touch her to be "pushed out," thereby avoiding the attack itself.

This technique, which focuses on trading damage, is, well... super effective against glass cannons like me.

So I should just avoid the counter and land a single blow as I brush past without stopping? If I were to make such a foolishly direct move, I'd just end up diving into the other sword dust she has placed around, and the match would be over.

It is, so to speak, a thoroughly defensive stance—and yet, since its main purpose is to intercept and chip away, a path is, of course, left open.

Yes, right in front of the girl who stands with her sword at the ready, looking straight at me.

A moment ago, I tried a little trick and attacked from behind... but alas, it seems I have no choice but to challenge her head-on.

If I want to avoid the surrounding sword dust, I have no choice but to charge from the front.

If I save my speed to weave through the sword dust like before, Sora's read on me will allow her to intercept in time.

Then there's only one option—from the wide-open front, at my *first top speed of this fight*, I must deliver a fatal blow to Sora before I'm swallowed by the flower petals of her counter.

And with that—let's have Sora-san experience it, too.

"[Parabellum Bullet]."

And, [Flip Stroke] activated.

"Hah—"

You've seen it before. Sora reacts to the light effect that has appeared on my right hand—

"Reluctantly, I'll have to live up to my reputation—!!"

A barrage of crimson runs, a dashing body scattering lightning.

The high-speed, crimson-scarlet ring I showed off against Irori—this move, *whose sole purpose is to disorient*, can actually exert considerable pressure on the opponent caught in its center.

It's a special trick that made even the Sword Protector, who possesses an 'absolute defense' equal to or greater than Sora's, brace himself for a moment—there's no way it won't shake her up on the first viewing!

"Th-this...!!"

No matter how well she understands me, the fact that Sora isn't used to PvP doesn't change. If she lets her mind be disturbed even slightly by the tension of our exchange, the magic swords that rely on her thought control will lose their cohesion.

As I weave through the barrage of sword bullets, I continue to search for that one perfect opening—and I find it.

Position, right here.

Time, right now.

And, as expected of her reading of me, Sora turns around as if jolted—but that very action is the final piece of the puzzle I needed.

The door is open in front, and at this very moment—with Sora led by my feint, there are no blades to obstruct this 'one step' in front of or behind her!!

[Exchange Voltate] activated.

And [Floating Leaf] and all other mobility skills, activate in parallel!!

"Hah—..."

In a moment that was less than an instant—whether she was able to track me as I closed in or not, her wide amber eyes reflected my image, swinging a giant black battle-axe.

Sorry, can't do it—[Blink Switch].

Leaving behind a faint effect, the [Giant's Hand Axe] vanished from my hand.

And Sora's sword, as she made the decision to counter despite her astonishment, reached my neck—and the system barrier that deployed scattered with a fierce ringing and a flash of light.

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

"............Ah, eh...? Why..."

I had less than ten percent of my HP left, and it was clear that last blow would have been fatal.

It was obvious to anyone watching that the fierce battle had come to an abrupt end... We stood still, our movements frozen, each wearing a different expression.

One, confusion. The other... well, I wonder what kind of face I'm making. I'm almost certain it's not a handsome one.

"...Sorry. It was just, sort of, a reflex, I guess."

"Haru...?"

What should I say... No, really, what excuse could I possibly give that would be forgiven?

After all that crossing of swords, to think that just as I was about to deliver the final blow, I saw Sora's face and my hands stopped moving.

I don't want to say it—or rather, I can't.

To her, who came at me with everything she had, I know that would be an incredibly disrespectful act.

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

As Sora stares at me, I resolve not to look away, facing her despite my own awkwardness. Even if I hide it, I know the intelligent girl will surely figure it out—

"Hah..."

And so, as my hands were caught by both of Sora's, who had dispelled her magic swords, I felt my inappropriate end to the match being taken. The eyes that looked up at me seemed to be smiling, somewhat satisfied, contrary to my own inner turmoil.

"—Was I able to stand beside you?"

If the result was left ambiguous, then at least let the words be clear.

Just as Sora can easily read my heart, I too can understand what she seeks as if it were my own.

I feel pathetic for taking advantage of the kindness of my partner, who reached out her hand without pursuing the matter, but...

"...Of course. From the bottom of my heart, you're a partner to be proud of."

When I reply so, Sora smiles, genuinely happy at my words.

Thanks to a certain idiot, it wasn't a clean conclusion—but thus, the first match between the two of us came to a temporary close.

<hr>

I mean, you can't, right? It's impossible, isn't it? At least, I couldn't, and the protagonist couldn't either.

For those who might point out, "Wouldn't you be invincible if you just covered your whole body in multiple layers of [Revertir Blume]?" I'll preemptively say that's impossible due to a clear weakness.



    Chapter 156

    Special and Talent

    "—There is nothing I need to say."

And with that incredibly concise statement, the highly satisfied Sword Saint, cradling her teacup, gave her final assessment.

Sora, who had probably been hoping for a detailed critique from the person she admired, was visibly restless. But Ui-san, as if to gently quiet her, continued to speak.

"Haru-kun—unlike in our match, your movements were nicely relaxed and fluid. You showed me a technique I had never seen before, and I was once again impressed."

"Ah... thank you."

I can tell she's genuinely praising me, so I'm happy, but... that ending. I'm worried about how it looked in her eyes, not to mention Sora's.

Anyone watching would have easily seen me hesitate at the last moment... Depending on the person, I'm aware that I displayed a pathetic side that wouldn't be out of place to be disappointed in.

And because I'm aware, I have no excuse to offer.

It was my fault for chickening out—and no matter how many times I replay it, I know I would have stopped my hand.

"As for Sora-chan—"

"Hah... Yes!"

And so, while I was off having a fruitless internal review session, the Sword Saint's gaze shifted to the person beside me.

Sora, in response, gave an almost touchingly honest reaction. She leaned forward eagerly, looking so happy I could almost see a tail wagging—

"Truly, there is not a single thing I can say."

"Eh..."

And yet, what she was told was a repeat of the no-critique declaration.

...Well, yeah. Sora looks sad, but I kind of get what Ui-san is trying to convey when she says, "There's nothing to say."

Look closely, Sora-san, Ui-san is smiling a really nice smile, isn't she?

"You mean you have no complaints, that it was wonderful—right?"

"............Yes...?"

It's not that her words are insufficient; it's just that Sora herself is so eager for a critique that she's misinterpreting the meaning.

She used the phrase "what I *should* say" for the two of us because it included me, who she officially took on as a 'student' yesterday.

But the words directed at Sora individually were "there is nothing I *can* say"—in other words, there's not a single area where she feels qualified to comment.

This is the second-ranked member of the Eastern Faction, the Sword Saint, saying this.

Is there any higher praise?

"I'm sorry, were my words unclear? —It's just as Haru-kun says. It was truly... a wonderful match in every way, Sora-chan."

Putting down her teacup with an embarrassed smile, Ui-san brought both hands to her chest as if deeply moved—

"If you were to call people like myself and Haru-kun commoners, then it is beings like you who should be called true geniuses."

—and then, wait a minute, did she just say something outrageous?

"Ah, eh—... Haeh!?"

Of course Sora would be confused. I mean, I have absolutely no objection to being categorized as a commoner, so that's fine.

Even if Ui-san calls me a commoner from her perspective, I'm prepared to smile and say, "Yes, I'm a commoner, nice to meet you," with complete affirmation.

But for the Sword Saint herself to call herself a commoner is something I can't accept.

At worst, it could sound like an uncharacteristically provocative statement, as if mocking the countless people who cannot reach *her* level.

—And so, it's not as if she noticed my speechless state.

Perhaps reviewing her own words, Ui-san clapped a hand to her mouth with a gasp and began to fret in a panic.

"I'm sorry, that was a strange way to put it, wasn't it...? Haru-kun, I'm sorry too. I certainly didn't mean it in a derogatory way."

"Ah, it's fine. It's really fine, please calm down."

She looked just as she had earlier when she had frantically tried to follow up about her grandfather. Seeing her flustered like this, a rare sight, made it perfectly clear that Ui-san regretted her choice of words.

"Um... it's not that I truly think of myself or Haru-kun as commoners. I understand that I possess 'talent' in this world, and there's no doubt that Haru-kun is also 'special.'"

*Well, I'm not so sure about me—Sora-san, do you seriously have to be so good at reading me? That sideways glance is practically psychic.*

"What I meant to say was—that even compared to that, Sora-chan's talent seems to be on another level... I couldn't think of an expression that went beyond 'genius' on the spot, so I ended up lowering myself and Haru-kun to say it."

"Oh, no, no, really, don't worry about me..."

She bowed her head apologetically again, and my lack of resistance to the 'gentle older sister' type started to surface—*Get a grip, you're in front of Sora...!!*

And, putting me aside, as for Sora-san, who was just called a 'genius'—well, yeah, I guess you would make that kind of face.

She knows she's being praised unconditionally, but the praise is so immense that she doesn't know how to take it—her face is a textbook example of confusion, a feeling I can clearly sense.

I know I'm repeating myself, but these are the words of the person she's had a crush on for years. She can't easily deny it, so she must be at a loss for where to put her words and emotions.

...Well, I guess it's a partner's job to lend a helping hand.

"I've always thought that Sora's senses and what not were pretty extraordinary in a lot of ways."

"Hah—Now you too, Haru...!"

Hey, just wait. I'm not just trying to praise you too.

"It's just, I can't really put it into words very well... From your perspective, Ui-san, what part of it did you feel was an extraordinary 'talent'?"

How's that?

If this gets a clear answer, it might help her accept it a little. If it's a vague impression, she can just write it off as "Oh, it must be the Sword Saint's super-senses."

When I conveyed my intent to help with my gaze, Sora retracted her look of disapproval and sat up straight again—ah, no, I didn't mind the glare, not at all. You don't have to look so regretful.

What I said was, in fact, my honest opinion from one to ten.

"What part... yes, I see."

And so, Ui-san began to think seriously about my question, which included my attempt to help.

She closed her eyes and thought for a while. She picked up the teacup beside her, took a sip of tea, and thought some more—then she looked up and spoke her conclusion.

"Sora-chan—it seems to me that you are not bound by the logic of this virtual world."

............And so, to the Sword Saint's declaration.

""............Huh?""

Sora and I, in perfect unison, tilted our heads in confusion.

<hr>

Protagonist: "What is this person talking about?"

Sora-san: "What is this person talking about?"

Author: "What is this person talking about?"



    Chapter 157

    Virtual Brain

    Sora isn't bound by the virtual world—the face of the one who said so was filled with a calmness that seemed to express her certainty.

Looking at her expression, there was no doubt that this was Ui-san's conclusion, not a joke or anything of the sort... and facing her, the two of us couldn't stop tilting our heads.

She occasionally shows her 'Sword Saint' side, but it's not like her sensibilities are wildly out of sync. She clearly understood our confusion and opened her mouth to explain.

"This world seems free, but in reality, there are many restrictions. This is separate from the limits imposed by stat values."

Well, of course—even if it's a mass of incomprehensible super-technology, Arcadia is a game created by people. It's not like you can do anything and everything you can think of without any restrictions...

"Haru-kun."

"Ah, yes."

I replied reflexively to being suddenly called upon.

"Haru-kun—if you had a hundred arms, could you move all of them at the same time?"

"............Huh?"

I was hit with a question that only brought more confusion, and for a moment, I was at a loss for a reply.

What about arms...? Even if you ask me that, all I can say is "I don't know"...

"Ah... well, if it's just moving them, I guess I could?"

If I were asked to write with all of them at once, it would be impossible, but if they were all properly connected as arms—thinking that, I answered, and it seemed to be the answer she was looking for.

The one who had asked the strange question nodded. "I think so too."

"And yet, in the virtual world, that is not possible."

But then she followed up with a denial.

"Among the many restrictions in this world, there is something called the 'Parallel Limit.' To put it simply, this determines how many actions a player can take at the same time... This includes not only physical movements, but also things like thought control."

—Ah, I see. I finally get it.

"And, there are individual differences in the upper limit of this 'Parallel Limit'—the talent of Sora-chan that I mentioned earlier is about this."

"...I see. So in other words, Sora's upper limit for simultaneous actions is exceptionally high."

Sora's uniqueness, demonstrated by her control of a thousand blades in a non-metaphorical sense, was now clearly brought to light.

I know she's not actually controlling all one thousand magic swords, but even so, the number of magic swords she's directly controlling at the same time is more than a dozen.

"What was it called... the unique technology of Arcadia—the Outer Brain, was it?"

"The Outer Brain, yes."

Ui-san nodded at Sora's affirmative follow-up.

...And so, when a new term that one wouldn't normally be familiar with comes up, naturally—

"Um... Haru, what's an Outer Brain?"

"The Outer Brain—an external thought-assistance computer that's generated and connected via an instance when Arcadia starts up... right?"

I cut her off and said so, and Sora stared at me, dumbfounded—hey, you know? I've been studying a little bit too...!!

"It realizes smoother thought processes with less time lag than in the real world, and it's for reducing the load from things like the 1.5x time flow and thought acceleration skills... it gets, like, sandwiched in, right? Between your own brain and the virtual world."

"...That's correct. Um, I think there are other things you should be studying, so why are you so knowledgeable about this one specific thing...?"

Well, you see... I thought understanding the system side of things was important, and when I was glancing through it, a term that tickled my manly heart caught my interest...

Sora looked at me with an indescribable expression, and I, having gone from proud to embarrassed, averted my gaze. Ui-san, who had been peacefully observing us while sipping her tea, let out a smile and put down her teacup. "Let's get back to the topic."

"About that Outer Brain, individual differences refer to one's aptitude for this function... something like compatibility. To put it another way, you could call it the difference in the 'width of the road' connecting our brains to the Outer Brain."

"The width of the road... you mean, the wider and thicker that road is, the looser the Parallel Limit becomes?"

The wider the road, the more circuits you can use to send commands to your avatar at the same time... something like that.

"Exactly. Even with individual differences, normally... for example, if you focus on simple actions like me, such as 'swinging a sword,' no matter how complex the movements associated with it are, you would almost certainly never run into this limit—but."

She paused and turned her gaze to the person next to me.

"Sora-chan's... magic swords, was it? That is clearly not something that fits within the *normal* range, is it?"

"That is..."

"Well, yeah, obviously."

I can multitask a fair bit myself, but as I thought during the battle, that's impossible for me.

Even if I were to use the [Cradle of Sword-Craft], the most I could probably handle would be a few magic swords in addition to my own combat maneuvers.

"That's why I thought so. Sora-chan's aptitude for the Outer Brain—and by extension, her aptitude for this virtual world—is far higher than yours or mine, Haru-kun."

"An aptitude... for this world..."

And so, while Ui-san was delivering her conclusion—for some reason, I glanced at Sora, who had repeated her words in a slightly stiff voice.

The girl was wearing a troubled smile, as if she didn't know how to react to the continuous praise, with her eyebrows lowered.

"...?"

It should have been a smile...

"I know one other player who, like you, has an exceptionally high aptitude for the Outer Brain... I believe 'she' was first called this—the Favored Child of the Virtual World."

Even after receiving praise from the person she admired, the likes of which one would not normally hear.

For some reason, the expression on the girl's face, which did not look happy at all—

"............A Favored Child, you say."

—I couldn't help but be bothered by it.



    Chapter 158

    One Unseen, One Seen

    "Well, um... it was an honor to meet you...!!"

"Fufu... you're exaggerating. You're always welcome, so please don't hesitate to come again."

With Haru-kun or by yourself—Ui-san smiled and took her hand.

Next to Sora, who was spinning her eyes and flailing about, her emotions from earlier likely overflowing once more, I watched her regain her usual composure and felt a sense of relief.

In the end, it must have been about an hour since then.

Whether she noticed Sora's slight change in demeanor partway through or not, the wonderfully eloquent Sword Saint took control of the tea party with her overwhelming aura of calm.

With the two of them, she who could easily captivate her fans, a veritable incarnation of 'tranquility,' I relaxed with the tea she had prepared herself, while Sora was engrossed in conversation the entire time.

—And so.

Ui-san, for her part, must have found the innocently attached Sora adorable, because the two women, now mutually fond of each other, looked as if they could go on for hours... but of course, that wasn't possible.

Even though she said she had more time than usual, there was still a limit. The current real-world time was just past 6 PM—Sora too, but it seemed it was about time for Ui-san to log out.

I should probably log out once for dinner myself... I have to go on that bird hunt tonight.

If I don't deliver the additional materials soon, I can't predict what will happen to the mood of the indigo girl who cut off contact after a mysterious insult—in the end, just how much is "a lot"...?

"Haru-kun."

"Ah, yes."

Just as I was thinking I should check with Nia again, the Sword Saint's voice called out, likely having finished her conversation with Sora.

As I headed toward her, my partner, who seemed to have taken a full HP loss, came flying towards me as if to escape. Seeing her hide behind my back to conceal her reddened face, Ui-san and I exchanged a peaceful smile.

"About training from tomorrow, it's as we discussed yesterday. If you come whenever you have time, Haru-kun, I will always be available to practice with you."

"...Again, thank you so much for everything."

When I bowed my head, she returned the bow with a "Likewise." Really, I wish I had something to offer in return... At the very least, to repay her kindness, I will do my utmost to learn from her.

"Well then... Haru-kun, one last thing."

Just outside the already open gate, as a final word before seeing us off, Ui-san beckoned me closer.

Given the distance and the gesture, she likely wanted me to lend her my ear.

Sora is attached to my back, so I wonder if there's any point in whispering—but thinking that, I bent down and brought my ear to the petite Sword Saint's mouth.

"—You were concerned about the end of the match, weren't you?"

"Hah............"

More than the breath on my ear, the content of the whisper made me gasp. It was, precisely, the reason my heart had been unsettled this whole time...

What she thought, seeing that, she who would be teaching me from tomorrow. Sensing the answer to that, my body tensed—and for some reason, Ui-san smiled softly.

"I found it quite favorable."

"...Eh."

Given her personality, I didn't think she would genuinely express disappointment. And yet, I couldn't immediately accept the words of affirmation so easily given.

Seeing me like that, Ui-san tilted her head cheerfully and continued.

"If you'd like to hear the details, we can talk about it again another time. But more importantly, please try asking Sora-chan."

The moment her name was mentioned, I felt a twitch from my back—well, yeah. At this distance, Sora can probably hear too.

In fact, Ui-san? You did this in the guise of a whisper so she would hear, didn't you? I'm starting to get it now, that you're a 'master' in many ways, not just in martial arts.

"...By the way, what should I ask her?"

With a wry smile and a sigh, I sought guidance from the person who made me feel like I could never win, in every sense of the word—

"Let's see... then—how about asking for her *impressions of her first match*?"

The Sword Saint said, and smiled serenely.

◇◆◇◆◇

"So, Sora-san, what are your *impressions of your first match*?"

"Is there no intermission...!?"

On the way back through the bamboo forest, after being seen off by Ui-san—or rather, not even a minute after we started walking.

Perhaps she didn't expect such a quick and direct question. She gave a flustered reaction, but... well, you know? You heard it too, Sora-san.

It would be hard to keep up the pretense of not knowing, when you were fully aware I would ask, wouldn't it?

If there's a topic, I'll touch on it without hesitation. I'm also so curious about *something else* that I'm grateful for the distraction.

Without thinking too deeply—regarding the topic that made Sora's expression change, there must be some reason for her to react that way.

And even as her partner, I have no right to carelessly reach into her personal affairs. Furthermore, I have no intention of prying.

Just a partner, but still a partner. When she needs to tell me—or when she wants to, Sora will tell me herself.

Let me be conceited. I believe we have already woven that much trust between us.

That's why, what I should be looking at now is not that, but this.

"Well, I wasn't going to bring it up again myself, but... when my teacher tells me to, you know?"

See, I have a stance of at least trying to obediently follow the teachings of my predecessors.

Things like "Don't go for an agility-focused build," or "Normal people should wear armor," or "All Weapon Aptitude is trash," those kinds of already established values are up for discussion if they're challenged head-on.

At my words, Sora-san muttered, "Teacher..." under her breath, not even trying to hide her envious side-eye... I get it, but is that really your first thought?

Because their combat styles are too different, she was told, "I don't think I can be Sora-chan's teacher." My partner, who couldn't hide her jealousy, kept saying, "Unfair, unfair."

"She did say she's always up for a match, right? You'll get to fully experience the Sword Saint for yourself soon enough, Sora-san—so?"

I cut short the drawn-out question and asked for an answer again. As if to say, "I was trying to change the subject because it's hard to answer," Sora made a troubled expression and turned her face away.

"............I... I might not be very good at PvP... at fighting people."

And so, she did give me an answer. The girl spoke hesitantly—but, um... for someone to say they're bad at it *after all that*, what does that make me, the one who was thoroughly cornered?

She didn't get a chance to shine this time, but on top of all that, this girl also has a broken support magic (Scareless) and a healing magic (Qualia Veil).

Furthermore, her equipment is all pre-upgrade. Her skills are almost unchanged from a month ago, so to be honest, the conditions were overwhelmingly in my favor, and I still ended up like that.

I've thought it over and over, but my opinion hasn't changed.

Sora is far more 'special' than I am.

"D-don't stare at me like that...!"

"My apologies."

I must have been staring too intently, because she gave me a light glare before hiding her face even more—sensing what was coming, I held out my right hand, and Sora, who had been about to reach out with her left, stopped in surprise.

"Hah—... h-hah...!?"

Her hand frozen at a distance where it was about to touch mine, Sora's face turned red in confusion—it's not that I don't have my own thoughts about casually touching, but regarding *this* with her, I've already decided in my heart that it's a "sign of trust."

On this matter, I won't hesitate anymore.

Perhaps for the first time when we were both calm—I reached out my hand and took Sora's, which had stopped midway.

"Ha-Haru...!?"

"—And so?"

Taking the stopped Sora's hand, I started walking again. Walking half a step ahead with my eyes fixed forward, I prompted my partner to continue.

After that, neither of us spoke. For a while, the only sound was the rustling of the bamboo grove in the wind—

"............I guess you wouldn't notice unless it was you, would you?"

When the silence was finally broken, those were the first words Sora spoke.

"Notice... sorry, what?"

Not understanding her intent or what I should say in reply, I tilted my head, and I felt the strength in our joined hands tighten slightly—

"—I... wasn't able to attack you once."

"Nn—... huh?"

I genuinely didn't understand her meaning and turned to look at Sora.

With her face still downcast—how should I describe it? The girl had a strange expression that was neither positive nor negative.

"In the end, it wasn't 'attacking.' Nothing changed from before—I was just 'showing' you. At that time... when you hesitated at the end, Haru, I realized it."

"............Well, I guess you would figure it out."

I was prepared for it, but hearing it from her own mouth still stings a bit...

"...Don't make that face. I was the same way, you know."

I felt a tug on my hand and stopped.

"It's not that I could swing my sword at a person. It must have been because you were my opponent—somewhere in my heart, it seems I thought, 'It will never hit you.'"

Saying that, Sora smiled bashfully.

There was no self-deprecation in it, which was a relief... but that's why, sensing the flow of the conversation, a certain feeling welled up from the bottom of my stomach.

"So, um—aren't we two of a kind? Because, I'm sure..."

That feeling was none other than—

"—I could never seriously point my sword at you..."

—embarrassment.

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

Why does the wind have to stop at such an inconvenient time?

We, who had fallen silent in the stillness, could sense each other's feelings more than ever from the warmth of our joined hands—and without a word from either of us, we began to walk.

As we walked through the deep green forest... neither I, nor Sora, of course.

Could meet each other's gaze for a long time after that.

<hr>

No comment on the sweetness.



    Chapter 159

    Sharing a Drink on the Starless Plains

    ◇ You have a message from player [Irori] ◇

‘Hey, hope you’re doing well. Did you enjoy the date with your rumored partner?’

‘Anyway, Goldow said he needs to talk to you. Pop into the talk room when you have a moment.’

◇ Eastern Round Table Talk Room ◇

[Haru]: Good evening?

[Haru]: I heard you wanted to talk. Is Gossan here?

[Goldow]: Yeah, my bad, kid.

[Goldow]: Just forgot to tell ya and give ya a couple things.

[Goldow]: Got a minute?

[Haru]: Ahh…

[Haru]: I’m outside the city right now, can you wait a bit?

[Goldow]: Nah, this is my screw-up. I’ll come to you.

[Haru]: Uh, it’s pretty far, you know?

[Goldow]: Don’t underestimate a ranker. I ain’t an AGI-spec like you, but a little distance is nothin’ to me.

[Haru]: Well, if you insist, I don’t mind.

[Haru]: In that case, I’ll be waiting in the Withered Luck Plains, north of the safe area.

[Mi-na]: So far!

[Ri-na]: My condolences.

[Irori]: That’s what you get for trying to act cool for no reason.

[Goldow]: …………

[Goldow]: J-Just wait… I’ll be there in an hour.

◇◆◇◆◇

"…Look, really, I wouldn’t have minded going to you."

"Don't… *huff*… underestimate me."

With his golden hair, like a Lion's Mane, in complete disarray, the third-ranked player appeared at the designated location in exactly one hour, just as he had declared.

It was just before midnight in real time. After my da—adventure and various other things with Sora, I had logged out once before logging back in. As planned, I had come for a second round of bird hunting, seeking the additional materials Nia had requested…

But a message from Irori set things in motion, and now here we are.

The [Withered Luck Plains]—a unique area where the [White-Shining Bird of Fortune] appears. As far as the eye could see, it was a barren wasteland without a single weed, dominated by a single, absurdly massive tree.

There was nothing else to describe it; a truly desolate field.

It seemed other players had no need for it either, as I’d never encountered anyone else despite camping out here for long hunting sessions.

This map was ridiculously vast, but the player population was just as ridiculously large. Unlike the beginner areas, you’d at least cross paths with others fairly often in other zones.

Well, anyway.

"You okay…?"

It was a distance that would take even me more than thirty minutes to run from the [Safe Area]. From his own words, it was clear he wasn't an AGI-spec build, just as his appearance suggested… I was impressed he actually made it in an hour.

It seems that even high-ranked players can't avoid virtual sensory fatigue if they push their avatars beyond their build's limits. I showed some concern for Gossan, who was breathing heavily through his shoulders without trying to hide it. The great man, his forehead beaded with sweat, simply raised an arm as if to say, "I'm fine."

But still, even as he leaned over with his hands on his knees, he was huge. He must be a tank or a heavy warrior build—

"Sorry, I'm fine… What were you doing in a place like this?"

"Well, I mean, it's a place *like this*. There's only one thing to come here for, right?"

I spread my arms and showed him my [El-Gran Series] equipment, and he nodded in understanding.

"Ah, now that you mention it. But you've already got that set, you still need more materials?"

"Yeah, for various things."

"Hoh?"

I wasn't about to foolishly tell him it was to make a matching set for my partner. I could already see the endless teasing that would follow.

"So? What were the two or three things you needed to do?"

I didn't mean to rush him, but I wanted to get to the main topic. Even if we were going to chat, it would be easier to relax and talk once business was out of the way.

When I prompted him, Gossan nodded once more and began to operate his window—

"First, I need to give you this."

"…A key?"

The large hand, nearly the size of my face, plucked a small, simply shaped key from his inventory. As I took it from him, the intricate details suggested it was a rather important item…

"It's the key to the 'Round Table.' With that, you can jump there from any safe zone, like a city."

"Oh, wow."

It was a textbook magic item. Nice, things like this genuinely get me excited.

"How do I use it?"

"Select it from your inventory screen, materialize it and open its details window, use a thought command—whatever you want. It'll even activate with a gesture, like you're actually unlocking a door."

"The degree of freedom is insane."

Seriously, how much detail did they pack into a single item in this game? Is this the best or what?

"That's the first thing. The other was about the talk room… but looks like Ui took care of that for you, so no problem there. All that's left is—"

Gossan operated the window he had left open, and then,

"Once again, lookin' forward to workin' with ya—Haru the Acrobat."

"…Yeah, same here. A pleasure, Goldow the General Commander."

I accepted the friend request that appeared before me and shook hands with the great man, who was smiling cheerfully.

But, well, there was one thing I wanted to say—

"…Wait, you ran for an hour just for this?"

I directed the question to the third-ranked player, the de facto leader of Istia, who was surely swamped with work at a time like this—

"…Don't say it. I'm already thinking how stupid I am."

He had said it was his own fault and all, but… I couldn't tell if he was surprisingly earnest or what.

Between his ridiculously low threshold for laughter and other things, he was a rather friendly fellow, contrary to his gruff appearance.

"Ah, well. Since we're here, let's take this chance to get to know each other better, Ninth."

"I don't mind, but… ah, wait a sec—it's almost time."

Aside from the giant tree, there wasn't so much as a single rock to sit on in this plain. I had no objection to Gossan's suggestion as he plopped himself down on the dry, cracked earth… but first, I had to prepare for the respawn my alarm was about to announce—

"Oh?"

"Be right back."

Far above the fantasy-like giant tree, which had to be well over fifty meters tall, a faint light emerged from the empty sky. Polygons gathered beneath it in a very game-like effect, and a massive white bird with great wings materialized—

[Panga Fool]—into [Ignition]. Then, I dashed along the 'path' created by the [Parabellum Bullets] I'd thrown from both hands in a single breath.

"Gotcha."

[Blink Switch]—the [Giant's Hand Axe] I swung, scattering a powerful gust of wind, bisected the giant bird's body without much resistance.

I returned the massive weapon, summoned only for the moment of attack, to my inventory and glanced at the results that popped up… and nope, a miss. Unfortunately, I didn't get the [Azure Sky Feather of the Lucky Bird].

With a sigh, I activated [Floating Leaf]. Manipulating my kinetic energy, my body now free of weight and gravitational pull, I landed softly.

The round trip was just over two hundred and fifty meters—and I had completed the entire process in less than ten seconds.

"Now that's a show."

*Whoosh!* He let out an impressive whistle. Gossan, the corners of his mouth turned up in amusement, looked thoroughly entertained as he thrust a large mug, presumably pulled from his inventory, toward me.

"I mean, you can probably do this much too, right?"

"Hah, is that what you say to an old man who just ran his ass off to get here?"

The [General Commander], who stood right behind the [Sword Saint], just laughed boisterously—"Ka-ka!"—at my deadpan expression as I accepted the mug.

The droplets that scattered dramatically as we forcefully clinked our mugs together glittered in the silent plain, shining in place of the stars.



    Chapter 160

    The Eastern Faction's Position

    "Since we're on the same side now, there's something I wanted to ask you."

"Oh? Go ahead, ask me anything."

Tonight, the virtual world's sky was a bit cloudy. Gossan and I were in the silent, starless wasteland, just two guys enjoying a chat, idly sipping from our "never-ending mugs."

…This must be a magic item too, but what the heck is in it? It’s some kind of bitter, carbonated drink I've never tasted before. To be honest, it's not good.

"To be blunt, I don't really get the different factions' stances on the war. I heard they were trying to fix the outcomes at first, but then for the last three years, it's been a stable two-on-one, with the North and South against us."

It was less about their stances and more about the current state of affairs, I guess?

Aside from the little bit I'd heard from Kagura-san at the beginning, I'd done some light research on my own… but I couldn't find the kind of detailed information I was looking for.

To the general public who hadn't set foot in the virtual world, it seemed they were purely focused on the entertainment aspect of the spectacle.

They were completely oblivious to the behind-the-scenes drama about match-fixing and saw no issue with the perception of "the conflict-savvy Istia vs. the Sotalm & Nortalia alliance."

Among the players, there was some awareness—"Match-fixing? Yeah, I heard something about that"—but they also seemed to have no problem with the current situation where one faction was being ganged up on.

—I mean, isn't that all just a little… weird?

"Ah, *that* whole thing," Gossan said.

Judging by his reaction, my question wasn't off the mark—of course it wasn't. In this setup, a clear villain emerges depending on your perspective.

"As for the circumstances surrounding that… yeah. It’s no rush. Why don’t you tell me what you think first, and we can see how you did?"

"Seriously…? Well, fine."

This old guy sure likes to talk…

"Alright, well… from Istia's point of view, the other factions that proposed fixing the matches are the 'bad guys,' right? The players who chose the Eastern Faction of conflict would naturally want to enjoy a massive festival like a war with all their might."

Especially since it's the only official event.

To put it bluntly, proposing match-fixing to 'Istia of Conflict' in a war is basically forcing them to endure having their biggest moment as combat players completely ruined.

Winning or losing is probably secondary. The massive reward of shifting a Blessing, honestly, isn't that big of a deal.

The very act of telling Istia, which holds 'Conflict' as its supreme principle, to hold back in that conflict is the critical problem.

…So, that's the Eastern Faction's perspective.

"On the other hand, the other factions—the North-South alliance—they're probably looking at a completely different problem."

To say they live for combat… might be an exaggeration. But in any case, the 'Four Pillar War' is an unmissable festival for Istia.

However, we can't forget that [Arcadia] is an MMORPG—a game fundamentally designed around the cooperation of a large number of people.

And why do they cooperate? To stand against powerful monsters that a few people could never hope to defeat.

"In the end, the Four Pillar War could just end up with players tripping over each other—…Hey, what's with that face? What emotion is that?"

"Don't mind me. I was just relieved to see you're not just some battle junkie."

"Ah, right…"

I hadn't even presented any deep analysis yet.

…Now, what was I saying?

"Um… so, if you prioritize conquering this world as an MMO, the North and South's way of thinking isn't wrong. It might force the East to hold back, but the 'stability in progression' that comes from it is a benefit we receive equally."

"Hmph. Then what do you think the problem is if the Blessings become unbalanced in the first place?"

Now he's asking me questions. What? Is this some kind of test to gauge the thoughtfulness of a newcomer? Whatever, fine by me.

"What else could it be but *inefficient*?"

The four factions' Blessings are closely tied to player enhancement, the most important content in any MMORPG.

The Northern Faction Nortalia's Blessing of Luck. This blessing, which provides a huge boon to drop rates, affects the supply rate of rare materials essential for players to craft powerful equipment.

The Southern Faction Sotalm's Blessing of Wealth. This one, boasting an exceptional earning efficiency of up to double the normal rate, is crucial for securing 'Luna,' which is needed for various purposes beyond just currency in Arcadia, and for stimulating the market that comes with it.

These converge in the Western Faction Vestol, with its Blessing of Peace. This place, which benefits all kinds of production, becomes the cornerstone of self-improvement for all players, regardless of faction…

—And then there's the Eastern Faction Istia's Blessing of Conflict.

What is demanded of our faction, the only one specialized in battle, is to hone our military strength to the extreme, combining it with the boons brought by the other three factions.

With that power, we are to become the 'sword' that carves a path through this virtual world teeming with monsters.

East, West, South, North—not a single faction is unnecessary.

"If all players are aiming to conquer the game first and foremost, the most efficient method is to divide the resource gathering without shifting the Blessings. As long as you don't do something crazy like concentrating all military strength and Blessings in one faction."

In terms of resource gathering through hunting, the North and South are similar, but enemies that drop useful materials and those that are efficient for earning Luna aren't necessarily the same. When you get down to it, it's undoubtedly best to divide the labor here… probably.

"So, that's it, right? Although they have the justification of their identity being threatened, if you prioritize conquering the game, the Four Pillar War is nothing but a *wasteful indulgence*—meaning from the other factions' perspective, Istia, which throws a tantrum to prioritize its festival, is the 'bad guy.'"

And to take it even further,

"…Isn't the root of all evil the development team?"

I've been through a baptism by fire time and time again here, but the content prepared in this world is astonishingly vast and powerful.

There are the hidden bosses placed in beginner areas, the exceptional monsters lurking in the depths of secret zones—and even after three years of service, there are the numerous dungeons that remain unconquered, and the Colored Monsters, starting with the 'White Throne.'

All of this 'unconquered' content shows that even now… even with all the endlessly skilled players I've met in this short time, they still haven't reached the required level of power.

To be brutally honest, if you're going to fully commit to being a conqueror challenging the world, there's no time to be tripping each other up.

In other words—the 'Four Pillar War' content doesn't align at all with the design of [Arcadia], which seems to presuppose cooperation among all factions.

…Hello, God-tier game?

"Hah, not bad. You've got a good head on your shoulders, seems you can think for yourself. That's reassuring."

It seems he was generally satisfied with my analysis so far. Gossan, happily tipping back his mug, clapped me on the shoulder.

Thanks, I guess—though the way Gossan is chugging that thing looks exactly like an old guy at a pub. Is this mystery liquid some kind of beer?

Age restrictions… it probably doesn't have alcohol in it, so I guess it's fine.

"…But, taking all that into account, I still don't get why everyone is convinced that the current situation is '*working out reasonably well*.'"

If progression is the priority, it's unnatural that Istia, which is truthfully being 'selfish,' isn't drawing more hate than just for being unpopular.

And it's even stranger that this setup has been going on… has been *allowed* to go on for nearly three years. If they're stubbornly pushing their selfish agenda, you'd think criticism would rise even from within the Eastern Faction—

"No theories on that part?"

Still testing me, General Commander? …Let's see.

The Eastern Faction (Istia)—a group of battle junkies (Istia).

While satisfying their identity of conflict, they want to eliminate unnecessary shifts in Blessings… or if that's impossible, at least minimize them. If so—

"…………Istia plays the role of the villain."

"Yep."

"The faction that would be least affected in terms of player enhancement if its Blessing moved… well, that's us."

"That's right."

In other words, by establishing a structure where Istia generally loses more often, the delay in progression due to imbalanced Blessings can be minimized—in fact, if you disregard actual progression battles, the impact on player enhancement is virtually zero.

Having bypassed the issue of imbalanced Blessings in this roundabout way—no, if that led to a situation where only Istia's Blessing was constantly being lost, there's no way the players of the Eastern Faction wouldn't complain.

So, they can't keep losing.

Against *two allied factions*, they need to *repeatedly alternate between winning and losing just enough*.

To achieve that result without relying on match-fixing, what is required is inevitably the exact opposite of holding back—

"—…………Ah… I've reached a ridiculously simple-minded conclusion, but don't laugh, okay?"

Even I couldn't help but think, "Is that really how my faction is?" Having arrived at an answer that I was hesitant to say out loud, I asked for confirmation.

When I glanced over at Gossan… ah, please don't make that face. When someone with your looks puts on a vicious grin, you look like nothing less than a ferocious carnivore.

"I won't laugh—let's hear your conclusion."

"Yeah… well, in short—the stance is something like, 'We'll kick your asses even if it's *two against one*, so let's all fight for real,' I guess."

That was the answer I'd arrived at after verbalizing my thought process.

Put into words, it was a very Istia-like, brute-force way of thinking—but the incredibly satisfied expression of Istia's current leader spoke more eloquently than anything about whether that answer was correct…

"Not bad—a perfect score, kid."

"……………………"

I averted my gaze from Gossan, who was grinning with a face that would make a child cry.

As if to hide the fact that I was rendered speechless by my own faction's utterly muscle-headed approach, I brought the mug to my lips and chugged the bitter liquid, unable to even taste it.



    Chapter 161

    Charmed by War, a Charmer in War

    "First off, it's not like we're the 'villains' or anything."

So, a perfect score didn't mean my analysis had hit the bullseye on every single point.

It was more like I was *mostly correct*, and the fact that I had reached that point on my own was worthy of praise. And so began the supplementary explanation, disguised as a review of my answers.

"Just like you said, the Four Pillars is nothin' more than a detour when you're prioritizing actual progression. That's a fact that even we in the Eastern Faction accept."

"But—" he paused to take a swig from his mug, then leaned back on his hands and looked up at the sky.

His completely relaxed posture seemed to say that this wasn't a negative topic at all.

"The folks in the other factions know we accept that, too. So, even if it ain't match-fixing, the current setup is the 'best' we've got, something we've all mutually agreed to maintain."

"Hmm… so even if it's not about fixing outcomes, there was some kind of discussion?"

I gave up on the bitter liquid I couldn't get used to, no matter how much I drank, and set my mug aside. Gossan, perhaps noticing the grimace on my face as I took one last sip, chuckled softly and nodded. "Yep."

"Well, when I say discussion, it's not like we convinced 'em with words alone. We rejected the alliance proposal from the other three factions, but Istia offered a counter-proposal—and we showed them we had the strength to back it up."

Judging from the way he spoke, he must have been right in the thick of it back then. As if picturing the scene in the sky, the [General Commander] recounted the past, looking up at the heavens with a nostalgic—and utterly delighted—expression.

"The first Four Pillar War. We threw down the gauntlet to the North and South factions—and we, the Eastern Faction, seized victory."

"You guys were raising hell from the very beginning?"

It seemed that three years ago, Istia was still Istia.

"Back then, the old man—our number one—and Ui were on the battlefield too… Younger folks might call me a nostalgic old timer, but those were good times."

Number one… was he older than Gossan? The way he said "old man" suggested as much. But well, I was less interested in the First, whom I'd never even seen, and more in—

"Come to think of it, Ui-san was in the first one, wasn't she?"

It was only natural to be more curious about the name of someone I had recently met.

"Oh yeah, she was more than just a one-woman army. One moment she'd be smiling with a cool 'I'm off, then,' and the next she'd be charging headfirst into a vanguard of no less than fifty people."

Oh, Sword Saint-sama…

"She must have been enjoying herself in her own way… but something must have been *different* for her. Said she wasn't good with large-scale PvP and holed herself up."

"…It's just—ah, no, it's nothing."

I almost asked for the details but stopped myself. If I were to ask, it should be her I ask directly—or so I thought…

"Nah, you don't need to be so considerate about this. She just didn't particularly like fighting. She didn't feel the need to step onto a stage that drew so much attention for something she had little interest in. She just wanted to train relentlessly, so she withdrew."

"Ah… I see… Well, that makes sense."

Ui-san doesn't particularly like fighting. I found myself agreeing with an opinion I had also held, which brought with it a small sense of relief.

It was because my vague assumption that something—you know, something unpleasant—had happened to her on the grand stage of the war had been denied.

Even with the preface of "about this," I felt relieved about one thing at least. After my short time interacting with her, I could somewhat understand Irori's overprotective attitude.

"Let's get back on topic. The challenge we laid down was this: we don't need to fix matches. If we just balance the forces and fight for real, the wins and losses will even out. A slight disadvantage is just right for us, so bring on both your factions at once, we said."

"Everything you say sounds like it comes down to brute strength…"

"Hah, Helena told me the same thing back then."

Helena who…? Oh well.

"Like you said, it's best if we lose a little more often. But we can't keep losing. Lose twice, win once, lose, win twice, lose twice again, then win again… It's crucial to *make it look like* we're losing, but in reality, we're evenly matched."

That way, the fluctuation of Blessings would be limited to slight ups and downs for Istia. The delay in player enhancement for the sake of progression would be avoided—or rather, ah, I get it now.

"Wait a minute, that just clicked for me… You're right, it's about *making it look* that way—this virtual world isn't just *our* entertainment."

"Oh, you figured it out? Good, one hundred and twenty points for you."

As I murmured my realization, almost to myself, Gossan snapped his fingers cheerfully and awarded me extra credit.

"Focusing on progression is a given, but this is a game—we gotta have fun. Both us, the players, and the audience in the real world."

"True… It's one thing for the participants, but it would be even worse for the viewers to be shown a fixed match…"

[Arcadia] is a massive form of entertainment that has taken the real world by storm as a spectator sport—no, it wouldn't be an exaggeration to say it's the biggest in the world.

It's probably the same reason why rankers can't show themselves looking pathetic to the public.

For [Arcadia], which has involved the real world on such a large scale and become the world's biggest content—to broadcast a fixed match during its only official event to the entire world…

"Yeah, if you can avoid it, you'd want to…"

"Exactly. So, if we can stick to our counter-proposal—if we can keep embodying the 'sword' of this world with all our might, to the point where we can fight two factions seriously and remain evenly matched… then the other factions have come to accept our selfish demand."

Well, if their will is that recognized, then it's not really selfish, it's more like—

"I see… I get it now. It's a *solid cooperative relationship*, so there's no reason for things to get tense."

"That's the gist of it. And in the end, the folks outside of Istia want to have as much fun as they can, too."

"That's for sure."

Okay, I completely understand now.

At least for me, there are no more questions or concerns.

"I get it… so that means as one of the selfish ones, I have to be willing to die to become a 'sword,' right?"

Now that I understood the circumstances, even as a rookie title holder, I couldn't just stand by as a bystander. This would surely add another layer of motivation to my 'training' starting tomorrow.

"You've got a passionate side to you, don't ya? I don't dislike it. Give it your all, [Acrobat]."

"Understood—I'll be sure to meet your expectations, [General Commander]."

He offered his mug with a thrust, and I picked up the one I had set beside me and clinked it against his good-naturedly.

Droplets flew. I hesitated for a moment, wondering whether to imitate the great man as he豪快にgulped down the bitter liquid—then gently set my mug back down. Seeing this, he laughed heartily, "Ka-ka!"



    Chapter 162

    Lesson One

    "…Ssssssshhhhh—"

Morning. This guy exhaling a long, drawn-out breath like some weird breathing exercise in front of the mirror is by no means a suspicious person. This is just the fully-armored, real-world "Me Ver. 2.0."

I set my hair, something I'd never once touched in my entire life (I couldn't stand the stickiness of wax, so I compromised with hairspray).

I put on a pair of non-prescription glasses, another first for me (I realized the oval-shaped ones I'd bought with my own terrible sense of style looked awful on me, so I bought a new pair of square-shaped, half-rim glasses on the store clerk's recommendation).

And with my non-descript shirt, non-descript pants, and non-descript thin cardigan, I'd perfected my mob-character ensemble. My reflection was—

"Who is this guy…"

—so jarringly unfamiliar that it gave me a massive sense of unease. Which, in other words, probably meant this "disguise" was working to some extent.

In the end, I still hadn't managed to find out just how much attention my virtual world self, [Haru], had garnered.

Last night, after Gossan left, I'd continued hunting until just before 2 a.m., gathered a decent amount of materials, then logged out and went straight to bed.

Ultimately, I remained in the dark as I greeted the morning of my departure.

After orientation and recreational activities, the holidays were over, and today marked the true beginning of my university life, lectures and all. And I was filled with nothing but anxiety.

I couldn't even put into words what I was anxious about, but I was anxious all the same.

My avatar hadn't been broadcast to the real world in a major way yet, so I doubted I'd be found out so quickly… but I couldn't help but imagine the *what ifs*.

On top of that, I was already feeling anxious and restless about the new environment of being a university student—!!

"Aargh! I don't know anymore! I don't care!!"

I am the ninth-ranked member of Istia, the [Acrobat]!!

I won't let the nobodies of the real world get to me!!

"If something happens, I'll run…!! If something happens, I'll run…!! Alright, let's go, reality! Bring it on…!!"

…And with that, in a state that would surely disillusion any of my virtual acquaintances if they saw me.

I twisted the doorknob with grim determination and leaped out into the real-world field, fully prepared—!!

"—I'm not wearing shoes!!"

Calm down…!!

◇◆◇◆◇

"…Haru-kun? If you're not feeling well…"

"No, I'm fine… I just got tossed around by the rough waves of society a bit…"

Half a day later. After being so drained in the real world that I wasn't even sure which was my home anymore, I had returned home in the afternoon and immediately logged in to visit the Sword Saint.

I must have had a completely exhausted look on my face that I couldn't hide. Ui-san, who had graciously served me tea with a "how about some tea for now," was now looking at me with concern.

I mean, I guess it just goes to show how much I'd been consciously shutting out related information until now.

Once I started paying attention, the world was absolutely overflowing with information about [Arcadia]… And of course, among the topics of conversation about the virtual world that were buzzing everywhere, the name of a certain new title holder was also mixed in—

"Ui-san."

"Yes?"

"Training. Let's. Please."

…It was still too soon to face it head-on.

Fortunately, I had something to do right now. If I just focused on desperately dodging the Sword Saint's blade, I'd eventually run out of energy to even worry about my frayed mental state…!!

Though I was clearly acting strange, my enthusiasm for training must have gotten through. Ui-san tilted her head quizzically, but then,

"—Well then, let's start by warming up our bodies."

She said with a gentle smile, inviting me to the training hall.

"Bull—whoa!?"

Abandoning my counterattack, I threw myself into a purely reflexive evasion. As I flattened myself against the ground, a presence instantly closed the distance, and an unseen slash grazed the tips of my floating hair—

"First Strike—"

"Ngh…!"

The greatsword wavering before my eyes heralded the next fatal blow.

"[Flying Water]."

A surprise attack from straight ahead, with no discernible wind-up.

I started to react, but—

"—Yes, that's enough."

I was too late. The silver steel blade pressed against my neck stopped my movements… and with a deep exhale, I went limp.

"Damn it… I can't see it…!!"

The First Strike is too much of a hard counter for me…! I can't keep up with it, no matter what I do…!

[Flying Water]—a lightning-fast sword strike unleashed from a relaxed state with no stance. I've gotten better at sensing it right before it comes, but by the time I do, it's already too late to dodge. Honestly, it feels impossible to deal with.

…Well, it's not just [Flying Water], though. That one's particularly tough, but every other form is just as fatal to me—

"One thing at a time. There's no need to rush."

"Haha…"

Rushing… yeah, I can't deny that.

At the end of the day, there's only about half a month left until the main Four Pillar War event—

"…Right, one more time, please."

In any case, it's too early to be whining.

I stood up, bowed, and summoned the Bullet knives to both hands again to show my resolve. But Ui-san, after a moment of thought, sheathed her greatsword—the opposite of what I did—and stored it in her inventory.

"Huh…?"

"I'm starting to see some areas we can work on, so let's try something a little different."

As I tilted my head, she looked around the area—and then clapped her hands once, just like I'd seen yesterday.

No system notification… but I noticed the change immediately.

"Whoa, hey…!?"

The ground beneath me shook, and I felt a sensation like being lifted from below. Caught off guard, I stumbled—and embarrassingly, Ui-san, who had come close, had to support me.

"—Ah… s-sorry…!"

"It was my fault. I'm sorry for not warning you."

While I was taking critical damage from her close-range smile, the center of the familiar white, circular training hall rose up with us on it, creating a small platform about five meters in diameter. And it didn't stop there; a fence of bamboo and wood broke through the stone tiles, enclosing the area.

What resulted was a closed-off stage, the complete opposite of the open training hall from before—

"Now then… Haru-kun."

"Y-Yes, ma'am?"

I replied, hiding my agitation as I felt a sense of relief from her warmth moving away.

She took one, two, three steps back, reaching a distance where we could almost touch if we reached out. The Sword Saint turned back, her hands empty, and spread her arms—

"—Lesson one. Let's play a game of tag inside here."

Seeing the bewildered look on my face, she spoke with a rare hint of teasing in her voice.

Looking somewhat amused, she delivered the first 'training' assignment.



    Chapter 163

    Tag

    "Tag, you say?"

Lesson one—her slow, calm way of speaking always makes English words sound like they're written in hiragana.

Hearing the first training proposal from her, I couldn't help but look around and think one thing… isn't this a little too small?

To reiterate, the stage is about five meters in diameter. If we started from opposite ends, we could reach each other in just two or three steps.

"Of course, there will be a few conditions,"

Ui-san said, as if she knew I'd have questions, and began to elaborate.

"First, no running. This means both feet cannot be off the ground at the same time."

"Hmm… is speed-walking okay?"

"That's fine. However, the point of this isn't to rely on speed, so it would be best if we both walk at a steady pace."

So… like walking tag?

"In addition, you must always alternate your left and right feet. And we will set a step count for both the chaser and the one being chased—ten for the chaser, and twenty for the one being chased."

"Mm, hmm… I see."

It's not overly complicated, I guess? As for who has the advantage, I can't quite picture it without trying… but the chaser probably has the upper hand.

Even with double the steps, in a space this small, there are limited ways to escape.

"In any case, let's try it a few times. I'll be the one being chased first."

"Right… okay. Let's do it."

I bowed, and naturally, Ui-san followed suit. We bowed to each other on the small stage—and with a simultaneous first step, the Sword Saint's "lesson" began.

◇◆◇◆◇

"—No way…!"

"Fufu… my win, I believe."

We switched roles and played ten times each—my cumulative battle record was 0 wins and 20 losses. Having been thoroughly defeated, I was on my hands and knees before the gently smiling Sword Saint, utterly crushed.

"…Ui-san, were you secretly a mage?"

Her movements were so masterful I couldn't even comprehend the logic behind them. I, who had been completely outplayed on both offense and defense, asked in a daze. The Sword Saint just smiled mischievously and said,

"Oh my… have I been found out?"

"Ugh… guh…"

This woman…! The fact that she's also playful is just so unfair…!!

As I averted my gaze from her counter, Ui-san came over and offered me a hand.

"Don't be so down. For example, it took Irori-kun a week before he could catch me for the first time."

"A week…"

It took the [Sword Protector] a whole week, huh… Well, yeah.

I had to admit, her movements were indeed like magic.

—But, I see.

Irori took a week to land a hit on her… I see, I see.

"Well, that's… somehow, that's motivating."

I was well aware that I must have been making a spiteful face. As expected, Ui-san tilted her head at my expression—but when an opponent I don't want to lose to is brought up, my motivation gets a sudden boost.

"Ah… so, basically, if I catch you within six days, it's my win."

"…Fufu, you're such a boy."

I gratefully took the offered hand—and with her small hand, she pulled me up forcefully, laughing cheerfully.

"Well then, let's do our best to surprise Irori-kun."

"Yes, please!"

"Which will you be?"

"The chaser!"

We weren't jumping or flying around, so the physical exertion itself wasn't much. The shadow of virtual sensory fatigue was still far, far away.

We each moved to opposite ends of the stage…

"Then—begin."

"Hmph—…!"

I have to close the distance first, so I took a large step forward with my right foot.

And—Ui-san also took a small step forward.

One more step and I could reach out my hand, my fingertips just barely touching her. I took another step forward with my left, and—

"Ngh, whoa…!"

My outstretched hand couldn't reach her as she took a half-step back—so it's *this* pattern. In that case…!

From a wide-legged stance, I moved my right foot half a step forward, then lifted my left foot—and swung it far back.

By opening my body to the left like that, I should be able to face Ui-san, who had seen my footwork and tried to escape in that direction, and—huh!?

*Tap, tap, tap*. Her steps shouldn't have been fast at all—and yet, for some reason, I couldn't react as she slipped past me, from my front to my side.

My delayed reaction and hastily thrown hand couldn't even graze the gray blur passing by. The distance between us continued to grow…

"And that is my win."

"No way…!!!"

Seriously…! I don't get it…!

I *can see her*, I'm *aware of her*, so why can't I react…!?

"Haru-kun, you're overthinking things. Your movements have become stiff."

"Well, um… it's not just that my movements are stiff, it feels like my body is physically freezing up…"

Just now, if my body had moved normally, I would have caught her easily. This has been happening repeatedly since we started playing tag.

Damn you, Sword Saint-sama… are you really using some kind of mysterious magic?

"As I've said before, Haru-kun, you are moving your body with thought alone far too much. You are binding yourself."

"…Moving my body with thought?"

"If I can see your thoughts that clearly, it is a simple matter to strike at the gaps in your awareness."

There it is, Sword Saint-sama. I'm pretty sure it's not a simple matter at all.

"My grandfather calls it a technique called Muhyoushi. Against you in your current state, Haru-kun, even I can imitate it."

"Muhyo… some kind of master's technique…"

So the master's granddaughter is also a master. Ui-san had apparently just casually replicated Matsukaze Kiyoshiro's real-life skill… anyway.

"Even if you tell me I'm overthinking it… I don't feel like I can catch you without thinking…"

At first, I had charged in with a 'full-on assault' mentality—but, as expected of her, she skillfully evaded me, and I naturally lost repeatedly.

Since then, I've been memorizing her movements and going through a process of trial and error.

I'm certainly thinking about various things as I move… and while the results haven't been great, I feel like going in without a plan would be pointless.

"…Yes, that seems to be the first step."

When I sought her guidance with open confusion, Ui-san nodded as if she'd gotten the idea she was looking for.

"I believe it's crucial to realize these things for yourself—so for now, let's just do this thoroughly."

…She said, with a smile.

"……………………"

—Ah, what a beautiful smile.

A smile so captivating.

And yet… it was a color I had seen before. When was it that I had seen it?

I remember, yes, it was—the day I met her.

During those thirty minutes of being beaten to a pulp,

It was the same smile I had seen just before that—

"…Um… please, be gentle…"

"Yes, of course—well then, for as long as time permits."

*Ssssshhhh*—…………………………………………

Sora-san, help me.



    Chapter 164

    A Visit to the Front Lines

    "Hey! Ui-chan, it's been so long!! How's big bro's training going—whoa…"

"…My condolences."

I was collapsed, face pressed against the ground, unable to move a muscle. In the darkness, my barely functioning hearing picked up the sound of the gate opening, the light patter of approaching footsteps, and two familiar voices.

One was loud and high-spirited, the other quiet and languid. I guessed who they were but chose to continue playing dead, forgoing any reaction.

"I came to check on you since I had some free time… and you're already wiped out on day one? Pathetic."

"Shuddup…"

And then another voice, a taunting remark that easily conjured up an image of a handsome, annoying face.

I reflexively retorted and managed to lift my head slightly. The view that met my eyes wasn't the jeering face of the Blonde Samurai—

Instead, kneeling beside me and peering down was a girl avatar with light beige hair.

"…………"

Even more surprisingly, the one doing this without a word was the blue one, Ri-na. Unlike the boisterous red one, Mi-na, she was staring at my face with her emotionless eyes.

"…What's up?"

"…It's nothing. Good work."

When I asked if something was wrong, the girl just shook her head slightly and offered words of encouragement. You know… I thought she was just a downer type, a bit lazy.

But she'd casually supported Gossan during the meeting and had been diligently doing the work her partner pushed on her… maybe she's surprisingly serious, or dutiful.

"Thanks," I replied to her unexpected kindness. Ri-na shook her head again, and then—

""—Huh? What are you doing?""

My surprised voice and the red one's overlapped unintentionally.

The cause was Ri-na—the girl, still kneeling beside me with a blank expression, was gently touching my hair with her fingertips.

She wasn't patting my head; her slender fingers were just combing through the ends of my hair, which was honestly ticklish.

"Rinne-chan…?"

She didn't even glance at the red one's suspicious look, and her hands kept moving with an air of "I'm just doing what's natural."

Seriously, what is she doing? I was just as confused, but then—

"You have to support people who are working hard."

…Apparently, I was being supported.

Eh?

Wait, is this girl incredibly nice?

A far cry from a certain red one—hey, you, what's with that look?

I really don't appreciate being looked at like a criminal in this situation, you know???

"Oh, for crying out loud, you're the same as always… Alright, alright, you shouldn't be so touchy-feely with guys, you know?"

The red one, looking like she was sighing "good grief," dragged away Ri-na, who seemed like she would have kept stroking my hair forever.

"Same as always," huh. It seems she's always been the type to do things like that. My impression of her has changed quite a bit, unexpectedly.

And Mi-na, you should reflect on your own actions. I haven't forgotten how you, just like a certain blue-haired girl, dragged your partner into a gut punch on our first meeting.

"So, how long are you gonna stay on the ground, pretty boy?"

"That's a hell of a taunt coming from you, pretty boy."

I'd been down for a while before the three of them arrived, but my body, which had been drowning in virtual sensory fatigue, was finally starting to move again.

I bantered back as I got up, and Irori, who had taken Ri-na's place beside me, offered a hand.

"Well, good work. Where's the teacher?"

"Yeah, thanks. Ui-san just logged out for a bit."

She said she was going to check on her family's dojo and would be back soon—

"Look, she's back."

I saw an effect similar to teleportation near the building and pointed it out. Irori nodded and went to greet her.

"—Sooo? How's the training going, big bro?"

I felt a poke in my back and turned to find the red-haired girl grinning at me, asking the obvious.

"What's with that face? Tag is super fun, you know?"

"Oh really? And what's your record?"

"I stopped counting after a hundred straight losses."

When I gave up and confessed honestly, I expected Mi-na to laugh mockingly again—but instead.

"Ugh, that's… well, I guess you've got guts, big bro, to go a hundred rounds with Ui-chan."

She said, and just like Ri-na a moment ago, she patted my arm comfortingly.

What is this…? Are you trying to pull off a surprise personality gap too…?

"Well, I've experienced this tag game before, so… just for fun, though, you know?"

When I gave her an indescribable look, Mi-na glanced around the cramped stage enclosed by the bamboo fence and gave a wry smile.

"This is rough, isn't it? You're not even jumping or flying, but it's surprisingly tiring, right?"

"Yeah, it is."

She was right. This 'training' was far more intense and exhausting than any high-speed maneuvering—and I had a vague idea why.

In the virtual world, there is no physical fatigue. However, a unique phenomenon called 'virtual sensory fatigue' exists, where mental exhaustion binds the avatar's physical body.

In other words, in the virtual world, mental fatigue can become physical fatigue.

As the saying goes, 'illness starts from the mind,' and this holds true to some extent in the real world as well… but in the virtual world, it's incomparably more pronounced and direct.

With that in mind, it makes sense why this game of tag is so tiring.

"It's like a condensation of tactical exchanges… so of course, it's draining."

Even in actual combat, it's rare for tactical exchanges to continue without any breaks. There are always moments to rest your mind, whether it's an interval you create or one your opponent creates.

But in the Sword Saint's version of tag, you do it continuously, without end or interruption—so of course, your mind gets worn down, your avatar stops moving, and you pass out.

"Yeah, exactly. So if you can hang in there that much from the start, you've got a bright future, right? As expected of the super rookie!"

This time, she patted my back with a hundred percent mockery.

When I raised my open right hand to face level, the red-head, probably remembering what happened two days ago, fled at top speed.

"Geez… Hey, shouldn't you go too?"

"Mm…"

I gestured towards Mi-na, who was running over to where Irori was chatting with Ui-san. Ri-na, who had been leaning against the fence in a daze, nodded.

"Keep up the good work."

As she passed by, she gently stroked my arm again before chasing after her partner.

…Yeah, she's a good kid. Though I'd appreciate it if she'd stop with the exquisitely soft fingertip touches, since they're super ticklish.

—And as for me, left all alone…

"…Five more minutes."

I wasn't about to collapse again, but the heavy virtual sensory fatigue was undeniable.

Leaning my back against the fence, I sat down and decided to just blankly watch the four of them, led by the red one, engage in their lively conversation for a little while longer.



    Chapter 165

    Tenth Seat, 1/2

    Five of the Eastern Faction's ranked players. By normal standards, it was probably an incredible sight.

Leaving me aside, since my face isn't widely known yet, the other four are undoubtedly famous… They're practically world-renowned stars, but—

"Haru-kun, how are you feeling?"

"Haha… Sorry, just a little more—"

"Hmph."

"Nope, I'm totally, completely fine, no problem, shall we resume?!"

"So easy to read."

"Having motivation is a good thing."

And then,

"Anyway, do you really have time to come check on us?"

"The selection matches are over. We don't have that many miscellaneous tasks to deal with in the first place."

"We have our own administrative staff, after all."

"There are people who work as admins while playing the game…?"

"I hear they get paid a proper salary."

"Seriously…"

And then,

"So, so, so~? I hear you were on a date, big bro~???"

"I was just adventuring with my partner."

"Hah! We've got the dirt on you, so you might as well fess up! Come on, come on!!"

"She's my partner."

"…I heard she's cute."

"You're getting in on this too…?"

"Are you talking about Sora-chan? She was indeed a very lovely girl."

"Sora-chan, eh?"

"Sora-chan, hmm?"

"Sora-chan?"

"Hey, stop ganging up on me! I'm not saying anything!!"

And then,

"If you're being so suspicious with your partner, then what's the deal with you and the [Milmarinus]?"

"You… at a time like this…!"

"Mil—what? Whaaat?! Why are you bringing Nia-chan into this!?"

"You know her too…?! There's nothing going on, we just adventured together a bit—"

"It looked like you were getting along quite well."

"You!! We weren't 'getting along'!!"

"But you were… one-sidedly?"

"Whaat?! Big bro, whaaat!!??"

"Ah, shut up, shut up!! I said there's nothing deep going on!!"

And then,

"Haru-kun?"

"Y-Yes…?"

"Dishonesty is not acceptable, you know?"

"—Please wait a moment, I am about to offer a sincere explanation, so may I have your full attention?"

"Hey, isn't your attitude a bit too different between Ui-chan and the rest of us?"

"Of course it is."

"Reasonable."

"Rinne-chan? Why did you look directly at me when you muttered that?"

"Because it's Teacher > Others > You."

"Whaaat!!??"

And so on, and so on.

It was, how should I put it… what? There was no otherworldly atmosphere, no tension, just a completely normal, everyday feeling.

The conversation that had started around me while I was down continued on and on—

"You better introduce us properly sometime, okay?"

"Yeah, yeah, I get it… We'll have plenty of chances to meet anyway."

I roughly pushed away the persistent red one and shoved her back towards Ri-na, only to be met with an annoyed look from the girl who was supposed to be her partner.

I know you're a relatively sensible person, so for the good of everyone, please take responsibility and keep her on a leash.

"—Hey, who do you think I'm doing this for? Watch properly."

"Is this my fault???"

I turned at the exasperated voice to see Irori looking down at me from the raised stage. Facing him stood Ui-san—

"You don't have to tell me, I'll be sure to watch closely."

At the end of their chat, at Ui-san's suggestion—well, basically, the [Sword Protector], who had a track record of catching her, was going to show me how it's done.

Learning something from Irori is annoying—well, I'm not that stubborn about my pride. I understand that he's clearly my superior right now, so I'll humbly learn from him.

"Are you ready?"

"OK."

"Whenever you're ready."

Ui-san called out to both me and Irori, and we both replied. I put my foot on the edge of the stage to watch, and Irori—he simply stood there naturally, without any particular stance.

Naturally, there was no sign of tension on Ui-san's face, nor on Irori's.

"Chaser or runner?"

"Let's do one of each. Irori-kun, you may go first."

"Understood—well then."

Irori went first. Facing the calmly standing [Sword Saint], the [Sword Protector] finally narrowed his eyes in concentration—

"Alright. Then—begin."

Their first steps were simultaneous, both right feet.

They both took a large step forward from opposite ends of the stage, closing the distance to where they could easily reach each other with one more step, and—

"…Huh?"

A sound escaped my lips as both of them came to a sudden halt.

…No, on closer inspection, they were still 'moving.' From the knees up—in a range that didn't involve their step count—the two continued to make extremely subtle movements.

The bend of their knees, the movement of their fingertips, the tilt of their shoulders, the direction of their gaze… it was as if they were engaged in a back-and-forth of feints using just these minute preliminary movements.

"—…!"

After nearly ten seconds, Irori took his second and third steps.

Not forward, but backward. The second step was a half-step with his right foot in pursuit, and the third was a retreat that canceled out his first step. In contrast, the Sword Saint's second step, which she had taken a moment earlier… was forward.

As a result, they maintained their distance, with their roles effectively reversed. Irori kept his sharp gaze fixed on Ui-san, while she slightly lowered her brows—and smiled, looking somewhat pleased.

"—…Four moves ahead, seven steps."

"—Yes, that's right. Excellent."

"…Wait, what?"

And just like that, it was over. While I was confused, the two of them, having decided the match with 'words,' calmly returned to their starting positions as if it were the most natural thing in the world.

"Uh, excuse me…?"

He said he would show me how it's done, but this isn't it, right?

I get it, okay? It's that classic master move, the "we don't even need to fight" thing, right?

It's cool and all!? And I reflexively thought, 'Wow, that's cool, I want to do that too,' but still!?

"'Four moves ahead, seven steps,' my foot! *Tee-hee*, he's just scared to touch Ui-chan!"

"Quiet, you in the peanut gallery…! —And you, what's with that blank look? I'm not trying to be mean."

Irori, who had returned to a starting position close to where I was clinging to the fence, glared at the red one who had interjected, then turned to me with a serious expression.

"Just watch closely and remember everything. This is what this training is for."

"Even if you don't understand it now"—he said just that, then turned his gaze forward to begin the second round with their roles reversed.

Ui-san, who had been waiting for our exchange to finish, quickly announced the start of the second match… and this time, both of them engaged in a dynamic, active game, a stark contrast to before.

The opening step was the same as before, a step forward. From there, Irori began to run in a circle, with Ui-san in pursuit.

As for who had the upper hand,

"—…gh, kuh."

The pained expression of the one on the run told the story.

And then, at the end. The Sword Saint, who hadn't even moved her hand when they passed at close range, raised one hand—and reflexively, Irori, with several steps to spare, took a step back and let out a regretful sigh.

"…I concede."

"No, that was excellent. A fine performance."

Once again, the match ended with the chaser's victory without a single touch—

"………………"

I had been carefully counting their steps. Ui-san had taken nine, and Irori fifteen… which meant that with only one step left, she had been at her limit, while Irori, who could still run for five more steps, had conceded on his own.

It wasn't like he was cornered or in a checkmate position…

………………N-No… I… I don't get it…

"Well… you've got the look I expected."

Seeing my face, which must have been a mask of confusion, Irori, who had finished his 'demonstration,' snorted without a hint of apology.

"Did you watch carefully? Did you remember?"

"Well, I did… yeah."

"Good. Don't forget it, and keep at it, junior."

He repeated that it was fine if I didn't understand now, then bowed to Ui-san and stepped off the stage.

Next, my eyes met with Ui-san's, who had been watching his back with a pleased expression.

"And so—let's get to it, shall we, Haru-kun?"

"Ah… yes."

As I was told to resume my training, I tilted my head in confusion and climbed over the fence.



    Chapter 166

    One Act of Change

    Four days had passed since the start of my university life and my training with the Sword Saint. It was now lunchtime.

As the second-period lecture ended, I watched the other students file out one by one, my head resting on my desk in a seat at the edge of the lecture hall.

"This level of instruction is insane…"

Or should I say lecture level? The university's reputation as a top-tier institution was no joke; everything from one to ten was on a different plane from what I had experienced in my small-town high school.

It had been less than a week since lectures started, so I wasn't falling behind yet, but honestly, it was all I could do to keep up. Many of the professors had unique teaching styles, and the content was interesting and engaging, so it wasn't exactly 'painful'…

Also, is it okay to call them 'sensei'? Or should I be calling them 'professor' at university—

"…Hello?"

As I closed my notebook and stretched, a reserved voice reached my ears from beside me. I wondered if someone nearby had been called out to, then remembered I was sitting alone. I glanced to the side, and—

"—Nghh."

—a pair of large, wide-open eyes under light brown hair were looking straight at me.

A strange sound escaped my throat in surprise, and I reflexively covered my mouth as I sat up. The female student, who had just been treated to a pathetic display seconds after speaking to me, offered an awkward, polite smile, clearly unsure how to react.

What am I doing? That was a textbook socially awkward move…!

"S-Sorry, I was spacing out… Um, can I help you?"

I had exchanged a few words with the people who sat next to me in lectures, but this was my first time talking to her. I'd seen her around often, so we probably had similar class schedules, but I didn't even know her name.

"No, no, I'm sorry for bothering you out of the blue. Um… and this is also kind of sudden, but would you like to have lunch with us?"

"Luh… what?"

Just as she said, the invitation was sudden and unexpected. As I stared at her in stunned silence, the female student fumbled with her tote bag and pulled out a notebook…

"Ah, um, my name is Shijo Kaede. I am not a suspicious person."

She pointed to her name written in rounded characters in the corner of the cover and introduced herself with such a serious expression that—it was no wonder I nearly burst out laughing, choking on a "gu-huh."

She must have realized I was laughing, because she blushed slightly and shoved the notebook back into her bag, trying to cover it up by continuing with an "Anyway!"

"I see you a lot in the same classes, and you're in the liberal arts course too, right? You're always alone, so I thought it might be okay to just say hi at least once…"

Her gaze seemed to ask if I was a busy person, or perhaps a loner by choice.

In reality, I had just been so caught up in the hustle and bustle of the virtual world that I hadn't had a chance to focus on enjoying my university life.

So, for me, having someone approach me like this was a wish come true…

"Thank you. I just moved here from the countryside, so I haven't had much time to settle in."

I said as I packed my things and stood up, glancing around.

She was a stylish and cute girl who fit the classic image of a 'university student.' And there was no way a girl like that would approach me on her own just because I was so charming… ah, it must be them.

I spotted a group of three—one guy and two girls—watching her from a short distance away. I raised a hand in response to the guy who was waving at me, then smiled at Shijo-san, who was waiting anxiously for my reply.

"I'm glad you invited me. I'd love to join you."

◇◆◇◆◇

"—For the love of God, please be my friend."

"You're too close."

Is this really a student cafeteria? The place was so spacious and stylish it made me want to tilt my head in wonder.

As soon as we had all gotten our lunches and gathered at a table, the guy—Toyama Toshiki—had immediately taken the seat next to me and was now practically draping himself over me.

Apparently, being the only guy in a group with three girls had left him feeling a bit out of place… As for the贅沢 of it, if I were to comment on that, it would just be a massive boomerang hitting my virtual world avatar, so no comment.

"I'm not into guys getting all clingy, so could you take that somewhere else?"

Ashiwara Shoko, with her long black hair, who was sitting next to Toyama at the round table, nudged him in the side with her elbow.

"Toyama-kun, you're making Kasuga-kun uncomfortable."

Next to her, Kajisawa Mizuki, a girl with short black hair and glasses, gave him a look of exasperation.

"Ahaha… and this is pretty much our group."

And finally, Shijo-san, who had settled in between Kajisawa-san and me, looked over at me as if to gauge my reaction.

Can I say this? What is with this perfect, popular-kid aura???

Am I really supposed to be here? Did I just sign up to be the nuisance character in Toyama Toshiki's university青春 light novel?

"Is something wrong…?"

"Not at all. Just thinking I got invited into a fun-looking group."

—In a good way, of course, I conveyed with my eyes. Shijo-san gave a slightly bashful "ehehe" in response. It seems there are masters of that art in the real world too.

"Kasuga-kun, you moved here, right? Is it okay if I ask what high school you came from?"

"I don't mind, but I doubt you'd know it."

I answered Ashiwara-san's question, and as expected, the name of my small-town school didn't ring a bell for any of the four.

"I don't recognize it. It might be rude to say it's an unknown school, but if you got in here from a place like that, you must have been quite the celebrity, right?"

Not really a celebrity. After all—

"I was a loner in high school for certain reasons, so nothing like that happened."

No need to go into the details of being treated like a weirdo. But as I said that, Kajisawa-san spoke up with a curious expression.

"Kasuga-kun, you seem like you have good social skills."

"I know, right? And you're already handling Toshiki with a good kind of familiarity."

Ashiwara-san added, also looking puzzled. But before that, can you do something about this guy, Toyama? Considering you're the only one who calls him by his first name, you must be pretty close to him.

I pushed away the clingy Toyama with my arm and shifted my chair slightly to escape.

"Sorry, Shijo-san, letting me take refuge."

"Be my guest."

I asked for permission from Shijo-san, who was now naturally closer, and managed to escape the harem protagonist seeking a male friend. The clearly disappointed Toyama got a light smack on the head from Ashiwara-san.

Maybe they're not just close friends, but already in *that* kind of relationship.

"So, Toyama and Ashiwara-san, and Shijo-san and Kajisawa-san were pairs, and you all got together at university?"

"Wow, you got it right. How did you know? Shoko-chan and I became friends first."

Taking advantage of the closer proximity, I asked, and got a confirmation from Shijo-san. Two girls had joined the existing two pairs, and he must have suddenly felt out of place.

I can kind of understand how Toyama feels. I don't mind being friends, but first, calm down and establish a proper sense of distance, please.

"Kasuga-kun, you can just call me Mizuki. I don't really like the sound of my family name."

A voice came from beyond Shijo-san.

"Oh, then you can call me Kaede. I like the sound of it more than my family name."

Shijo-san jumped on the bandwagon, and as a result, I was being asked to call girls I had just met by their first names. This, to a guy who had just declared himself a loner thirty seconds ago.

"Well… got it. You can call me whatever you like."

Haru Kasuga—I don't particularly like my family name or my given name.

As long as it's not "Haruka-chan" or "Nozomi-chan," anything goes.

"Then Nozomi-kun."

"Then Kasuga-kun."

The two of them split their decision in a second and looked at each other… and including Ashiwara-san, I ended up being "Kasuga-kun"—as for Toyama,

"Nice to meet you, Nozomi! Let's be friends, Nozomi! Lookin' forward to it, Nozomi!!"

"Yeah, yeah, I get it…! You're too close, get off me, you're annoying…!!"

"You can just call me Toshiki!" he said, getting clingy again. As I tried to push him away, Kaede helped me out by pushing his back.

On the other side, Ashiwara-san was annoyingly pulling on Toyama's back, and across from this commotion, Mizuki was watching the scene with a look of disinterest—

"…Haha."

A light, relaxed laugh escaped my lips.

It seems the real world is going to get lively too, I thought, and in my heart, I welcomed this new encounter.



    Chapter 167

    The Path is Visible, but Progress is Distant

    "—Haru-kun, did something good happen?"

"Eh, was it that obvious on my face?"

"Yes, your expression seems much softer than usual."

"Haha… Well, I happened to make some new friends."

"Oh my. That's wonderful."

"It was a wish come true, or rather, it just fell into my lap… I just took advantage of their kindness, so it feels a bit pathetic."

"I don't think that's true at all. Opportunities don't come to those without charm. And charming people are often those who have put in some kind of effort."

"…Uh, am I being praised?"

"I am praising you. You are charming, Haru-kun—and, I've caught you."

"That transition was deadly…!!"

On the chaser's tenth step exactly, Ui-san caught me as a matter of course. I hung my head in defeat, having lost in two ways at once.

I don't know how many times, tens, hundreds—perhaps even thousands of defeats I've accumulated, but looking back, there was no longer any disappointment or despair in my heart.

It wasn't that I wasn't frustrated by the fact that I still hadn't won once, but I had certainly gained something.

—*You're moving your body with thought alone far too much.*_x000D_

And after being told that realizing it for myself was crucial, I had been thinking about it ever since.

First, about this 'tag' game, what was this training for? —Simple. It was, in a sense, training to *think without rest*.

With the constraints of always alternating left and right feet, and the step limits for both chaser and runner, you have to constantly read your opponent's thoughts while moving at a steady 'walking' pace.

I'm not saying winning or losing doesn't matter. But it's not the main point of this training.

It was probably why Irori, in his 'demonstration,' deliberately made the outcome ambiguous… well, I can't say for sure.

I just have a suspicion that maybe, just maybe, that's what he was trying to teach me… or something along those lines.

In any case, the answer itself isn't wrong. I confirmed it with Ui-san herself the other day when I reached this conclusion.

So, what does this training achieve? Or more accurately, what is the meaning of *doing this training in the virtual world*?

In short, it's like running in the real world—it's building up stamina in the virtual world.

Of course, that's not all. This 'tag' game is a composite training that also hones the tactical skills applicable in actual combat… but the main theme is still *that*.

In the virtual world where mental fatigue equals physical fatigue, stamina equals mental strength. The purpose is to strengthen this by continuously imposing high-load thinking without interruption.

Next, what can 'I realize' by being subjected to this training?

The key is the overwhelming difference in toughness between me and her. Since status doesn't affect virtual sensory fatigue, it's not a matter of my pathetic VIT:0 durability.

One hundred consecutive matches—Ui-san doesn't even break a sweat, while I'm completely exhausted.

Two hundred consecutive matches—Ui-san doesn't even break a sweat, while I'm barely conscious.

Three hundred consecutive matches—Ui-san doesn't even break a sweat, while I'm well and truly dead.

It's just too strange. Yes, the Sword Saint is a celestial being, but she's still a player just like me.

Even if our levels of training are different, the gap is just too large.

There's no way my brain's stamina is a tenth or a hundredth of hers.

So why? —Here, the Sword Saint's words gave me a hint… or rather, the answer itself.

—*You're moving your body with thought alone far too much.*_x000D_

In other words, *I am controlling my avatar with my thoughts*.

It was about the two outputs that form the core of [Shukuchi], one of the reasons Ui-san is the Sword Saint.

'Inner' and 'Outer' as she described them—it seems that at some point, I had started controlling my avatar using only the 'Outer' force.

Assuming that, I can think of many instances of this from way back.

In the numerous life-or-death situations I've been through, I often experienced a sensation of my *body moving on its own*. I had thought my thoughts just couldn't keep up, but it's not impossible to think that reflexively outputted images were driving my avatar.

In addition, there were the high-speed maneuvers where, frankly, I often didn't even know what I was doing myself. I would lay out a route beforehand, then focus on controlling my avatar with only the thought of following it—wasn't that, in fact, controlling the body with the mind?

Come to think of it, I've been getting tired way too quickly lately.

Each of the selection matches, the fight with Irori—even the match with Sora was, to be honest, pretty tough.

And then there's this game of tag. Even if it's non-stop, how could I be unable to even stand after just over an hour?

What happened to the me who fought a life-or-death battle against the impossibly superior [Angalta, God-Wedge Sword-King] for an hour without a moment's rest?

What happened to the me who ran a non-stop, full-sprint marathon for two days, over fifteen hours in real time, in the [Spiral Crimson Tower]?

And that was probably the turning point.

The way I controlled my avatar, which had been 'optimized' in that ridiculous dungeon, was what Ui-san called the 'Outer' output control.

In a virtual world where the mind is stamina, I had been moving myself with thought control—like a marionette, so to speak.

While other players were controlling their avatars automatically, I was the only one putting in a ridiculous amount of effort, far beyond manual control, just to move my body…

—Of course I'd be tired, what an idiot.

…And so.

"Even though I've realized it, I…"

Just because I've realized it doesn't mean I can 'correct' it so easily.

I still get winded after a hundred matches, and I don't even know how to correct my basic output from 'Outer' back to 'Inner.'

To be frank, when I say 'revert,' what am I even reverting? It's not like there's a basic output or anything, right? The very fact that she can intentionally control these things is what makes the Sword Saint the [Sword Saint]—

"Realizing it on your own—as I've said many times, that is what's crucial. You figured out the answer in just two days, so you've done very well, Haru-kun."

…And so, two days ago, the day after the training began, I had come to this realization and had already had it confirmed by Ui-san.

As for the result, it was, just like the main theme of the tag game, the correct answer.

Since then, the Sword Saint has been in a strangely good mood, and as you can tell from her choice of words, I feel like her treatment of me has changed slightly.

It's as if… she's gradually growing fond of the 'student who was just entrusted to her'—

"I am not Ri-na-san, but I also find people who put in effort to be likable."

With those words, her hands reached out and gently pushed my shoulders.

"And… when I see someone who accumulates effort and steadily tries to move forward, such a commendable figure, it makes me want to support them."

My back naturally straightened and I lifted my gaze to meet the eyes of my 'teacher,' who was smiling as gently as ever—perhaps even more so.

"So, let's do our best—I will be with you."

"—…Ah, um… I'll be in your care…"

…I couldn't help but look away, not because I was embarrassed to look her straight in the eye—well, yeah, it was because I was embarrassed.

It was definitely not because,

"…? Is something wrong?"

"It's nothing."

It was definitely not because she, who was reaching for my shoulders—

—was standing on her tiptoes, trying her best to stretch, and was just so unbearably cute… that was absolutely, definitely not the reason.



    Chapter 168

    What Can Be Done, Should Be Done, So Do It

    Alright, this is no time to be thinking about how my teacher is a Sword Saint and cute and it's killing me.

The main Four Pillar War event is at the end of this month. The selection matches were held in the middle of the month… so five days have passed since then, meaning there are only about ten days left.

I need to hurry up and correct this weird habit of mine and keep asking for more lessons—my mind is racing, but.

"I don't get it…!!"

I have no idea how to break free from my complete reliance on the 'Outer' output. I've been wracking my brain while continuing the 'tag' game, thinking that building up my stamina is always going to be useful no matter how much I do it, but…

"Does it seem difficult?"

As I sat down, practically clutching my head, Ui-san, who continued her winning streak, approached me. She sat down next to her exhausted student and asked about my troubles.

"Let's see… I think I've grasped the 'Outer' sensation to some extent. I mean, I've been doing it unconsciously for so long, so that part is fine."

The sensation that Ui-san had said she could put into words but couldn't convey. Now that I had a bit of a handle on it, I understood why she had described it that way.

First of all, my image and hers are completely different.

She described it as "'Inner' is to pour in, 'Outer' is to grasp," but for me, it's more like "'Inner' is to wield, 'Outer' is to pull."

If you were to ask me what that means in detail, unfortunately, I couldn't tell you.

It's like being asked to describe the 'sensation' of waving your hand in minute detail; there's no better explanation than "it's the sensation of waving your hand." It's that kind of problem.

In my case, I used the example of a marionette, and that's pretty much it. It's close to the image of controlling a puppet called an avatar with strings called thought.

"The very fact that you've grasped that sensation makes you quite special, Haru-kun. Unfortunately, the vast majority of people never even come to recognize the two forces as separate things."

I'm sure that's true, and in reality, even if they did, it probably wouldn't make much of a 'difference.' Now that I've had a glimpse of the world the [Sword Saint] sees, I understand just how frighteningly advanced her skills are.

Controlling 'Inner' and 'Outer' simultaneously with perfect precision?

—There's no way I can do that!!

Even for multitasking, it's on a level that makes something like "writing with both hands at the same time" seem like a joke. I can't help but think it would be easier to be told to write the Heart Sutra and an English essay simultaneously; it's that level of impossible.

This is probably not about difficulty, but about 'aptitude'… thankfully, it seems I have a decent amount, but I'm no match for Ui-san.

I can say with certainty that it's impossible for me to master 'Shukuchi.'

However, if I could just learn to control them separately and consciously… then I could maintain the high-speed maneuvers that have made everyone around me call me 'abnormal,' while suppressing unnecessary stamina consumption and achieving greater sustained performance than ever before.

Looking ahead to the Four Pillar War, which will likely be a long haul, that should definitely be a plus.

So, first things first—

"A switch… that's what I need."

"A switch?"

Next to me, Teacher Ui tilted her head, and I nodded as I opened and closed my hand in front of me—also, Teacher, that hiragana-like pronunciation of English words is super effective on me, so could you please refrain?

"Like Ui-san, freely and simultaneously… I probably can't do that. But at the very least, I need to be able to switch my main output at will."

Now that I'm clearly aware of it, I can tell. I'm really only using the 'Outer' output for everything. Not just high-speed maneuvers, but even a simple hand movement like this.

At this rate, my 'Inner'—my STR stat that I've invested 300 points into—must be crying. I'm sure I'm using it unconsciously to some extent… but I can't say I'm using it to its full potential.

"But the problem is how to flip this reversed output…"

I can't figure it out.

If the problem is that I'm relying on thought control to move my body, then the solution should be to just move my body without thinking… but I'm already unconsciously thinking and moving, so in a sense, I'm in a state of "not thinking" right now.

It's a complete background process. If I could just open my Task Manager, I'd end the process with a flurry of clicks.

"You've lost the sensation of moving your body naturally… 'Outer' has taken over… In other words, you need to pull out the 'Inner' sensation once more, is that right?"

"Yes, that's right. This has become my natural state… so if I can just consciously pull it out once, I feel like I can keep it there."

"Then, let's just pull it out."

"Yes, that's what I… wait, um, that's what I want to do, but—whoa, hey?"

I'm struggling because I can't do that—before I could reply to Ui-san's casual remark, she stood up and pulled me to my feet.

"Um…"

"If the problem is that you think even unconsciously, then the solution is to make it so that you can't even think unconsciously, right?"

"……………………Y-Yes, that's right…"

—By now, I understand.

Ui-san is the type of person who willとりあえず do what can be done.

"Well then—let's do it."

"Haha… —Yes, then let's do it, thoroughly, please."

I'm not going to complain anymore either.

I want to be a 'student' worthy of my 'teacher.'

◇◆◇◆◇

But I hope you'll forgive my inner thoughts—three hundred consecutive rounds of tag is brutal.

As planned, I collapsed, barely breathing, and was well and truly dead.

"Haru-kun?"

"Yes…"

"It seems to be working well."

Her words are demonic, but her smile is that of an angel.

My teacher is beautiful and cute and a Sword Saint and truly Ui-san today as well…

—Hm…?

"Huh…?"

"No, no. Now that you've managed to empty your head, just stay like that and sleep without thinking."

My exhausted head, filled with a strange fizzing sensation, was lifted up, and as I tried to open my eyes, something covered them.

The slightly cool something was soft, and its comfort drew my consciousness in, easily unraveling my thoughts.

With my eyes still covered, my right hand lifted on its own. It was also taken by something cool—a hand, maybe? It was taken by Ui-san's hand and was being lifted and lowered repeatedly.

"Just a little bit is fine. Put some strength into it and follow me."

Follow—follow.

Following her hand as it moved mine up and down, I put a little bit of strength into my arm.

Up, down, up, down—in the end, what is this? What was I even doing in the first place…

Up, down, up, down—and then, the hand that had been placed over my eyes was removed.

"………………?"

As I groggily lifted my eyelids, I saw my right hand, which must have been released at some point, moving up and down on its own.

It's moving—it's moving.

It feels… —heavy. Heavy? No, this is, in a sense, powerful.

It was a sensation I had lost without even realizing it. Like a missing piece clicking into place, the sensation that returned to me was—

"How is it, Haru-kun?"

"……………………Haha… —Thanks to you, I think I've got it back."

—the unmistakable foundation of 'Inner,' which should have been moving my avatar all along…

"—…,…?……………???"

Beyond Ui-san's face, there is the sky.

"I'm so glad. Shall we call lesson one complete?"

Thank you. The smiling Sword Saint is beautiful even when looking up from below—no, that's not it.

Um… excuse me?

What is this 'pillow'?

Beyond the feel of thin fabric, this pillow that conveys a soft warmth to my head and neck, may I ask what on earth this is…!!

"A-a lap pil—…"

"Ah… fufu—a special treat for a student who worked hard."

And as if to say "it's a secret,"

her smile, with her index finger placed on her lips, struck me, with my dumbfounded face, directly—

"—, ——————————"

I see.

So today was the day I died.



    Chapter 169

    Dress Up

    “You seem to be in a good mood, Haruka-kun.”

It was the fifth day since my university life and training had begun. During lunch, I was crashing with what I called the Toyama group, who had quickly gotten used to me—though, looking at the group’s overall dynamic, it was more like the Ashiwara group. The four of them, anyway.

It wasn’t like we had assigned seats, but Kaede, who naturally ended up next to me every day, was the one to point it out.

“Ah, yeah, just a little.”

Toshiki and Mizuki were exchanging thoughts over an open notebook, likely having had some ideas about the lecture. To my side, Shoko poked at her dessert while watching them. Ignoring them, I turned to the eyes peering at me from the side and replied, “It’s nothing major.”

I’d gotten a grasp of everyone’s personalities over the last few days, and Kaede was slightly—just a tiny bit—similar to Sora.

The way she’d blink her large eyes and peer into my face like this… and how, probably unconsciously, she’d get a little too close when she did.

Also, she’s probably a rich girl. Her posture, her subtle mannerisms, and the way she’s always observing her surroundings, never failing to be considerate… Her good upbringing was plain to see.

She was bound to be popular during her time at university. As evidenced by the occasional glances from the guys around us, she was a cute girl, after all.

—If this were before I had spent so much time interacting with fantasy beauties and bombshells in a virtual world, I might have fallen for her in an instant, just like any of those other guys.

Yeah… the Sword Saint’s lap pillow was a weapon of mass destruction.

“What is it, what is it? Is it something I can hear about?”

“Hmm? Uh…”

Of course, I was keeping the fact that I was a user of [Arcadia]—a ‘player,’ as the world called it—a secret. So I couldn’t just give a simple “Of course.” Instead, I offered the polite smile I’d perfected at my part-time job.

Things would have been different before I joined the ranks, but I’d stumbled my way into the lowest seat among the top players who were now being hyped up even in the real world.

I had no intention of revealing anything that would connect Haruka Nozomi to [Haru], especially not while pretending to be a regular person—besides, I wasn’t the type to go around bragging, “I’m an Arcadia player!”

I’m well aware that in the real world, my sober personality leans toward the introverted side.

“How should I put it… Ah, right. It’s like, an o-r-d-e-r-m-a-d-e o-u-t-f-i-t i-s a-r-r-i-v-i-n-g, you know?”

Still, I could stay in the flow of conversation without revealing it was about the virtual world. As I smoothly uttered the not-quite-a-lie, Kaede gave me a surprised look, as if to say, “Huh.”

“You’re surprisingly into fashion, Haruka-kun. Do you get all dressed up and head out on the town on your days off?”

“Huh…? Ah, no, it’s nothing that impressive.”

That part was a lie.

Not only was it “impressive,” but it also wasn’t “mine,” nor was it “arriving.”

“I see… Hey, let me know when you really have some free time, okay? We’ve finally gotten to know each other, so I’d like to hang out outside of university, too.”

It wasn't that she'd lost interest, but perhaps the word “holiday” that she’d just used had steered her thoughts. She was pressing me with the same confirmation for what felt like the dozenth time, and I just smiled back, “I know, I know.”

Currently, due to the hectic pace of the virtual world, I’d been constantly turning down the four of them, but I had promised them I’d have free time after April.

I was looking forward to it myself. It felt like something out of a coming-of-age story, and what’s not to like about that?

◇◆◇◆◇

—Now, that aside…!!

◇ [Harunia] Talk Room ◇

[Haru]: Yo!

[Haru]: It's a fine day today, how's everyone doing!!

[Nier]: …………

[Nier]: What's with that energy. It's so different from usual it's kinda creeping me out

[Haru]: What do you mean, what's with it?

[Haru]: You're partly to blame for getting my hopes up so much. You'd better take responsibility.

[Nier]: Yeah, I get it, but still…

[Nier]: You're pissing me off. I'm gonna smack you one when I see you.

[Haru]: Why???

[Haru]: Anyway… it's done, right?

[Nier]: Heheh, of course.

[Nier]: You can get your hopes up even higher. I'll meet them two hundred percent.

[Haru]: A god was here among us…

[Haru]: Lady Nia the Divine.

[Haru]: Should I bring an offering or something?

[Nier]: You're really starting to piss me off. Three smacks now.

[Haru]: But why???

[Haru]: By the way.

[Haru]: ‘Harunia’ kinda sounds like ‘hernia’.

[Nier]:

[Nier]: SHUUUUUT UUUUUUP, IDIOT!!!!!

◇◆◇◆◇

“—One customer, comin’ right up!!”

“Wh-wha…!? What, wha… what is this…!?”

“I told you!! Stop bursting in like that!!”

Friday, for about an hour starting at 5 p.m.

I was lying in wait for Sora-san’s regular login time, since her real life was busy but she could pop in for a bit. The moment she appeared, I practically kidnapped my partner and delivered her to Nia’s Atelier.

I entrusted Sora, who was staring wide-eyed at Nia as the artisan smacked me three times as promised, to her care. Then, not wanting to get in the way of the fitting, this guy made a swift exit.

And then—

“—————————………………”

“—!?……?…………!?!?!??”

“I’m frightened by my own talent…”

After waiting for the master’s permission, I once again set foot in the atelier of the jewel crafter—no, the divine tailor. There, I came face-to-face with a literal ‘angel.’

It was, for all intents and purposes, a dress of the sky.

The main body was a magnificent gradient of pure white to sky blue, flowing from the sleeveless top down to the flared skirt. The hem of the knee-length skirt, which billowed out softly, was adorned with decorations reminiscent of the ‘feathers’ it was made from, and the tantalizingly sheer fabric offered a glimpse of her slender legs.

Draped over her shoulders was a short cape of a blue deeper than the skirt. Its texture was slightly different from the dress itself, and it seemed to glitter faintly depending on the angle.

The contrast between the red and blue—while stark—was a color scheme that perfectly complemented the [Crimson Rabbit Choker] sparkling at her neck. It was flawless.

Every last detail, from the intricate decorations to the overall design, was so exceptional it could only be described as “Nia-chan is the best,” leaving me with no other words. But Kagura-san had also done some unexpectedly amazing work.

Clad in her new outfit, the girl’s hands and feet were protected by the [Meteor Serpent] series. The materials were the same as mine, but they had taken on a completely different form.

Crafted from a fabric of deep navy blue dotted with white specks, like stars scattered across the night sky, were a pair of dress gloves that reached her upper arms and a pair of lace-up long boots.

The boots, while different in shape, were as sturdily made as my own deep boots.

Yet, they didn’t clash with the soft, airy impression of the main dress. In fact, the solid foundation they provided at her feet seemed to accentuate the charm of the dress even further.

But the gloves were what truly deserved special mention. As per Sora-san’s request, the fingers were open—a fingerless style that hooked around the middle finger. From there, the color traced a delicate gradient up her arms, from navy to sky blue, and finally to pure white, like the transition to dawn.

And as a final touch, the [Floating Meteor Fragment]s adorning the tops of both the gloves and boots had been polished to a brilliant shine, transformed into teardrop jewels that cast a gentle, subdued glow.

*Kagura-san is incredible… I had no idea he had such delicate skills…!!*

Of course, Nia too… no, they were both gods. Through the divine work of these two masters, the very incarnation of cute had manifested here—!!

““So damn cute—…!!””

Nia and I spoke the exact same words in perfect sync, our hands clasped near our mouths in a pose of reverence. Unlike Nia, I was probably making a pretty creepy face, but at this moment, I didn’t have the capacity to care.

Sora-san, still in a state of confusion, was fussing over her exposed shoulders, the openings at her sides, and her knees that peeked out with every sway of the skirt. She was so cute that it was game over. I have no regrets in this life…

“U-um… Um…! What, is… th-this…!!”

I collapsed onto the sofa as if in a daze, and Nia, drawn in by the same force, hugged Sora from behind as if it were her birthright.

Sora, being held like a doll and at the mercy of one of the artisans who had crafted this surprise new outfit, could only sink deeper into confusion.

As she looked back and forth between us, the ones who had unilaterally orchestrated this and then been knocked out by the result, the victim (our guest) could only panic, unable to even form a complete sentence.



    Chapter 170

    Gaps in Personality Are Often Eye-Catching

    [Dress of El-Clelia]—unlike my [El-Gran Series], this piece of clothing was a complete set in itself. Apparently, its design had taken a sharp turn from the originally planned simple status-up direction.

It all started when I was handing over the additional materials she had requested. When she asked for the details of Sora’s build again, I answered, and she concluded, “You know, just slapping a luck bonus on it is kinda lame, isn’t it?” Nia was reluctant to finish a mediocre item, so I gave her the green light, telling her, “Go ahead and do whatever you want.”

As a result—this outfit was crafted using not only the feathers of the [White-Shining Bird of Fortune] but also a special fabric interwoven with jewels.

*What does she mean, interwoven with jewels?* I tilted my head in endless confusion, but when I asked the tailor, she said she couldn’t explain the logic behind it… It was probably best not to overthink it and just be impressed by fantasy technology.

In any case, that’s how the [Dress of El-Clelia] ended up with a ‘special feature’ that gave it the properties of an accessory, despite being in the cloth armor category.

To be precise, it wasn't an accessory itself, but rather it functioned as a base to amplify the effects of any equipped accessories—

“Mmmph…”

Several minutes had already passed since Nia started muttering and circling around Sora. It seemed this tailor had a certain style of “completing the item upon delivery,” just as she had done when she gave me the [Agaphanthus Amulet].

She said there was a final touch to add, and she seemed to be observing her model to find the perfect way to make it fit.

Sora-san had been standing perfectly still with a tense expression ever since she was told to “stand naturally,” but as time wore on, she must have started to relax.

She shot a sidelong glare at me, where I was perched on the sofa admiring her new attire.

“…So *that question* was for this.”

She must be referring to when I suddenly asked her if she was a skirt person a while back. Without a shred of guilt, I gave her a thumbs-up, and Sora puffed out her cheeks slightly in displeasure.

*So cute.*

“Honestly, why did you have to keep it a secret…! I was so surprised I couldn’t even be properly happy—Kyaaah!?”

Just then, Nia, who had been moving about without a care for our conversation, performed a certain action. Sora let out a scream, and I reflexively averted my eyes.

Well, of course she’d be surprised if someone suddenly cinched her dress tight at her sides to emphasize her bust. I’m in the room too, you know. Has she forgotten a man is present?

“Hmm… Sora-chan, you’re surprisingly…”

“Nia-san, what are you doing—!!”

Ah, okay. It looks like I should plug my ears, too.

I shut out the sound by covering both ears midway through Sora’s protest.

I saw nothing and heard nothing. Definitely.

In hindsight, I should have just left the room again, but I remained frozen like that for several more minutes. When someone poked my knee, I opened my eyes to find Nia standing before me, having moved away from Sora.

“…You done? It’s fine to get absorbed in your work, but you should also consider that I’m here, you know?”

“Yeah, yeah, sorry, sorry. Just come here for a sec, hurry.”

As always, when it came to her work, she was serious, almost stoic. She grabbed my hand and pulled me up, leading me to stand beside Sora, who was still blushing faintly.

“Hmm… Hn, uh… The balance isn’t bad, but………… yeah.”

After positioning us like a set of models and examining us from various angles, Nia finally nodded in satisfaction and opened some kind of system window.

Her eyes remained fixed on us… or rather, on Sora again, as her slender fingers flew across the light panel with the speed of a touch-typist—

“Whoa…”

“Wow…”

Come to think of it, this was the first time I had directly witnessed—and from a top-class artisan player, no less—a part of the crafting process. Sora and I both let out gasps of admiration.

Appearing in Nia’s hands was a piece of black leather material about an armful in size, its origin unknown. As she held her hands on either side of it while it floated in mid-air, a complex, multi-layered magic circle appeared around the material.

The artisan’s hands remained perfectly still, her gaze fixed solely on the material. The circles began to rotate independently, like a three-dimensional puzzle, seeming to inscribe something into it. After several stages, the ‘hide’ was instantaneously transformed into ‘leather.’

As Nia’s fingertips traced over the surface of the leather, which had been beautifully refined from raw material to fabric, it was like magic—or rather, it probably *was* magic. Thinly sliced strips of fabric were processed one after another… and in the blink of an eye, a belt was formed.

“Excuse me a sec, can you raise your arms?”

“Y-Yes…!”

Sora must have been overwhelmed by the unmistakably professional handiwork. Her voice returned to its tense state as she stood ramrod straight and let Nia do as she pleased.

At her prompting, the girl lifted her arms slightly. Nia’s finger traced a line around her, just below her chest—around the solar plexus.

Sora flinched, likely because it tickled, but Nia paid her no mind. Several belt loops materialized along the line her finger had drawn.

The thin belt, which had been floating above her hand, smoothly threaded its way through. It circled Sora's torso, and when it came back around, Nia snipped off the excess with a flick of her finger and joined the ends. Then she paused, a thoughtful expression on her face again.

“Nn… Wrong.”

She uttered a single word of rejection. With a surprisingly stylish gesture, she snapped her fingers, and the leather, once a light-swallowing black, changed color.

*Snap, snap, snap.* With each successive snap of her fingers, the belt cycled through a series of colors—Nia stopped when it turned red. The same color as the choker sparkling at Sora’s neck.

“Sora-chan.”

“Yes!”

“Is it too tight? Is the stiffness okay?”

“It’s fine…!”

“Okay, then—”

Sora was now completely submissive, allowing herself to be handled. As for me, watching from the side, I was captivated by Nia’s completely different demeanor.

*What’s with her? She’s so cool.*

I’d never actually seen her create something like this before. She had made the [Ruby Rabbit Hair Ornament] for me in this very place, but back then, I had been forced to face away the whole time, and there was no conversation about the work itself.

It wasn’t that my opinion of her had changed for the better. I can’t quite put it into words, but…

“Will it clash…? But as an accent color… no, her hair is light, so this way…”

Well, in any case—I have to admit I found her incredibly charming as she focused so intently on her model, the picture of a true artisan.

◇◆◇◆◇

“Hah…! Sooo, how is it?!”

—And then there’s this disparity.

Having finished the adjustments and final touches on the outfit, Nia let out a satisfied breath and demanded my appraisal with an intensely smug look on her face.

I had been drawn in… or to be blunt, I had been captivated by her. The fact that I was annoyed by this almost made me want to give her a curt reply, but I managed to hold back.

After all, her confidence was well-earned; she had just demonstrated truly magnificent work.

“All I can say is, it’s amazing… The best just surpassed the best and became the best.”

“I-It certainly is amazing, but… ugh…!”

There were only two adjustments, but I was astonished at how much they changed things. Sora seemed embarrassed by the attention, but it was clear she wasn't entirely displeased.

While preserving the soft overall impression, cinching a part of it with the belt created a nice contrast… and, well, I’ll avoid saying it outright, but it certainly became more… appealing in various ways.

A faint, healthy sensuality combined with a girlish innocence created a look that toed a rather exquisite line.

And the other adjustment was at the dress’s waist. A single decorative piece was added here, a gem accessory similar to the [Agaphanthus Amulet] I had received.

It was a rare gem called a [Golden Sapphire], shining with a deep yellow light. Perfectly polished by the hands of a master jewel crafter, it matched the color of Sora’s hair and eyes, blending seamlessly into the outfit.

This accessory served as the core, and the outfit acted as an amplifier to produce special effects… but they seemed more niche than I expected, with a rather specialized set of stats that left Sora a bit bewildered.

We’ll have to find some time to practice with it—anyway, there was only one thing to say to the tailor awaiting my verdict.

“Nia-chan, you’re a genius.”

“Heh heh…! Of course I am!”

When I gave my overall assessment and held up my hand, a particularly cheerful Nia high-fived me with gusto. Next, Sora, still looking a little hesitant, started to thank her…

“Um, Nia-san. This was sudden and surprising, but thank you very—fugyu…!?”

“Hah! Well, it’s less about my outfit and more about you, Sora-chan! It’s because the model is so cute, you’re just so adorable, can I please take a picture!”

This time, Nia flew towards her, and without a shred of hesitation, she threw her arms around her now-favorite model with a beaming smile.

“Wha—nya, eh…!?—Ha-Haru…! Haru! Help me…!!”

And so, a cry for help came from the flailing Sora-san. A distress call from my precious partner. Of course, I had no choice but to respond… eventually.

“Haru…? Haru…!? Um, help…! I said help me!”

This scene brought an involuntary smile to my face, and my desire to watch it a little longer was, without a doubt, perfectly normal.

*A little scolding later will be a small price to pay,* I thought, as if it were someone else’s problem. I feigned deafness and returned to the sofa.

Several minutes later, it goes without saying that I was, as expected, made to sit in seiza and forced to apologize profusely as I was instantly filled with regret.



    Chapter 171

    This and That, The Steps Don't Stop

    “A-Alright… with all the options, that comes out to, hmm, about 130M.”

“One hundred and thir—…”

“Here, one payment.”

“One payment…!?”

“Seriously though, I can pay for my [El-Gran Series] too, you know?”

“I told you! I made that on my own, so it’s fine!”

“On your own…—what!? You mean you got that for free…!?”

While I casually handled the payment through the trade window, Sora was practically vibrating with shock, looking back and forth between me and Nia.

130M—one M represents 1,000,000 Luna, so it’s a staggering one hundred and thirty million Luna. It was no wonder she was surprised.

“U-um… Um, Haru? Where did you get that kind of money—?”

As she voiced her question, she must have remembered that our inventories were shared. The girl swiped a hand through the air to call up her window, and then,

“—…………………………”

She was probably looking at her cash balance—at the string of digits so long she couldn't immediately tell how many there were. A faint sound escaped her throat, and then Sora froze completely.

Our… or rather, *my* wallet has about three billion in it right now. So yeah, that’s about right.

This small fortune, which from Sora’s perspective must have appeared out of thin air, came from none other than our exclusive magic artisan (Kagura-san).

From the moment I decided to commission Sora’s outfit from Nia, it was a given that I’d need a large sum of Luna. Naturally, I had already taken steps.

As for what I did, my current options for a clear source of income were limited—so, I decided to sell off some of my [Ruby Rabbit Demon Horn]s.

I had left about two hundred with Kagura-san before, and he said he still had plenty to spare. So when I asked if he could sell some of them for me, this was the sum he tossed my way.

He gave me three billion, just like that. I don't know how many he plans to sell, but do they really have that much value…? That material is, in a sense, a defective product, though.

“Um… uh, wha… W-what is this, this…”

“Ah, you can use it freely too, Sora. I don’t have any plans for it right now, and it’s my part—my partner’s wallet, after all.”

*Whap*—Hey, what did you just hit me with, Nia-chan? And what’s this extra 10M you sneakily added to the bill???

Well, I’ll pay it, but still…

“Alright, I’ve got things to do, so I’ll be taking my leave.”

“Okay, okay. Good luck with your training.”

I had only told Nia that I was “training hard,” so for her, “things to do” must have equaled training. I wonder what her reaction would be if she knew I was being personally drilled by the Eastern Faction’s second-in-command, the [Sword Saint].

“Nia-san, um, thank you so much, really. I’ll treasure it.”

“Mm. You’re welcome! It’ll need maintenance from time to time, so you should stop by regularly too, Sora-chan. Maybe once a week.”

“Okay!”

Sora replied cheerfully and reached out her hand, but Nia bypassed the handshake and captured her yet again. It was a feast for the eyes, so they could keep doing that forever for all I cared.

“Hah, I’m satisfied. See you later, then.”

Perhaps she had her fill of Sora’s cuteness. With a satisfied wave of her right hand, Nia bid us farewell. I bowed, and Sora exited the atelier first…

“—Hm…?”

As I followed her out the door, my gaze was caught by her wrist, exposed by her rolled-up sleeve, and I turned back.

“Oh… So you can add more accessories to it.”

“Huh…? —…!”

For a moment, Nia looked at me blankly as if to say, “What are you talking about?” But then she noticed my gaze and quickly hid her right hand in her sleeve. …Well, it’s a bit late to hide it now.

The [Crimson Rabbit Bracelet] I had given her the other day—I had already seen that it was now decorated with a small, azure feather fragment.

Probably a leftover piece of the Azure Sky Feather of the Lucky Bird from the [White-Shining Bird of Fortune] material I gave her for the outfit.

In any case, her sense of style, even down to the smallest accessories, was impeccable… To think she had a talent for arranging things as well. What a flawless person.

“W-Well, I told you I was going to use the scraps and stuff…”

“Ah, yeah, feel free to do whatever you want with the leftovers.”

So there was really no reason for her to look so awkward.

“I just thought it looked good on you, that’s all. See ya.”

“Wh-wha…!”

*Wha?* Oh well.

I waved over my shoulder and stepped out of the atelier—

“Ah, sorry for the wait, Sora-san—… Er, what’s with that look?”

“…It’s nothing.”

Confronted with an inscrutable expression, I faltered. Sora, however, simply averted her gaze and started walking down the hallway.

As I hurried to catch up—

“That part of you is so very Haru.”

“Is my name a noun or a verb now…?”

She’d said it was nothing, but the follow-up attack came in seconds, leaving me thoroughly confused.

The sound of her brand-new long boots tapping on the floor seemed just a little bit louder to my ears… but perhaps that was just my imagination.

◇◆◇◆◇

“—And that’s what happened… Hey, is that really something to smile so cheerfully about?”

“It is. Sora-chan is adorable.”

Well, I completely agree with that part.

“Being able to give sincere compliments is a virtue, and I find it quite admirable… but when praising a woman, you must choose the time and place.”

“Huh…? I was taught that if you see something praiseworthy about a woman, you should praise her immediately, at any time…”

That was the wisdom bestowed upon me by my former boss at the ice cream parlor where I worked in high school, Miyoko-san, thirty-three and divorced once.

She was a good person. She supported me when she found out I was struggling with my studies. Apparently, her ex-husband was a foreigner, so she was fluent in English, and she even gave me listening lessons when work was slow.

I wonder how she’s doing—oops.

“—Phew…”

Twenty steps. And then ten.

In the game of tag that had become a firm habit, I had to evade Ui-san’s attacks. I’d lost count of how many times I’d succeeded now. Each time, she would smile so happily that, as her student, my motivation never wavered.

“You’ve perfected the role of the runner.”

“No, no… Ui-san, you could catch me if you were serious, couldn’t you?”

“Even so, it would not be easy, at the very least.”

The fact that she didn’t deny it was so like the Sword Saint. My teacher is wonderful today, as always.

“Truly, you’ve improved beyond recognition in such a short time—soon, it will be time for you to catch me, too.”

“Ui-san, you too should be more aware of the destructive power of your words, don’t you think?”

*Catch me.* If she said that with such a joyful smile, I think most guys would die on the spot……… Me? I already lost my life to that lap pillow.

“Well then, from now on, let’s focus on the role of the chaser.”

“Yes, please do!!”

Five days since the start of training—ten days until the Four Pillar War.

I couldn’t tell if my progress was slow or fast… but step by step, I was certainly moving forward.



    Chapter 172

    One, Two, Dashed Through

    —Seven steps.

Chasing the shadow that fled to my right, I kicked off hard with my right foot, opening my body.

—Eight steps.

She took a half-step back, feigning a retreat. It was probably a fake-out.

I planted my left foot forward, closing the distance.

—Nine steps.

She feigned another retreat for one more step, and then… just as I expected, she charged straight at me.

My right foot, which I had been bringing forward for two consecutive steps, I—just before it touched the ground—slid it wide to the side.

“—!”

Her eyes widened slightly… but still, she tried to slip past my side just as she always had. Toward that small body—

“Got… ya!!”

Unlike before, my hand reacted properly—and finally, it reached her.

I caught her shoulder. I’m sorry, but I had absolutely no room for niceties like that Blonde Samurai, worrying about how it looked or being hesitant to make contact.

Because at the very last second, she showed a sign of footwork I’d never seen before! Of course my hand was going to go full-AGI on reflex!!

“Hee hee… My loss. You’ve finally caught me.”

In this training method where speed wasn’t the main focus, ending it by relying on my agility stat for my arm was frankly not the most elegant finish… but according to my teacher’s judgment, who acknowledged my victory, the game of ‘tag’ was finally conquered—

“—DAAAAAAAARGH!! I loooooost!!”

I didn’t bask in accomplishment, nor did I cheer for my victory—instead, dragged down by the悔しさfilling my body, I collapsed, slamming both hands on the stage floor and shouting my declaration of defeat.

Three days have passed since the fifth day, when I was fired up after seeing my partner’s new outfit.

In other words, today is the eighth day of training—the [Sword Protector] caught the [Sword Saint] in seven days. This is a resounding defeat for me, the [Acrobat].

Man, this is so damn frustrating…!!

Beside me, I could feel Ui-san panicking as I suddenly dropped to my knees, utterly crushed. I apologize, but I’ve already shown her plenty of embarrassing sides, so I’d appreciate it if she could overlook one or two more odd behaviors.

Given that I’ve sworn revenge on that guy, this was a battle I seriously couldn’t afford to lose…!!

“U-um… you mean about Irori-kun, right? It’s not my place to say, but I don’t think you need to be so disheartened.”

When she placed a hand on my shoulder to help me up, I couldn’t very well act petulantly towards my kind teacher.

Still, I must have had a pretty pathetic look on my face. When I obediently lifted my head, our eyes met, and Ui-san let out a wry smile, saying, “Oh my.”

“In terms of time, you were actually faster, Haru-kun. Back then, Irori-kun was at it whether he was sleeping or awake, you see.”

“Is… that so…”

That’s… comforting, but the number of days is still the clear measure here…

So for me, this is a loss.

“I’ll just have to accept that you’re amazing, senpai,” I decided.

“…I think it’s a good thing that you can switch gears so well.”

She may be smiling, but you know, that’s something I’m learning from you. I’m a lucky guy, blessed with a teacher who is a role model in every way.

She isn’t a perfect person, either. She gets carried away and overdoes things, and sometimes she misspeaks and gets flustered.

But each time, she reflects honestly—or rather, with a heart that is completely straightforward—switches gears, and doesn’t dwell on it.

It’s easy to say, but not everyone can do it.

Ui-san is always looking straight ahead—as her student, I have no choice but to follow the example of that small back.

“Well then—let’s ride this momentum and hope for a good result in Lesson Two as well, shall we?”

“Haha… As you wish.”

Her gentle smile, the mark of a spartan teacher, was something I was already used to.

I have to meet her expectations—because I can already feel that the ‘power’ to do so has been built up within me.

◇◆◇◆◇

—Lesson Two. For the past four days, ever since ‘tag’ reached a conclusion, we had been working on the next task in parallel.

Formally, it was just a sparring session… a match. But unlike all the times before when I was just thoroughly beaten, this one had rules.

One, Ui-san would only counter-attack.

Two, my victory condition was to land a single hit on her, even a scratch.

Three, her victory condition was the same as in ‘tag’: to catch me.

In other words, Ui-san would actively try to tag me, but she wouldn’t attack. I was free to run or intercept, but if I chose to intercept, there was a ninety-nine percent chance a lethal counter would come flying back… just like that.

Of course, I could also go on the offensive. But in that case, a barrage of counter-attacks would come my way, and considering my track record, it would likely be simple suicide.

Naturally, if I was taken out by a counter-attack, I lost. Any mutual-kill suicide attacks were invalid.

Attack, and I die.

Defend, and I die.

So in the end, am I just supposed to run around again?

—I left that pathetic version of myself behind a few days ago.

I activated *Flip Stroke* and *Tremble Slide* in parallel.

I slid away from the presence that leaped at me from behind. The wind brushed my neck, but I had definitely dodged the approaching fingertips—perfect!!

“Bullet!!”

As I turned, a line of crimson daggers I summoned along the path of my right hand shot out all at once… but by then, the gray shadow was already gone.

“—Fourth Strike.”

The voice reached my ear from above. The counter-attack was on—so what? No time to flinch!!

“Blink Switch…!”

I summoned my [Rotating Revolve Shields], along with the familiar trio of *Gusty Rim* and *Reflect Blowal*—and activated *Prescient Eye*!!

I looked up. The trajectory of the greatsword being swung down from a sideways position was…

“Right… there!!”

Right in front of me, dead center of my forehead. The back of my fist, swung with all my might, overlapped with the crimson prediction line—and clashed with the silver steel blade.

“—Impressive!”

After a leap, she launched a surprise attack from above, followed by a triple-rotation, three-hit combo using an incomprehensible technique called an aerial *Shukuchi*—the weakness of the Fourth Strike, *Amayuki*, lies in the lightness of its initial blow.

The Sword Saint, her weapon deflected and her technique interrupted, offered undeniable praise, but this was no time to celebrate!!

Even as her stance broke, her free left hand was closing in—!

Even if it was light, that was only relatively speaking. Even with my defenses hardened, the blow had gouged out a chunk of my HP. I had no room to land another hit and aim for a mutual kill.

When you run out of options, your thoughts become disordered. And for the old me, where disordered thoughts meant delayed body control, this would have undoubtedly been game over—but,

From ‘Outer’ to ‘Inner’.

“—!”

The red blade of my drawn [Rabbit Dagger: Parabellum] tore through the empty space where her left arm had been just a moment before as she reflexively pulled it back.

“First Strike—”

The counter was on. As she landed, a red line flashed across my still-active predictive vision—

From ‘Inner’ to ‘Outer’.

“Ignition!!”

Escape from the kill zone, and then—re-engage!!

I can’t win if I don’t attack. She desires a ‘victory’ from me!!

“—! That’s the spirit!!”

The voice that reached my ears was more buoyant than ever before.

The moment I sensed her excitement, I felt my feet reflexively freeze, and my cheeks twitched. I’d been beaten to a pulp by the Sword Saint in *that state* so many times, of course I’d be scared—but,

“Hah!!”

A smile escaped my lips at the same time, and that too might be thanks to the Sword Saint’s tutelage… or was I always like this? Maybe I was!!

“I have a question, Sensei!!”

“Hee hee…! Go ahead, I’m listening!”

“Is it okay if I go all… out?!”

“—Of course, bring it on!!”

Amidst the clash of swords that seemed ready to shatter, our exchanged shouts deepened the smiles on both our faces. Ah, she really is—the teacher of *that* [Sword Protector]!!

I took a large step back. From ‘Outer’ to ‘Inner’. I stopped for just a moment—

To drive a blade into a heart, you don’t need any more time than that.

A faint shattering sound echoed, and the crimson phosphorescence that was once a gem became mana and settled into my avatar.

*Now, see it, lay the path, and follow it.*

—The one step that can reach the [Sword Saint]!!

“Ignition!!”

Keeping my base output in ‘Inner,’ I pushed off just as one would with normal status usage.

…As I’ve stated in the past, I don’t think I can output two types of power simultaneously like Ui-san does. I’m convinced that perfectly overlapping and freely controlling Inner and Outer forces from start to finish would be impossible for me, no matter how many years I tried.

But, for just a moment.

Even if I can’t do it simultaneously, for just one fleeting instant—

If it’s just layering ‘Outer’ onto ‘Inner’ from behind…!!

“Rea—…ch heeer!!”

And so, that moment arrived.

I grasped the sensation of having truly shrunk the world.

And then, leaving even my own roar behind.

“—…!!”

I heard a sound by my ear, unable to tell if it was the wind or a breath.

As I raced through a world that had lost all color and shape, my crimson dagger clutched in hand—

“………………………Ha, no good, huh…”

My torso was sliced clean in two. I watched the bright red damage effects spill out, my HP bar now empty…

As I turned back in disappointment—I saw the [Sword Saint] with a smile like a flower in full bloom, a smile I had never seen before.

Her right arm, gripping her greatsword so tightly as if to hold back some emotion—on her upper arm, a not-so-small wound was scattering red… and as I confirmed it, my vision went dark.

After countless repetitions of instant revival in this special safe area—

“Haru-kun!!”

As I heard that voice up close and opened my eyes again, my vision was filled with something pure white.

“Nngh…???”

Oh, it seems I can’t even speak properly.

Why, you ask? Because my entire face is being crushed by something—okay, I got it. From this point on, I will not think about what this is.

Same goes for the two things wrapped around my head and neck. The warmth, the softness, all of it—I will ignore everything, you got that, you bastard (me)?!

“—Wonderful…! Wonderful!! Oh, how embarrassing. I underestimated you again…!!”

I understand, so, um, if you could just calm down for a moment—

“To think you were special in the same way I am, how ridiculous of me…! You too, Haru-kun… you are the same as Sora-chan, an undeniable, natural-born talent…!”

*That’s* what’s ridiculous, those are words I don’t deserve—I couldn’t even reply carelessly. If I so much as moved my mouth in *that spot* right now, none other than myself would beat the crap out of me…!!

Was it the backlash from trying a new technique for the first time? Unable to move a muscle from the neck down, I was at the mercy of the Sword Saint, who was in a state that could only be described as ecstatic.

“Oh, I can’t…! I’m sorry, please forgive me for just a little longer…!”

—And so, it seems this heaven (hell) will continue for a while longer.

If so, I have no choice but to wait until she calms down. Perhaps I’ll just resign myself to it and focus my consciousness deep inside my head, which is currently being assaulted by a fierce headache…

No, seriously… for real… my head is splitting open, save me…………



    Chapter 173

    Master and Disciple

    “…Um, Ui-san.”

“If you are concerned about your body, there is no need to worry.”

Somehow, I had managed to successfully use a combination of ‘Inner’ and ‘Outer’ forces, and perhaps as a backlash, my avatar was left unable to move a muscle.

It wasn't just heavy as lead; it was on another level. I literally hadn't been able to move at all for what must have been ten minutes now.

According to the Sword Saint, who had carried me to the veranda and laid me down— “I was in a similar state when I first succeeded with *Shukuchi*.” The side effects would apparently dissipate after a few dozen minutes, so I wasn’t worried about that.

She said that with repeated training, the paralysis would stop happening, so I wasn’t worried about that either—so why, then, was I giving her a rather pointed look as she smiled at me?

“No, that’s not it… I’m really fine with you just leaving me on the floor…”

“No, I cannot.”

That was a textbook example of an irrefutable statement.

My head was resting on her lap, just like that other time, and my dead-weight body was at her mercy. No matter how much I asked or pleaded, she wouldn't let me go—and not only that, she was now stroking my hair with obvious delight, which was unbearable.

I’m an eighteen-year-old male university student, someone you could no longer honestly call a “child.” What kind of expression was I supposed to make while a woman four years my senior gave me a lap pillow and gently patted my head?

Really, what on earth was she thinking?

I was aware that we had been getting along well lately. However, this was definitely going too far, too fast.

There must be some reason for Ui-san’s change in attitude.

“—Grandpa… My grandfather used to say…”

As I stared at her, she must have understood my unspoken question.

With gentle, yet somewhat clumsy hands, she continued to stroke my hair, looking unaccustomed to the gesture, and offered a faint, sad smile.

“A student who is slow to learn is a cute student. A student who learns all you teach is a student to be proud of—and… a student who steals what you haven't taught is a *bad student*,” she said.

“A bad… student.”

Not understanding the intent behind her sudden story, I repeated the part that caught my attention… and as if to say, “I’m talking about you,” her fingertips brushed my bangs aside and gently tapped my forehead.

“How far will they grow? How much will they develop? How far beyond me will they go?—In that sense, they are a bad student, one who makes their teacher become completely engrossed.”

“I see…”

Stole what she hadn’t taught—that felt a little off, but… it was true that I had managed to imitate it through observation, without direct instruction.

Well, to be honest, that wasn’t *Shukuchi* at all. If I had to describe it, it was like I had just slammed the gearbox with a multi-stage accelerator to force an extra burst of speed.

It was nothing like the real thing, a version so inferior it would be presumptuous to even call it a cheap knock-off.

“I’m happy that you have high expectations for me, but… unfortunately, I don’t think there’s much more to it. That was probably my limit—”

“Haru-kun.”

She could be mischievous and pretend not to hear things at times, but Ui-san rarely interrupted others.

Surprised that she had cut in, I fell silent. The gray eyes looking down at me held a seriousness I had never seen before.

“All the techniques connected to my [Kesshiki Ittoryu] are based on the premise of *Shukuchi*.”

“Uh… yes, I suppose so.”

In our numerous sparring sessions, I had witnessed several of the Arts she had developed. Each and every one of them was an extraordinary, masterful technique that could be called the pinnacle of skill, but…

Unfortunately, they were far too difficult to reproduce. As she said, to master the Arts of Kesshiki Itto, *Shukuchi*—or rather, the simultaneous use of ‘Inner’ and ‘Outer’ forces required to learn *Shukuchi*—was an absolute prerequisite.

For example, the First Strike, *Hisui*—a sword technique of instantaneous speed that has no wind-up, making the contradiction of a frontal surprise attack a reality.

For example, the Second Strike, *Uchigane*—a sword of immense power that channels the momentum of a powerful step into centrifugal force, turning the fixed greatsword into a steel club capable of crushing steel.

There were no exceptions for any of the various sword techniques that followed.

“But… it is due to my own inadequacy. Many have asked, and I have tried my hand at teaching… but I have never been able to guide anyone to mastery.”

Her tone wasn’t bright, but there was no shadow in the expression of the Ui-san looking down at me. Knowing her, a person who always looks forward, she had probably already come to terms with it in her own heart.

“………Is that why you’re a ‘Sensei’ and not a ‘Shishou’?”

My bold question seemed to have hit the mark.

She blinked in surprise for a moment, then— “Even ‘Sensei’ is more than I deserve,” she murmured, smiling a little shyly.

“It would not be right for one who cannot properly bestow her techniques to be called a ‘Master’.”

…I see, that makes sense.

I’d felt a sense of dissonance ever since we first met. The [Sword Saint] and the [Sword Protector]—two rankers who both wielded swords, and yet Irori, who spoke of being taught by her, continued to call her ‘Sensei.’

It wasn't quite a question, just a faint feeling of strangeness… but normally, wouldn’t you call someone like that ‘Shishou’ (Master) instead of ‘Sensei’ (Teacher)?

“…I admired my grandfather. No, I still do, and always will—like my grandfather, I also… wanted to try teaching the sword to someone.”

However, the ‘techniques’ that Ui-san developed in the virtual world were far too unique.

No one but herself was ever able to master them—which led to that moment when Irori introduced me to her, when her face clouded over with hesitation… or so I gathered.

“I never wished for many. Just one person…—just one is enough. I want to become a ‘Master’, just like the person I admire.”

I thought I saw a fire in her eyes.

Deep within her gray irises, which stared intently, directly into mine,

I saw the burning heat of longing, a search for ‘someone.’

“—Haru-kun, please listen to my request.”

Whether she was rushed or flustered, Ui-san’s tone had always been calm.

I had never heard her voice like this before, laced with even the faintest tremor.

I couldn’t help but understand.

This situation, which for me was so sudden—for her, it must be the moment she had waited for, waited for, and longed for.

That I, who had managed to imitate the *Shukuchi* that so many players had failed to learn, could be the ‘someone’ she had been searching for.

“………Yes, what is it?”

I adopted a listening posture. Ui-san nodded, took a slow, deep breath, and then—

“—Will you become my ‘disciple’?”

The passion imbued in her words was so intense, one might have mistaken it for a confession of love.

That passion was transmitted directly to the very center of my heart.

I mean, come on—this is… irresistible, isn’t it?

To be wanted by someone from the bottom of their heart—it was surely a once-in-a-lifetime event, something that might never happen again.

My body still showed no signs of moving, and the situation couldn’t be less dignified… but I couldn’t keep the Sword Saint, who was eagerly awaiting my reply, waiting for long.

“…That is something I should be asking of you.”

This was truly more than I could have ever hoped for.

Following her example, I took a deep breath—

“If I am worthy, please make me your ‘disciple’.”

And so, to the ‘disciple’ who gave his pledge while in the utterly disrespectful position of borrowing her lap—

For just a moment, the expression of the ‘Master’ crumpled, before she returned a smile.

““I’m still inexperienced, but…””

Then, as if on cue, our voices overlapped. Without prompting from either of us,

we both let out a relieved laugh together.



    Chapter 174

    Four Pillar War Outline Template (In Progress)

    ・A large-scale battle involving 300 players from each of the four factions, for a total of 1200 participants.

・Held for four hours in real-world time, from 20:00 to 24:00, which translates to six hours in the virtual world.

・The battlefield is a cross-shaped structure with a massive circular maze at its center. The wartime base of each faction is 'synchronized' at one of the four ends. The overall size and terrain details change each time, making them impossible to measure.

・The outcome of the war is determined by the number of "points" each faction has accumulated, or by capturing an enemy base.

◇ Point Acquisition Methods and Scores ◇

・Defeating a general player: 1P
・Defeating a title-holding ranker: 300P
・Defeating a 'General': 1000P
・Destroying a 'Pillar': 100P

・If a faction's base is captured, that faction loses regardless of their point total.

・'General' ...... One player is selected from each faction. The appointed General, regardless of whether they are a general player or a ranker, loses their respawn rights and is unable to enter the maze blocks. They are granted special wartime abilities, including "HP x10," "500 temporary bonus status points to be allocated freely," and "a skill for long-distance communication with a pre-designated player."

・'Pillar' ...... A cylinder, approximately three meters in diameter and thirty meters high, that appears at random locations within the maze blocks. Each faction's pillar has a different color and design, and points are earned by destroying another faction's 'Pillar.' The number of pillars that appear simultaneously is equal to the number of title-holding rankers entered from that faction, and a higher number of rankers also shortens the respawn interval after a pillar is destroyed.

◇ Player-Specific Restrictions ◇

・Exceptional Players ...... Can respawn an unlimited number of times. However, the wait time for revival increases with each respawn for each individual. Furthermore, if a title-holding ranker is defeated by only general players, the top ten contributors will be granted the limited skill [Battle High].

[Battle High] --- Upon voluntary activation, nullifies all damage for 180 seconds. After the effect ends, all stats are halved for 600 seconds.

・Title-Holding Rankers ...... Cannot respawn. They are given three limited-use skills and a total of 3 points to spend on using them as they see fit.

[Forced Engagement] --- Required points: 1. Can be used against a title-holding ranker from another faction. The activation condition is met by approaching the target within a ten-meter radius while maintaining line of sight. It deploys a field, centered on both players, that cannot be interfered with from the outside or inside. Any other players within the range are forcibly teleported outside the field.

[Engagement Break] --- Required points: 2. Dispels the [Forced Engagement] field.

[Engagement Interrupt] --- Required points: 3. If a member of the same faction is trapped in a [Forced Engagement], this allows the user to intervene and switch places with the target.

・If a title-holding ranker defeats a ranker from another faction, they gain 1 additional skill point in addition to the points.

◇ Other Minor Specifications ◇

・General players respawn at their respective faction's wartime base.

・The maze walls are approximately ten meters high but cannot be climbed over; a force field at the top pushes players back.

・Support and healing magic have no effect on players from other factions.

・Friendly fire is enabled. No points are lost, but if a player is defeated by an ally while taking damage from an enemy player, the point will be awarded to the enemy side—…

◇◆◇◆◇

“—What else was there…?”

The clattering of the keyboard ceased, and the person whose fingers had been flying across it tilted her head and muttered to herself.

“Oh, honestly… To lose the template is such a blunder. That’s not like me at all…”

She grumbled and glanced at the clock. The announced time was just moments away—Well, no choice. She would have to skillfully summarize the rest by incorporating everyone’s additions and answering questions.

With no time to feel down about it, she briskly switched gears and began preparing for the stream with practiced ease.



    Chapter 175

    During a Certain General Player's Stream

    Think of this as something of a side story.

<hr>

“—Aaaand hello everyone, thanks for another hard week’s work! For those of you working through the weekend, I hope this broadcast gives you the energy to keep going! It’s Friday at 9 p.m., which means it’s time for ‘Hiyori Biyori’!”

`I ‘ V E ‘ B E E N ‘ W A I T I N G`

`This is what I live for`

`Aah… I got to hear my oshi’s voice again this week…`

―――――――――

――――――

―――

“Yes, thank you, everyone. For this weekly radio-style project, your host today is, as always, illustrator and Archiver, Mitsueda Hiyori!”

`Wooo, Hiyorin!!`

`You forgot ‘and voice actress’`

`And ‘idol’`

`And ‘current university student’`

`Her main job is painter, duh`

“Ah, quiet, quiet. I don’t remember becoming a voice actress or an idol. And where did ‘current university student’ even come from?”

`Says the girl who played Female Student C and upstaged the heroine with her voice and acting, getting her existence erased from the show.`

`Isn’t that Female Student C, who got 4th place in the overall popularity poll with only three minutes of screen time!`

`The woman who left behind a legend in a guest role she only took because the author, a huge fan, begged her to.`

`Painter and idol voice actress and illustrator Archiver (20-year-old university student)…?`

“Alright, let’s get right to it as announced. It’s time for our regular quick explanation and Q&A corner for the Four Pillar War!”

`Lmao she ignored it`

`As always, she has eyes that can’t see inconvenient comments`

“If I flirt with all of you, we’ll never get anywhere. Be good kids now and open up the file in the description box so we can get started.”

`A stream where I can flirt and date Hiyorin…?`

`Oh…? How much do I have to pay?`

`Donations being OFF is the biggest bug`

`The classic no-greed stream`

`As expected of the painter whose art is displayed in some huge museum.`

`You can feel the financial stability`

`A life where all I wanted was to live in Hiyorin’s wallet`

“Okay, we’re really not getting anywhere, so let’s get a move on. Open up the Four Pillar War outline template—did you open it? Now, I have an important announcement. I’m sure some of you noticed right away, but—yours truly, Mitsueda Hiyori, realized just before the stream that I had lost the file I was using until last time!”

`There it is`

`The usual`

`Is it a rule that you have to mess something up at least once a month?`

`I bet she does it on purpose`

`So cunning`

`Classic cunning Hiyorin. I love it`

“I’m truly sorry about this. I quickly threw together a new outline, but… there are a lot of parts I couldn’t remember, so it would be a huge help if you could assist me in restoring it.”

`She can apologize properly, good girl`

`It’ll be a good review, actually`

`The old one was a mess of patches anyway, just make this one better`

“You guys only act nice at times like this, don’t you? I bet in a few seconds you’ll be demanding apology art or apology voice lines.”

`I have no idea what you’re talking about… but I’ll be waiting naked for the art, just in case.`

`What a baseless accusation… You could grace us with some ASMR soon, you know?`

`Apology-rin`

`Apology-hiyo, let’s go`

“Apology-hiyo… what’s that, are you demanding me myself…?”

―――――――――

――――――

―――

“Phew… Thank you everyone, that was a huge help. And with that, now that the template is restored, let’s get right to it and make up for lost time—it’s the question and answer corner!”

`The ‘Teach us, Hiyorin!’ corner`

`Study time with the bottom-tier general player, Hiyorin-sensei`

`Love how she’s super capable in real life but a total weakling in the virtual world`

`Let’s ask some really hard questions`

`It’s always cute when she gets flustered because she can’t answer`

“………………Alright. I’m turning on the message function now, so if you have any questions, feel free to ask.”

`Her energy just plummeted`

`Her downer voice is also lovely, so no problem there`

`And so begins the spontaneous art stream`

`She turns to drawing like it’s a tranquilizer`

―――――――――

――――――

―――

“Okay, let’s get through these questions one by one. Fiiirst up is—huh? Ah…”

`—Exceptional Player, lmao.`

“*Sigh*—… It’s a typo. My apologies.”

`The first one isn’t even a question, rofl`

`lol`

`This is hilarious`

`Lmao, looks like most of the viewers didn’t notice either`

`Exceptional Player… well, even if they’re not rankers, being selected for the Four Pillars means they’re not exactly normal, right?`

`Well, if you ask if the selected members are ‘general players’…`

`The Nortalia folks are barely… just barely… uh…`

`Sotalm is the Queen’s army and Istia is full of headcases…`

“Ahaha… Er, getting back on track, let’s move to the first question.”

`—When you defeat a player who isn’t a ranker, are there any rewards besides points? Like a kill-streak bonus or something.`

“Nope. No matter how many you defeat, or how many you defeat in a row, you only get 1 point per person.”

`If there was a kill streak bonus, the Artillery-Specialized Mages would go nuts`

`The Eastern Wings would probably reduce everything to nothing`

`Yeah, the Istia crew would become truly unstoppable, and not just the AoE specialists`

“And the ‘Princess’ would become even more unmanageable… Okay, next question!”

`—If players from multiple factions all attack and defeat one person, how are the points distributed?`

“That’s decided by contribution… the amount of damage dealt. Against a general player, the faction that dealt more damage gets the 1 point. If it’s a ranker or a General, the points are distributed based on the percentage of contribution.”

`—When you destroy a ‘Pillar,’ do you only get points? Does it give or receive any other effects?`

“Just like defeating a general player, there’s nothing else. …Ah, well, system-wise there’s nothing, but the morale of the side that got it destroyed…”

`Pillars are something you just can’t let get broken`

`Lately, the battles have tended to revolve around attacking or defending the pillars.`

`The area around the pillars usually becomes the main battlefield.`

`100P per pillar is pretty brutal`

“…And that’s how it is. Three years have passed, and the Four Pillar War is starting to develop its own set of strategies. How to outmaneuver the enemy’s defenses and destroy their pillars is crucial… so yeah, I guess you could say its effect is that it greatly impacts player morale.”

`—How much durability does a ‘Pillar’ have? Can a single person destroy it?`

“Yes, you can. It’s surprisingly sturdy but also surprisingly fragile—it has this exquisite toughness. It won’t break that easily, but… hmm, if a power-type warrior with a ton of buffs went all out, maybe one hit… I think?”

`That’s about the general impression`

`It’s tough to break with magic, though`

`Shouldn’t you explain about the barrier?`

“Ah, right, right, the barrier. The ‘Pillar’ is surrounded by a barrier with about a twenty-meter radius that blocks all passage, so you can’t attack it from a distance with sniping or artillery. That means you have to get close, but of course, there are tons of players from that faction defending the base of the pillar, so…”

`If a glass cannon ranged build tries to get close, it’s instant death`

`Most can’t even reach the inside of the barrier`

`Ranged types usually stick to support during pillar assaults, with some exceptions.`

`Exceptions… that heat gaze… a single wink and the entire defense force explodes…`

`(All hail Lady Hinayo…)`

`(A beautiful woman with an amazing figure and a dual-pistol style is such a powerful trope)`

`(Her dress is always so gorgeous, thank you so much)`

`(A weak little chick who just goes ‘hiyo hiyo’ versus the strong Hinayo-sama… where did the gap come from)`

“Are you talking about me when you say ‘weak little chick’? Hmmm?”

`hiyo hiyo hiyorin`

`A chick trying to act tough is just a chick`

`chick is cute. cutechick`

`River side…?`

`If the river floods, the chick will be washed away`

“…………Honestly, what are you even talking about? Be quiet, be quiet, next question.”

`—Do you know the location of the ‘Pillars’ when they appear?`

“Only if they’re within visual range. The maze walls are about ten meters high, and the pillars are about thirty, so they don’t show up on radar or anything.”

`—Can you destroy the maze walls?`

“Nope.”

`—Can you use support magic over the walls, or bombard with magic over them?`

“Nope. The maze walls are pretty thick to begin with, so they pretty much count as a separate area, and you can’t even target someone for support magic. As for bombardment… you mean like lobbing it over in an arc, right? The force field I mentioned in the outline affects things other than players, too, so that’s a no-go. If you throw a weapon, it gets knocked down, and magic just fizzles out.”

`—How do you capture a base? What do you have to do?`

“As for capturing a wartime base, the game is over the instant a player from another faction touches the giant crystal at the very back of the entrance hall. Normally, that’s where the stone monument inscribed with the rankers’ names is, but it gets replaced with that object during the war.”

`—Can the person who initiated the [Forced Engagement] use [Engagement Break]?`

“You can—… Wait………… um.”

`Can?`

`Can…?`

`Caaaan…`

`Caaaaan…???`

“You caaaaaan……………not. O-one illustration as an apology…”

`YOU CAAAAAAN’T!!!`

`Yeah!!`

`W E ‘ V E ‘ D O N E ‘ I T`

“Mmph… A-anyway, so yes, [Engagement Break] can only be used by the person who was challenged.”

`—Is it possible for a ranker to weaken another ranker and have a general player get the final blow?`

“Wow, that’s quite a question… In terms of possibility, you can, but there’s no point. If you’re after the special skill, that’s only for when a ranker is ‘defeated by general players alone’…”

`You’d get booed into oblivion for that`

`It’s about sportsmanship, or Arcadian-ship, you know…`

`—Can [Engagement Interrupt] be activated by the player ‘inside’?`

“You mean, can the person who was challenged use it on someone outside? No, you can’t. It’s strictly a skill for helping an ally from the outside.”

`—Can you immediately use [Forced Engagement] on someone who just used [Engagement Break]?`

“That’s a no-go, too. [Engagement Break] grants a temporary effect that repels [Forced Engagement]… I think it was for about five minutes?”

`—Can you join the war midway through?`

“Huh? Midway… no, you can’t. Only the three hundred people who pre-registered can enter the field. Even if you leave spots open in your roster, you can’t summon those players in later.”

`—Hinarin, are you participating in the war?`

“It’s Hiyorin. The one and only Mitsueda Hiyori-chan, whom everyone loves and adores, you know?”

―――――――――

――――――

―――

“Alright, alright… With most of the questions answered, it’s about time to wrap up for today.”

`Otsu-hiyo`

`Otsu-hiyo-hiyo`

`Your voice was great today`

`Thanks for the Hiyorin-component replenishment`

`You were talking nonstop more than usual, so take care of your throat`

“Okay, thanks everyone! —And that was today’s ‘Hiyori Biyori’. To those of you heading off to dreamland, and to those of you who are still going strong, thank you for joining me!”

“—………*Yawn*.”

To close out the stream, she displayed her freshly finished illustration on the screen. The weekly radio show she had been doing for three years concluded today without a hitch.

The talk went smoothly as always, thanks in part to the chat’s energy, and her drawing was as popular as ever—so it was also business as usual when the smartphone she had placed beside her on silent mode lit up, silently announcing an incoming call.

“Hello—wha…!?”

Seeing the familiar name, she answered the call without hesitation—but what came from the speaker wasn’t a voice, but a dull “*baf baf!!*” sound, as if the phone was being slammed against something soft.

“Alright, alright, I get it. Stop hitting it, I said I’m sorry.”

With a wry smile, she turned back to her PC and, as she always did, opened a chat room.

It was obvious that ‘she’ was angry on the other end of the line, and she knew the reason why. It was the illustration she had just uploaded… a drawing of a girl modeled after a certain young lady, and a boy drawn purely from her imagination based on what she’d heard.

She had placed the two characters side-by-side and titled the piece ‘First Love,’ and it had been seen by the model herself.

“—You figured it out, didn’t you, Nia-cha? I barely made the eyes look like you.”

She laughed without a hint of remorse, and a stream of complaints began to fill the monitor.

Even setting aside the fact that they were used to these petty squabbles, it was plain as day that her friend on the other end of the call was blushing furiously, so it wasn’t scary at all.

“Yeah, yeah. My best friend really is so cute.”

Her teasing was met with the sound of the smartphone once again being subjected to soft, violent abuse from the other end.

As she felt a warmth in her heart for her friend, who had recently been blossoming with a newfound charm thanks to a new encounter… Mitsueda Hiyori—a player who went by the name [Bush Warbler] in the virtual world—spent her Friday night peacefully, just before the big event.

April 28th, Friday.

Two days until the Four Pillar War—the grand stage of the virtual world that the entire world was waiting for.



    Chapter 176

    Brimming Within

    ◇ Arts Acquired ◇

“—…”

On the evening of the day before the Four Pillar War.

As the system notification flowed into the corner of my vision and the details of my new power were etched into my mind, I slowly opened my eyes and gazed upon the result I had brought forth.

The wooden training dummy my master had prepared for me—a thing boasting enough durability to withstand even the Sword Saint’s own blade several times—now lay in smithereens before me, shattered by the follow-through of my ‘sword.’

“—Haru-kun.”

Called, I turned to meet the eyes of my ‘Master,’ who had been watching me intently. A smile filled with a myriad of emotions—could I be so bold as to think that?—was directed at me… and as her ‘disciple,’ I couldn’t help but feel a swell of pride.

I sheathed the training katana she had lent me, its weight now as familiar as an extension of my own arm, and turned my whole body to face her, bowing my head deeply.

“Thank you very much—thanks to you… I’ve managed to make it in time.”

“…No, this is the fruit of your own hard work. As your master, I couldn’t be more proud.”

As she said this, she reached out her hand in a gesture that had become quite familiar.

Come to think of it, it’s already been two weeks since we met. As always, the encounters in this world forge surprisingly deep bonds in a short amount of time…

In a normal life, the connection of ‘master and disciple’ is not one you often find in modern times. But now that it has become completely natural, I no longer hesitate to accept the affection from my Master.

—It’s not that I’m not embarrassed. It’s just that, more than that, I want to respond to the feelings of my ‘Master,’ who cares so deeply for her ‘disciple.’

When I bend my knee and accept her hand on my head, she smiles so very happily. At this point, worrying about the whole man-woman dynamic would be rude… there’s no way I could refuse.

“Now then—as promised, I have something to give you.”

Her gray eyes looked straight at me from beyond the bangs that were brushed aside as she stroked my forehead. Perfect timing—I nodded in return and knelt on one knee upon the stone pavement.

I held up the katana I had been borrowing, sheath and all, as if offering it—am I more of a knight than a swordsman at this point?

We must have been thinking the same thing. A smile was exchanged with my master, who, despite gradually adopting a solemn air, couldn’t quite hide her inherent gentleness.

She took the sword from my hands and slipped it into the sash of her hakama—in its place, the other blade that had been resting there was drawn.

Unlike the plain, unadorned item I returned, this one was a magnificent three-shaku sword that was clearly ‘special’ even while sheathed.

The thread wrapping the hilt in a traditional diamond pattern was a deep, blackish-green. The Mino-style tsuba fitted at the border of the blade was engraved with—cherry blossoms, perhaps? A pattern of just-opening flowers, suggesting the very beginning of their bloom.

The black lacquered sheath was also scattered with a pattern of cherry blossom petals. The tasteful pink that colored the black stood out against the darker tones of the whole, making it look more like a work of art than a weapon.

—However, this was a sword. What truly mattered was not the exterior, but the blade that lay within the sheath, where its soul resided.

Slowly, with a clear ring of steel on wood, the blade was drawn. It was of green steel. The steel shone with a green so translucent it created the illusion of being clear, and was elegantly decorated with a magnificent *suguha* hamon.

Ui-san was the [Sword Saint], but she was also a ‘Swordsmith’ herself. While she didn’t possess any production-related blessings like the Western Faction, the swords she forged were said to be on par with those of professional artisans for a certain reason.

In other words, this sword was a masterpiece, as sublime as its flawless appearance suggested.

“—I have named it [Samidorizuki].”

Sheathing the jade blade once more, Ui-san held it and smiled at me as she announced its name. My eyes had been so captivated by it, down to the fresh green decorative cord swaying from its pommel, that I had to remind myself to breathe again.

Did she notice me just barely manage to swallow? She let out another gentle smile—and I saw the moment her eyes transformed into those of the [Sword Saint].

“—Will you accept this, my disciple?”

“—I humbly receive it, my master.”

A tangible weight was placed upon my outstretched hands.

“With this—I hereby recognize you as an initiate of Kesshiki Ittoryu, holder of the first transmission.”

An investiture of rank was declared. The [Samidorizuki] in my hands seemed to grow heavier, and I was certain it wasn't just my imagination.

I raised my head, and beyond the sword I had been given…

“…Hee… I don't know what to say. When we're this formal…”

I was captivated by the sight of her shedding a single tear.

“It’s a little… embarrassing, isn’t it?”

At the sight of my master, who faced me without hiding her joy, her shyness, or anything at all—

“—……T-Th-Thank you… so much…!!”

And so, at eighteen years of age, I experienced crying in front of someone for the first time in my life.

Oh man, this is so embarrassing.

◇◆◇◆◇

Not worrying about the whole man-woman dynamic, no longer hesitating to accept my master’s physical affection… yes, that’s what I truly believe. I do, but—

“Master?”

“Yes, Haru-kun?”

“Don’t ‘yes’ me. Today of all days, I’ve steeled my resolve and I’m going to say it…”

Her noble face, which I gazed up at, was as beautiful as ever… that’s not the point.

The side effect of using the two types of output, a condition I still haven't fully overcome. The gentle sensation of her lap cradling my weary head is something I’d be happy to enjoy forever, if I were allowed.

But, thinking about it normally, I’m not allowed, am I?

“You’re spoiling me too much, or something… Um, I’m a guy too, you know?”

And so, about a week after officially becoming her disciple—to the Sword Saint who had become less of a doting parent and more of a doting master—I finally attempted to lecture her.

“It’s not good to be so casually physical, and for the sake of the Sword Saint’s dignity, you know? Also, well, for my emotional state, as a healthy young man, there are various mental hygiene issues… you know, you get it, right?”

Ui-san has her slightly… unique sensibilities, but she is fundamentally a reasonable and thoughtful person. She surely wasn’t doing this without any awareness; she didn’t just tilt her head in confusion at my words like some stock character.

“I’m sorry, I do understand. I understand, but… it was something I have always yearned for.”

“Yearned for…? Um… to give a man a lap pillow?”

That seemed a little uncharacteristic of her… As I was about to take mysterious damage from this self-imposed misinterpretation, Ui-san smiled, amused. “No, not that.”

“Not to a man, but to a disciple… no, that’s not right either. It may sound strange, but perhaps, to someone I could look after.”

“I see…”

Since I am, in fact, being looked after by her, it’s not wrong, so I don’t find it strange, but…

“…My grandfather used to do this for me often when I was little.”

“Oh…”

Oh… that, is…

That line of reasoning, is a little………… bit, effective on me, isn't it…?

“We would sunbathe on the veranda… hee hee, back then, taking a nap like this was a daily ritual.”

Yep, that’s a critical hit. Appealing to my emotions is against the rules…!

But, however…!!

“E-even so, I still think what’s not good is not good…”

I mean, come on.

For example, if Sora were to see us in this situation, I would almost certainly feel guilty—and that alone is more than enough reason not to let this continue.

If I feel even a little bit that way, then I must correct it.

I don’t want to harbor even a shred of guilt in my precious relationship with my master—

“………………”

“—……”

I don’t… but…—wait a minute, really? You’re going to make that sad a face…!?

My master is too much of a disciple-doting person, and it’s a blessing—no, I mean, it’s painful…!!

“…I want to be selfish and say that I don’t want to stop.”

“If you say that, I don’t have the confidence to refuse, so I’d appreciate it if you didn’t…”

“You are too kind, Haru-kun. As a master, I cannot take advantage of my disciple.”

It’s not kindness, that’s for sure. Yes, I’m a man, after all.

“In that case, then—I suppose I have no choice but to create a reason.”

“A… a reason?”

Uh oh, something’s starting again.

That thing unique to the Sword Saint, where she reaches a conclusion at lightning speed and things develop at a breakneck pace, has begun…!!

“I will create a ‘reason’ for you, Haru-kun, to have to accept my selfish request. If I become the villain, it will be a good excuse to protect your dignity.”

“No, no, no, no…! What are you even saying, more so than usual…!?”

The moment Ui-san becomes the villain, I automatically become an even bigger villain, you know.

I don’t know what she’s planning, but even if she orchestrates it herself, in my mind, I’ll still be the bad guy…!!

“Hee hee.”

“This isn’t a ‘hee hee’ moment!! —Ah, wait, hold on… where, where are you taking me…!!”

My body still not quite back to normal, I was made to stand up and was led away by my Master, who pulled me along with a strength that belied her appearance, into the dojo.

Given player stats, the interior is inevitably a bit cramped, so our training was mostly outdoors. I was familiar with the veranda, which served as our rest area, but I hadn’t entered the dojo itself many times.

It was spacious, but otherwise, it was a simple dojo with no particularly noteworthy features. With walls and a ceiling, it would be impossible for either of us, not just me, to go all out in here.

By the way, you could surprisingly wear your shoes inside. It’s a nice feature that they don't get dirty; some things are very game-like in that way.

Brought into this dojo, I stood there dumbfounded as I was handed a ‘wooden sword’—haha, I see what’s going on here. She intends to settle whether she continues to pamper me or not with this match, right?

But why????

“Wait a minute…! This is, from the start, the result is obvious—”

“Oh, but I did tell you, didn’t I?”

Ten paces. Ui-san, having pushed the wooden sword into my hands and taken some distance, smiled mischievously while holding her own weapon.

“That I would become the villain.”

She did it on purpose…!!

“Kuh… N-no, I won’t lose…!! Then one minute, no, thirty… ten seconds! If I can last ten seconds, I win, is that okay!?”

I know I'm hedging my bets like crazy, but surviving even ten seconds is a life-or-death proposition for me. I'm aware that I've grown into a different person over these two weeks, but my Master is not so lenient as to be reachable with *that level* of improvement.

“That is perfectly fine by me.”

Look at that expression on her face. She doesn’t even consider the possibility of losing—as always, she has absolute confidence in her own martial prowess.

As her disciple, I couldn’t be prouder—

“Well then—here I come.”

“—Ah.”

Her right hand gripping the wooden sword, her right foot pulled far back in a half-body stance.

Her left hand, loosely open, was held before her chest with a slight bend at the elbow, as if in preparation to dash forward.

And her stance, low—so low it was almost parallel to the ground, was,

for me, the worst possible one.

“Kesshiki Ittoryu—Seventh Strike.”

“W-wait—!!”

“—*Nanahoshi*.”

Her form vanished, already impossible to follow with my eyes. On pure reflex, I raised my wooden sword to my centerline, but,

“—!!”

It was instantly knocked from my hand by an invisible blow—and at the same time, behind me,

at my feet,

at my neck,

at my side,

at my shoulder,

at my waist,

all at once—no, a flurry of god-speed, multi-angled strikes with only a sub-millisecond interval between them assaulted my entire body.

In theory, it’s the same as my high-speed maneuver. See it, lay the path, follow it—when she does that using her unique *Shukuchi* to its fullest, you get this, an extraordinary, divine feat.

In other words, it’s a complete upgrade to my own movements as a player.

There’s no way I can dodge it—well, that would have been true for the old me.

A thread dances.

A thin, thin, glowing blue thread dances—

“—Final Strike.”

Seven flashes intersect. As I leaped upwards to escape them at a speed that momentarily surpassed them, an undeniable ‘death sentence’ was pronounced.

The power of the sword generated by the ultra-continuous use of *Shukuchi*, and the momentum and recoil produced in the body that wields it—all of this should have been a massive amount of energy that would normally destroy even the user’s avatar.

But the Sword Saint makes even that her own blade.

It was like a dance of divine speed. With footwork so miraculous I couldn’t even comprehend what was happening, she spun. The wooden sword, holding within it a power that should have shattered it, spun wildly in her hand—

In a display of inhuman body and sword control that seemed to steal the show from the [Acrobat]—the wooden sword, already beginning to self-destruct, was loaded into her left hand, which she must have been using as a scabbard.

*Creak.*

It took about one second to reach that stance, which was filled with a pressure so immense it felt as if space itself was groaning.

As I finally began my descent, my face already a mask of resignation, I watched.

The previous seven flashes—a single, fatal blow, imbued with all their power, was unleashed.

“—*Yuikaze*.”

I felt the wind brush past my ear—and by then, my avatar had already been blown away without a single speck of dust remaining.



    Chapter 177

    Playful Teasing

    “Master?”

“Yes, Haru-kun?”

“Don’t ‘yes’ me. Regarding the fact that you just unleashed a guaranteed-kill combo on me without a shred of hesitation, I would like an explanation.”

“I’m not quite sure what a ‘guaranteed-kill combo’ is… but for me, it was a battle I could not afford to lose for the first time in a while, so I suppose I got a bit carried out.”

How embarrassing, hee hee—my master smiled at me.

As for the loser (me), at the victor’s command, I was once again imprisoned on her lap on the usual veranda, and had finally reached the point where I could only give her a half-lidded glare without any reservation.

Ever since becoming her disciple, a certain quality of hers had begun to surface… and at this point, I was certain of it.

This person, she gets it—she knows.

She probably understands everything about what ‘others’ think of her, what parts of her they find charming.

That I was flustered by the calm, older woman vibe she had,

that I held my breath every time she smiled,

that my body temperature rose in a blush whenever she touched me,

that I was captivated by the gap between her usual self and when she held a sword,

that I always thought her being a doting granddaughter was a cheap shot,

and that—setting aside things like guilt and common sense—of course I had no complaints about being doted on so much as her disciple. She knew all of it, right down to the feelings I was trying to suppress in my heart.

And that’s why she wouldn’t back down, right?

Because she knew perfectly well that I could never truly reject her from the bottom of my heart.

And probably—because she was confident that she could protect my dignity.

“My master is too strong…”

It was true, in every sense of the word.

“Hee hee… You’re only just realizing that now?”

Not figuratively, but literally, she who basically has no openings, didn’t miss even my smallest whisper…

“After all—I am called the [Sword Saint].”

My invincible master maintained her smile, and this time… I finally raised the white flag from the bottom of my heart and closed my eyelids.

*Whatever, let her do what she wants.*

“Oh…?”

“My…”

“Ah…”

I thought ‘let her do what she wants,’ but really? Of all people, did the one who seems especially troublesome have to show up first???

“I see… so that’s how it is. I see… By the way, I’d like to ask one thing.”

“W-what is it…?”

“Vertically or horizontally, which do you prefer?”

“He’s asking which way he should slice me…!?”

As the Blonde Samurai standing beside us directed a gaze of absolute zero at me, I lost my chance to get up—no, that’s not right.

My head and shoulders are being held down, I’m physically restrained!!

“I’m sorry, Irori-kun. This is my own selfish request.”

And so, my suspicion that she was indirectly trying to have me assassinated turned out to be unfounded. My master, still holding her disciple captive, immediately came to my defense, and Irori blinked at her words—

“I see. Understood.”

…without a single reaction like that, he went from instant understanding to instant acceptance at lightning speed.

What is with your ‘Sword Saint Fanboy’ or rather, ‘Total Affirmation Samurai’ thing? What kind of backstory do you need to reach that level of devotion?

“Well, that aside… it’s almost time. Are you ready?”

“Ah… it’s that time already—Okay, no problem.”

A glance at the system clock in the corner of my vision confirmed that it was indeed almost time for our meeting.

Irori showing up here was just as planned; I had received a message from Goldow saying he would send someone when the time was right.

If that’s the case, then as much as I hate to leave—no, I should take this opportunity to get up………… up, get up…… getting up, get…—

“What are you doing!?”

“Hee hee… I’m sorry.”

To my master, who had been trying to obstruct me by pushing my shoulders down every time I tried to get up, I couldn’t help but let out a truly unrestrained retort.

She wasn’t usually one for such obvious pranks, so she must rarely have the opportunity to be on the receiving end of such a sharp comeback.

After a slight flinch and a jump of her shoulders in surprise—Ui-san elegantly covered her mouth and giggled with amusement.

…Th-th………………is woman, honestly…!!

“Hey, Irori…! This woman is dangerous…!! She has no limits, I’m telling you…!!”

“You’re right. In any case, I’m slicing you into pieces, so be prepared.”

“Bring it on, you bastard…! The corner of your mouth is twitching, you know!!”

Also, could you let me go already!

How long do I have to play the part of a fish flopping around on land!!



    Chapter 178

    The Eve's Gathering

    "Well then, I'll be on my way."

"Yes. May fortune favor you in battle tomorrow—no, that's not quite right. I'll be praying for your success."

I bowed my head and accepted her smile... and that was it for our farewells.

We'd already exchanged more than enough words leading up to this moment. There was no need for any grand, dramatic display now.

Even a simple 'thank you for everything' was unnecessary. The bond we'd forged as master and disciple would surely continue for a long time to come.

"Well then, Sensei, I'll be taking my leave."

"Of course. You do your best as well, Irori-kun."

Irori, standing beside me, also bowed to the gently smiling Ui-san. Together, we left the dojo and stepped into the bamboo forest, which was slowly being dyed in the darkness of the fallen sun.

I just followed the back of his formal *kamishimo* as he moved swiftly, but I had to wonder how the hell he could navigate this pathless bamboo grove without getting lost.

—*Back then, Irori-kun was so engrossed, it was as if he lived and breathed it, day and night...*

"..."

Ui-san's words about Irori during my training came back to me.

Did he walk this very path, or did he, like me, stay at the dojo day in and day out? To be honest, I wanted to ask him directly about his past.

But something held me back.

He referred to her as 'Sensei,' revering her from the bottom of his heart without a hint of doubt. Was it really okay for me, who had only just become her disciple, to ask him about *that*?

"—Haru."

It wasn't that I was startled, but the sudden call of my name made me lose my reply as I looked up. The back slipping through the bamboo hadn't changed, but Irori had turned his head to look at me.

"I've heard the gist of it from Sensei, but I want to hear it from you, too—did your training bear fruit?"

I couldn't quite read his expression from just a sliver of his profile, but his voice was, at the very least, calm and composed.

"Yeah, I guess so... I'm definitely a different beast from who I was in the selection match."

"So you're confident?"

In response to his probing question, I nodded without hesitation.

Let me repeat myself: I'm a different person now—not just in my combat skills, but in my awareness and resolve as a Title Holder.

To prove it, I cast aside my hesitation and spoke.

"—I've become the disciple of the [Sword Saint]. I have no intention of making a fool of myself."

"—..."

I thought he might stop walking.

But Irori continued on without breaking his stride. A soft smile, different from his usual teasing grin, touched his lips.

"I see."

He uttered just that single phrase and gave a nod.

◇◆◇◆◇

"—Alright, looks like everyone's here."

It had been a while since I'd taken a seat at the Round Table. When Irori and I showed up, the other six were already assembled. We took our respective seats, following their lead, and Goldow clapped his large hands together to kick things off.

"First things first. Youngster, how'd it go?"

"No problems... I think. I've got my *Master's* seal of approval."

Just like with Irori, it seemed the story had already been shared. Ignoring the one crimson-haired individual staring at me as if she'd seen a ghost, no one else showed any exaggerated surprise at my words.

"Hah! If the strongest in the East right now gives you the nod, I've got no complaints. Alright, Ninth. You're officially on the roster for tomorrow's war."

As I nodded back at the General Commander's words of approval, a slender young man's hand shot out from my side.

"Congrats, senpai."

"Oh, thanks."

I bumped my fist against his lightly, and the tenth-ranked boy smirked.

"And with that, we have one more victim to be exposed to the public eye."

"...Are you a good person or not? Which way are you trying to swing?"

"What's the big deal? We're partners in crime, both of us who never wanted a title."

...Ah, I get it. You're just trying to hide your embarrassment, aren't you? What a dishonest kouhai.

"So? What's my role tomorrow?"

"Ah, you'll basically be a dedicated *runner*."

Runner, huh? Well, that's more or less what I expected.

"As for the details on that... you're good with it, right?"

"Of course. I haven't forgotten what you explained before, and I've even done some self-study just in case."

I watched a few beginner guide videos... and what was it, that archive thing with Hiyori-something-or-other.

"A runner—so, the point-getter who goes around hitting the pillars."

"Exactly. It's the star role that directly decides victory or defeat. Give it your all, newbie."

"Roger that, General Commander."

He shot me a deliberately stern glare, as if to fire me up, and I returned it with an equally deliberate salute. The big man, who had the shallowest of funny bones, burst into a hearty, booming laugh, just as I expected.

"If senpai is the runner, then my role is decided, I guess."

"Right. Tetra, you'll prioritize *eliminating Haru's natural enemy*. As long as we take out the [Full Auto], there shouldn't be many opponents left that could give this guy a real problem."

"Okay, leave the luring to me. Once I've got them, I'll do the rest."

Next came an exchange between Tetra and Goldow that I didn't quite follow—

"We're good to go as usual, right~?"

"There's no other way. You two are the cornerstone of our defense again this time. I'm counting on you."

"You got it~"

"Mm."

Then came an exchange between the red and blue pair and Goldow that I didn't quite follow—

"If Tetra-kun is acting solo, what should I do this time?"

"Hinayo, you'll be on skirmish duty. Don't stay in one place; move around and support the front-line troops in various locations."

"Understood. I should avoid any *encounters*, right?"

"Yeah, avoid the other side's rankers. Don't make any moves that'll waste time."

And of course, there was an exchange between Hinayo-san and Goldow that I didn't quite follow—

"As for us... well, business as usual, I suppose."

"Yep. Irori and Genkotsu, you two move to eliminate rankers based on matchups. Leave the regulars to the others and prioritize encounters."

"Understood."

"Leave it to me."

Finally, there was an exchange between the three men that I didn't quite follow—

"What's wrong? You're making a strange face."

"Well, uh... if there's anything I should understand, just give me a rundown."

It would be counterproductive to cram my head with information that doesn't directly concern me, only to let the necessary knowledge slip out.

There were a number of words and conversations that piqued my interest, but if it was something I needed to understand, I was sure my reliable seniors would give me a lecture whenever necessary. I'm definitely not averting my eyes from my studies, mind you.

"So those are the roles. Youngster—damn, that's become a habit... Haru, any questions?"

"Umm... To be honest, I can't really think of any?"

Frankly, I was short on time. Utterly short.

Up to this point, it's been a whirlwind of university and training. What little free time I had was instantly consumed by chores since I live alone, so I've only managed to install the bare minimum of knowledge.

The most I could manage was skimming info sites and videos during my commute on the train. I've only lightly glanced at information about famous rankers... honestly, I haven't accumulated enough knowledge to ask any effective questions.

"Well, don't worry about it. You won't know what's what until you've experienced the real thing at least once."

Following hisありがたいフォローの言葉に続いて、ゴッサンは二ッと笑うと指を三本立てて見せた。

Following his welcome words of support, Goldow grinned and held up three fingers.

"There are three things you absolutely must follow. First, don't die. In the Four Pillar War, 'running away' isn't a disgrace, even for a ranker. The one who flees from a disadvantage, racks up points in advantageous situations, and leads their faction to victory—that's the true winner and the strong one."

—*You're confident in your running speed, aren't you?* When he said that with a smirk, I had no choice but to nod.

Very well. When it comes to running, I've now reached a point where I can secure a complete victory even against my master. I shall fully demonstrate my newfound fleet-footedness.

"Second, follow the General's—well, my orders. During the real thing, I'll be giving out commands one by one with a special skill... but to put it simply, I need you to trust me. I'll be issuing orders with the expectation of an immediate response, keeping the overall coordination in mind. Even if you have doubts, I'm sorry, but we don't have time to debate every little thing."

"You're the head of three hundred people, after all... Understood. I'll fulfill my role as your *hands and feet*."

This, too, was non-negotiable. It's not like I, a first-timer, have the knowledge to judge the tide of battle anyway. There's no meaning or merit in defying the leader's orders. ...Wait, Goldow's playing the 'General' role?

Well, of course he is. He's the [General Commander], after all.

"And finally, the third thing... I don't need to say it, do I? If by some chance you encounter the South's number one ranker—the [Sword Queen]—drop everything and run for your life."

"That's the most serious face I've ever seen you make..."

I've heard she's dangerous, seriously dangerous... and yeah, I get it. My master told me a bit about her.

After all, this is the person who made Ui-san—that [Sword Saint]—admit, "*I am not quite her equal.*"

"And hey, don't worry if you can't get away. Just think of her as a natural disaster in the Four Pillars. No one's gonna hold you responsible for that kind of 'accident.'"

"Well, we don't even know if she'll show up, though~"

As Goldow continued to thoroughly intimidate me, the crimson-haired girl (Mi-na), sprawled out bonelessly on the Round Table, chimed in.

"The Princess has been the General for the last three times or so. If it's the same this time, she won't be able to enter the maze block where you'll be running wild, onii-san—"

"—No, she'll show up this time."

It was Irori who cut in.

"In addition to the news of all the stunts someone's been pulling for the last two months, there's the announcement of your ranking this time. There's no way she won't be intrigued enough to come out."

"Aah... I see."

"Hey, stop putting your hands together in prayer."

From the sound of it, it seems like she'll come out specifically *to hunt me*... Wait, no way, right? It can't be... that a celestial being whom everyone believes to be the strongest in this virtual world would actively come to hunt down a fresh-faced ninth-ranked player like me...

"Well, uh... that's *probably* why I'm warning you."

"—..."

"C-Come on now... don't look like it's the end of the world. It'll be fine, you know? If she appears on the battlefield, she's bound to draw attention. With your speed, it shouldn't be too hard to move around while avoiding an encounter, right?"

Is that so?

I mean, even I have, of course, looked into the top player who's being hailed as the strongest.

But the thing is, I just don't get it. How am I supposed to find any reliable information from articles that all basically say she's *insane in every single way*?

I even sifted through as many videos as time allowed, but... while I understood that she was indeed dangerous, honestly, I couldn't make heads or tails of what she was doing, so I can't say it was very helpful.

There was this one video where over a hundred players were blown away by a single swing of her one-handed sword. What am I supposed to learn from that?

Shouldn't I just treat her as a boss monster instead of a player? That's about the only way I can prepare myself, isn't it?

My master is a force of nature in her own right, but the direction of her strength and that of Iris—the [Sword Queen]—are just too different, even if they're both in a league of their own.

"Ah, right. There was one more thing."

As I trembled at the sudden suggestion that I was the one being targeted, Goldow waved a hand, now holding up a fourth finger.

"It's your first time on stage—enjoy it, yeah?"

"In this context, you say that...?"

I suspected the old man was doing it on purpose, but his carefree, cheerful smile was as spontaneous as ever. Resigning myself to the fact that our General Commander was undoubtedly a natural airhead, I sank into my chair, dragged down by the weight of the anxiety I'd accumulated in such a short time.

—A hand was extended right in front of my eyes, a sight I'd seen just a moment ago.

"Tough luck, senpai."

"...Th-thanks... a lot...!!"

I bumped my fist against his in response to his amused tone. Oblivious to my feelings, the Round Table began to fill with a cheerful atmosphere.

...It's tomorrow, you know? Is this really the time to be teasing the new guy?



    Chapter 179

    The Unexpected and The Expected

    "Alright... well, that about covers it."

In the end, Goldow started to wrap things up about thirty minutes after the meeting began. Honestly, I had imagined a much longer, more intense conference, so I was a bit taken aback.

"Fufu, you look a little disappointed, don't you?"

It seems she'd been watching my face. Hinayo-san, having read my mind, let out a soft laugh, and Irori, next to me, leaned back deep into his chair and continued.

"I told you before, we don't get bogged down with a lot of miscellaneous tasks. The bulk of the difficult thinking is handled by dedicated support staff."

"...And they get paid, too?"

—Exactly, Irori laughed, as if it were the most natural thing in the world.

I still can't quite wrap my head around that part... Getting paid to work inside a game, what kind of mindset is that?

"Well, in the end, we're less like leaders and more like 'figureheads.' We stand at the front, take charge, and call the shots, but what's really demanded of us is this here," he said, patting his brawny arm, which was as thick as the torso of the crimson-haired girl sitting right next to me, though certainly not mine. "Our strength."

He continued, "Even for me as the commander, it's not like I'm leading every single player participating in the war. I just give orders to you Title Holders, who are also 'figureheads,' and to the squad and company leaders of the divided units."

"That still sounds tough... but alright, I get it. At least I know I just need to go on a rampage without thinking too hard—or rather, that's what I *should* do."

"Exactly. Leave the detailed thinking to the guys who are good at it—like that guy you know, Lotta."

I see, that makes sense.

But Lotta, huh... he's on the 'Four Pillar Operations Committee.' I haven't had a chance to see him since the selection match, but if that's the case, he must be incredibly busy.

"Speaking of which, Lotta-n was the one who first took notice of you, right, onii-san? As expected of the [Insighter]."

Lotta-n... wait, huh? In-sigh... what?

Mi-na, who had been sprawled on the table without a shred of tension from the very beginning, uttered a word I didn't recognize. As I tilted my head, the conversation continued between the seemingly always-chummy third and fourth ranks.

"You bet. He sent me a message, all worked up, saying something like, 'I've found a monster!!' So I went to check it out, and what do I find? The monster sitting right there with a dazed look on his face, instantly wiping the floor with a selection match regular. Man, that was a good laugh."

"Aww, I wish I could've watched it too. All I really know about him is his battle record and that he's *fast*."

"Look forward to tomorrow. If he's gotten even better since then, I'm sure even those of us here who haven't seen him in action will be blown away."

They're raising the bar for me for some reason... Anyway,

"Hey, he's an acquaintance of Goldow's, and Red... Mi-na? uses a nickname for him. Is Lotta a pretty high-ranking or important person?"

"Hey, why'd you stick a question mark on my name?"

Well, I have been calling you 'Crimson' in my head this whole time—

"Lotta-san is a former Title Holder."

—so... oh.

"..."

I averted my gaze from the glaring Mi-na, and my eyes met Ri-na's. The words she stated so concisely left me speechless.

...A former ranker? Lotta? That handsome family man who acted like, "Oh, I'm just a committee member who's reasonably strong"?

—*You should think of the contestants in the main tournament as being on a different level.*

—*You have to go in assuming they're all opponents I couldn't even touch. You have to.*

I remembered the words *that guy* had spouted after the selection match preliminaries.

Hmm...?

Hmmm...?

Hmmmmm...?

—That bastard...!!!

*THUD!* I slammed my head against the Round Table in a headbutt of pent-up frustration. Next to me, Tetra flinched with a startled "Eh? What?" but I couldn't care less.

—*By the way, you're definitely stronger than me, so you can relax.*

"Damn it...! He was totally messing with me...!"

"Ah, could it be..."

"Hahaan."

"That bad habit of his again..."

Hinayo-san, Mi-na, and Goldow reacted instantly to my resentful muttering. From their reactions, it seems he's always been like that.

"In-sighter? Could that be..."

"Mm, [Insighter]—his highest rank was seventh. He dropped out of the rankings during the *turnover* three times ago."

So that was his title. Ri-na's additional explanation came, and in my mind, a glorious tag reading "Former 7th-ranked [Insighter]" was implemented above the head of the handsome man smiling with a mischievous, refreshing face.

"Ah... well, I can pretty much guess what that guy said to you... but here's a tip: when one of our Eastern Faction guys says they're 'no big deal,' you probably shouldn't trust them?"

—*Like that kid right there.* Goldow pointed to the tenth-ranked [Undying] sitting next to me... ah, right, this kouhai also said something about "not being good at fighting."

I shot a sideways glance at him, and Tetra quickly looked away.

Okay, I'm not trusting your "not good at fighting" claim either.

◇◆◇◆◇

Though my mind was thrown into disarray by the unnecessary revelation, we confirmed the meeting time for tomorrow and then dispersed.

I was told to rest well today—even to the point of being told to sleep in until past noon tomorrow... but well, it's still a bit early for that, you know?

While this virtual world has passed twilight and entered the night, in the real world, it's just approaching 5 PM. It's still a little early for dinner—

"Haru."

A voice called out to me as I was wondering what to do.

As everyone was leaving after saying their goodbyes, the one who approached me was... a figure of a samurai, clad in formal *kamishimo*.

"It's kind of an awkward time. Do you have any plans after this?"

"No, I don't. I was just wondering what to do."

When I answered honestly, Irori nodded.

"I see—in that case, give me a little of your time."

"..."

Those words, or rather, this development—

"Alright."

Having anticipated the events to come to some extent, I stood up from my chair with words of acceptance.

Our eyes met. His blue eyes were calm, yet—they seemed to hold a color that could hardly be called tranquil.



    Chapter 180

    Along with the Blade

    The place I was led to by teleportation was a stark, familiar space.

It was a perfectly square room, devoid of any objects, its only feature being the large sword crest drawn on the floor—the symbol of the Eastern Faction.

It was the same place that had served as the waiting area for the preliminaries of the selection match.

Of course, while it looked the same, it wasn't as vast as it was back then. It was scaled down to about the size of a large hall, making it a perfect space for moving around freely.

Though it doesn't have a unified name like 'Training Ground' or 'Practice Room,' it's one of the convenient features provided in each faction's castle—in Istia's case, the [Otherworldly Subterranean Castle - Ruvalest]. It's a type of instance room that can be generated on the spot.

It's not an exclusive privilege for rankers either; apparently, regular players can use it too. You can even configure it to spawn targets and whatnot, so it's said that many combat-focused players find it useful.

...If I had known about this place earlier, I probably could have avoided all those accidents during my test runs on normal fields.

Like getting flattened by a giant boar.

"—Well then, shall we have a light spar?"

"Ah... well, I don't mind that, but..."

Anyway, I had come here with Irori—thinking that as the 'disciple' and 'student' of the [Sword Saint], we would exchange various feelings and words.

However, while a hint of some unreadable emotion flickered deep within his eyes, what he proposed was a "light spar."

To be specific, it wasn't about going all out with skills and everything, but more like a practice match where we could chat and pass the time.

Honestly, I was bewildered, wondering what on earth he was thinking.

It was obvious that he held some ineffable feelings towards Ui-san. Considering that, it was also clear that he would have some thoughts about me becoming her disciple.

Frankly, I thought he might challenge me to a straightforward duel... but to think he'd request a *light practice match*.

"You received a sword from Sensei, didn't you? It's more convenient to have a partner to get used to it."

It's not like he read my perplexed mind, but Irori urged me on with a plausible reason while drawing his own sword.

Well, whatever the case, I had intended to face him with *that* anyway... I see now, I should probably stop overthinking things.

If he simply desires a friendly exchange to pass the time, I'm not against it either.

If the [Sword Protector] himself is willing to be my opponent, then this is the best possible debut for this 'sword.'

"You're right... in that case, I'm in your hands."

[Blink Switch]—[Samidorizuki].

In my left hand, I summoned the *uchigatana* I had just received from my master. Its solid weight was, of course, incomparable to the feather-light [Rabbit Dagger: Parabellum], and it felt more than twice as heavy as my orthodox straight-sword type Anima...

"—...Yeah."

I drew the jade-steel blade with a sharp ring, gripped the hilt firmly, and gave it a swing—the supreme sword, forged by the [Sword Saint]'s own hands, felt like a true extension of my right arm.

She, who had long wished to become someone's master, had prepared this for me today, saying it was a 'must.'

Giving a sword to a disciple—if *this* too was one of her 'aspirations,' then an indescribable emotion filled my chest.

...I guess I'm already quite the Sword Saint fanboy myself. Well, even though I'm studying under the Sword Saint, my build isn't exactly that of a samurai.

"...Magnificent."

"Yeah, it's incredible."

I had no choice but to show it off, but for Irori, this too was undoubtedly the work of his beloved 'Sensei.'

Together with him, who uttered words of admiration, I found myself mesmerized by the gleam of the blade for a moment.

◇◆◇◆◇

"—You're swinging it better than I thought. I heard from Sensei that she wasn't able to teach you much about handling a katana."

"Whose sword do you think I've been watching, and for how long?"

Even if I didn't have enough time for direct instruction, the example I'd been witnessing was a masterclass. By tracing the sword of my master, which was deeply ingrained in my memory, it was bound to be more than just mediocre, even if imperfect.

I was also used to fighting while exchanging words, thanks to the countless games of 'tag' we'd played.

Furthermore, while switching between offense and defense, Irori and I naturally fell into a rhythm similar to that training, swinging our swords at each other.

"Haru. With a virtual world sword, you don't need to be conscious of the *pulling* motion. It's different from a real Japanese sword; you'll get more power by striking with it."

—And on top of that, I was getting a bonus private lecture from the seventh-ranked player.

I think he was intentionally trying to match my intuitive style, as Ui-san doesn't usually give detailed verbal explanations during her lessons.

Ultimately, I've reached a point where I can confidently say "my training has borne fruit," so I can assert that her policy of *making you learn with your body* was not a mistake... but that aside, it's also true that a different approach can be stimulating.

"That... might be so, but Ui-san probably does it consciously, right?"

"Sensei is Sensei, so it's fine. It's better to focus on and polish what you *can* do, rather than trying to imitate what you can't and messing up everything else."

"That makes sense."

Accepting his point, I released the unnecessary tension from my right hand—and sure enough, I could feel my swings becoming more natural.

"And your left hand. If Sensei made it, that sheath should be as durable in offense and defense as the sword itself. Isn't it a waste to keep it as a decoration?"

"Ah... well, that's, uh... you probably know why you're saying that, don't you?"

This time, he poked at a sore spot, and I frowned.

"Ah, I see—you're not good with it after all."

Without showing any particular surprise, Irori nodded in understanding, as if to say, "I knew it."

*It was the same in the selection match*, so it's no wonder he figured it out.

"Well, let's just hope for improvement on that front in the future..."

"Then that's fine—keep at it, disciple of the Sword Saint."

"—...Hey."

I'm grateful that he's helping me get used to it. And I couldn't ask for more than his guidance. However, I could no longer ignore the growing bewilderment within me...

Although I still hesitated, I couldn't help but voice it.

"If you have something on your mind about me, just say it."

—Irori stopped in his tracks.

We lowered our swords and our eyes met. The 'something' dwelling in his blue eyes hadn't changed since he first called out to me.

"You said it before, right? That since we've got this connection, you want to get along."

"..."

"That, honestly, made me pretty happy."

That's why I'm setting aside any shyness or reservation—

"I, well... you know, I think it's better if there are no hard feelings."

It's obvious that the Irori looking at me is holding back some thoughts or words deep in his eyes.

So, what I'm trying to say is...

"Talk to me, senpai—let's become friends for real, right here and now, yeah?"

"...Haaah... honestly."

I pushed down my embarrassment and said it. In response, Irori let out a huge sigh—

"What an impudent kouhai."

And then, a wry smile appeared on his face.

That guarded look I'd been worried about was nowhere to be seen.



    Chapter 181

    The Blade's Trajectory

    —Ever since I was a child, I loved to swing a sword.

Of course, it wasn't a real blade I was wielding. I was simply immersed in the common sport of the "way of the sword."

However, it seemed my talent was anything but common.

No matter how harsh the training, it was never a burden. I mastered techniques faster than anyone around me, and in matches, I had no equal. From the first time I held a bamboo sword, it didn't take long for me to be hailed as a genius.

My striking looks also drew more and more attention as I grew older... and then came that summer day, just before the Inter-High tournament of my second year of high school.

The path of glory that connected my past and was supposed to continue into the future suddenly crumbled.

On the stairs of a pedestrian bridge, an elderly person walking in front of me missed a step.

Without a second thought, my body moved instinctively. The price for saving a life was a complex fracture in my left hand. It was a severe injury, leaving me with after-effects that cost me most of my grip strength.

I had regrets about not being able to move more skillfully, but I had no regrets about my actions. I was proud that I could act without hesitation, and there were many people who supported me on my now-closed path.

I just felt a little sad that I could no longer swing the sword I loved. While diligently working on my rehabilitation, I spent some time in peace—

And then the day of our meeting—no, our encounter through a screen—arrived.

Even after transitioning from a competitor to a spectator, my passion never faded. In my daily search for match videos and articles... I found myself drawn to the word 'Sword Saint,' which had started appearing in the predictive text whenever I typed 'sword' into the search box.

It wasn't a particularly unusual word in itself. *Is it from some popular manga or something?* I thought, casually looking into it. As it turned out, it was from a game called Arcadia, which was all the rage at the time.

'Sword Saint' referred to a supposedly very strong player in this one-and-only virtual world... they said she was a master of the sword with no equal.

Honestly, back then, I saw Arcadia as nothing more than a game, and I remember snickering at the countless words of praise for this 'Sword Saint.'

—*Her swordsmanship surpasses even the 'Princess.'*

—*A literal one-woman army.*

—*The strongest sword user.*

—*The legal loli Sword Saint.*

While the bit about the 'Princess' and the last one made me tilt my head, the common feeling I had was nothing but disdain.

—*It's just some player in a game.* I scoffed, and following the links online, I played a certain video...

It didn't even take a few minutes for my casual disdain to turn into regret, and for me to be consumed by the greatest admiration of my life.

In the center of the screen was a small figure, facing a group of no less than fifty warriors. In the midst of this scene, which looked just like something out of a manga or anime, the sword *she* wielded was the most tangible and real thing there.

*A game?*—Not at all. *She* was swinging her sword with all her might.

*A game?*—No. *She* was a swordswoman, swinging her sword in *that world*.

It was breathtakingly beautiful. And—breathtakingly frustrating.

Reality or virtual world, flesh and blood or avatar—none of that mattered. I recognized that as a swordswoman, I had been utterly defeated by her very being.

I wanted to swing a sword again.

I looked at my left hand, which wouldn't move properly—and I knew exactly where I had to go to do so.

One year later. With the funds I earned by working tirelessly alongside my studies, and with the help of my parents, whom I begged for the first time in my life, I somehow managed to cover the biggest hurdle: the cost.

I passed the screening without any issues and stepped into the virtual world. Things moved quickly after that.

My innate sense for the sword proved useful in the virtual world, where you play by physically moving your body. Sometimes solo, sometimes jumping between parties, I broke through the tutorial area in a little over two months.

By that time, it didn't take long for me to reach *her*, who had *opened her dojo gates wide*.

'She,' whom I finally had the chance to meet, was not only skilled with the sword but also a person whose character was worthy of admiration, despite her youth. The several months that followed, as I became her student and absorbed her teachings with single-minded focus, were, without exaggeration, the best days of my life.

I have a tendency to lose sight of everything else when I get engrossed in one thing.

Simply to swing my sword. With my eyes fixed on nothing but myself, my teacher, and my blade, the days flew by—

And then, I suddenly snapped back to reality and realized.

I had become the only student who continued to attend her dojo.

And that even I had failed to inherit a single technique from *her*.

Her sword style—the core of Kesshiki Itto, a transcendent technique called 'Shukuchi.'

And to achieve it, one must completely master the incomprehensible concepts of 'inner' and 'outer' forces.

It was not something an ordinary person could easily accomplish... which is why many gave up early and left. That was the norm, and my staying behind made me the anomaly.

*Pathetic fools, no guts*—as soon as I thought that, I realized something else. Leaving or staying, that was their choice.

Because this was a game, after all.

Arcadia was just Arcadia, and the virtual world itself would never transcend the realm of entertainment.

The only thing that could make it 'real' was the will of the player—like the Sword Saint I saw on the screen that day.

What welled up inside me was acceptance, and a fierce rebellious spirit.

No matter who else gave up, I would absolutely master her technique.

I would master it, polish it further on my own, and one day, I would stand by her side. I swore it strongly—and a few days later, I acquired a certain skill.

Its name was 'Extended Step'—a movement skill.

It twisted the phenomenon of 'taking one step,' greatly extending the distance of that movement... Whatever the detailed effect, it looked exactly like teleportation.

It was the same kind of high-speed movement as 'Shukuchi.'

In Arcadia, 'skills' are generally supernatural powers granted by the system to allow players to do things they can't achieve on their own.

Yes, things players can't achieve on their own.

In other words, I, who had been granted a skill by the system to replicate a movement that would be possible with just my own body if I mastered 'Shukuchi'—was told by this virtual world that I could never master that technique.



    Chapter 182

    From Student to Teacher

    "—So, after the skill manifested..."

"And stop."

It was likely to explain his own position on the matter.

I had remained silent since Irori began his life story, listening to his heavy past—but I had to stop the guy who kept speaking in such an *unbelievably light tone*.

"What is it? I'm still in the middle of my story."

"Don't 'what is it' me. You... you told me to 'just listen, it's no big deal,' and then..."

What do you mean, no big deal? Huh?

"...Is your left hand still bad?"

I may have only done club activities in middle school, but I understand what it means for an athlete to injure their body.

If he weren't speaking in such a dazed tone, I would have hesitated to ask directly—but Irori just laughed, playfully waving the left hand of his virtual avatar, which was unaffected by the injury.

"My rehab went well. I didn't get most of my grip strength back, but I've recovered enough that it's not a problem for daily life."

"...I see."

I think that's good. But I don't feel like saying it out loud.

"Why are you looking so down? I'm not done with my story, and I told you from the start that it's not a negative one."

"If this isn't negative, what's wrong with your mental makeup...?"

"So anyway... I bowed my head to Sensei that same day and stopped attending the dojo."

"Continuing on so matter-of-factly in this context is an act of hostility towards my mental health, you know?"

I glared at him with narrowed eyes, but Irori just scoffed and seemed to have no intention of stopping his story. He opened his mouth, which had been steadily adding to the load on my stomach, and shot me a mocking look.

"Are you sure you were listening to me properly from the start? I don't know why you're making such a pained face on your own."

"I'm making this face *because* I was listening, you know?"

"Then you must be lacking in reading comprehension."

What did you say, you bastard? I'm a current humanities university student—

"—I'm the kind of guy who, after having the path of kendo I'd devoted myself to since childhood closed off, only felt *a little* sad."

"Huh...?"

"I can't master the Sword Saint's technique? The system deemed me unfit? So what—you think *something like that* would make *me* give up?"

—..................,

"Ehh..."

What's with this guy, he's scary... Is he a mental monster?

"No, you can't be serious..."

"Sure, it'd be a lie to say I wasn't frustrated. But just because I can't follow in her footsteps doesn't mean I can't catch up to her."

He let out a faint smile, completely natural... and I could tell that every word Irori spoke was his true feeling.

"If one path is closed, I just have to find another and run down it. It's nothing to repeat what I learned when I came to this virtual world."

"..."

..................Haaah.

Haaaaah... What is with this guy???

—Dude, that's way too cool.

"Sensei's... the path of the [Sword Saint] didn't *suit* me. So I'll forge my own sword on a different path—and I'll stand beside her, the one I fell in love with at first sight that day."

Leaving me speechless and dumbfounded, the [Sword Protector] looked off into the distance and concluded his words.

"I have a body that can't be broken no matter what happens. If I keep running without stopping... I'll reach her someday."

...Seriously, what am I supposed to say?

No matter what words I choose, I can't imagine they'd be a fitting response in this situation—as I remained silent, thinking this, Irori turned back to me, broke the atmosphere, and offered a light smile.

"When I say 'love at first sight,' I mean as a swordswoman. It's not *that* kind of meaning, so don't tease me, kouhai."

"...Haaah, who's the one teasing now..."

Sunk, swallowed, and released—my emotions had been thoroughly stirred up, and all I could manage was a weak, drained reply.

"...So? What was with that strange look you were giving me?"

It was the thing *I* brought up, the 'something on your mind' part. I still hadn't heard the answer to that, so I shot him a sideways glance—

"'Expectation.' And... well, 'gratitude.'"

"Expectation and gratitude...?"

The answer Irori gave so casually, as if it were nothing, was the complete opposite of what I had imagined.

"You probably thought that I, the 'student,' was jealous of you, the 'disciple,' right? Hah, don't underestimate me."

"Well, uh, I mean..."

Given the circumstances, that's what anyone would think, right...?

Irori, back to his usual self, poked me as I averted my face, having been called out. The fact that he aimed squarely for my solar plexus was probably a sign of his displeasure.

"I have no regrets about leaving Sensei's side. But I did feel indebted. I was only ever on the receiving end; in the end, I... couldn't give anything back to her."

As his words suggested, he probably had no regrets. And as he spoke of his debt—his usual refreshing smile didn't seem likely to falter anymore.

"I told you I welcomed you, right? I had 'expectations' for you—I thought that you, who could use the 'outer' force without even knowing it, might be able to master her techniques."

"...You noticed, back in the selection match?"

"Of course. Whose student do you think I am?"

He had expectations, he said—and for this guy who, like *someone else*, looks only straight ahead, his feelings were surely much greater than his words could convey.

I could guess that from how he had been actively approaching me since the match, even while trading lighthearted jabs.

And it wasn't so much for my sake, but rather—

"You lived up to my expectations perfectly, Haru."

For her, the one he surely revered more than anyone else.

A repayment from 'student' to 'teacher,' by delivering a 'disciple.'

"...Not content with just the match, I'm in the palm of your hand again, huh?"

"What, are you dissatisfied? I have no intention of apologizing this time."

Messing with me, you've got to be kidding me, you bastard.

"How could I be dissatisfied...? —Thanks, senpai."

"The pleasure's all mine. I'm glad you came to this world, kouhai."

He extended his hand, an invitation for a handshake we had exchanged several times before.

But this time, it felt so heavy that I hesitated to accept it so readily—when I took it, the 'left hand' that gripped mine was indeed heavy.

"Take care of Sensei—let her fulfill her dream to her heart's content."

With the weight of expectations from both my master and him pressing down on me, I couldn't help but let out a wry smile—and grip his hand back firmly.



    Chapter 183

    Two Pair: The Acrobat and the Indigo

    "—What are you, really?"

"—What are you, really?"

We threw exasperated voices at each other at the exact same time.

It was probably because our handshake had brought us a step closer. With a newfound casualness, Irori had invited me to another light spar, saying, "Since we're at it, I'll show you my 'other path.'" But...

Things got a little heated, and we ended up in a serious brawl that lasted for several tens of minutes. Having likely reached a mutual understanding of each other's feelings, we were now glaring at each other with narrowed eyes.

"What do you mean, [Sword Protector]... so *that's* your real talent, you bastard."

"And you have the nerve to call yourself an [Acrobat]. I was wondering how on earth you managed to learn 'Shukuchi,' but it turns out it was just a borderline *cheating* brute-force method."

"Hey, who are you calling a clown, Blonde Samurai?"

"Oh, my apologies. Was I mistaken about the Gilded Jester?"

What the—where did he get that information...!!

—It couldn't be anyone but my master, could it? She seems to have talked about me quite a bit...!

"Honestly... I had hoped to gain some insight by seeing a 'Shukuchi' other than Sensei's, but it seems I was mistaken. How about you learn a technique more befitting of your title?"

"You...! Alright, I get it. You go clear the [Spiral Crimson Tower] and get [Rabbit Run] right now. Then you can talk after you've experienced a world where a *shuffling step* becomes a *long stride*, and a *single step* turns into a *jump*...!!"

Ever since my training kicked into high gear, this wild horse of a skill has been doing nothing but tripping up my legs—or rather, kicking them around as it pleases—as I tried to replicate my master's divine body control.

No, it's an excellent skill. For someone with a mobility-focused build like me, it wouldn't be an exaggeration to call it a god-tier skill.

But that's only when high-speed maneuvering is required. When trying to perform delicate martial arts that require subtle footwork, the skill's effect of 'reducing stepping motions' instantly becomes a massive handicap...

"What's that, a unique skill?"

"It's a special passive skill you get under certain conditions. Just learn a decent step-type skill and run through that paradise of killer rabbits, and you'll get it."

"A passive that's always active... Hah, I'll pass. It would be a problem if my 'Extended Step' changed."

This guy...! Laughing at my struggles—

"Huh?"

"Hmm?"

Just as I was about to get seriously heated, a message notification sound echoed in my head, as if to calm me down.

Irori, who had let out a sound at the same time, also seemed to be looking away from me for some reason.

Our eyes met in a sideways glance... and following Irori, who shrugged and opened his system window, I decided to check mine as well.

Now, who could it be from—huh...? Oh? Wait, what?

*Why is this girl suddenly on the verge of snapping at me?*??

"Uh, umm...? Hey, uh... sorry, something seems to have come up, so let's call it a day for now..."

I looked up from the message, which seemed to be ten parts momentum and anger—and lo and behold, Irori was frowning with an indescribable expression on his face as well.

"...What a coincidence. I also seem to have something that's come up, though I don't quite understand it."

We looked at each other, and without really understanding why, we both got the gist of it.

—*Ah, some kind of mysterious event has just dropped into this guy's lap, too.*

◇◆◇◆◇

"—Alright, do you know why I've summoned you?"

"I do not."

And I also don't know why I'm being forced to sit in *seiza* on the floor of your atelier without any room for argument. When I honestly shook my head, the indigo-haired mistress of the room glared at me, looking quite displeased.

Unlike with Sora, it's not like she's not scary at all. As long as she keeps a serious face, she has a certain presence about her... Maybe it's because I've seen her as an artisan, but I can't help but feel a sense of intimidation.

"..."

"...Um, uhh..."

Nia, staring at me intently, seemed to be pressing me with a look that said, "Are you really sure you don't know?" As for me, who really didn't know, I could only endure her gaze awkwardly.

"...The Four Pillars is tomorrow, right?"

"...Yes."

"It was good of you to show up for your clothes maintenance the day before yesterday. You did well not to forget to bring them."

"Ah, uh... thank you?"

"And you properly asked Kagura-san for your equipment maintenance, too. I took care of it, so I'm returning it now."

"Huh, eh?"

A trade window opened before my eyes, and a host of armaments flowed into my inventory without any say from me. These were the items I had entrusted to my exclusive Mako artisan when I asked Nia for maintenance on my [El-Gran Series] the day before yesterday...

"Why go to the trouble... I was supposed to get them from Kagura-san tomorrow."

"You know..."

Wait a minute, this is scary. Why is your voice so flat? It's scary!

"You've got your weapons, your armor, your clothes all ready to go. So? Is there nothing else you need?"

"Well, um..."

Leaning back deep into the sofa with her legs crossed, Nia looked down on me... or rather, looked down *at* me, and gave a sweet smile as I struggled for an answer.

"What am I?"

"Huh?"

"What. Am. I?"

"...N-Nia-chan, desu."

*WHUMP!!*

"Eek...!"

She grabbed a cushion from beside her and slammed it onto her own lap with such violence that I let out the most pathetic shriek of my life. Nia, looking more furious than ever before, glared at me sharply—

"A JEWEL! CRAFTER! AREN'T I!!"

"YES, YOU ARE, I'M SORRY!!"

Of course, words like "so what" didn't come out. Overwhelmed by her intensity, I straightened my back and affirmed her statement. Meanwhile, Nia continued to visit unprovoked and unreasonable punishment upon the cushion between each word.

What is this.

"What are you? What's wrong with you? Were you really planning on heading to one of the highest-level battlefields in this world with *that* without a second thought!?"

"W-Wait a minute! I get that you're angry, so just calm down and explain it to me step by step—"

"How many accessories are you wearing!?"

"Yes!?"

"The number! Of accessories! You have equipped! Is how many!?"

What, wha—the number... a hair ornament, a brooch, and a ring...!

"Thr... Three."

"Oh, three, is it? Well, you have seven accessory equipment slots, you know?"

"..."

At this point, I fully understood the reason I was being scolded.

"You know... how long were you planning on leaving your equipment slots empty, slots that every combat player naturally fills?"

"..."

"When you have, you know, such a cute jewel crafter right here who's cheering for you?"

"..."

"Or maybe it's that. The superstar on everyone's lips has no need for flimsy accessories, is that it—"

"I get it...! I get it! I was wrong, okay? I'm sorry!"

This was, without a doubt, my complete and utter failure, one that deserved to be condemned.

Not only did I fail to even think of consulting Nia, but if she hadn't called me over like this, I would have unknowingly committed the grave sin of sandbagging against every single player participating in the war...

I bowed my head and peeked at her. The artisan, who must have been deeply displeased at not being relied upon, had her cheeks puffed out in a full-blown pout, hugging the cushion as if to strangle it.

"...I'll give you one chance to explain yourself. Go ahead."

"..."

Presented with a mission of a difficulty rivaling that of the Sword Saint's 'Shukuchi,' I agonized over it for a good thirty seconds before finally—

"...Ma..."

"Ma?"

"...May I perhaps massage your shoulders...?"

—The verdict for my trash-tier answer came in the form of a cushion flying straight into my face.

"...Idiot."

I heard a small voice through the wad of cotton, and it was just... really, just what can I say.

In the end, I was meekly forced to pay the ridiculous price of an "I'll do anything you say" coupon at the ripe old age of eighteen... and I deeply swore to myself that from now on, I would live my life with a little more consideration for others.



    Chapter 184

    Two Pair: The Sword Protector and the Crimson

    "...So? Am I right to assume you didn't actually have any business with me?"

"I never called you over in the first place~"

I shot a half-lidded glance at the little pipsqueak who said that, but her light pink eyes seemed unconcerned, deflecting my gaze.

First, she sends me a dramatic 'pay attention to me' message, and then this. I went to the trouble of coming back to the Round Table for her, and she won't even get up from her sprawled position on the tabletop.

She's as willful and whimsical as ever... but ever since I made it into the rankings about a year and a half ago, I've gotten used to this *senpai* messing with me.

—And being used to it means it's not hard to guess what she's thinking from her expression.

"You were probably worried we'd gotten into a fistfight or something."

When I bluntly stated my guess, she flinched, unable to hide her reaction. I couldn't help but smile wryly at her honest response.

We've known each other for a while now, but she hasn't changed a bit in that regard.

"It's not like we're you two. We wouldn't do something like that."

"What's that supposed to mean? Ri-na-chan and I are always the best of friends, you know~?"

She says that. I don't think I'll ever be able to forget the time I got caught up in a ridiculously large-scale fight between them when we had just met.

It's even been archived as the 'Mina-Rina Great Quarrel.' I wish she'd have a bit more self-awareness as a ranker—well, the video in question has been viewed hundreds of millions of times by eccentrics, so I suppose there's a demand for *this kind of thing*.

"Where'd Ri-na go? It's one thing for you to wander off, but it's rare for her not to be here."

"She said she's going to prepare dinner. Apparently, no one's home today."

Mi-na said it as if it had nothing to do with her—and well, it really didn't.

They have identical appearances and identical voices. Plus, because they're together 24/7, people often mistakenly think they're twins, but they're not.

It's surprising that this is pretty much how they look in real life... well, apparently their real-life appearances have changed quite a bit in three years—

"Onii-san, how was he?"

My thoughts were interrupted by a voice. I looked over to see Mi-na, her face squished against the tabletop, looking at me with half her face lifted.

"What do you mean, how was he... It was just as he said. You don't need to worry about tomorrow."

I replied with what I thought—but then, what was with that infuriating 'this guy doesn't get it at all' look on her face?

"That's not what I mean... —Was he able to properly become Ui-chan's 'disciple'?"

Ah, so that's what she's talking about.

"Right... you don't need to worry about that anymore either."

"I see."

I nodded, and Mi-na pushed herself up with both hands—

"Did you finally get your heart properly broken?"

She said, in a jesting tone.

"Haaah... how many times do I have to tell you? I've never seen Sensei in that way—"

"Yeah, yeah, I've heard enough of that."

It's not enough. I tried to argue back, but her eyes were glaring at me annoyingly, as if to say, "I'm not listening to any excuses."

"You fell in love at first sight, jumped into the same world on a whim, went straight to meet her, became her student, got obsessed, wanted to stand by her side... and then you didn't want to *let her be all alone*, so you tried to give her a disciple. You care about her that much, don't you?"

"I won't deny it, but that's—"

"You can say it's not love or romance all you want, but you treasure her that much, right? She's an important person to you, isn't she?"

"...I won't deny that either, but..."

"And I already know. That you were in love with Ui-chan."

"..."

Even if I glared at her a little more intensely, it unfortunately had no effect.

"To be precise, you *were* in love, weren't you? You really shouldn't underestimate a girl's intuition about these things."

...If there had been even a hint of teasing in her voice or her eyes, it would have been easier to deal with.

But when this girl, who is arguably more serious than her partner once she takes off her mask of casual behavior, gets like this—she never lets me get away.

"...Ah... honestly."

Resigning myself to the fact that there was no escape, I sank deep into my chair and closed my eyes. I heard the sound of a light body stepping on the floor, and felt a slight sensation on my back through the backrest.

"So... are you okay?"

"Needless to say. I got over it a long time ago."

"No jealousy or anything, really?"

"None. Even if there was, it's trivial enough to be overshadowed by everything else."

"I see."

"That's right."

It's just as I told Haru directly. It's all my true feelings, without a single lingering issue.

"So, you really don't feel any resentment towards onii-san?"

"Don't make me repeat myself."

The answer I can give won't change, no matter how many times she asks.

"There's nothing of the sort. I was truly saved by being able to deliver a disciple to Sensei."

"...Is that so."

Her dissatisfied voice hinted at the words to come.

"Liar. There's no way a *former competitor* wouldn't feel frustrated about losing."

The girl who had stepped so directly into his heart made Irori neither angry nor—he simply let out a weary laugh.

"...What are you laughing at?"

"Well... that a 'girl's intuition' isn't infallible, that's all."

She's right. He's aware that if he were to look, he'd find an endless well of unspoken frustration.

But as he said before, it's also a fact that other, positive emotions like expectation, gratitude, and joy are much stronger.

Swallowing it down is not a hardship.

And to never speak of it is—

"A man's pride."

He opened his eyes, smiled defiantly at no one in particular, and declared it as coolly as he could...

"...How lame."

From the other side of the chair, he was met with an exasperated laugh.



    Chapter 185

    Three of a Kind

    "As always, *this place* lacks a certain warmth, doesn't it?"

The decor was opulent, with deep red as its base, giving it a somewhat heavy feel. Surveying the scenery, which had a different atmosphere from his own faction's meeting place, the golden giant—Goldow—spoke in a playful tone.

"—And who's the one who's 'as always'? You barge in here unannounced, and that's the first thing you say?"

The target of those words, a female player standing beside the seat at the far end of the long table—a stark contrast to the Eastern Round Table—shot him a cold glare, making no effort to hide her disapproval.

A single streak of blue-silver served as an accent in her mid-length wavy black hair. Her matching black eyes were adorned with a monocle, giving her an intelligent and somewhat sharp impression.

Combined with her slender physique and an outfit resembling a real-world suit, she was a woman who would make anyone think of the title 'secretary' at first glance.

"You're the same as always, too. Glaring at me with those cold eyes before I've even said anything."

"I was born with this face."

"What are you talking about in your avatar form?"

The exchange was lacking in both warmth and reservation, and could even be taken as hostile—but the atmosphere between them, as they faced each other in a completely natural manner, could never become thorny.

"Honestly... are you taking care of yourself in the real world?"

"Don't worry. I recently got a new kitchen, and I've even been cooking for myself."

"I bet you're just frying and sautéing at best."

"Don't underestimate me. I just mastered stewed dishes the other day."

It wasn't that there was no reservation, but rather that there was no need for it. Anyone watching the two of them for a few minutes would surely arrive at that simple conclusion—

"...So."

However, the other person in the room—the one sitting in the seat of honor, the 'throne,' attended to by the woman—understood their relationship without needing to observe them now.

"What business do you have?"

Thus, she didn't hesitate to interject. At the sound of her clear voice... the third-ranked [General Commander] of the Eastern Faction, Istia, Goldow, and the former tenth-ranked [Lady-in-Waiting] of the Southern Faction, Sotalm, Helena, cut their banter short.

"Sorry to bother you, Princess. I've got a personal proposal regarding tomorrow's war."

Next to Helena, who had taken a step back and quieted her presence, her master and the [Sword Queen] of Sotalm—no, the queen of all players in this virtual world, Iris—responded not with a tilt of her head, but with a simple blink.

Her regal demeanor, as if to say "continue," suited her perfectly. Realizing that he was, as always, on the verge of being overwhelmed by a girl less than half his age, Goldow suppressed a wry smile and opened his mouth.

"Knowing you, you're probably already very interested... but tomorrow, we're bringing out our new face."

It wasn't Iris who reacted with a twitch, but Helena at her side. The queenly girl, as usual, rarely let her expression waver for trivial matters.

However—

"If you happen to meet him on the battlefield... if you plan on going to meet him—"

Surely, the following 'proposal' would crack even that work-of-art-like poker face. Thinking this, he stated his intentions... and as expected,

"...What's the point of *that*?"

Seeing Iris's expression shift slightly—truly, ever so slightly—Goldow was convinced his 'proposal' had been accepted.

He had made her ask a question—meaning he had piqued her interest, which was as good as getting her on board with his plan. Helena, understanding that her master was, above all else, honest with her own curiosity, let out a small sigh in the shadow of the chair.

"I can't guarantee what will happen. But I'm reasonably confident in my ability to judge people."

He paused deliberately, and Iris narrowed her eyes impatiently. Once her interest was piqued, she was by no means an emotionless person.

Feeling a definite response, Goldow nodded with satisfaction—and the big man with a wicked smile on his face declared, as if issuing a declaration of war:

"Stop asking questions and just try it. You never know, something might just happen."

◇◆◇◆◇

he sound of a car door closing outside was right on schedule.

Having already finished all her preparations and relaxing, the woman clad in a maid outfit unbefitting of a Japanese home—Itsuki—quickly made her way to the entrance.

Her master was not one to appreciate excessive fussing. She didn't reach for the doorknob, but simply waited quietly by the entrance... and then the door was unlocked from the outside, and a man opened it and came in.

Neatly trimmed black hair and a well-groomed beard. Though somewhat short for a man, his impeccably worn suit exuded an aura of dignity far beyond his stature.

Yotsuya Togo—Natsume Itsuki's employer, and above all, the father of her beloved 'young lady.'

"Welcome home, Master."

"Ah, I'm home, Itsuki-kun."

They both understood that neither desired excessive words of welcome or praise. Although it was an employer-employee relationship, Itsuki also knew that they already treated her as a member of their 'family.'

Her master would allow her to take his jacket, so she took the light coat from him and stood by his side so as not to be in the way as he took off his shoes—and then,

"How is Sora?"

It was expected, but... there was no reason to complain about a father who cared for his beloved daughter above all else.

"She returned about two hours ago and is resting."

She replied with a hint of a smile at his unwavering devotion to his family—but then, thinking of his beloved daughter's situation, her smile turned bitter.

"She doesn't show it, but she's quite worn out."

"...I imagine so. I've put her through something terrible."

Even though it was unavoidable due to their positions and the timing... the state of the girl, who was currently caught between hardship and pleasure, was honestly difficult to watch.

"For now, today's opponent is the last one, correct?"

"Yes, the last. I will be declining all others for a while."

Hearing the words she had wanted to secure above all else, Itsuki let out a silent sigh of relief.

Good. It seems there won't be a need for an all-out war with her master anytime soon—

"—Dad?"

Turning around, she saw a girl's face peeking out from the stairs next to the hallway.

Her sleek black hair swayed as she peeked into the entrance, and upon seeing her father, her face broke into a soft smile, and she pattered over to him.

"Welcome home. Thank you for your hard work."

"I'm home, Sora. Thank you."

His daughter's smile and kind words were surely a source of vitality greater than anything else. As he handed his bag to Sora, who held out her hands, Togo's cheeks softened, and he smiled, his dignity nowhere to be seen.

"I heard you'll be home today and tomorrow. Is that true?"

"Yes, it's true. Tomorrow, what I have to do won't change no matter where I am."

Following two steps behind the parent and child as they walked towards the living room, Itsuki quietly watched the scene she didn't get to see often.

"...Hehe."

She felt her own heart fill with warmth—and in order to let them fully enjoy this brief moment of peace, the self-proclaimed maid braced herself to carry out her duties with renewed spirit.





    Chapter 186

    The Coming Day, in the Real World

    "—Kasuga-kun?"

"..."

"Hellooo? Ha-ru-ka-ku-un?"

"...Hmm? Ah, wha—sorry, what is it?"

I called out to the young man who had been spacing out for a while.

Finally reacting to my voice from right beside him, he flashed a flustered, apologetic smile. Shijo Kaede, however, didn't pout at his behavior; instead, she lowered her brows with a look of guilt.

"I'm sorry, was this a bad idea after all?"

It was just after noon when I, breaking our promise of 'from next month on,' ended up calling Haru out on this last day of April.

Being a Sunday, the usual four of us had gathered, but it all started when Toshiki muttered, "I wonder if we could get Haru to come too," after we got excited about a certain topic.

I contacted him, not expecting much, and of course, he turned me down at first—

"It's not like that. I'm the one who said I was free until the evening."

He offered aフォローを入れる彼の笑顔は、何というか今日も綺麗(・・)だ。

His follow-up smile was, how should I put it, beautiful today as well.

It's like he's used to smiling or something... It's a shame that we haven't gotten close enough for me to tell whether it's genuine or forced.

"I was honestly surprised and happy you showed up, but are you really sure you can't make it tonight? It's gonna be a blast."

"Sorry, but tonight is absolutely, seriously impossible."

In response to Toshiki's probing from across the table, Haru flatly refused, as if to say, "This is non-negotiable."

The original invitation was also about tonight, and he'd been like this from the start. It was only because Shoko had latched onto his words, "I just *can't* do tonight," that we were able to meet up outside of university for the first time...

"...Hmm, what's wrong?"

"No, it's nothing. Your ice cream is going to melt, you know?"

We're still far from today's main event, just at the appetizer, but...

I'm just genuinely happy that he's finally joined our usual group, holed up in a corner of our favorite cafe. I was staring at his profile with a grin I couldn't hide, and he tilted his head in confusion.

To distract him, I pointed to the drink in his hand, where the toppings were starting to melt. Haru, who had been spacing out again, said, "Oops," and picked up his spoon-straw as if just remembering.

I'd never seen him eat dessert or anything at the school cafeteria, but seeing him order one after imitating Shoko and Kaede's free-for-all, it seems he has an unexpected sweet tooth.

I watched him put the ice cream in his mouth, his cheeks softening for a moment before he tried to hide it, and I couldn't help but think he was a little 'cute.'

"But anyway—I can see why I was invited now. So this was that kind of gathering."

As he started to break apart the contents of his cup, which had lost the boundary between drink and dessert, Haru looked around at everyone and said that.

It was because, in the course of inviting him to today's event, Kaede had also revealed part of the reason she had approached him in the first place.

"Um, I'm sorry, okay? I really wasn't trying to snoop or anything..."

"I know. And I wouldn't mind either way."

It was a complete coincidence. One day during a break, I happened to see him on his phone, looking up articles about the Sword Saint. Even without watching closely, his intense focus made me feel like he might be a 'kindred spirit.'

—In other words, a fellow Arcadia nerd like us.

"Let me say it again, I'm not at the level of a nerd yet, okay? It's only been a little over two months since I started getting into that stuff."

"But you like it, right?"

"Well, yeah."

"Then you're a comrade. Welcome."

When Toshiki shot back at his somewhat defensive words, Haru nodded without denying it. Seeing this, Mizuki offered a hand, and he shook it with a wry smile, though he didn't seem entirely displeased.

My best friend from elementary school isn't usually the type to offer handshakes, but when it comes to *one particular field*, she's a far more serious Arcadian than I am.

She's probably just genuinely thrilled to have a new friend she can talk to about her hobbies in the real world. I remember how she acted all cool but was secretly overjoyed when I introduced her to Shoko and Toshiki.

However, when it comes to Haru, I think I'm more of a—well, I'm not entirely sure about that yet.

"It's a real shame, though. I know you have plans, but since it's your first Four Pillar War, you must've wanted to watch it live, right, Haru?"

"...Well, yeah, that's true."

"Eh, what's wrong?"

"It's nothing."

Shoko tilted her head at his hesitant reply, but he immediately put on a forced smile... I wonder if he's intentionally cultivating this mysterious aura he gives off sometimes?

He doesn't need to do that, he's plenty attrac—

"Ngh, ahem...!"

"Whoa, hey, what's wrong? You okay?"

I was so startled by my own hasty thoughts that I choked. I don't see him as a romantic interest, so I really shouldn't be thinking such things.

Haru, though surprised, immediately prepared a paper napkin and checked on me. I lightly tapped my chest and smiled back, saying, "I'm fine."

See, he's so considerate and smooth... well, that's just the kind of guy he is.

If I look at him with too much admiration, I'll quickly start getting the wrong idea about myself. And as for me, that's a no-thank-you.

If Haru turns out to be the kind of person I'm hoping for—in many ways, it's best if we can be friends on equal footing, without any unnecessary emotions.

...Of course, the three people watching us from the side couldn't care less about my inner thoughts. They kept shooting me smirking glances whenever Haru wasn't looking.

I can forgive Toshiki and Shoko, but Mizuki is just cruel. She, of all people, understands my 'passion' better than anyone.

"Well... yeah. I'll just watch the archives later at my own pace."

"Oh, then let's get together again for that! They're gonna stream a *stupid* number of perspectives anyway, so we can watch it over and over and still get hyped."

While I was fighting back against Shoko and Mizuki's relentless smirks with a glare, Toshiki made a convenient suggestion.

That's true. It's a shame my target player won't be participating, but even I end up digging through the archives countless times whenever the Four Pillar War is held.

So much so that my parents get angry at me for "watching too many videos."

It's the world's greatest entertainment, unparalleled by anything else. I'd appreciate it if they'd cut me some slack for getting a little obsessed.

"If everyone's okay with that, I'd be happy to join."

"I'm looking forward to it"—Haru says, expressing his feelings honestly.

I can't say I know everything about him yet, but... I hope I can get to know this guy, who has so many likable qualities, even better. Kaede lets a smile slip.

And just like that, the perceptive Haru tilts his head again, asking, "What's wrong?"—and when I smile back and say it's nothing, he just blinks in confusion.



    Chapter 187

    The Coming Day, in the Virtual World

    —She was troubled.

There was no doubt that *he* was in the wrong this time, and it was a moment where she could have been genuinely angry.

...There was no doubt, but.

"Raise your hands."

"Okay."

As she made the final adjustments to the extra accessories she had rushed to prepare, Nia kept stealing glances at the young man who was obediently following her instructions, her heart in a turmoil.

—*He's down. He's really, really down.*

It wasn't obvious in his expression or voice, but she, being particularly sensitive to such things, could read it all.

"Does this feel weird?"

"No. It's fine."

See, deep down in his voice, the usual innocence, that unguarded feeling, is faint. And he's not really trying to meet her eyes.

It's like he's a kid afraid of being scolded again.

It was just yesterday. They had made up, and she had received her 'apology gift,' but... she was aware that she had scolded him without mercy, so perhaps it was inevitable that things would be awkward right after.

It was inevitable, but the young man's—Haru's—reaction was a bit unexpected. She had assumed that, being him, he would have a cheerful expression by the time he woke up, regardless of how he felt inside.

"Pendant, string or chain, which do you prefer?"

"Either is fine. I'll leave it to you."

And this is how he is.

As if his usual lighthearted banter was out of the question, it was painfully obvious that he was being thoroughly careful not to upset her.

"Alright, this should be it. It's a rush job, but it's not bad—"

She regretted it the moment she said it. It was a fact that it was a *rush job*, but there was no need to say it out loud.

"This is a huge help. Thank you."

As expected, he was good at smoothing things over. Brushing off Nia's unnecessary comment, Haru smiled *beautifully*—

"Ngh, mmph...?"

That was so infuriating that she reflexively reached out and pulled his cheeks. Haru, of course, looked bewildered... but when she glared at him straight on, he flinched and averted his eyes.

—*What's with that? Why are you acting like that now?*

"Hey."

"Wha ish it(What is it)? An' wha(and what), are you doin(are you doing)..."

"You're not used to being *genuinely* scolded, are you?"

"..."

—It must have been a direct hit. When she cut straight to the point without any intention of playing along, Haru's eyes widened in shock for a moment, and then he looked away again, looking guilty.

That's what she thought. She had a similar experience, so she could somehow guess how he was feeling.

She'd seen Sora-chan scold him, but in her case, it was more like playful banter than a real scolding.

Well, she had no intention of digging deeper. In the end, what she wanted to say was—

"I don't like it. Stop it."

She just didn't want him to hide the part of him that she had come to like.

"That...?"

Holding his freed cheeks, Haru tilted his head. This time, it was Nia who turned her face away.

"Why are you being so weirdly considerate? I hate that kind of thing, so it'll just make me angrier, you know."

"Ehh..."

"...I scolded you without holding back yesterday because I thought you'd take it straight on, like you always do. So, just be your usual self."

She rummaged through a nearby shelf for no particular reason.

"...—I like you better when you're your usual self, when you're not afraid to clash with me."

She regretted it the second it left her mouth.

That's so out of character for her. Aware that she was blushing up to her neck, she hid the skin of her neck by pretending to fiddle with her hood.

From behind her, a sense of bewilderment was followed by an inevitable silence. She couldn't possibly turn around, so she couldn't even prompt him for a reply—

"—My bad. Thanks."

A voice, mixed with a wry laugh, reached Nia's back as she was about to curl up.

From that tone, the awkwardness she had felt since they met today was gone... Realizing her own face was softening, she really couldn't turn around anymore.

"Ngh... hmmph! Very well! —Now then, come on! You're not free, are you? Get going, get going!"

"You're kicking me out seconds after this...?"

"Nia-chan isn't free either! Don't worry, I'll be cheering for you from the real world tonight!!"

"Hey, what, what's gotten into you all of a sud—AH, YES, I'M LEAVING, PARDON THE INTRUSION!"

Without turning around, she snatched up a gemstone and held it up as if about to throw it. Behind her, she sensed a hurried retreat—

"...Um... what are you trying to do?"

As he was opening the door, Haru, whose back was being pinched, let out a bewildered voice. It was no wonder. Even Nia didn't know what she was trying to do.

But, for now.

"I'll be cheering for you."

"O-Oh."

"Show me something cool, okay?"

"...Hah."

She had to convey what she needed to say without joking around.

And when she did, see—

"Leave it to me."

This boy, who hadn't stopped moving forward since they met, would surely... show her something truly cool.



    Chapter 188

    A Special Person

    The sensation of shifting from the real world to the virtual one was something she had grown quite used to.

The girl awoke on a bench by the roadside in a Safe Area, right beside a transfer gate. She looked up at the night sky, already blanketed by a myriad of stars, and stretched her arms out wide—

“Ah…!”

Remembering the recent and significant reduction in the defensive properties of her attire, she quickly dropped her arms. She knew that by the standards of Arcadia’s fantasy-esque world, a slightly flashy outfit was nothing to worry about, but…

What’s embarrassing is embarrassing. In the real world, she’d never worn clothes that exposed her shoulders and underarms like this.

Fortunately, a look around revealed no one in the vicinity—

“Ah, uh…”

There was.

Her eyes met those of two male players who had been glancing her way. The girl—Sora—scrambled to her feet, desperate to avoid any possibility of being spoken to, and quickly left the spot.

She understood all too well that her appearance attracted the attention of the opposite sex.

While looks weren’t as heavily emphasized in the virtual world as they were in reality, they were still a factor in how people were judged.

Here, too, a striking appearance naturally drew others in.

*But I don’t want to think about that right now.*

Walking briskly down the well-kept road built by players, the girl shook her head, forcing the entanglements of the real world—which she had only just managed to put a pin in—from her thoughts.

When it came to negative things, she was good at suppressing her emotions. She was fairly certain ‘he’ hadn’t noticed how much she’d been struggling internally these past few days.

And that was for the best.

She didn’t want to bring those kinds of things into this world.

“……”

Unconsciously, Sora whispered his name without a sound, completely unaware.

She wanted to see her partner, and soon.

◇◆◇◆◇

“...Is something wrong?”

To Sora, he had somehow become a symbol of freedom itself.

When she had rushed over, he was already at their meeting spot… but what was with that expression? He seemed lost in thought, a look she had rarely seen on his face.

“Hm… I’m not really sure myself.”

The face that turned to her was—perhaps—one of bewilderment.

“It’s just, lately, she’s… no, it hasn’t just been lately, has it…?”

“...?”

His quiet muttering to himself was, in a way, very unlike him—unlike Haru.

Was it selfish of her to want to see his usual face right now?

*…Was it selfish to want him to look at me, his partner, standing right beside him?*

“...Good evening, Haru.”

“Oh—good evening, Sora.”

*That’s why* she consciously put on the brightest smile she could muster—and though he tilted his head, he turned his eyes to her.

*He’s looking at me.*

From the day they met, he had always seen *her*, Sora, and no one else.

“...Something good happen?”

“Yes, just a little something.”

In response to her answer, Haru brushed it off with a simple, “I see.”

It wasn’t that he was uninterested. She knew he was watching over her without prying. It was almost like he was an older brother.

The way he treated her like a kid, like a little sister, was both frustrating and comforting at the same time.

If she could just accept it and let herself be more pampered… things might become a lot easier, but—Sora wasn’t enough of a child to be that selfish.

So… this was her limit.

She sat down next to him on the bench and captured the edge of his hand where it rested—his pinky finger.

“Sora-san?”

“It’s nothing.”

She pretended not to hear him mutter something about… people watching.

They were near the bustling area in front of the Great Bell Tower, with a massive event just around the corner. She had no intention of reaching out any further than this, so she hoped he would just let it be for now.

“The main event is about to start. Are you sure you don’t need to focus?”

“Well, yeah… yeah…? …Ah, whatever.”

It seemed her diversion had worked—…though she knew he was just letting himself be diverted.

“It’s not so much about focusing… They told me not to come until the last minute, to just relax and do whatever.”

“Until the last minute?”

“Yeah, something about making a grand entrance ten minutes before it starts.”

Was that… really going to be okay?

“Aren’t there any briefings or anything…?”

“We went over all that yesterday… Basically, they just want me to be able to move like I always do, without getting nervous.”

“They’re asking for the impossible,” Haru said with a laugh.

“Honestly, this is nothing like the selection matches… I’ve come full circle, and now I can’t even tell if I’m nervous or not.”

“Well, I think… that’s understandable.”

This was a stage where, quite literally, the eyes of the entire world would be upon him—and he was about to step onto it with a major ‘role’ to play.

How could anyone possibly prepare for that?

If she were in the same position… would she have the composure to smile, even if it was just for show, like her partner was doing now?

“...You really are special, you know.”

“Hm?”

She knew he wouldn’t miss a small whisper, so her words were barely a murmur in her mouth. When Haru tilted his head, unable to hear, Sora let out a soft chuckle.

“Haru.”

“What is it?”

“Just be your usual self. When I can’t stand beside you, I’ll be watching over you—just like always.”

“...Yeah, well. That’s reassuring.”

“Make sure you show everyone how cool you can be.”

“Now that’s pressure.”

“You’re Ui-san’s disciple, so you have to do your best, you know?”

“That’s the kind of pressure I was really talking about…!”

“Hmph… So your master is a higher priority than your partner?”

“Sora-san?”

“That’s so mean. I’m going to tell Ui-san.”

“W-wait, wait, let’s talk about this. You of all people should know that’s not what I meant—”

“I don’t know what you mean by ‘that’ or ‘this.’ Explain yourself properly.”

“Why the sudden switch to selfish mode???”

Though he wore a wry smile… he, of all people, had surely read her intention to ease his tension.

As Sora feigned a sulk, Haru, in turn, feigned an attempt to appease her—and as he focused on their conversation, outside of his awareness, she poured all her feelings into the pinky she held.

*May my partner be able to display his power to its fullest.*

*May my partner—my special person—be able to enjoy this unparalleled grand stage…*

*To his heart’s content.*



    Chapter 189

    Interlude

    『—And we’re finally here, ladies and gentlemen!! Welcome to the world of virtual reality, Arcadia, for the monumental TENTH! FOUR! PILLAR! WAR!!』

『Less than thirty minutes remain until the grand opening! Let’s get this party started with our usual pre-show special, the Quad War Before, or QWB!!』

『Your host, as always, is me, Ninomiya Mikan—better known as the Western Faction, Vestol’s, third seat, [Brilliant Beauty] Nonomi!!』

『Alright, only twenty-seven minutes left! Take out the commercials and all that, and we’ve got less than twenty minutes! As usual, we’re gonna be rushing through this, so hold on tight!』

『First up, the basic info! The Four Pillar War kicks off at 8:00 PM and runs until midnight, for a total of four hours in real time!』

『I know time flows differently between the real world and the virtual one, but don’t you worry! The countless original camera feeds broadcast from the【Arcadia・Archive】—or AA for short—are, through some mysterious super-technology, edited and released in real time, making for a pseudo-live broadcast!!』

『If you have no idea what I’m talking about, don’t worry, neither do I! Experts from around the world have already proven that thinking too hard about the technical stuff is pointless, so let’s just accept it as it is and move on!』

『Dozens of feeds will be available completely free online! You can watch them directly on the AA website! You can share the stream on various video platforms! You can watch the commentary programs in your living room!』

『Trying to follow multiple perspectives at once is super fun but also super tough, so be prepared! I always end up with about twenty feeds open at once and my brain just melts!!』

『Now then, for the detailed rules and other info about the war, be sure to check the official QWB program website! Here, we’re going to be picking out the highlights of this Four Pillar War—』

◇◆◇◆◇

“She’s as hyper as ever.”

“I like Nonomi-chan.”

“The furisode she showed off the day before yesterday was incredible, as always. No surprise from a three-term third seat.”

In a spacious home theater, a trio of university students chattered away in front of the large screen broadcasting the info program.

“Here you go, sorry for the wait.”

A fourth person joined them, carrying a tray of glasses. She wasn't the owner of the house, but she was the one who had invited her guests over. After handing out drinks to her thankful friends, Kaede settled into the seat next to her best friend.

『The one to watch is, without a doubt, the newly emerged ninth-ranked player in the Eastern Faction, Istia—』

“The [Acrobat], huh.”

“I wonder if that rumor about Irori-kun losing is true.”

“If it were, you’d think they’d be ranked higher than seventh.”

“Not even any info on their appearance. With the timing and all, they’re being kept under wraps more than almost anyone in the past.”

Toshiki and Shoko chattered on, with Mizuki occasionally chiming in. Usually, Kaede would be right there with them, but—

“...Nee-hee—Kaa-ee-dee?”

“Wah, wha—!? Wh-what is it, Shoko-chan!?”

Kaede, who had been sitting quietly, tapping on her phone that rested on a cushion in her lap, let out a shriek as a grinning Shoko wrapped her arms around her from behind.

“Were you messaging Kasuga-kun?”

“N-no, that’s not… Ugh! That’s all you ever think about!”

“Aren’t *you* the one who’s always thinking about Kasuga-kun?”

“I’m gonna get mad!”

She shot a glare, knowing full well it would have little effect. Her angry-pout, which had a reputation for being “surprisingly unimpressive,” was, as expected, not very potent.

Shoko just laughed brightly and released Kaede, then for some reason, patted her on the head with a “there, there,” before returning to her seat. One of these days, she really had to do something about this mysterious habit of treating her like a child.

“—But it’s true that you were messaging him.”

“Why would you betray your best friend like that!?”

Mizuki’s quiet murmur caused two faces to turn towards her in perfect sync, their expressions染ed with the exact same shade of mischievous grin.

“N-no, that’s not it… I messaged him a while ago, but he hasn’t even read it yet, so…”

A glance at her phone screen showed the chat history of a messaging app. She had sent a simple, trivial message about three hours ago.

“I was just thinking he must be really busy, that’s all.”

“Ah, well, yeah. I don’t know what he’s up to, but he does seem like he’s got a lot on his plate.”

“Sometimes he just sits there meditating with this mysteriously enlightened look on his face, you know?”

The topic of conversation shifted from the Four Pillar War, and the two of them got excited about this new subject. Every time the stray comments were directed her way, Kaede dutifully fought back—

『Though there is almost no information about this player, he—or she—is thought to be connected to several incidents that have been stirring up the Arcadia community for the past two months or so—』

“……………”

Leaving the other three to their own devices, Mizuki, who had been quietly watching the program, tilted her head.

“…………Two months.”

*It’s only been a little over two months since I started getting into that stuff…*

Perhaps because it happened on the same day, a thought popped into her head, accompanied by a memory of ‘his’ words. It was an utterly ridiculous idea.

An absurd, far-fetched notion—

“...That’s taking my otaku delusions a bit too far.”

She laughed it off herself.

To atone for her whimsical act of mischief, Mizuki decided to jump in and support her best friend, who was currently losing the argument quite badly.



    Chapter 190

    To the Battlefield

    —Eastern Faction Wartime Base [Otherworldly Underground Castle - Ruvalest]—

“Hurry up and form your parties!! Get your rendezvous done and do your final checks!”

“My buffer’s gone missing!”

“All scouts, gather over here!! C’mon, move it! Is that AGI you’re so proud of just for show, you bastards!!”

“Defense squads that are formed up, go see either Zou-san or Duck-san for now!! Wait for your individual orders!!”

“Mika-kun, over here!! My leader’s wife is suddenly sick, he might not be able to make it!!”

“Seriously…!? I’ll be over to help later! For now, Henze, you take care of Mobile Unit B!!”

“You’re kidding me!”

“Anyone seen Genkotsu-san?”

“What… someone who can contact him! Spam-call Gen-san! He might be asleep!!”

“Ugh, it’s like this every time with us…! Maybe we should learn a thing or two from the North and South, huh!?”

“………………”

“How ‘bout it, newbie? Pretty lively, ain’t it?”

The scene was nothing short of pandemonium, with countless players darting around the entrance hall. The young man silently observing the festival-like chaos of the faction’s three hundred elite members could only offer a wry smile in response to his carefree general’s words, his cheeks twitching.

“Lively…? I mean, it’s certainly bustling, but…”

Peering down at the scene from the upper floor of the open-atrium entrance hall, he tried to stay hidden in the shadows of the railing. The much-anticipated newcomer, [Haru the Acrobat], muttered to himself, a nervous sweat beading on his brow as he clutched the front of his clothes.

“Even you get nervous, huh?”

“I don’t get what’s so surprising about that… You know I was a nervous wreck before and after the selection matches, right?”

It was understandable, but his uncharacteristically weak demeanor was so unlike him that it was almost funny.

It seemed that despite all the insane results he’d produced, his mental fortitude wasn’t quite as monstrous.

“I won’t tell you not to be nervous, but don’t you dare make a fool of yourself, you got it?”

“Hah… Well, I do have to look good for some people…”

“It’s tough being a popular guy.”

He had expected the usual comeback, but Haru just mumbled something and made a strange face.

“Hm? Something wrong?”

“No, well, it’s nothing…”

*Aha…*

“Something happen?”

“No…”

“Something definitely happened.”

“No, it’s just…”

“Is it that partner of yours? Or the little artisan girl? —Hey, don’t tell me it’s Ui.”

“—Ah, um!! Got a message, excuse me for a sec, will ya?”

Forcefully cutting off the interrogation, Haru turned away with an exaggeratedly dramatic gesture. As he watched him go with a grin, Haru shot a glare back over his shoulder.

He wasn’t old enough to be called an old man yet, but he had reached an age where he could feel the dazzling brilliance of youth like that.

Anyway, it seemed it wasn’t an act; he really had gotten a message. He opened a window and checked something, and then, as if on reflex, a relaxed smile spread across his face.

“Was it ‘her’?”

“It was a woman.”

When he returned, he tossed a teasing remark his way… but for some reason, Haru seemed to have regained a bit of his composure.

“I hadn’t been able to get in touch with my exclusive magic artisan who I was supposed to meet up with for a bit, but I just got a message of encouragement from her.”

“Ah, the little [Playful Fire User] girl.”

“You know about her too…? Well, yeah. Just a single phrase: ‘Do your best.’”

“Hah, sounds like you’re trusted. Can’t ask for more than that.”

“You’re right about that,” the young man said, smiling. His nervousness hadn’t completely vanished, but… it’s not like he was ever worried in the first place.

He remembered the fourth match of the selection tournament.

He’d thought the kid was frozen stiff, but then he’d moved like a completely different person, rampaging across the field—and in the end, he had brought down the unbreachable wall. A true monster.

Once the battle began, he would run wild on his own.

“So… is it okay to just wait here?”

“You are. As for me, it’s about time… ah, there she is. I’m being summoned.”

He responded with a glance to Hinayo, who was waving from the floor below. He then pulled the large hood over Haru, who was leaning against the railing with his legs crossed, and patted his head encouragingly.

“Well, you don’t have any embarrassing speeches like I do. Take it easy, Acrobat.”

“...Yeah, yeah. Roger that, General Commander.”

Despite all his grumbling, if this was all the nervousness he felt right before the grand stage of the Four Pillars, then—this kid really was something special.

So special that for those watching over him, anticipation far outweighed any anxiety.

“And while you’re at it, stick your chest out with pride. There aren’t many who can laugh at you now that you’re carrying two titles—Ninth Seat and the Sword Saint’s Disciple.”

“…………Thanks, I guess. Well, call me when it’s my turn.”

“You got it—well, that being said.”

—The [Four Pillar War] will begin shortly.

“Your turn is coming up right away.”

—All participating players, please stand by within your respective faction’s wartime base.

—Transfer to the wartime field will commence shortly.

—Transfer to the wartime field will commence shortly.

—Transfer to the wartime field will commence shortly.

Amidst the familiar announcements, he felt the gazes of everyone gather on him as he descended the stairs, one step at a time. This was his tenth time… and the ninth since he had started being called the [General Commander].

He no longer felt any nervousness—but even so,

—Sixty seconds until transfer.

“—Alright, you lot. Are you ready?”

What happened to the foolish racket from just a moment ago? He let his voice echo through the now silent entrance hall, looking out over them from the landing of the grand staircase.

—Fifty seconds until transfer.

Hinayo and the other members of the Ten Seats, who had been scattered about, gathered under Goldow… and spotting the Eighth Seat (Genkotsu), who had been absent until now, he breathed a secret sigh of relief.

“Well, this time, there’s no stuffy declaration of intent—ah, no… to be more precise, that declaration has already been made.”

—Forty seconds until transfer.

“Most of you here probably haven’t seen him, but we’ve got a new face among us recently.”

—Thirty seconds.

“I told him—that in this next war, with him as our hidden ace…”

—Twenty.

“I’d serve up a spectacular victory.”

—Ten.

“Well… that’s about it. You all know what I’m trying to say, don’t you?”

—5, 4, 3, 2,

—1,

“—Just like always, let’s go win this thing.”

There was no nervousness now. It was the same for most of the veteran players gathered here.

But even so, this pre-battle exhilaration.

This heat that boiled up from the pit of his stomach—no matter how many times he repeated this moment, it would never cool. Anyone who had lost that heat of battle couldn't possibly be standing here.

Indeed, no voices were needed to follow his declaration.

Into that space, filled with a tingling silence and a scorching heat,

—Executing transfer to the wartime field.

—The [Four Pillar War] will now commence.

A dazzling blue light of transfer burst forth.
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    Divine Playground

    The large-scale field that serves as the stage for the Four Pillar War changes its appearance dramatically each time the virtual world's sole grand festival is held. This change is not limited to the overall size or the structure of the maze areas; it typically extends to the environment itself.

Sometimes it’s a grassland, sometimes a wasteland, sometimes a forest… and other times, a land of extreme peril overflowing with lava.

It has no official name, simply referred to as the “stage of war” or the “wartime field.” According to the inhabitants of this world (NPCs), it is a playground prepared by the goddess.

An extradimensional space, illuminated by the light of countless stars, created solely for ‘Her’ to observe the festival of the otherworldly visitors (players).

And below a moon so enormous it seems to cover the heavens, a cross-shaped floating island amidst the clouds.

This place, overflowing with mysteries at the slightest touch, is a treasure trove of topics for enthusiastic theorists to satisfy their endless curiosity—however, for those who actually venture there…

“—Whoa…”

“Well now…”

“What is this?”

“Oh, come on, goddess…”

Depending on the situation, it can also become an irregular area that forces unreasonable hardships upon them, to the point where they want to scream “you’ve got to be kidding me” from the bottom of their hearts.

—Southern Faction, the [Wealthy] Sotalm.

Player after player was discharged from inside the castle that had synchronized with the battlefield… and their expressions twisted into various shapes, one after another.

Needless to say, the cause was negative emotion.

“Well, well… looks like this one’s going to be particularly rough.”

Following the regular players, five shadows emerged.

One of them, a tall young man with a greatsword nearly his own height slung across his back, offered a wry smile as he looked ahead. The long passageway extending from their base castle to the maze area was stained with—the starry sky.

No, it was a vast expanse of water reflecting the starry sky.

“A submerged field… or a flooded one? Either way, there’s a lot to think about.”

Appearing next to the tall young man was a slender man in a robe. Seeing the state of what could only be called a ‘waterway’ instead of a passageway, he too gave a wry smile and narrowed his eyes.

“Hey… shouldn’t we rethink our formations? It doesn’t look like it’s just the surface; it seems pretty deep.”

A short boy, observing the players who had already started testing the waters by stepping into the waterway, shaded his eyes to see into the distance.

With two daggers at his waist, he grimaced at the sight of the splashing water. “Ugh.”

“For light warriors, this is basically like being hit with a massive, constant debuff. I don’t think even I could move at 100% in that.”

“Mages are going to have strong advantages and disadvantages too… Fire-based players will have a tough time, while water and ice users will probably run rampant.”

“Yeah…—so, what’s the plan? Your Highnesses.”

The men, having each voiced their opinions, turned to face two women.

Sotalm’s former tenth seat, the [Lady-in-Waiting]—or, the Queen herself, Helena.

And the first seat, the virtual world’s strongest, the [Sword Queen]—or, the Princess, Iris.

One had a sharp, intelligent face, the other a calm one… or rather, simply an expressionless face devoid of emotion. Though their styles differed, they both wore composed expressions and looked at each other.

“...Helena, I’ll leave it to you.”

“As you wish.”

Those few words were all that was needed for them to understand each other.

No one questioned the ‘King’ as she turned on her heel and headed back into the castle as if it were the most natural thing in the world.

“We will reorganize the troops within the grace period. Aurin, Fuji, please gather the squad leaders.”

“Got it.”

“Right away.”

The [Lady-in-Waiting] gave her orders. The tall young man called Aurin and the slender man called Fuji moved as if shot from a cannon—

“Aren’t you going to go see… *that one*?”

The remaining boy posed the question before any orders could be given to him.

The [Sword Queen], her long, dazzling silver-blue hair swaying behind her like an illusion of brilliant light, stopped at the boy's words and glanced back slightly.

“...If I go out there from the start,”

The emotion reflected in the profile that peeked out was utterly flat.

And her voice, clear as crystal,

“—it might all be over before anything even happens.”

was laced with nothing but a somewhat lonely coldness.
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    Perspectives Turn

    “—…This is bad.”

The moment he saw the water-filled field, a bitter mutter escaped Goldow’s lips.

“This is very bad…”

“Oh dear…”

Hinayo and Mi-na, popping up on either side of him, followed suit with wry smiles. They all glanced in the same direction, towards the tenth-ranked boy, the [Undying] Tetra.

“No good?”

“It’s no good, obviously.”

As the adjacent Ri-na tilted her head, he stated it bluntly with a sullen look.

“What’s the plan? There’s no way I can do any stealth operations in this.”

“I know…”

Tetra's originally planned role was the “assassination of a certain player”—the target being a Southern rank holder who would be a natural enemy to the new ninth seat (Ninth) making his grand debut in this war.

Sotalm’s fourth-ranked player, [Full Auto]—player name [Fuji].

Ever since entering the ranks along with the South’s fifth-ranked [Adamant], he has been a constant participant in the Four Pillar War. He’s a mage.

Being a high-ranking player naturally meant he was a monstrously strong opponent, but his particular characteristics were recognized by everyone except Haru himself as being extremely effective against their new face… [Haru the Acrobat].

An enemy to their point-getter, whose performance was directly tied to victory or defeat—it was no exaggeration to call him the top-priority elimination target for this battle.

That was why the role had been assigned to Tetra, who could completely shut down the [Full Auto] player through a thorough game of matchups, but…

“Just so you know, getting close to him without stealth is impossible. I’ll just get riddled with holes and become another ‘Undying (lol)’ meme. That’s how it’ll end.”

“I know that. Dammit… what do we do?”

The stage for the Four Pillar War is always unknown until entry. With one exception, there had never been an environmental setting that significantly affected strategy before…

—Compared to the hellscape of flowing lava rivers, perhaps this was still on the milder side.

“Should I act as your escort and we take him down together?”

Irori made the suggestion, but Goldow shook his head.

“If rank holders are moving in a group, that Fuji guy will never show his face. His motto is ‘turn back from a battle you can’t win.’”

“...Even if we chase him, if he runs into Haru, it’ll be a disaster. Well, I’ll leave the thinking to you.”

“Yeah. You and Genkotsu can proceed as planned and charge in once the maze opens.”

For ten minutes after transferring to the field—a grace period likely intended for situations just like this—it is impossible to enter the maze area.

At the end of the long, wide, water-filled path, he pointed to the gaping fissure in the black rock and told them to stand by. The [Sword Protector] and [Twin Fists] both nodded and walked off.

“I… think I should go provide some support.”

“I’m counting on you. Go get the mobile units organized.”

Seeing the players who seemed unsettled by the unexpected environment, Hinayo found her task and left the circle as well—

“Hey, Gossan. Is big brother even going to be okay in this?”

“Huh?”

All that remained were Tetra, waiting for an alternative plan, and the pair of Mi-na and Ri-na, who would be on defense duty at the base. Mi-na splashed her feet in the water as she looked towards the castle where ‘big brother’ was waiting.

For various reasons, the underground castle Ruvalest is normally embedded in a mysterious space, but the version that manifests on the Four Pillar War field is a spatially synchronized replica. Thus, its bizarre, hybrid Japanese-Western appearance could be seen now.

At any rate, the girl’s attention was not on the familiar building, but on the young man inside, waiting for his cue.

“Stealth is one thing, but this is bad for a runner, too, right? I’ve never played an agility build, so I don’t know, but can you even run on a field like this?”

“I don’t think so.”

“No way.”

To Mi-na’s tilted head, Ri-na answered with knowledge, and Tetra answered with experience.

“The game's 'environmental correction' is more pronounced than in reality.”

“It pretty much ignores avatar stats. No matter how extreme your agility build is, trying to run in water like this will put a huge strain on you and drain your stamina like crazy.”

“I see… So, Ri-na-chan, where did you study up on that? It makes me look as clueless as big brother, so please stop.”

“Information is everywhere on the net.”

“There’s so much I don’t know what to look at…”

While squishing her deadpan partner’s cheeks with both hands, Mi-na turned back to Goldow. “So?”

“What about our dear big brother? If the runner can’t run, the whole strategy falls apart—”

“He won’t have to worry about that.”

The one who answered the girl’s question was not the general standing before her. The trio of smaller players turned to see a male player in red robes with flaxen hair.

“Yo, Rotta—you done?”

“Perfectly. General Commander.”

Brushing off the girl who started playfully clinging to the familiar face, the [Insightor] handed the scroll in his hand to Goldow.

With a firm nod, he opened it—and on it was a map of a complex, winding maze. The entire layout of this wartime field.

“Same as always, but it’s amazing you can do this in just a few minutes… We’ll be putting this to good use again.”

“Please, by all means.”

It was a combination of the former title holder’s [Insightor] authority and his own skill.

In the Four Pillar War, where the system’s map function is sealed, how quickly one can reveal the full extent of the giant maze is a crucial factor affecting the battle.

Each faction has its own specialist who has mastered map-making as a personal skill, like Rotta—but the East’s [Insightor] is praised as being unparalleled in both accuracy and speed.

He has contributed greatly to victories and good fights in past Four Pillar Wars; it would not be an exaggeration to call him the hidden cornerstone of their strength.

…Having said that.

Thanks to the efforts of Hinayo and the various squad leaders, the troops have more or less settled down.

The grace period will soon be over, and the path to the maze will open.

He had received what he needed from his steadfast right-hand man, who had been with him since they entered the ranks together.

—Then, all preparations were complete.

He took a dramatic step forward, and the players who had been watching the general’s every move in the final moments before the opening reacted. They straightened up, naturally forming ranks, and he walked out into the center of them—then, the [General Commander] touched a finger to his temple and spoke.

“It’s about time for your entrance. Come on out.”

Was he still nervous, or was he getting impatient from the wait? He sent the message through the war-time exclusive skill 《Telepathy》, and a reply came from the back of his mind—

“Yeah. What? Don’t be such a downer. Times like these call for a flashy entrance… alright, alright, I get it.”

He remained perfectly composed, even as he drew the attention of nearly three hundred people. He continued his conversation with ‘someone,’ seemingly unburdened, and looked up at the sky.

“Do as you please—it’s time for your debut, [Acrobat].”

In that instant.

Before they could even process the name they’d heard,

Before they could follow his gaze to the sky,

A figure of white and azure descended silently beside him, capturing every single line of sight.

A white costume woven from feathers, with armor the color of the night sky protecting his limbs.

Many were drawn to the overwhelming presence of the dagger at his waist—and then they strained their eyes to see into the darkness beneath his deeply drawn hood.

It must have had a concealment effect. All that could be glimpsed was his mouth, from which they could barely infer that he was a young man.

“A formal self-introduction would be pretty lame. Got anything to say, Haru?”

“Huh, a word…—uh, um…?”

And the voice that escaped his twitching lips in response to Goldow’s words was, as many had guessed, that of a young man.

Not quite panicking, but he—[Haru the Acrobat]—scratched the top of his hooded head in distress.

“...He……………………Hello? Nice to meet you?”

—The moment I delivered what I myself knew was a PAINFULLY lame greeting.

Gossan, who couldn’t hold back his laughter at my pathetic display, and the red-haired girl with a provoker’s smirk incarnate, both jabbed me from either side.

Groaning in this extremely unwelcome environment, I turned my head in search of an ally… only to see the composed face of Ri-na, and the face of my junior, who was trying to look composed but was clearly holding back laughter.

And Rotta, who was just casually standing there. Hey, you, what’s with that outfit?

So not only were you a former rank holder, you weren’t even a swordsman to begin with? You completely fooled me, I will NEVER forgive you.

“Just forget it… let’s just get this started already…”

As the red-haired girl, who must have had nothing better to do, shook me back and forth, I let out a sigh and decided to escape reality by staring at the big, beautiful moon.

—In my mind, of course, I didn't forget to start the countdown for her punishment.

Five seconds later, it goes without saying that a fool's scream echoed through the starry sky.



    Chapter 193

    Further Beyond

    —The countdown ticking away in the corner of my vision dropped below one hundred seconds.

“Whoops, no time for messing around,” Gossan said, his face turning serious as if he’d just snapped back to reality. No kidding, they call me out for my big debut and all we’ve done is sketch comedy?

By the way, the other one, the red-haired girl, quieted down nicely after I delivered her punishment. She can tremble in her partner’s shadow for a good long while.

“Here you go. Can you do it?”

He handed me a large scroll, easily a meter in diameter. I took it—it was surprisingly heavy—and went to open it. Open… come on, open…!

“Let me.”

This wasn’t like unrolling a simple poster. As I fumbled with it, a hand in a black glove reached out from my side.

I thanked Tetra for the help, and this time, we successfully opened the scroll. Spread out before us was not some doodle, but the complete, intricate map of a gigantic maze.

“…………Senior?”

For a solid ten seconds, I stood frozen, staring intently at the map without a word. Tetra tilted his head at me.

“—Okay, memorized.”

“…………I’m still only half-convinced.”

When I looked up and said it so casually, the boy, still holding his end of the scroll, gave me a look one might reserve for a snake oil salesman.

Fair enough—I myself thought this ‘ability’ I’d only recently become aware of was incredibly sketchy.

“Alright, time for a test.”

Gossan nodded at my words, took the map, and turned its back to me.

“Give me the route from our base to, let’s see… Vestol’s base on the opposite side.”

“Seriously? That’s far. Uh, let’s see…”

Thinking a step-by-step approach would be a waste of time, I improvised a path to the goal on the map I had copied into my mind and rattled off the route.

“Right, right, left, left, right… and that’s the goal.”

The result—well, you can guess from Gossan’s exasperated smile and Tetra’s twitching face, which screamed “I’m officially freaked out.”

“Seriously, what kind of memory do you have…?”

“Well… I don’t have this weird power in the real world, though.”

It was what you would call eidetic or photographic memory. As it turns out, it seems I possess this special ability, but only within the virtual world. That fact came to light recently.

The one who first gave me a hint… or rather, made me realize it, was my master, Ui-san.

After I officially became her disciple and started learning the sword from her in earnest, she told me that the speed at which I was absorbing her techniques was just plain weird.

See the form, memorize it, and reproduce it. Seeing me complete that process in the blink of an eye, Ui-san formed a hypothesis and performed an experiment on me.

It was simple: she just had me glance at a jumble of characters scribbled on a piece of paper and remember the contents. The result was that whether it was a hundred characters or two hundred, my mind accurately stored and retrieved the information.

Well, not my mind, but my Outer Brain, to be precise.

It was related to that talk we had about aptitude for the virtual world. Apparently, there are precedents for people like me who “manifest abilities in the virtual world that they do not possess in reality,” and these abilities are given a fancy name: ‘Gifts.’

In other words, I am, however undeserving I may feel—one of those Gifted people.

“...Alright, no complaints here. You memorized all the block numbers too?”

“Of course.”

“Good. I’ll be giving you orders based on that assumption, so move sharp, you hear?”

“Roger. In that case, it’s about time…”

I noticed the countdown had less than ten seconds left—and at that moment, countless pillars of light erupted within the black rock of the maze area.

“There they are. The ‘pillars’ have appeared—you can do it, just as we planned.”

“Yeah, I can. I’ll paint over the pathetic display I made with my greeting earlier.”

The General Commander raised his fist with a grin… and as many players watched, I bumped my fist against his large right hand.

The count hit zero.

Alright—

“Time for the main event. Go raise some hell, [Haru the Acrobat].”

“As you command, my [General Commander].”

When I turned on my heel, the path was already wide open.

I walked between the parted crowd, forcing a calm demeanor to suppress my nerves and embarrassment.

“[Parabellum Bullet]”

I summoned a handful of crimson crystal daggers between my fingers, letting them clink together. I closed my eyes for just a few seconds—and that was more than enough preparation.

Of course, I couldn’t just eliminate my nervousness. But as for my resolve, I had solidified that over the past half-month.

I may be a newcomer who’s only been playing for two months, but,

I am also the ninth seat of the Eastern Faction, Istia, the [Acrobat], and,

I am the ‘disciple’ of the second seat, the [Sword Saint].

—I came here with resolve and awareness in my heart.

*Stick your chest out with pride.*

*Act as cool as you possibly can.*

*This stage you’ve climbed to reach—play it for all it’s worth!!*

I hurled the crimson daggers all at once, and they flew straight over the waterway that reflected the starry sky.

I summoned more, and again.

And again—and then,

“[Panga Fool]”

In my left hand, I summoned the all-too-familiar black knife.

The finger on the trigger—had not a single shred of hesitation.

“Watch me now, world—————《Ignition》!!”

Then, and now, and forevermore.

—These legs, once they start running, will never stop.

――――――――――――――――――
◇Status◇
Title：Acrobat
Name：Haru　 Lv：100
STR(Strength)：300
AGI(Agility)：350
DEX(Dexterity)：100
VIT(Vitality)：0(+50)
MID(Mental)：0(+350)
LUC(Luck)：300

◇Skill◇
・All Weapon Aptitude ⇒ Gandharva Up!
《Blink Switch》
《Flip Thru Talk》
《Gusty Limb》⇒《Whirlwind》 Up!
《Exchange Voltate》
Greed's Precept

・《Reflect Explode》
・《Tremble Slide》⇒《Breath Moment》 Up!
・《Ignition》
・《Floating Leaf》
・《Eyes Oculus》

・Embodied Protection
・Combo Accelerate
・Awakening Blow
・Heavy Attack Manipulator
・Adamant Sky Dash
・Rabbit Run
・Fateless Jumper
・Rhino's Heart ⇒ Floating Star Up!
・Trickery Precept ⇒ Trickster of Zenith Up!
・Cutting Body, Unyielding Advance New!
・Guardian's Cradle

・Telepathy

◇Arts◇
【Kesshiki Ittoryu】
《Flying Water》
《Striking Iron》
《Heavenly Snow》
《Withered Flame》
《Seven Stars》
　――――
　―――
　――
　―
――――――――――――――――――



    Chapter 194

    A Resounding Signal Fire

    The moment I kicked off at top speed, my surroundings blurred into lines and my vision became practically useless—that was normal. Thinking back, the fact that I could just accept it as normal was probably thanks to my ‘memory’ Gift.

See, lay the path, and follow it.

Indeed, all of those steps were predicated on memory—just as, in this very moment, I was able to race on without relying on sight, following the path of daggers I had laid out beforehand.

It all made perfect sense now. From the know-how of high-speed maneuvering to the application of 《Quick Change》 type skills… the entire combat style of the player named [Haru] was supported by that talent.

I remember thinking it once before.

That if a talent just happened to fall into my lap that let me enjoy this virtual world to the fullest, I would welcome it with open arms.

And indeed, that feeling hasn’t changed—Talent? A Gift? Bring it on. I’ll master it so completely that I can proudly declare, “This is my power”!!

“I’M GOING ON AHEAD, IRORIIIIII!!!”

Just before my peripheral vision turned black… in other words, right before I plunged into the maze entrance, I shouted to the Blonde Samurai who was on standby nearby—

Having crossed the long passage from the base to the maze in literally a second, I ignored all the water below and soared through the air.

Now that I recognized it as a clear ability, and had verified its reliability, I no longer needed sight.

Okay, I exaggerated. I don’t need sight *that much*!!

Using my vision—which was providing little more than blurry colors—only as a reference, I controlled my soaring avatar ninety percent with my own memory.

Based on the distance and direction of the pillars of light I saw earlier, I had a pretty good idea of where all of them were located.

—In that case, there was only one thing to do.

Before the North-South alliance could make a serious move, I would just have to knock down every ‘Pillar’ I could find!!

I activated 《Floating Leaf》 just before crashing into the black wall in front of me, veered left at a right angle, took two more steps to crush a few dozen meters underfoot, and then went right.

Once inside the maze, there were plenty of walls to use as footholds, so I was no longer bound by the flight speed of my little knives or the cooldown of my switch jumps.

Left, right, right, left, left, left, right-left-right-right-left!!

“YEAH, MY MENTAL MAPPING IS PERFECT!! I’M SO AWESOME!!”

If even one corner was wrong in my memory, I’d be a stain on the wall by now—which means my ‘memory’ talent was, without a doubt, functioning perfectly.

Hey world, you watching? I can’t show my face for… reasons, but I plan to live up to your expectations, so enjoy the show—first off, I’ll make this red pillar that just appeared at the end of this long straightaway my commemorative first trophy.

This is the [Acrobat]’s debut cry to the entire world, the signal fire marking the start of this battle—since it’s a big moment, let’s make it flashy and over-the-top!!

I launched my body straight up with a 《Blink Switch》 into a switch jump, dissipating the momentum with a spin… and at a height of ten meters, just shy of the ceiling, I went into a nosedive and summoned the [White-Flawed Straight Sword] to my right hand.

“‘Awaken, White Eye’—!!”

In that instant, the ‘white’ of the point dyed the Anima’s blade.

“‘Reflecting world, shifting world, unite all that is empty’!!”

Dwelling in my hand now was a sword-arrow of white lightning that soared through the sky.

“《Eclair》!!”

The unleashed blade scattered white light as it raced through the air—and I myself twisted my body just before hitting the water, executing a switch jump into an all-out sprint. I chased after my beloved sword, kicking up a massive explosion of water in my wake.

I hadn’t forgotten. There’s a barrier around the ‘Pillars’ that blocks long-range attacks… so then!!

“《Whirlwind》!!”

I activated the evolved skill of 《Gusty Limb》. I raced through the air, cloaked in an enchantment of wind that now extended from my bare hands to my weapons… and the moment I caught up to the accelerating projectile, I unhesitatingly unleashed my ‘special move.’

 A simple throw would be blocked by the barrier—so then, I’ll just fuse it with this kick!!

The sole of my right foot, which tore through the air with a roar, caught the pommel of the flying [White-Flawed Straight Sword], and the wind enveloping my avatar, deeming it a ‘weapon,’ coiled around the Anima.

As a bonus, I released the wind from both my arms, which were extended over my head, parallel to the sword I had become one with. I converted the additional one-shot ‘misfire’ effect I’d gained for each limb into even more thrust—

“First one down!!”

Something brushed against my senses—probably the barrier—and the pure white straight sword, having safely passed through it… was mercilessly kicked along by its wielder.

With a resounding crack—it pierced and shattered the crimson-decorated ‘Pillar’ right through its middle.

◇◆◇◆◇

“—…Hah, you really are something else.”

As he had passed by at a ridiculous speed, the Doppler effect had been so intense that Irori couldn’t make out what he was yelling. While he was tilting his head in confusion—this happened.

It had only been a few dozen seconds since the pillar of light signifying its appearance had risen, yet now another, even flashier tower of light shot up… a brilliance that meant a ‘Pillar’ had been destroyed. Irori couldn’t hide the smile that spread across his face.

“…………Does that guy have wings or something?”

Perhaps recalling the image of the young man who had dashed through the air at a speed that would be missed in the blink of an eye, Genkotsu blinked his eyes in rare, honest surprise.

“He does. Wings so big, free, innocent, and absurdly out of the ordinary, they’re ridiculous—Let’s go. We can’t let our junior steal all the glory, can we?”

“...You’re right. Let’s go.”

And so, following the ‘vanguard,’ the two of them charged onto the battlefield. Behind them, the group of players who had stopped in their tracks—no, who had been frozen by surprise and confusion—were all at a loss for words.

Amidst the scattered murmurs of “So fast,” “Can’t see him,” and “Huh…”, those who had some inkling of the ‘abnormality’ of that young man were thinking.

“…………No wonder Gossan said we’d be ‘blown away.’”

Hinayo let out a weak smile, as if in surrender.

“…………What was that, is he an idiot…? Hey, did you see it?”

“…………All I could tell was that he was running in mid-air.”

“I told you, didn’t I? You don’t have to worry about him.”

Mi-na, who had been staring blankly in amazement, asked her partner. Ri-na shook her head, and Rotta, standing beside them, beamed with pride.

“………………Hey.”

“Heh, hehe… Y-yeah, what is it?”

Tetra, who had been watching the situation with an undisguised look of shock, turned a deadpan gaze on Goldow—who was laughing with utter delight at the sight of the absurdity-made-manifest young man and the crowd’s reaction.

“Does *that* even need its nemesis eliminated? He looks like he could just mow them down regardless of type disadvantage—I mean… what the…”

In the midst of that, a second tower of light rose.

The boy, lost for words, stared with his mouth agape… and ten seconds later, as if it were the most natural thing in the world, a third one shot up towards the heavens.

“Ghk…! —Kahahaha!! Ah, dammit, this is too good…!! I feel bad that my expectations were so small!!”

Unable to hold it in any longer, Goldow let his cheers overflow—and with the players already hyped up for the big event, his excitement was easily contagious.

And of course—the [General Commander] would not let that opportunity pass.

“Oi, you lot, what are you standing around for!!”

The golden giant roared, and anticipating the ‘command’ to follow, their feet all turned in the same direction.

“Our [Acrobat] just lit a massive signal fire!!—FOLLOW HIM, YOU BASTARDS!!”

At that, a battle cry that shook the very earth rose up—and the army of battle-crazed warriors (Istia) began to move.

…Meanwhile, behind the scenes of all this excitement.

“—H-hey, wait!? Stop—!! Don’t let the defense squad charge in too!!”

As the entire army, their fighting spirit at its peak, kicked up water and rushed towards the maze entrance, Mi-na chased after them in a flustered panic mixed with anger—a scene that would later become the stuff of legend.



    Chapter 195

    Gathering Gazes

    “—Is this for real?”

A boy muttered as he watched the fifth pillar of light shoot up into the sky.

“Getting 500 points in the first two minutes is insane… I guess this is the work of that [Acrobat] guy.”

“Probably,”

The Southern Faction, having smoothly reorganized to deal with the waterway field, was dispatching its units in sequence. Aurin and the other two, who had been told to “wait and see” for the time being, couldn’t help but wear wry smiles at the situation likely created by the East’s unknown ninth seat.

“...At this pace, you know…”

“Yep, he’ll probably get them all… A 1000-point lead from the five pillars each from the North and South. That’s a pretty clear-cut uphill battle.”

“No, I don’t think we’ve ever seen anything like this before.”

As the boy and Fuji exchanged words, Aurin glanced behind him… and there was Helena, watching the sixth pillar rise with the same calm and composed expression as the other three.

“What’s your take?”

Aurin sent his words along with his gaze, and she, still looking at the pillar of light, narrowed her eyes slightly behind her monocle.

“It’s just as we suspected, the work of the player in question. Unless the [Sword Saint] has decided to return to the stage on a whim, there is no one else capable of such a feat.”

Of course, that was not an underestimation of the East’s rank holders. It was an objective evaluation based on the fact that they lacked a player who specialized in agility.

When Helena said this, the tall young man’s face twitched.

“Are you saying this new ninth seat is on par with ‘her’?”

“If that were the case, he would likely be in the upper ranks. Even if not, he appears to be a being who combines both power and speed.”

—The seventh. The signal fire of destruction showed no signs of stopping.

“He’s a big deal, no doubt about it…—So, how do we respond?”

Helena—the ‘Queen’—was paying attention. That meant she had no intention of letting him run wild.

“Uni.”

“Yeah?—Oh, my turn?”

The boy—Uni—turned when his name was called, and she nodded.

“Go and scout. I want a detailed report on the situation within the area.”

“Okay. What about that one?”

—The eighth. He pointed to the pillar, the sight of which was no longer surprising, and Helena entrusted the decision to him. “I’ll leave it to you.”

“Move as you see fit. If you happen to encounter him, so be it—however, I will not tolerate losing a rook this early in the game.”

“Haha, that’s okay too. I’ll be back safe and sound, don’t worry.”

Uni lightly laughed off the warning gaze from the entertainment-oriented boy…

“The Princess seems pretty interested herself, one way or another.”

He gave the hilt of the dagger at his waist a confirmatory squeeze and glanced towards the castle where his ‘King’ was waiting.

“If I get carried away and happen to *do him in*, you’ll help me apologize, right?”

—The Southern Faction (Sotalm)’s second seat, the [Heavy Tank], smiled with the innocence of a child.

◇◆◇◆◇

“The ninth one!?”

“You’ve gotta be kidding me!!”

“I’ve come full circle, now it’s just funny.”

“This is no time for laughing! We have to defend the last one at all costs, hurry!!”

On the northern side of the huge, rectangular maze, the players of the Northern Faction, Nortalia, were advancing in a state of pandemonium, kicking up water as they scrambled to share map information.

In less than five minutes since the start, five pillars from the South and four from the North had been taken down—an unprecedented and abnormal situation.

By the way, the reason they knew the breakdown of the fallen pillars was because they could currently see a blue pillar, Nortalia's faction color, standing tall in the direction they were heading.

In the Four Pillar War, the number of ‘Pillars’ that appear on the field is equal to the number of rank holders participating from each faction. For the past several wars, the standard has been for the North-South alliance to field five rank holders each, for a total of ten.

The reason was simple. Any more than that, and the disadvantage of increasing weak points in the form of pillars would outweigh the advantage of increased military strength.

If they could defend every single pillar from start to finish, there would be no problem. But if even one were to fall, they would be mired in a swamp.

They would be forced to assign defenders to numerous pillars, and with the forces they managed to scrape together, they would be hounded into chasing after ‘Pillars’ that randomly reappeared, without a moment’s rest.

Meanwhile, the attacking Eastern Faction was, of course, a formidable force. It was a straight path to defeat.

“—Well, we made it in time, at least.”

The hand of the entity that had destroyed nine consecutive pillars did not reach the final, tenth one. A young man, observing the players deploying around it to form a defensive line, let out a word in his thick accent.

“Should we stand by here, Tora-san?”

“Yeah. Can’t say if he’ll show up, but stay sharp.”

“Roger that.”

Entrusting command of the three-party, eighteen-man unit to the squad leader, the young man twirled his long spear in his hand and stepped forward from the line.

“[Acrobat], huh… This should be interesting.”

He slammed the butt of his spear into the waterway, striking a perfect, imposing stance.

“—Come if you dare, you monster.”

And indeed, perhaps not in response to his words, but.

At the end of the passage he was glaring down—a figure of white and azure leaped out at a hazy speed. The player, who seemed to have noticed him, slammed on the brakes, landing with a huge splash of water…

Dozens of meters away, the figure raised its head, and from the darkness of its deeply drawn hood, its gaze flew towards the young man.

◇◆◇◆◇

“Ah… Sorry, Gossan, couldn’t get them all.”

『What’s there to be sorry about, you idiot? This is an incredible result. Get cocky.』

“That’s the first time anyone’s ever told me to get cocky.”

I slammed on the brakes and looked ahead. The tenth pillar was already under a defensive formation. There were about twenty players—and at their head, standing apart from the main group, was a familiar face.

“...And as for this, you could call it bad luck, or maybe just—an encounter.”

As I said that, I could feel Gossan, connected by the 《Telepathy》 skill, drop his playful tone from the back of my ear… no, the back of my mind? Somewhere beyond my consciousness.

『You know who it is?』

“I do—it’s the North’s seventh seat.”

『The [Great Tiger]…』

My knowledge was crammed in, but I had at least memorized the names, faces, and general combat styles of the rank holders from each faction.

The Northern Faction (Nortalia)’s seventh seat, the [Great Tiger]—a pure, hardcore martial artist who wields a long spear.

『Are you pinned down?』

“He’s spotted me. I’m not surrounded, so I can still get away.”

My role is strictly that of a runner, a pillar-destroyer. If I have time to take on a rank holder and a defensive line head-on, I’d be better off preparing for the reappearance of the pillars I’ve already destroyed.

I know that much.

『Alright then. Disengage.』

Gossan’s order was the logical one. As we promised in yesterday’s meeting, I had no intention of talking back.

—Even if the [Great Tiger], who was leisurely walking this way, was looking at me with eyes full of a fighting spirit that was impossible to misread.

“...Hey, Gossan.”

At most, I intended to offer a suggestion, not an argument.

“If I said I could win… would that be allowed?”

『—…』

Five meters away, the young man stopped.

He must have sensed that I was communicating with my commander, but there was no sign of him making a move.

『…Hey, kid, are you serious?』

“Don’t use such a scary voice. I just thought it might be a useful proposal if it’s an option, so I figured I’d ask.”

And besides, I was confident—no, certain—that I could escape from this distance without any problem.

This wasn’t some impulsive whim, but a proposal based on calm, rational thought…

『—Fine.』

And indeed, my intention was understood.

『You made the boast, so I won’t accept defeat—don’t you dare become a clown, Haru.』

I could feel the general’s smile on the other side of the 《Telepathy》, and the trust he placed in me ignited a deep warmth in my chest.

“No problem. I won’t lose.”

The words I deliberately spoke aloud naturally reached the [Great Tiger].

“I can hear you, you cheeky brat.”

The seventh seat of Nortalia—a young man known for being as much of a battle maniac as anyone from Istia—bared his teeth in a ferocious grin that lived up to his title and snorted.



    Chapter 196

    Shattering the Mood

    “You don’t show your face at all, so I thought you were some shy kid, but you’ve got quite the personality, don’t you?”

“Thanks, I guess. I do try to choose my behavior based on who I’m dealing with.”

Aggressive and straightforward. Dislikes roundabout things and prefers people who go with the flow over intellectuals—excerpts from his profile on an info site.

In short, he was the kind of person who made you wonder why he wasn’t in Istia. I figured he’d appreciate it if I was openly aggressive too, so I tried tossing out a provocative line… and just as I expected, he seemed to be that kind of guy.

Though his tone was something like “you little punk,” there wasn’t a shred of ill will towards me in his expression.

The young man, dressed in a flashy black leather suit and a tiger-striped bomber jacket, ran a hand through his spiky brown hair while twirling a black-lacquered long spear in one hand.

“Hah, looks like you’ve done your research—which means,”

He brought the spear, which had been spinning into a black circle, to a sharp stop with a satisfying *clang*. The [Great Tiger] bared his canines and shot me a sharp grin.

“that when you said you could ‘win,’ you weren’t joking, were you?”

In that instant, a wave of pure fighting spirit washed over me—seriously, why did this guy join Nortalia? He’s more Istia than most of the people in Istia… what even is an Istian?

Anyway, there was only one answer to that question.

“Yeah, that’s right—I’m coming at you with every intention of winning.”

The distance between us was about five meters flat. Suppressing the wry smile that was creeping onto my face because of his personality, I returned a genuine grin and drew my blade with a loud *shing*—the crimson blade of the [Rabbit Dagger - Parabellum].

A bizarrely shaped dagger, its blade tapering from the middle to the tip like a stiletto.

Seeing it, the [Great Tiger]’s gaze sharpened, without a hint of scorn or curiosity.

“Nice piece you got there.”

“Right? You can’t have it.”

Even as we traded lighthearted banter, my skin could feel the air changing.

This was a battlefield. I was facing an ‘enemy’—so no matter how fun he seemed, there was no reason to continue a lengthy conversation.

“Seems like we could get along. Let’s talk again after this is over.”

“I’d be honored. With pleasure—I’m Haru, ninth seat of Istia, the [Acrobat].”

Through diligent training in controlling my ‘internal’ and ‘external’ output, combined with the effects of skills like 《Rabbit Run》 that convert small movements into large ones, my avatar no longer required a ‘stance.’

My right hand, holding the dagger in a reverse grip, hung loosely at my side. To an onlooker, I might have looked completely relaxed, which could be taken as “are you looking down on me?” by some opponents, but…

“Seventh seat of Nortalia, the [Great Tiger]—I’m Tiger☆Lucky.”

The young man—Tiger Lucky—staring me down with a sharp gaze, was on full alert, without a single opening… showing… me…

“……………………Huh?”

Wait, what, huh, eh—… what did he say???

“Tiger… what?”

“What’s with that? Don’t kill the mood… I’ll say it again, so listen up.”

Yeah, please do. There’s no way his player name could be something that completely shatters his tough-guy image like that—

“Seventh seat of Nortalia, the [Great Tiger]—I’m T I G E R ☆ L U C K Y!!”

“WHY!?”

“WHAT DO YOU MEAN, WHY!?”

I MEAN EVERYTHING!!

“That’s my line! You’re killing my motivation!! Why did you suddenly swerve into a kid’s show character name!? If you’re a tiger and lucky, something like Torakichi would have been fine!!”

“No way, you moron!? It’s Tiger AND Star AND Lucky!? How cool is that!?”

Where did the star even come from!?

“Ugh, I don’t even care anymore…!! I’m not gonna let the first climax of my debut match get ruined by a gag!!—Let’s go, you damn Torakichi!!!”

“I TOLD YOU, IT’S T I G E R ☆ L U C K Y, YOU IDIOT!!!”

The screams we exchanged were a far cry from the mood-filled taunts of a few moments ago.

Fueled by our mutual, albeit differently directed, anger, we revved our engines, kicked up a massive spray of water, and—the black-lacquered long spear and the crimson crystal dagger clashed head-on.



    Chapter 197

    From the 10th Four Pillar War 'Screen No.1' Comments

    『lol everyone’s just saying they can’t see him』

『well we can’t』

『Stop running on walls like it’s normal』

『Can’t even see his face』

『Aaaand there’s the third one (dead eyes)』

『First a superhero kick, then a huge ass axe… what’s that now, a metal bat?』

『Isn’t that a greatsword?』

『The definition of sword is breaking』

『Isn’t he too strong if he’s that fast and has that much attack power?』

『Well in Arcadia, when you get down to it, firepower is apparently STR ≦ AGI…』

『Achieving power that surpasses STR scaling through momentum boosts is pretty much impossible-tier difficulty, though?』

『And yet we are watching it happen on screen right now』

『Is there a chance the person under the hood is actually Ui-sama?』

『If I saw the Sword Saint do a hero kick into a pillar while screaming I’d be in bed for three days』

『He’s not even using a katana』

『And there’s the fourth one… another great axe. Looks like his high-power options are greatsword (?) and great axe.』

『The fact that he HAS options is the weird part???』

『How is this guy just popping weapons in and out of existence like it’s nothing?』

『That’s not what the Quick Change skill is supposed to do… I mean, maybe it is, but come on…!!』

『Isn’t his multitasking insane? At that speed, he must be using skills, which means he’s managing situational awareness, avatar control, and skill management, all while mastering that garbage skill.』

『Is he a monster?』

『This is gonna sound super rude but… it’s so incomprehensible it’s kind of unsettling』

『Super rude but I totally get it』

『The fact that he looks like he’s having a blast is something else… anyway, his voice revealed his gender. A guy.』

『Sounds pretty young』

『Well yeah, if he was an old man he’d be a legend』

『He’s becoming a legend right now, even if he’s not an old man…』

『Fifth one』

『Hey… isn’t this match already decided?』

『Nah, a 500-point lead can be overcome…』

『No it can’t. Even if they try to catch up, Istia will keep scoring points.』

『North and South are in full panic mode atm』

『Well duh』

『Meanwhile our princess has locked herself away since the start』

『Well the princess is… yeah』

『Good on her for showing restraint』

『Her deploying = game set, so…』

『Her royal guards are calm, at least. And that’s the sixth one, he’s not stopping』

『Aurin-niki is handsome as always today』

『His face is twitching a little though… wait, seventh? Is he speeding up?』

『He’s just a blur now』

『Is that on the same level as the Sword Saint’s Shukuchi?』

『Have you ever seen Shukuchi? It’s on a completely different level.』

『Oh, looks like Uni-kun is going out… but……… hey, the Queen is giving the orders, right?』

『Hm?』

『Ah』

『Ah』

『For real???』

『Whenever Lady Helena is out giving orders instead of locking herself away with her…』

『Aaaand it’s pretty much confirmed that Iris-sama isn’t the general.』

『South wins. I’m gonna go take a bath.』

『His target is probably the Acrobat, huh』

『This guy is pretty crazy too but… facing the princess is impossible, right?』

『To meet her is to die. Amen.』

―――――――――

――――――

―――

――

―

『T I G E R ☆ L U C K Y wwwwwwwwww』

『LMAOwwwwwwwwwwww』

『That encounter is too funny』

『He was setting a whole mood and it turned into a comedy sketch in an instant lol』

『Acrobat-san’s comeback is so relatable』

『Acrobat-kun seems like a pretty chill guy』

『His first appearance he’s all awkward, then he’s friendly with the Istia Ten Seats, then he dives into the maze with those crazy moves to smash pillars and ends up at Tiger☆Lucky… I can’t get a read on his character』

『”ends up at Tiger☆Lucky” I’m dead』

『Friendly (iron claw)』

『Many thanks for the supply of Mi-na-chan’s screams』

『Oh? Is it starting?』

『They’re both pissed off for completely different reasons, I can’t stop laughing』

『Okay, a light armor spear user vs a freakish high-mobility type…』

『Acrobat-kun is actually holding his own』

『His positioning is really good too, right? Parrying Tiger-sa… T I G E R ☆ L U C K Y’s rush on his first try is pretty insane, I think』

『My face hurts from smiling, ban Tiger☆Lucky』

『lol』

『lol』

『This is no time for lol! THIS IS HYPE!!』

『Woooooah Acrobat is the real deal!!』

『Is that dagger his main weapon? It’s the one he had at his waist from the start, right?』

『Weird shape』

『Looks fragile, but it’s not even flinching from all those clashes』

『Isn’t that the thing from the [Ruby Bullet Rabbit]…』

『Ah, for real???』

『The legendary ruby bullet horn material…』

『Huh?』

『What?』

『WHAAAT!?』

『???????』

『Is that the legendary Quick Change jump!?』

『A bunch of daggers just appeared!!』

『Bare handed!?』

『He’s got a wind enchant!!』

『He has a spear too!?』

『Ah』

『Woah』

『Whoa』

『HE LANDED ITTTTTTTTTTTTTTT』

『I don’t understand. This is too crazy』

『Has he graduated from being human???』

『Can you please stop causing an information flood in a single second?』

『And the follow-up!!』

『He’s pressing the attack!!』

『This is it………… no, well, yeah, of course』

『No way someone like the Great Tiger would get taken out in one combo』

『He made some distance』

『Being able to retreat to a safe distance that fast is strong…』

『It’s resetting to neutral』

『The real fight starts now』

『Is Tiger☆Lucky about to get serious…』

『Dammit… www』

『lol』

『No I’m laughing』

『My cheeks hurt』

『Don’t make me laugh at a time like this!!』

『His name is seriously an unfair advantage』

『This is a fun fight in so many ways』

『This will definitely go down as a legendary match』

『No seriously this is so hype! Go both of you!!』



    Chapter 198

    Acrobat

    “—Hah, now that’s what I call a solid hit!!”

We crossed, and we clashed. The crimson blade and the cross-shaped spearhead met, scattering brilliant sparks from the impact effects. The shockwave that shot through both our avatars was strong enough to send the water at our feet blasting away.

“Looks like I’ll have no problem enjoying myself—here I come!!”

As I expertly pulled back my right arm, which he had tried to deflect, Tiger… no, Tora-kichi’s gleaming eyes took aim right at the center of my face.

The horizontal blade of his cross-spear pierced the air just inches from my wide-open eyes as I tilted my head.

“—!!”

It wasn't there.

In a fraction of a second, before I could even register the blade that had frozen in place, my instincts told me to drop to my knees. The spearhead, having changed its trajectory to a perfect right angle, tore through the space where my head had been moments before, like a great scythe.

No, that wasn't the end of it. The [Great Tiger]’s assault had only just begun.

The two-handed grip moved with a mesmerizing fluidity, making the weapon, over two meters long, move as if it were alive.

Carrying the momentum of his swing, he spun, and the butt end of the spear came flying up, grazing my cheek. As I took a step back, he pressed his advantage, unleashing a blindingly fast, three-stage thrust. Its pinpoint trajectory made it incredibly difficult to see.

But I *saw* every single one of them and knocked them all aside. This time, he used the force of my parries to spin the entire spear vertically. I took another step back from the kill zone, where a black tempest was raging, and once again beat back a renewed series of thrusts.

“Oi, you can actually see this!?”

“Yeah, I can see it just fine!!”

Having flawlessly dealt with his entire rush, Tora-kichi’s eyes widened in disbelief. Even as I continued to parry his relentless spear strikes, only one gray figure came to mind.

It might be rude to compare, but in the world of combat, it can’t be helped.

He had no way of knowing who I’d been facing for the past half-month. I felt a little bad for him, but my benchmark for player-versus-player combat was now the Sword Saint herself.

She was faster.

She was heavier.

She was sharper.

So if I, having reached a point where I could actually *keep up* with my 'master,' was facing an opponent—even a ranker—whose blade was inferior to that single flash of hers, there was no reason I couldn't see it coming!!

“Ngh… Whoa!?”

The cross-shaped blade, which had once again turned into a scythe for the finale of a five-stage thrust, was caught by the [Revolving Shield of Transmigration] I had summoned to my left. Furthermore, I twisted my wrist, grabbing the base of the blade. *Like hell I'm letting you get away!*

I tossed the [Parabellum Bullet] in my right hand straight up, summoning the black blade of the [Panga Fool] in its place.

“[Ignition]!!”

A burst of red lightning, a drain on my HP. In return, I gained the power to transcend reason.

The skill [Ignition] allows one to skip the process of acceleration in exchange for hit points—and that isn't limited to just one's *legs*.

My AGI, outputting at one hundred percent from a dead stop, ignited explosively. The left hand gripping the shield, casting aside any wind-up, delivered a punch at maximum velocity.

The resulting fist strike sent the long spear flying just as it was about to break free. It was a testament to his skill that he didn't lose his weapon, but the twisted expression on his face said it all.

My chance is right here, right now!!

Continuous engine ignition. I triggered [Ignition] again in quick succession and leaped upwards—whoops, too far! Switch jump!!

I reversed my trajectory from up to down, positioning myself directly above him. The Great Tiger, still reeling from the impact, tried to forcibly pull his spear back into a ready stance, but…

“[Parabellum—”

Sorry, but I’m not giving you an inch to recover.

“—Bullet]!!”

Replacing the small black blade, the [Parabellum Bullet] I now held glowed with crimson light. A line of daggers materialized before my falling form, like a ramp.

*Flip Stroke* was already active. All I had to do was *graze* them as I *fell*.

My opponent’s eyes bulged as he tried to intercept… ah, no, that was actually impressive.

Though it was a desperate move, his footwork was undeniably top-tier. A few blades grazed his body, but the [Great Tiger] weathered the storm of crimson bullets with minimal damage—only for the main event, me, to bear down on him.

“[Whirlwind]!!”

The wind roared around my body as I drew back my shielded left arm.

“Don’t you get cocky—”

And then,

“—with me!!”

I activated the evolved form of *Tremble Slide*—[Breath Moment].

This unique skill, an evolution of the convenient staple for light warriors, came with both a massive merit and a massive demerit compared to its simple yet effective predecessor.

The demerit was straightforward: the cooldown time had become many times longer. Compared to the roughly twenty-second cooldown of its previous form, [Breath Moment] had a reuse timer of over two minutes. This meant I could no longer use it repeatedly without thinking.

However, the massive—no, the *super*-massive merit more than made up for it.

Like its predecessor, *Tremble Slide*, this skill used high-speed movement to *deliver* the user’s avatar to any desired location within a five-meter radius.

So, for example—it could automatically slip past a thrusting blade and place me right behind my opponent… right?

“What—?”

Carried by an unseen force, my falling trajectory bent in mid-air. The [Great Tiger], whose full-power counterattack had just missed, couldn’t react.

Straight for his wide-open back.

“Release.”

I thrust out my still-clenched left hand. The instant it made contact, I unleashed the storm stored within my fist.

“Gah—!?”

He was sent flying, crying out in pain, but with incredible grit, he kicked up a spray of water and braked his momentum. But by the time he turned around, I was already gone.

“Your guard’s wide open.”

“—Dammit!!”

Seeing the panic flicker in his downward-cast eyes, I said,

“Release.”

From the right palm I’d placed against his stomach, a second gale erupted.

A renewed cry of anguish, and his avatar was launched into the air. Hit by two consecutive 'misfire' effects, which came with a huge impact, he was clearly caught in a forced stun.

And I wasn't stopping. [Ignition].

Leap, and switch jump. Using the [White-Flawed Straight Sword] summoned to my left hand as a foothold, I raced through the air, summoning a crimson spear to my right.

[Blink Switch], *Combo Accelerate*, and the effects of my special title, [Acrobat], all stacked. The cooldown for switching weapons was practically non-existent now.

I had no shortage of footholds. [Blink Switch]—my target was his utterly defenseless back!!

He wasn't weak enough to be taken down in one hit, and the stun from the 'misfire' wouldn't last long enough for me to swing a large weapon.

I had to rush in at top speed and land a blow that would let me continue the fight.

A thrust from the spear's butt end, delivered with a status of STR 300 and AGI 350, stabbed right into the center of the [Great Tiger]'s back. As my body fell ahead of the [Demon Horn Spear: Crimson Valor], which had caught on its target and experienced a hit-stop…

I let go of the spear and summoned the [Panga Fool] to my left hand.

And I shouted.

“—[Ignition]!!!”

My right hand, gripping the spear that now danced in the air with my enemy, my right arm, reignited.

As if to grind in the fragment of the demon horn I’d plunged into him, my arm, crackling with red lightning, kicked reason to the curb—

“Gah—haaah…!?”

With enough force to blow away the deep water and expose the walkway floor.

The butt end of the spear stood tall, as if pinning the slammed [Great Tiger] to the ground. On the other side, the large crimson banner fluttering at the base of the upright [Demon Horn Spear: Crimson Valor]’s blade waved cheerfully, as if to show off its victory.



    Chapter 199

    Symbol

    There had been no carelessness, no underestimation, no arrogance—but in the end, that self-assurance must have been unfounded.

The current situation, where he had been helplessly beaten down without being able to unleash his full power or skill, was proof of that. After a fierce onslaught worthy of being called a thrashing, a painful blow had pierced him from behind, depleting about thirty percent of his HP.

If his opponent had aimed for his vitals or gone for a decisive, wide-swinging blow, he might have had time to react. But as it turned out, this guy was a pretty clever fighter.

He precisely identified even the smallest openings as being *just that*—small—and followed up with a decisive move. One could only describe him as having exceptional combat sense, without a doubt.

*Looks like I’ll have no problem enjoying myself.* Recalling the words he himself had just uttered, he couldn't stop a bitter taste from rising in his throat.

*What kind of pathetic display is this after spouting such big words? Enough with making a fool of myself.*

With what mouth had he condescendingly said he could enjoy himself? For the one forced to face such a worthless opponent, it must have been anything but enjoyable.

The scattered water flowed back in, swallowing his body, which was pinned to the ground.

And through the water, he could tell without even turning around—the presence of a follow-up attack was approaching.

Deep within his deeply pulled hood, the guy had said something about this being his debut match’s first major challenge… That was right. Ah, yes, that was exactly right.

*It would be a waste to adorn such an interesting guy’s debut with such a worthless scene.*

Even if he was beaten to a pulp, there was no way he would let go of his weapon. He tightened his grip on the spear that remained in his fingers and roared into the depths of his stomach—stoking a heat that was about to overflow.

And then,

He blew away the water that had thoroughly cooled his head. The silent roar of the rising [Great Tiger] shot up toward the starry sky that painted the maze.

◇◆◇◆◇

“—!!”

Leaving the [Demon Horn Spear: Crimson Valor] embedded, my merciless follow-up swing with the [Giant’s Hand Axe] was deflected.

A tremendous impact from the side—there was only one person here who could pull that off.

“—[Cleave Fang].”

“Tch!!”

As the quiet voice hit my ears, I left a click of my tongue behind and leaped back with all my might. At that moment, I felt a *massive pressure* rush past, just inches in front of me.

Since leaving the base, I’d used [Ignition] repeatedly, and my HP was already at half. This 'something' radiated such an immense pressure that I was certain it could easily finish me off.

“Sorry for making a fool of myself, Acrobat.”

“Heh, so you finally show your true colors, [Great Tiger]…!!”

He stood up, water dripping from his form. Roughly brushing back the hair that fell over his eyes, which now held a brilliant gleam, a crown of black and gold, adorned with what looked like fangs, materialized above his head.

That was the proof of a Title Holder—a manifestation of power granted only to those recognized by this world as one of the 'pinnacles.'

It was the common effect that signified the activation of a unique title, modeled after the distinctive traits of each ranker… the same kind of thing as my 'cracked crown.'

Glancing at the [Giant’s Hand Axe] I’d left behind, he let out an amused smile. The moment he raised his empty right hand, the battle axe of black dragonstone, weighing hundreds of kilograms, floated into the air.

“Here, have it back.”

As he spoke, his right hand casually flicked forward.

The next instant, the absurdly massive object came flying at me with incredible force, as if thrown by a real giant. [Blink Switch].

I deliberately stood my ground, making it vanish right before it hit me for a bit of a bluff. The [Great Tiger]’s lips twisted into what looked like a happy smirk.

“You’ve got outstanding sense, sharp skills, and on top of that, an absurd amount of damn nerve… I really like you. I can only call you a formidable enemy.”

“Thanks for that… though I’d have preferred if you had made your exit *before* it came to this.”

I was happy to be praised, but… that was the gist of it. I had picked the fight, but honestly, I couldn't afford to drag this out—

*—Hey Haru, what’s the situation?*

…because of this. See, I just got a status check from my boss.

“Ah… My opponent just got into his serious mode.”

*What? Hey, kid… then you got worn down way too much by him before he even got serious, didn't you?*

“No, it’s not that I was worn down, it’s more that I wore myself down…”

“Oi, we’re at the climax here. Is this really the time to be casually chatting with some old guy?”

*What kind of nonsense are you spouting… Wait, you’re not telling me you’ve been spamming self-harm skills on a solo mission that’s supposed to be a long haul, are you?*

“Um, sorry, just a sec…”

“Don’t ruin the mood, Acrobat. I’m in serious mode for the first time in a while, so keep your eyes on me.”

*I can't tell if you're confident or just reckless, you know? Don't make me so anxious—*

—Will you all please stop talking at me from every direction!!

“Aaargh, I get it!!—I’ll finish this in a flash, so just watch me!!”

That declaration was aimed at both the man in front of me and the ones chattering away in my head. The [Great Tiger], having been challenged anew, narrowed his eyes.

*Hey, hold on…!?*

A four-hit combo with the [Panga Fool]. The general must have noticed my reckless act of further self-harm by checking my member status through his commander privileges.

Ignoring Goldow's panicked voice, the enhancement effect of my special title [Acrobat], [Crown Crown], activated.

The crown effect that materialized above my head was reflected in the water's surface, and as always, it didn't suit me—… wait, if my face is hidden, it might actually…?

Anyway.

“Not bad. Yours is pretty cool too.”

“In my opinion, they’re both in the realm of bad taste.”

Fanged decorations, and a tilted crown split in two. As we faced each other, displaying our respective symbols, I noticed—belatedly—that many presences were surrounding us.

Behind the [Great Tiger] were reinforcements who must have joined him. And behind me…

“—Hey, Lotta. Come to watch?”

“I was drawn by the heat of a certain someone. I came running as fast as I could.”

I glanced back for a moment and threw a casual remark at the face I recognized. The response that came from behind me was just as relaxed.

At the head of a linked unit of nearly thirty people stood a friend I had only just made.

“I came to see you, Haru. As a fan, to witness your further exploits.”

As always, with such theatrical lines.

He deliberately, and irritatingly, managed to fire up my fighting spirit.

Replying felt strangely embarrassing, so I just gave a silent thumbs-up to the side. Then, as if to say, “Sorry to keep you waiting,” I turned my gaze straight back to the [Great Tiger] in front of me.

“Well then, I doubt any uncultured lout would interrupt us, but… just in case, I’ll use it. [Engage].”

A wicked grin spread across his face, and as the key word left his lips, a golden ring emanated from him.

The ring, like sonar, expanded rapidly. The moment it touched my avatar, its color changed to crimson—forming a circular arena about twenty meters in diameter.

A perfectly round battlefield that completely blocked the passage.

“So this is… that exclusive skill.”

The inside and outside were separated by a pale crimson veil. The starry sky I looked up at was its usual deep blue, so it seemed there was no ceiling.

That said, the force field limiting altitude to ten meters should still be in effect. All in all, this field could be either an advantage or a disadvantage for me.

“The stage is on my tab. Shall we dance, Haru?”

Dropping into a low stance, the [Great Tiger] grinned fearlessly. His expression was dyed with a hungry look, as if he could barely hold himself back any longer.

“…Haha.”

And in the end, an opponent who pursues that kind of 'fun' is someone…

“Come—[Samidorizuki].”

…I just can't bring myself to dislike.



    Chapter 200

    Sword Incarnate

    He *changed*.

The moment the young man tossed aside the spear in his right hand and brought out a new weapon, the moment he drew that magnificent jade blade, the very air around him shifted in color.

At first, he couldn't tell what was different.

But one thing was certain—it *was* different. A feeling akin to a shiver running down his spine brought with it an undeniable certainty.

*That thing is bad news.*

Not the sword itself.

But the figure holding the sword.

“Sorry about this, Tora-kichi.”

Just as he was about to chase the swelling sense of déjà vu, a light voice cut in. With the jade blade in his right hand and the sheath held in a reverse grip in his left, Haru… smiled quietly from under his hood.

“As long as I’m using this, I can’t afford to look pathetic, no matter what. So be prepared—for me to not let you do *anything*.”

The slightest movement of the quivering blade tip demanded his utmost caution. Realizing his gaze was being drawn in, helplessly captivated, the [Great Tiger] trembled all over as a wicked smile spread across his face.

“Oi… this is the first time in my life I’ve had the warrior’s shakes. Give me a break.”

The smile that escaped his lips was, without a doubt, a testament to his 'anticipation.'

The [Acrobat] who had made such a bold declaration was now, as a 'swordsman'—

“—Here I come.”

—transforming into a single, sharpened blade as his body launched forward.

◇◆◇◆◇

In the end, I was never able to master *Shukuchi*.

That fact was frustrating, but it was something I had known from the very beginning. I have no intention of hiding my immense disappointment, but it was a result I had to accept.

And what that fact means is—in conclusion, I cannot properly wield the techniques of the [Kesshiki Ittoryu].

Even with the most fundamental technique, the first strike, *Hisui* (Flying Water), my attempts are but a pale imitation of an imitation. Of course, I can embody the principles of the sword style Ui-san developed in my forms as much as I want… but at least in *this state*, I would hesitate to call myself a practitioner of Kesshiki Itto.

However, that doesn't change the fact that I am the [Sword Saint]'s disciple.

Therefore, above all else.

If I am to wield a sword, I have a duty to embody my strongest self—one that will not tarnish that 'pinnacle.'

“—*Matoi*.”

It was not from my master… but for some reason, from her grandfather that I received a name for my lesser version of *Shukuchi*—or rather, a technique I was scolded for demeaning, my *very own footwork*.

By layering 'outer force' upon 'inner force' in stages, this technique allows me to approach the [Sword Saint]'s speed for a fleeting moment, enabling an instantaneous shift from high to super-high velocity.

Its movements can deceive even the eyes of the strong, a technique my 'master' herself admitted she might misjudge. In other words, this *Matoi* is, without a doubt, my own special weapon.

And that is something that even a Title Holder…

“—”

…would find impossible to counter on a first encounter, or so my master has guaranteed.

Sweeping aside the logic of the virtual world and the burden of water pressure, I leaped into his guard, *parting the waterway*. The [Great Tiger] showed no reaction at all.

*He can't perceive it.* With that certainty, I swung my sword.

The jade blade of the [Samidorizuki] shot up from a low stance, scattering water as it arced in a reverse diagonal slash, sinking into his side. My eyes met his, which glowed with a green light.

Ah, well, being unable to deal with it—*thought acceleration* is the one exception.

Reflexively, I reversed my blade and immediately dashed past him. A massive 'something' grazed my cheek and sent a huge pillar of water erupting right in front of where he stood.

[Cleave Fang]—the unique enhancement effect of the special title 'Great Tiger,' held by the seventh-ranked member of the Northern Faction, Nortalia.

Among the many rankers, his power is particularly simple and purely strength-oriented. It's the ability to manifest invisible limbs—or more accurately, the power to *control giant jaws that function like limbs*.

“You damn fool… how the hell do you look like a blur even when I’m using thought acceleration?”

“Sorry, but when it comes to speed, I have a 'God's' seal of approval.”

“Who the hell is 'God'?”

“Well now, I'll tell you if you can beat me.”

“Hah…! You’ve got a sharp tongue for a newcomer!!”

The water at his feet exploded as he charged forward. His movements were completely different from the rough yet precise footwork he'd shown before. This was the 'brute force' style of movement, utilizing the fang-limbs corresponding to his arms and legs.

The invisible jaws manifested by [Cleave Fang], if the records are correct, possess a ridiculous strength equivalent to STR 500. The speed achieved with this power is on a whole other level compared to his base state.

And *my speed* is on a whole other level *even from that*.

I’ll gladly make use of it, my 'exclusive' artisan.

“Shine—[Crimson Red Ruby].”

Deep within the white and blue. The ruby pendant tucked into the chest of my battle garment shone with a brilliant crimson light through the feather-woven fabric. A pulsing, deep-red flame coursed through my entire body.

It wasn't made from any special materials.

It wasn't crafted with any impossible techniques.

But in the sense that only I could wield it, Nia was probably the only one in this virtual world who could create *something like this* as a practical item.

Its effect—*continuous percentage-based self-damage every tenth of a second*.

Through the power of [Crown Crown], which solidifies the fact that I have 'taken damage' while discarding the result of 'HP reduction,' I achieve an incredible cheat:

The lawlessly powerful constant activation of [Ignition].

In other words, from this moment on—

My avatar discards all processes of acceleration.

“—…!?”

The [Great Tiger] searched for my figure, which had vanished from before his eyes. In that instant, I had already closed the distance, attacked, and disengaged.

There was no need to turn back. Guided by the blessing of the [Fatal Leak] in my eyes, I slipped past the invisible jaws, landed a blow on his shoulder, and passed behind him.

I ran up the barrier summoned by [Engage], ignoring the altitude limit and slamming into it, using the immense repulsive force as a foothold to charge straight down.

Seeing my shadow, he reflexively turned to look up—a testament to his reaction time. But…

“What—!?”

I completely ignored the greatest advantage of his four fangs: their invisibility.

My eyes coolly provided red trajectory predictions. Following their lead, I used my sheath to smoothly parry the intercepting jaw. The [Great Tiger] couldn't help but let out a cry of astonishment.

“This isn’t a bluff or bravado.”

Indeed, the jade blade in my right hand was already mid-swing. The single stroke that raced through the air now thoroughly slashed open his side.

As a spectacular spray of red damage effects reflected on the water's surface, I spoke to his battered form.

“—To be blunt, I’m your natural enemy.”

The speechless [Great Tiger] wore a look of utter exasperation.

“…So I was the challenger all along? You monster.”

He couldn't hide the smile spreading across his lips. I, too, couldn't help but let out a small chuckle. As we laughed together, the water at our feet splashed up and danced in the air time and time again.



    Chapter 201

    Resplendent Joy

    —At a certain gathering of university students.

*'Be prepared—for me to not let you do anything.'*

*'—Here I come.'*

““—Fuuuuuuuuu!!””

“Nice, nice! I like that confident trash talk!”

“This guy’s gonna be popular! A flashy fighting style with that kind of attitude is just awesome!!”

“Ah, haha… Mizuki-chan, is something wrong?”

“Mm… It’s nothing. Probably just my imagination.”

◇◆◇◆◇

—At a certain gathering of a grandfather and his granddaughter.

“This boy… Haha, not bad at all. He swings his sword with such joy.”

“Hee hee, and he’s not even close to his full potential yet.”

“Hmm… I see. I had a feeling, but—”

“You needn't say any more. I am well aware that I am a doting master.”

◇◆◇◆◇

—At a certain gathering of two best friends.

*'Shine—[Crimson Red Ruby].'*

“—…!—, —!!”

“Okay, okay, I get it already. Stop squirming around so much on my lap, Nia-cha… Don’t hide in the cushion, you have to cheer him on properly!”

◇◆◇◆◇

—At a certain family gathering.

“So? This oh-so-handsome Haru-san, do you think you have a chance with him?”

“Please watch the screen.”

“It’s a rare family get-together, don’t be so cold. You’re curious too, aren’t you, dear?”

“Please. Watch. The. Screen!!”

“Haha…”

◇◆◇◆◇

—And, in the great sea of the internet.

'Freaking insane.'

'This isn't even about Tora-san anymore…'

'Acrobat is just broken in every way.'

'Is this what they call a human TAS???'

'Is he really doing this without thought acceleration?'

'Can't see his eyes, so we don't know if he's using it or not.'

'It's been minutes since the fight started, and he's been moving at this crazy speed from the beginning. Thought acceleration skills last for ten seconds at most.'

'I could maybe accept it if he was just fast, but the fact that he's attacking, intercepting, *and* dodging at the same time makes absolutely no sense.'

'Didn't expect a sword to be his main weapon.'

'Main weapon is one way to put it… it feels more like a different version of him compared to when he was using all those other weapons.'

'I know what you mean. There's something familiar about it.'

'Doesn't he look a bit like the Sword Saint?'

'Mmm… that's a tough one.'

'His movements and style are completely different so far, but…'

'Seriously, what's the trick? How is he seeing those invisible attacks?'

'It looks less like he's seeing them and more like he already knows where they'll be.'

'…A prediction skill?'

'No way.'

'I mean…'

'That would be way too broken.'

'Maybe it's his unique title effect?'

'And what's with him being on fire all the time?'

'Even if he's just fast, he's ignoring too many laws of physics. Going from zero to top speed instantly is a middle finger to physics.'

'The forums are in chaos everywhere lmao.'

'General board, PvP thread, light warrior thread, they all look like hell after just a few minutes.'

'I've stopped thinking and am just staring slack-jawed at how cool he is.'

'This.'

'For real.'

'That's all that matters in the end.'

'Just got a new character to stan!!!!!'

—The Four Pillar War had just begun, not even half an hour having passed. There was little else that needed to be broadcast.

Almost all the footage being transmitted was of that single scene. Naturally, the young man, basking in the focused gaze of the world, was simply enjoying the 'dream' before him.

—The time for the decisive blow was close at hand.

◇◆◇◆◇

“—Daaaah!!”

The Great Tiger's giant jaws grew ever more ferocious, and they were, without exaggeration, a menace. With my HP down to a mere ten percent from self-inflicted damage, even a glancing blow from the edge of those fangs would surely obliterate me.

However, I had challenged him with such confidence because I had a clear path to victory.

The Northern Faction's seventh-ranked member, the [Great Tiger], was undeniably strong. His combat sense, his movements, his masterful spear technique that made my own makeshift skills look pathetic—all of it was top-tier. I had no doubt he could go toe-to-toe with someone like Irori.

—So then,

“You little bastard…!!”

Why was I able to so completely dominate a 'strong' opponent who should, by all rights, be my superior? The answer was simple.

First, as a light warrior, I was definitively faster.

Second, I could unilaterally impose the disadvantage of the watery footing by running through the air.

And most importantly, his entire strategy, built around the ridiculously powerful weapon of invisible, powerful attacks, was completely shut down by my hard-counter skill, [Fatal Leak].

…Alright, about ten seconds left.

As effective as [Fatal Leak] was against the [Great Tiger], it unfortunately still had the massive demerit of being an insane mana-guzzler.

The General was probably watching my status bar with anxiety, so I couldn't drag this out any longer.

“It's about time—for the grand finale!”

“Don't you dare…!! I’m not done yet!!”

My HP was at ten percent—but for me, this *was* my full-health state.

In contrast, his health had dropped below twenty percent after our numerous clashes. He probably had some kind of defensive skill active, or maybe his stats were just high in vitality. In any case, the surprisingly tough tiger was on his last legs.

And my finishing blow has been ready for a long time now.

“Oraaah!!”

A pillar of water, like an explosion, was thrown up right in front of me by the power of [Cleave Fang], blocking my vision.

Even if he was a pure martial artist, he wasn't a simple meathead.

The [Great Tiger] was trying everything he could to figure out the trick behind [Fatal Leak], but the full details of an undisclosed unique skill weren't something that could be so easily deciphered.

In fact, it was useless to block my vision at this point.

My 'eyes,' which could see ten seconds into the future, had displayed the attack prediction lines before he even moved. My 'Memory' gift had already burned them into my virtual brain.

An pincer attack from the left and right with the tiger fangs on his arms, followed by a spear thrust from the front after a slight delay.

The escape route—is down.

As I felt a tremendous pressure sweep over my head, I threw myself into the water.

My left hand, having released the sheath, grabbed *it*—the weapon whose position I had memorized perfectly.

“—I can see you, Acrobat!!”

Was it intuition, or did he have some kind of presence-detecting skill? Recognizing his attack had missed, the prediction line extending from the [Great Tiger] shifted from the front to the water where I was hiding.

And yet—*I* was the one who *launched* my *spear* *faster*.

“Wha—a spear…!!?”

My jade blade on the right parried his black spear, while my crimson spear on the left pierced his chest.

Its brilliant crimson banner fluttering—it was the lethal plan I had *stored* in this position when I drew the [Samidorizuki].

“Hey—Tiger Star.”

“Gah… What is it, Haru.”

As expected, his toughness was incredible. Reflexively letting go of his own spear, the [Great Tiger] grabbed the base of the Crimson Valor with both hands. With the crimson blade embedded in his chest, he barely managed to hold his ground.

As we exchanged smiles, his unyielding fighting spirit was palpable from the pressure of the raised giant tiger jaws.

A Title Holder through and through. Absolutely splendid.

That's precisely why this next blow is a sign of respect for a worthy rival.

I’ll give you a no-holds-barred, super-finisher, [Great Tiger]!!

“Pierce through—[Caladbolg]!!!”

Activated by the key word, the spear blade shone, and the great crimson banner ignited.

The manifestation of its blazing magic flowed into the spear shaft, which glowed with a dazzling, red-hot light.

“This was super fun!! Let's fight again!!”

And next time—on even terms, without any first-encounter kills!!

“—”

At the very last moment, the [Great Tiger]'s avatar, a look of exasperation softening his lips—

—was pierced through by the spiraling blades of the rotating Crimson Valor, which let out a deafening roar.



    Chapter 202

    Accumulated War Results

    —Suddenly, the sound of a great bell rang out.

'She,' who had been sitting on the stairs with her eyes closed, lifted her head. She looked toward the large skylight that offered a view of the outside of the castle. What she saw was a brilliant pillar of golden light rising into the heavens.

It was a signal of victory, even more grandiose than the effect for a 'Pillar' being destroyed. It meant that one of the Title Holders had been *taken down*.

Her eyes widened slightly, and then she glanced at the system clock, which brought further surprise. Only about ten minutes had passed since the Four Pillar War began.

She opened a window and brought up the scoreboard. Among the four factions—or rather, the three excluding the West—Istia was the only one that had already accumulated points. The number displayed was an abnormal '1200.'

Something stirred within her, and she suppressed it.

To get her hopes up, only to be betrayed, and then to be disappointed again—she had lost count of how many times she had repeated that cycle.

She shouldn't get her hopes up. She should just wait.

“—…Aren’t you going?”

As she settled her rising body back against the railing, a childish voice came from right beside her. A young girl, lying on a large sofa that *grew out of the stairs*, rubbed her sleepy eyes from behind her long, long, pale purple hair and asked the question.

“No, I’m not.”

After replying, she closed her eyes again. The girl who had asked watched her for a moment before letting her own sleepy eyelids fall.

Within the crimson citadel, there were only two quiet breaths.

The clamor of the battlefield was still far away.

◇◆◇◆◇

Looking back on my experiences, fights against players had always followed a default pattern: “Battle! ⇒ Victory!! ⇒ Cheers!!!”

There was no mystery to it; every fight had been a single, self-contained event. So, considering that, what would happen this time? The battle against the [Great Tiger] had just concluded with a victory. What would come next?

The number of players who had been watching our duel with bated breath was well over seventy. They were lined up, split almost perfectly in two—warriors from the opposing Eastern faction or the Northern-Southern alliance. This place was, without a doubt, the heart of the battlefield.

So here’s a question. Now that Tiger Star, a.k.a. the [Great Tiger], has been defeated and the [Engage] field has been lifted.

What kind of 'voices' would erupt in the next moment?

A.1 Cheers. A.2 Jeers. A.3 Roars of anger. A.4 Screams mixed with all sorts of emotions.

Was that too easy? The *answer* is *all of them*.

“““““—————————————————!!!”””””

*Kid!!*

“I know!!”

I picked up the sheath of the [Samidorizuki] that had fallen at my feet and immediately leaped away from the spot. At that moment, a hailstorm of thrown objects and magic rained down.

For the players of the North and South, it was a situation where a ranker, who was likely exhausted after a battle (and with only 10% HP left), was right in front of them. It was only natural for them to seize the opportunity and attack.

Anyone would do the same. In that case, the action I should take is…

“—The rest is up to you!!”

“—You can count on me!!”

I high-fived Lotta, who leaped forward to lead his unit, swapping places with me, and dove into the crowd of our allied faction.

“Nice fight!!”

“You’re insane!!”

“Seriously, GG!”

“I’m a fan, Ninth!!”

As our veteran comrades ran past, each leaving a word of praise, I couldn't stop the corners of my mouth from turning up—

*Damn it… —You did *too damn well*, you idiot. Come back and rest for a bit, Haru.*

“Roger that!!”

I slipped through the Eastern faction’s unit. The effect of the [Crimson Red Ruby] was still active—or rather, *couldn’t be deactivated*—and my legs, which bypassed the process of acceleration, launched my avatar into the air.

…As I did, I felt a sort of 'hunch' and extended my right hand straight out to the side in a thumbs-up.

Even if I looked back, I wouldn't be able to see anything at this speed, but I had a feeling that my friend Lotta, whom I’d left in charge, was probably doing something similar.

◇◆◇◆◇

“—…Well, yeah. That’s my impression, pretty much.”

*I see. So you will not pursue, is that correct?*

“That’s right. I probably wouldn’t get wrecked by a bad matchup like Tora did, but going up against that thing with a zero percent accident rate seems pretty tough.”

*If there is even a slight risk, then that is the correct decision. Return to base. Your turn is not yet.*

“Yeah, figures. Roger that.”

Right after the start of the battle—in the walkway where what would undoubtedly become the first highlight of this war had unfolded. A small boy, who had been observing the scene from around a corner, turned on his heel in accordance with the telepathic command.

“Ah, um… what should I do about this? Should I *clean up*?”

As he was leaving, the boy—Uni the [Heavy Tank]—stopped again and looked back over his shoulder, his hand moving to the hilt of the short sword at his waist.

*Not necessary.*

“Mm, okay.”

An immediate reply, without a hint of hesitation. And he, having anticipated it, nodded obediently, took his hand from the hilt, and resumed walking.

That's right. It didn't matter if one or two pillars were taken—in fact, it didn't matter how many more times the 'sweep' that had just occurred in under ten minutes was repeated.

Because in this Four Pillar War, it had been decided from the very beginning that no matter how enormous a score one amassed… the points meant nothing at all.



    Chapter 203

    The Queen's Camp

    “—Whoa…!!”

Kicking off the final corner leading to the base, the path to the strangely constructed, still-unfamiliar castle opened up before me. The tension left me all at once, and I hastily corrected my slightly wavering posture to land—no, to land *in the water*.

Man, this water is a real pain.

On top of the discomfort of my clothes clinging to me, which felt just like reality, the added weight from being wet seriously messes with my avatar control.

That last move against Tora-kichi, I jumped into the water with all that momentum to look cool, and I regretted it a second later. My outfit has an auxiliary effect that keeps it from falling off even during high-speed maneuvers, so it probably doesn't look like much to an observer, but…

No, seriously, it was hell inside my hood. Never again.

Well, I guess it is a game, so the fact that I dry off within a few dozen seconds of getting out of the water is a saving grace… but that aside.

“That’s one down, I guess…”

Well, in exchange for a ranker, it's a huge plus, bigger than anything else I could have done.

I *crushed* one of the plain blue armlets hidden under the sleeve of my [El-Gran Series Outer] with my fingertips.

As if sensing its wearer's will, the easily shattered accessory transformed into a pale blue magical light, reminiscent of water. It enveloped the [Crimson Red Ruby], which had been raging uncontrollably since its activation, as if to seal it away.

As if to seal it—well, it actually *is* a seal. This custom-made, brokenly overpowered divine accessory of mine, once activated, has its effect persist until I either seal it like this or die. It’s basically a handmade cursed object…

Apparently, there’s a better way to handle it, but the fact that it ended up as a rush job is my own fault for not thinking to request it in advance. It's completely on me.

Nia really did a great job in such a short amount of time… As I was thinking that and quelling the pulsing flame, I looked up to see a black shadow walking toward me from ahead.

“Oh, heading out?”

“The orders have been finalized.”

If you just look at the numbers, he’s at the bottom of the ranks. And according to him, he’s “definitely” the youngest—that’s Tetra… but considering his behavior so far, in my mind, he ranks pretty high among the Ten Seats in terms of 'composure.'

He’s friendly, yet he maintains a calm and composed atmosphere… Simply put, he has a mysterious reliability.

“Things were pretty heated over here too. Good work, senpai.”

As we passed each other, the boy raised a hand with a childish smile. That 'senpai' thing, though, is something I can never seem to get used to—

“Thanks, kohai. You do your best too, Tetra.”

“Leave it to me. Though I’m sure my idea of ‘doing my best’ is a bit different from yours, senpai.”

We high-fived, and he waved his hand, his body rising silently into the air without splashing a single drop of water. The boy’s avatar, presumably heading for the maze wall…

“...The rankers are all a bunch of superhumans.”

—*pop*, vanished in mid-air, his presence, his aura, everything, disappearing from before my eyes.

With my tension gone, I stared blankly for a few seconds before turning my head back to the front. There, waiting for me, the [Acrobat], were the players of the defense squad.

At the very back, Goldow stood with his arms crossed, a satisfied look on his face. Beside him, a little one was bouncing up and down.

Next to her, another little one was standing quietly. Our eyes met.

“Haha… of course.”

The sympathy, the slight excitement, and the immense *pity* in her light-blue eyes told me everything. I sighed at the future I already knew was coming.

Resigned, I took a step forward, and immediately, nearby players started to gather, their faces overflowing with excitement and curiosity.

After two, three steps, I steeled my resolve.

“Ah… —One question per person, please.”

I plastered on my killer customer-service smile and charged into the army of my allies.

*Doesn't the smile not work if you're wearing a hood?*

◇◆◇◆◇

—An hour had already passed since the start of the Four Pillar War.

Aside from one particular point, there had been no notable movements other than the abnormal event of a Title Holder being eliminated early on.

And that 'one particular point'—the fact that all of the 'Pillars' that had popped and repopped so far, a total of thirty from the North and South combined, had been utterly destroyed—was no doubt providing excitement in both the virtual and real worlds.

In fact, on this side, a full-blown game of tag between the regular players and the [Acrobat] had already kicked off, with huge commotions breaking out all over the place around the pillars.

As for the results of that, the scoreboard, which was being updated even at this moment, made it abundantly clear—

1st: Istia 3655P | 2nd: Nortalia 302P | 3rd: Sotalm 75P | 4th: Vestol 0P

Compared to their allied faction, Nortalia, who were supposed to be the point-getters in this war, the score difference was a staggering 12-fold. Needless to say, this was an unprecedentedly abnormal situation.

What was most unbearable was the fact that unless they took down the [Acrobat], his momentum would likely not stop until the end of the war.

In that case, they couldn't just sit on their hands forever.

Even if the number of points didn't matter for the method of victory they had *envisioned from the start*, letting him run rampant like this would damage their faction’s reputation.

“—Of the scenarios we considered, this is among the worst.”

Inside the wartime base of the Southern Faction, Sotalm.

Among the six shadows sitting on scattered chairs and sofas that grew out of the floor, the [Lady-in-Waiting]'s voice, despite her calm expression, was tinged with a faint bitterness.

“I didn't see it directly, but… well, considering our second-ranked ran back with his tail between his legs, I guess it’s true.”

“I know it’s lame, so could you stop?”

As Auerin chuckled wryly, arms crossed while looking at the scoreboard, Uni, who had declared something like “if I get carried away and beat him—” when he deployed, glared back sullenly.

“Just as Helena-san said, it’s the worst of the worst. I don’t think I’d lose one-sidedly, but I’d say there’s about a for… a thirty percent chance of an accident.”

“You were about to say forty percent, weren’t you?”

“Argh, Fuji, you’re so annoying—Honestly, Istia is just Istia. How is that guy ninth rank? He’s easily on par with the top-tier rankers.”

“By the way, what would my chances be?”

“You’re out, Auerin. The matchup is terrible. You’d lose a hundred times out of a hundred.”

As the young man gave a wry smile, thinking, *Try to sugarcoat it a little…*, Fuji—the fourth-ranked member of the Southern Faction, [Full Auto]—raised his hand and met Helena’s gaze.

“Based on what I’ve heard, it sounds like I have a good matchup. Shall I give it a try?”

From what he'd heard, the Acrobat in question had a style categorized as a high-agility evasion attacker. Furthermore, if his speed was not just 'excessive' but 'super-excessive,' then his other stats—most likely, his durability—should be close to 'nil.'

High agility, low durability… the more extreme it was, the more he was, without a doubt, [Full Auto]'s prime target.

This suggestion came from a logical inference, confident in his advantage. However, to his surprise, Helena shook her head.

“If you could force a one-on-one, you would likely have an absolute advantage. But since they are so clearly using him as their ace, they must have already allocated resources to deal with his natural counters.”

“Hah… well, I suppose *he* will be coming, then.”

“Come to think of it, she hasn't been on a rampage this time, has she? The *criminal stealth bomber onee-san*.”

“There have been a few reports of people getting hit by Hinayo-nee-san, but… that means she's acting separately from [Undying]. In the worst-case scenario, he could be lurking around, targeting only you.”

Having been told that, Fuji retracted his hand with a deep, wry smile.

If he were to face that boy clad in black, he would be taken down without being able to do a thing. He himself acknowledged this, which is why he accepted it.

“So in the end, it’s just as we planned from the start. Our only chance of winning is to capture their base.”

“Yes. It is a *desperate measure*, but we *have no choice*.”

As Auerin brought the conversation to its main point, Helena nodded quietly.

“It’s infuriating, but it seems ‘Father’s’ leak was not an exaggeration. We cannot win this war by taking pillars. Therefore… everyone, are you prepared?”

Her eyes, which usually held a sharp light, slowly closed as if to say, “I’ve already given up.”

“To the battle-crazed maniacs of Istia—we will wage an all-out war.”



    Chapter 204

    The Princess's Camp

    “—Haaaah… well, even if it was just from the night before, at least we had some room to prepare ourselves mentally.”

“It’s been a while, hasn’t it?”

“It’s been since the time before, before, before… the last one.”

For the past three Four Pillar Wars, things had settled down with their 'Princess' as the commander.

It was a measure taken not for peace, but for stability. But now, forced to deviate from a plan that had been working so well, the members present acknowledged the reality and let out a collective sigh.

“……Right about now, the people who *think they understand* while watching the screen are probably thinking, ‘The South is going to win.’”

“‘The people’ isn’t a nice way to put it. The audience is a necessary part of what makes this world exciting, so looking down on them isn’t good.”

“My apologies. But as always, our strategy meetings won't have their audio picked up anyway.”

As Fuji chided the boy who had let out a bitter smile, the boy waved cheerfully at the unseen 'camera.'

“Stop with that annoying smile, you’ll get more fans.”

“‘Annoying’ is uncalled for, and what kind of demand is there for fans who like that?”

“The kind that likes little brats.”

“Care to discuss this?”

Ignoring the bickering second and fifth rankers, Helena let out a small sigh, lifted her eyelids, and shifted her gaze. Her considerate glance fell upon the figure of the princess, sitting silently like a doll placed on a chair.

“Iris, are you all right?”

“I’m fine. To win, I will do my part properly.”

A sweet, cool voice—but the words were flat, betraying no emotion.

Those who knew Iris from before she became like this all felt the same thing in their hearts, but they weren’t close enough to say anything at this point. If she nodded, all they could do was support her… it was always like this.

“Then… it goes without saying, but simply attacking the Eastern Faction head-on will not lead to victory.”

“Plus, this time they’ve brought a top-class hidden ace with them.”

“And I bet their base is being protected by ‘those two’ again.”

They were members who had fought together countless times; their understanding was mutual.

The common public perception that “if the [Sword Queen] deploys, victory is certain” was not correct at all.

This world was a game… and furthermore, the game called [Arcadia] was filled with a freedom that was incomparable to existing analog games—an almost ridiculous level of freedom.

Freedom equals diversity in character builds. And the strategic breadth born from the combination of countless unique individuals was truly infinite.

A single player who could slaughter ten thousand could also be defeated by a hundred enemies.

That was a law of this world (system) that applied even to a player like Iris, who had long been called the strongest in the virtual world.

What’s more, when the enemy had not a hundred, but just *two* trump cards sufficient to completely *seal her existence*… in reality, the Southern Faction, Sotalm, despite possessing the strongest hand, was by no means the 'strongest faction.'

That title truly belonged to the East—the one faction that stood on par with the North and South combined.

And the players knew it.

That is why,

“In that case, our options are limited… aren't they?”

“Yes. An envoy from the Northern Faction, Nortalia, should be on their way here. Once they arrive, we will decide on the *assignments*.”

“It’s been a while since we’ve done some scheming.”

“That sounds bad. We’re just using our heads to meet expectations.”

To meet expectations, they would—to protect, they would stage the 'strongest.'

“Iris?”

“…No, it’s nothing.”

Even if she’s hurt, she won’t fall to her knees.

Even if her voice fades, she won’t close her mouth.

Even if her smile wanes, she won’t look down.

“Thank you, everyone. I’ll do my best.”

And they (everyone), following her lead, would not look down.

Who they were here to support—that was something they had known for a very, very long time.



    Chapter 205

    Red, Blue, and White

    “…The point gap is something I’ve never seen before.”

“It’s gotten to the point where it’s almost creepy, right?”

They’re probably bored. Every time I come back, the little ones come over. It's not a bad feeling. Ri-na, who seems like the downer type but is actually a serious, good kid, always gives me a proper word of praise.

I don’t mind them chatting idly around me while I rest. I can even overlook the fact that they’re making rude assessments right in front of the person they’re talking about.

However, Red, you’re still a no-go.

“If you’re not gone in three seconds, I’ll *sink you*. Be prepared.”

On the small patch of land around the wartime base that wasn't submerged in water.

While sinking into a giant, person-ruining cushion, I threw a menacing threat at the insolent one who would get endlessly carried away if left unchecked.

At that, Mi-na, who had been sitting on my waist as if she owned the place while I was lying face down, immediately scurried away. I don't understand why she keeps poking at me when her defense is non-existent.

“What’s with you, you’re no fun. Becoming a beautiful girl’s chair is a reward, isn’t it? Which means this is a perfectly good way of showing my appreciation—”

“Hah.”

“Hey, what’s with that Irorin-like laugh?! Are you saying that Mi-na-chan, the renowned ‘energetic one of Mina-Rina,’ isn’t cute?!”

The energetic one… Well, I get that it’s not exactly a negative assessment.

“By the way, what’s Ri-na called?”

I shot a sidelong glance at the self-proclaimed 'energetic one' and asked her other half. The girl with the blue trademark hesitated for a moment before answering.

“……………………The cute one.”

“...Well, you need someone to make you look good, I guess.”

“—That’s it, it’s war! What’s that supposed to mean?!”

Unfortunately for you, trying to get special treatment from me based on looks alone is a losing battle. I’ll have you know, I have a partner who is good-looking, has a great personality, and is just plain cool.

“…Can you still move?”

As I subdued the idiot who had pounced on me with one hand, Ri-na, who as usual takes any opportunity to pet me, tilted her head and looked my way.

“Yeah, I’m fine. Goldow told me to take regular breaks so I can be ready to move at any time, so this is just for now.”

He must have seen the state I was in when he came to visit the camp, completely unable to move a muscle. I smiled back at the blue eyes that held a faint hint of worry and pushed myself up from the cushion—or rather, the sofa-sized mysterious substance.

It's hard to put into words, but it was like a low-rebound material with an exceptional embrace… Well, I don’t really get it, but it was a simple resting spot that the two of them had prepared using their 'power.'

I wonder if they sell this in the real world. I could get used to this.

“Training, perfect?”

“I wouldn’t go so far as to say perfect, but… well, I should be fine for the duration of the Four Pillar War.”

Simply switching between the two outputs is one thing, but if I also use *Matoi*, fatigue is unavoidable. Still, it’s not to the extent that I can’t move my avatar anymore, like in the past.

The results of my training with my master have manifested in more than just my simple combat power… Uh, hey, hey… Ri-na-san? That tickles, that really tickles…!!

“Okay, I get it, I get it…! I know you’re cheering me on, so thank you…!”

She kept petting my hood over and over and over and over—Ri-na seemed like she would do it forever if left to her own devices. I caught her slender hand to stop her. The girl blinked her emotionless eyes a few times before obediently retracting her hand.

What is it about her… She has her moments of maturity, but she also has this innocent, childish feel to her. Well, she is apparently younger than me.

When I was looking up the opposing rankers, I also quickly gathered some information on my own side, and data on these two came up right away. Still, I didn't get such a childish impression from them in real life.

“Now, now, Ri-na-chan, no-no.”

Red, who had slipped out of my grasp at some point, pulled her partner away from me and into a hug. The sight itself was endearing, like close sisters—though Ri-na, as usual, had a sullen expression about the physical contact.

To think that this was their ultimate weapon against the 'Princess'—it was all a mystery to me.

“Oh?”

“Ooh.”

“Mm…”

After a while, having entered my third break, we spotted a pillar of light rising in the distance. Reacting in sequence has already become a routine thing.

The reappearance of a 'Pillar'—time to work.

“Come on, come on, it’s your turn, big bro! Get out there and show ‘em what you’ve got!!”

“What character are you even playing?”

My fourth sortie… and my third since this whole thing turned into a game of tag with countless players chasing me all over the place.

To be honest, if I hadn't gotten used to tracking barrages from my sparring with Sora, it would have been a hellscape of instant deaths.

“Good luck.”

“Yeah, leave it to me.”

Casually brushing off Red's light-hearted remark, and resisting the urge to pat the head of the ever-childish Blue… I headed back into the maze.

I have no intention of complaining, and I have no complaints to begin with.

Because after all—'tag' is now one of my specialties.



    Chapter 206

    Signs of Change

    “—…I guess this is what’s happening.”

In a certain section of the maze area.

No matter how much he walked or ran, he never encountered his target ranker. On top of that, for a little while now, sporadic attacks from regular players had become frequent.

Irori, who had just cut down a unit from the North-South alliance, ignored the phosphorescent glow of the death effects drifting around him. Sensing a shift in the situation, he quietly looked up at the sky.

“Goldow.”

The wartime-exclusive telepathy skill gave the general the initiative. The system would relay a 'call' from up to thirty pre-registered members, but he couldn't initiate the call himself.

If there was no reply, it meant Goldow was busy, but—

*Yeah, what is it?*

Letting out a breath at the reply, Irori opened his mouth as he continued to walk along the *frozen* waterway.

“Since Haru took down the Great Tiger at the start, there’s been no sign of any enemy rankers. They’re probably plotting something.”

*Yeah, I just got the same opinion from Gen a minute ago.*

“I see. What about Hinayo?”

*She said she started getting hit with sporadic attacks a little while ago. Gen said the same thing, but… Irori.*

“Attacks, huh… Same here.”

It was as if… yes, as if they were trying to pin down their locations and stall for time.

“Goldow, where is Haru right now—”

As his premonition grew, his concern turned to the whereabouts of the young man who would likely be the key player in this war. The answer came not from the General Commander’s words, but from the pillar of light that shot up into the sky.

“...So he’s there.”

*…So he is.*

The destruction effect was more vivid than the spawning one. It was proof that the Acrobat had just toppled another 'Pillar.'

“Shouldn’t you call Haru back to base? If my feeling is right…”

If the North and South had already finished their 'observation' and 'preparation.'

That pillar of light could very well be the signal for them to make their move—

“—!!”

He was able to react only because he hadn't let his guard down while talking.

Reading the presence that *welled up* right behind him, Irori spun around, drawing his sword in the same motion. What loomed before him was a *translucent figure* that gave him an *overwhelming sense of déjà vu*.

His sweeping slash was met by a 'sword.'

The blade of the [Frostblade Shirosou] was blocked by… a transparent, mirror-image blade.

“…Still as creepy as ever.”

His own form, translucent and faceless. Through it, he could see two players appearing from around a corner of the walkway.

The Southern Faction’s fourth-ranked member, [Full Auto]—Fuji.

And the fifth-ranked, [Adamant]—Auerin.

They were, without a doubt, the close aides of the [Sword Queen], Iris. Seeing them approach so calmly, Irori was convinced his 'hunch' had been correct.

“Honestly… —You’re in the way.”

He clicked his tongue at the copycat doll that was pushing its blade against his with both hands. He knocked its sword away with one hand, and his free left hand shot out, grabbing the faceless neck.

The doll’s feet lifted from the frozen waterway as it began to struggle—

“Freeze.”

He wouldn’t give something that copied his own form the time to disgrace itself like that.

The moment the *Anima* in his right hand glowed with a blue light—the doll froze solid white, all its movements ceasing.

He tossed the ice statue back to its 'master.' Without so much as a glance at the shattered fragments that fell at his feet, [Full Auto] smiled with lowered brows.

“—Haha… as I thought, Irori-kun, you’re also a bad matchup for me, though not as bad as young Tetra. It was the right call not to come alone.”

“Don’t let your guard down because of that. It’s not like I have a favorable matchup either.”

A light-armored warrior with a greatsword, and an unarmed mage in a robe. He was no stranger to either of them, nor was this the first time they had faced each other as enemies.

And because he knew them, Irori let out a wry smile, as if to say this was going to be a *pain*.

“The seventh ranker, ganged up on by the fourth and fifth. I’m moved to tears by this VIP treatment.”

“Hah—Fuji, did you hear that? The *East's #2 PvP specialist* is talking.”

“He’s as glib as ever. Let’s approach this with the intention of learning from him.”

Auerin readied his greatsword, and Fuji took a step back. Like a conductor, he raised both his hands—at that moment.

Five copycat dolls appeared silently around them.

All of them mimicked Irori’s form, and all of them held the same sword as him.

“…………Hey, didn't you only have four before?”

“I’m not one to stagnate, you know. And I’m sure you’re the same?”

“Of course, I’ve brought a new trick or two of my own.”

In response to the young man’s sidelong glare, [Full Auto] and [Adamant] shot him sharp, smiling glances.

And so, the [Sword Protector], facing two opponents who, by numbers alone, could be considered his superiors, said,

“…Well, you’ve got a point. In that case.”

He slashed the air with his blue blade, letting out a loud ring.

“Come at me—with the intention of making me play my trump card.”

He curled his lip into a sneer, and simply laughed.



    Chapter 207

    No Need for Unrest or Anxiety

    “—Yeah, four blocks from there… right. I doubt he’ll be taken down, but get there as fast as you can. I’ll send another unit after you.”

Outside the Eastern wartime base.

At the center of the established command post, Goldow leaned over a battle map spread across a table. Unwilling to be swept away by the changing situation, the golden stalwart, the [General Commander], was rapidly firing off orders to his rankers and the leaders of the regular player units.

While his mouth never stopped sending instructions via the *Telepathy* skill, he used his gaze and hand gestures to relay information to the adjutants also gathered around the table.

Reading his intent, they successively placed tokens and stuck notes on the map. The map, handmade by a [Loremaster], was rapidly transforming from a simple maze diagram into a strategic battle chart.

“Alright… head there for now, I’ll send further orders later. —Sorry for the wait, Hinayo. What’s the situation?”

His appearance was, in every sense, that of a commander. He seemed like a different person from his usual self, who was somewhat goofy and oddly charming.

So much so that even the usually impertinent fourth-ranked member was cautiously waiting for the right moment to speak.

“How’s it looking?”

As he took a breath, she popped her head up from beside him. A large hand came down from above and ruffled Mi-na’s hair as if stroking a grandchild.

“How’s it looking, you ask… Helena’s coming at us more directly than I expected.”

As he spoke, his free hand pointed to three locations on the map where large, crown-shaped tokens were placed.

“Irori, Genkotsu, Hinayo—a simultaneous three-pronged attack. And to top it off, they’ve sent two rankers after each of them. They’re really pulling out all the stops.”

While also patting Ri-na, who had appeared on the other side, Goldow explained the situation. The Eastern Wings both wore grim expressions.

“Ugh… Irorin and Gen-chan aside, is Hina-chan okay?”

“If she’s up against a close-range pair, it could be dangerous.”

In a one-on-one, there would be little cause for concern. But if there were multiple opponents and she was forced into close combat… even for an Istia ranker, the mid-to-long-range specialist Hinayo would be at a disadvantage—

“No, if anything, Hinayo is the one we don’t need to worry about at all. She’s got an allied unit acting as a wall for her and is apparently blasting them to smithereens.”

“Ah…”

“Rest in peace…”

Were the two pairs of small, clasped hands directed at the Istia players being forced to act as a 'wall,' or at the North and South rankers being made into targets for her [Scorching Gaze]…?

“Genkotsu… well, he’ll probably be fine on his own. I’ve sent backup to Irori as well. —So if there’s any cause for concern, it would be…”

Goldow’s finger pointed, and all eyes gathered on a spot near the center of the maze area. A large token of a boot with a feather ornament, representing a runner.

“Haru, what’s the situation—”

◇◆◇◆◇

“—I’m a little busy right now!!”

The call from the General Commander came through, but I truly apologize, I have neither the time nor the luxury to respond formally.

I knocked away a fire arrow that was closing in with my right hand, equipped with the [Revolving Shield of Transmigration], and slammed a roundhouse kick with my *Whirlwind*-wreathed left leg at the presence closing in from behind.

The impact—no, the *kick-pact*—was solid. But I couldn't afford to check the results of my counterattack. Look, my entire field of vision was filled with a multicolored hailstorm.

This is homing magic.

Estimated number of projectiles: a lot.

My internal lock-on alert—is at max volume, constantly!!

“Could you all maybe learn the meaning of moderation?!”

“Look who’s talking, get him!!”

“It’s the Acrobat!! Take him down!!”

“Shoot him down! Shoot him dooown!!”

“Stop flying around like you own the place!!”

“I think being the only one who can air jump is a crime!!”

“What’s your relationship with Nia-chan, you bastard!!”

An overwhelming, riotous mob…!!

*Hey Haru, are you alrigh—*

“I’m, alrigh…t, for the most part, but—whoooa!!”

No, this is tough, this is tough, this is tough!! There may not be any powerful individuals like the rankers, but being ganged up on by a large number of elite players from the Four Pillar selection is just not fair!!

“Goldow, sorry! I’m listen—ingaaaaah!! I’m listening, so, just, state your business…!!”

“Die!!”

“—State your business, pleaaaase!!”

I brought a heel down on the head of a light warrior who had leaped at me, then summoned the [Prologue: Wedge Fragment Singing of Eternity (Angalta)] and the [Giant’s Hand Axe] on the spot, *leaving them there without grabbing them*.

Ignoring the gruesome *GOSHA!!* sound the hundreds of kilograms of heavy weapons made as they fell and followed the light warrior down, I knocked away the countless fire arrows that had been fired at me again, taking advantage of the opening. Finally, you bastards… the time for my counterattack has come!!

“Revolve and open—[Shield Flower, Water Moon]!!”

“What’s that?!”

“Whoa, that’s cool!!”

“Where did you get that?!”

“Is it player-made?!”

“If so, could you introduce me to the crafter—”

“Daaaaaamn it, shut up!! You’re making me lose focus!!”

I slammed the small shield, filled to its maximum count, into my chest. As I dramatically donned a suit of light armor, the players from the North and South, who should have been my enemies, went wild with excitement.

—No, really.

It’s not just that they’re a group of strong players who never let me relax…

“Here I come, you veteran bastards—it’s time for a rampage!!”

“““Bring it on, you son of a biiiiitch!!”””

They’re just the best when it comes to getting hyped up, so I can’t help but get fired up too, you know!?

Gripping the Bullets I had summoned in both hands, I unhesitatingly leaped toward the elite unit that had naturally formed a battle line against me, a single person.

So, ranker equals boss enemy, huh?

—Very well, I shall live up to your expectations and rampage to my heart's content!!

[Breath Moment] activated. The barrage of attacks aimed at my front, sides, and above me—I slipped through them all with a delivery skill that, in my personal opinion, has both feet firmly planted in 'cheating' territory. I passed by a light warrior who was staring at me with a shocked expression and sliced him into three pieces.

My weapons, having served their purpose, I threw them to the left and right. They landed squarely in the torsos of two players on either side who had stopped abruptly to change direction.

“Exploding Rabbit!!”

And as I drew from the sheath at my waist—I slammed the [Parabellum Bullet] in my right hand and my left fist together… A shatter, a sharp sound, an explosion.

The daggers embedded in their stomachs exploded with a massive impact, one losing all his HP, the other rendered immobile by a forced stun. Having broken through the front line, I now faced the rear guard, who were diligently preparing their support magic despite their twitching cheeks.

I’d estimate the distance at about ten meters.

Sorry, but for me, that’s just a single step.

*Matoi*—a freakish technique that adds speed *after* you’ve already started moving. My avatar crushed the small distance in an instant…

A few minutes later.

“Um, sorry. It’s *taken care of* now, so could you start from the beginning…?”

“………………”

The waterway, where I was now the only one left, fell silent. The other side of the *Telepathy* link, which should still have been connected, was just as quiet.

For a short while, the only reply I received was a silence filled with what could only be described as utter exasperation.



    Chapter 208

    The Next Front

    “Ah… well, I guess *that’s* how it’s gonna be.”

“They moved a little faster than predicted, though.”

After hearing the situation report, laced with his own speculation, I scratched my head through my hood, fully aware that my face was twitching. No matter how I looked at it, this was a problem I couldn’t just treat as someone else’s.

It was obvious that my completely unrestrained scoring spree was the direct cause of the North and South making their move. And from the sound of it, Goldow had been expecting something like this from the very beginning.

In any case, it meant they’d be attacking soon.

A large force, probably with the “Princess”—the strongest player—as their main weapon, was heading for our Eastern Faction’s base.

“So… what should I do?”

“As for the rankers, they’ve split off more than half of their forces to tie us down here. If it’s just defense, we can hold out for a while on our own—but we can’t hold out forever.”

“Weren’t Ri-na and the others supposed to be able to handle the Princess?”

“If it were *just* the Princess, yeah. But according to the reports from Hinayo and the others, the South’s second-in-command is on the move. If the [Heavy Tank] shows up too, we don’t have enough trump cards.”

*Ah… their special move has some kind of backlash that leaves them incapacitated, right?* So they could deal with the Princess, but they’d be unable to handle the aftermath. That must be it.

Still, for him to say they could “hold out for a while” meant I must have a role to play here in the maze. And given the situation—

“I see… So, who do I need to go support?”

When I grasped the flow of the conversation and asked where I should go, the General Commander snorted in satisfaction, as if to say, “Glad you catch on quick.”

◇◆◇◆◇

“Understood. I will prepare the troops. We move out immediately.”

Piecing together the stream of telepathic reports, the situation was unfolding according to plan.

We had successfully engaged the three Eastern rankers on the front lines with the combinations that would buy us the *most time*.

Our main concern was the wildcard, the [Undying] boy, but preparing a surefire countermeasure for him was impossible from the start. If he attempted to fulfill his presumed role, he would likely appear before Fuji, whom we’d sent to deal with the [Sword Protector]…

If that happens, it happens. Our objective of buying time will be sufficiently achieved.

In that case, the only true wildcard remaining is—as expected—a single person.

“Will he come?”

“He will.”

Uni and Helena exchanged words as they stepped outside the castle.

Naturally, the troops parted to make way for them. They both turned back, and the woman they looked upon stood still, her shimmering, blue-silver hair dancing in the wind.

“…Though I can’t say if he’ll make it to you.”

Her next words could be taken as concern, or perhaps as a hedge.

Looking back into the eyes of Helena, who was ever the attendant, Iris offered a slight—a very slight—smile.

“If that happens, it happens. I will simply wait.”

She had decided to stop acting on *expectations*. Her stance would not change.

And so, the [Sword Queen] turned and began to walk. Before her lay the ranks of a great army awaiting the order to march—and…

“Let’s go.”

…only the enemy castle, which they were to invade and put to the sword.

◇◆◇◆◇

Hinayo, the sixth-ranked member of the Eastern Faction—who bears the title [Scorching Heat Gaze]—is a player considered unusually unsuited for PvP among Istia’s rankers.

Why? For one, she lacks the exceptional avatar control that her fellow martial-type rankers possess.

Combined with a build focused exclusively on mid-to-long range, the general perception of her is that “she can’t do anything if a melee player gets close.”

Having such a well-known and clear weakness is undoubtedly a massive liability in player-versus-player combat.

—However, for those who truly understand the player named Hinayo… the evaluation of her being unsuited for PvP is nothing short of laughably inappropriate.

The more accurate description is as follows.

She herself admits her weakness, but *only* in close-quarters combat, and *only* when the fight begins at point-blank range.

But in any other situation.

For example, if the battle were to begin from a distance—she is, without a doubt, the worthy sixth-ranked member of Istia, excelling in individual strength.

Intermittent explosions echoed through a section of the maze area.

Hinayo stood in a waterway, her long boots soaked. To an uninformed observer, the battlefield surrounding her could only be described as “bizarre.”

In front of her, players from the Eastern Faction had formed a defensive line, like a human pillbox. Beyond them, a duo—a man and a woman, rankers from the Northern Faction, Nortalia—were engaged in a desperate dance against the exploding flames.

The state of the battle… The healers positioned behind the duo, frantically casting one healing spell after another, made it painfully clear who had the upper hand.

What was most peculiar, however, was that [Scorching Heat Gaze], who should have been unleashing a furious assault from her position of advantage, had *not yet even drawn the twin pistols at her waist*.

Since it was presumed her purpose was to stall, she was hardly in a position to be holding back. The large, crimson handguns simply happened to function without needing to be drawn from their holsters—

*—Hinayo, what’s your status?*

A call from the General Commander echoed in her mind. Hinayo, her gaze fixed on the opposing duo, opened her mouth without breaking her concentration.

“Sorry, it’s a stalemate. I have the advantage, but it seems they came at me *expecting* that.”

The criteria for their selection… was likely a tag team that could endure her one-sided attacks by focusing entirely on defense. A logical choice, she had to admit.

Nortalia’s eighth-ranked member, [Berumail (Bell-Mail)]—Rinne.

And their ninth-ranked member, [The Dictionary]—Maru II.

The Anima of the eighth-ranked girl, Rinne, was a good match against Hinayo’s own twin pistols, and she had her partner, Maru II, with her. They would have been a handful on their own, but with a generous retinue of healers to boot, this was the inevitable result.

The plan to have her shield players eliminate the enemy healers had failed a short while ago.

Naturally, the partner pair had stopped them. This meant they had enough leeway to deal with additional threats…

“Hey, Maru!? This is, like, super tough! How many more minutes is this gonna take!? How long do we have to hold out for things to be okay!?”

“How should I know!? Ask Hagi-san! Actually, I’ll ask him—Hagi-san!! We can’t hold out like this! How long do we have to endure this!?”

…Or perhaps they didn’t have much leeway after all.

“…That’s how it is. Sorry, but it’ll be tough for me to get back anytime soon.”

*—I see. So if you can just get rid of the healers, you’ll manage?*

She almost replied that that *was* the problem, but something clicked, and a small smile escaped her lips.

“Oh, that—I can manage, and I *will* manage.”

*I see.*

That pause, that tendency to draw things out, was a habit of his. Which meant one thing… Resisting the urge to turn around, a command was issued over the channel connecting Hinayo, Goldow, and a certain someone else, in a voice filled with amusement.

*—You heard her. Go raise some hell.*

“Hell yeah, roger that!!!”

A cheerful acknowledgment rang out as a light, white-and-blue figure dashed past her like the wind.

“Whoa, hey—!?”

“Wha—!?”

Despite having no time to coordinate, the gust of wind effortlessly slipped through the explosions. [The Dictionary] and [Berumail (Bell-Mail)] cried out in surprise—

And in the next moment, *his* job was already done.

*Mission one, complete. How about some reinforcements, Hinayo-san?*

Did he cut them all down in one blindingly fast draw? [Haru the Acrobat], who had sliced through the healer squad with the same speed he’d appeared, sheathed his jade blade and sent a rather theatrical message.

*I wonder if he becomes that kind of character when he gets excited.* She could almost see his delighted expression beneath the hood from the cocky smile on his lips.

Finding that he had a cute side to him, she couldn’t help but laugh.

“A very warm welcome, Haru-kun. Shall we dance together?”

Her voice brimming with excitement for the duet with her wonderful junior, Hinayo drew her own Anima.



    Chapter 209

    Ninth × 2

    Not even two hours had passed since the unbelievable news of [Great Tiger]'s defeat. According to the usual flow of the Four Pillar War, this should have been the time when the initial probing phase was ending and the real battle was about to begin.

But the strange reports coming in from all over, and the ridiculous score gap that confirmed their accuracy, meant that this war was already hurtling toward its peak.

Not since they were mere spectators had they witnessed a Four Pillar War that fit the description “climax from the start” so perfectly.

The pillars being toppled one after another just minutes into the event,

a ranker being eliminated so early on,

and Sotalm, the strategic command for both North and South, issuing the call for a “decisive battle” barely an hour in—all of it, without a doubt, was an anomaly.

Rinne and Maru II, rankers of the Northern Faction, were hardly veterans of the Four Pillar War like their senior, [Great Tiger]. Since joining the ranks together two years ago, they had only participated twice.

This being their third time, they still vividly remembered their first time stepping onto this battlefield.

Exhilaration, tension—and a kind of overwhelming fear they had never experienced before.

For anyone with normal nerves, it’s terrifying. The surreal fact of being watched by the entire world, and the absurd position of being a “target” for the superhumans who reveled in such an environment.

It was customary for newly-ranked players in their first war to be thoroughly intimidated. Their resolve questioned, their ability to meet expectations demanded, their responsibility acknowledged—honestly, the title was so heavy it made one want to snap back, “Why should a mere game player have to deal with this?”

It was a common theory that the mental fortitude to withstand such pressure was part of the selection criteria… but fortunately, no title holder had ever cracked under it.

Rinne and Maru II had overcome it together—but that was just for the first step onto the battlefield.

The accumulated intel, and the gust of wind from the white-and-blue figure that had just rushed past, made the report of [Great Tiger] being almost completely one-sidedly defeated feel all too real.

Doubt became premonition, and premonition became certainty. [Berumail (Bell-Mail)] and [The Dictionary] naturally arrived at the same conclusion.

They had to stop him, or there would be no victory.

“Maru!!”

“I’ll do it!!”

Communication was instant, the decision immediate. The moment their healers were wiped out and they were caught between *him* and [Scorching Heat Gaze].

At the signal of a faint bell chime, the young man known as [The Dictionary] used the force pushing up from his feet as a catapult and launched himself without hesitation.

His target was *him*—the monstrous [Acrobat] who continued to achieve unprecedented results.

Was he caught off guard, or was it overconfidence? For whatever reason, the figure didn’t move. As Maru II closed in… and easily crossed the line, he understood that his opponent’s inaction was a “mistake born from inexperience.”

Why?

“[Engage]!!”

“…Hah!?”

Because no seasoned ranker, after just suggesting a joint battle with his reinforcement, would be foolish enough to let an opponent who charged in alone get within the ten-meter activation range of that skill.

◇◆◇◆◇

*…Hey, you brat.*

*…Haru-kun?*

Two voices echoed in my head, their tone laced with an indescribable pressure as they chided me for my blunder. From a distance, Hinayo-san’s rare glare pierced my heart.

“S-Sorry… I was planning to draw him in, then slip past and cause some chaos…”

It wasn’t that I’d forgotten about the [Engage] skill. But given that they were a pair that likely relied on teamwork, I got swept up in the “Alright, let’s fight together!” mood.

Ugh, another mistake to reflect on…

*Jeez… You sure you got this?*

“Well, yeah… I’ve got this. No problem.”

“That’s a bold thing to say.”

My nonchalant bluff was met with a cheerful voice.

The voice and expression were both bright, reminiscent of an athlete. He was a bit taller than me, his avatar clad in swordsman-like leather armor, with a sturdy, muscular build.

And the weapon in his hand was, for now, a straight sword. Nortalia’s ninth-ranked member, [The Dictionary], Maru II, I presume.

“Honestly, I’ve been wanting to meet you, Lord Dictionary.”

“…Honestly, I really didn’t want to meet you, Mr. Acrobat.”

We exchanged contrasting words, both of us smiling. Though, of course, our smiles were polar opposites in their sentiment.

“After you pummeled Tora-san, and based on all the reports that have been flooding in… you might just be a complete upgrade of me, aren’t you?”

He flashed a deep, bitter smile, as if begging for a break.

Well, whether he was an “upgrade” or not was up for debate, but—

“I probably won’t need to [Break] this engagement.”

I declared, glancing around the deployed field. The young man scratched his head and let out a dry laugh. When he looked up again, the diffidence was gone, and his eyes held a familiar color.

—Just as expected of [Great Tiger]’s ‘disciple’. The ability to instantly convert a taunt into positive fighting spirit seemed to be a trait inherited from his master.

“…Hagi-san. Sorry, but I can’t buy time against this guy, so I’m gonna go all out.”

He must have been getting permission from his commander. After that murmur, Maru II ceased all chatter and focused his entire attention squarely on me.

Well now… he’s all talk, but this is honestly a bigger hurdle than [Great Tiger].

Unlike with Tiger Lucky, against whom I had a perfect compatibility advantage, I held no clear advantage over [The Dictionary] in the truest sense.

I still held the upper hand in agility, but he was a different kind of opponent, not quite a natural enemy.

If I had to put it into words, this young man was someone who stood on the very same stage as me.

“Don’t you think this will be a good learning experience for *both* of us?”

“You’re the one who just said you were only buying time. Are you sure you can afford a leisurely chat?”

I summoned my [White-Flawed Straight Sword] to match his and smiled. Maru II also quirked his lips and shot back a lighthearted retort.

Oh, that? It’s fine, because—

“I’m waiting. For that ‘all out’ you mentioned.”

The fighting style of [The Dictionary] has two sides, a front and a back. The “all out” he mentioned is probably his other side—and that’s precisely what I want to see.

“How very gracious of you.”

“I know my manners when it comes to a one-on-one between rankers.”

This is what the audience wants to see, right?

—And I don’t mind this kind of thing either.

“Let’s do this, [The Dictionary]. All out, full power.”

“…Now I kinda get why Tora-san got so absorbed he missed his chance to pull back. Alright then, let’s have a hundred-second brawl.”

With a ferocious smile reminiscent of a certain someone, Maru II took his stance, lowering his hips and readying the daggers he now held in *both hands*.

An immense fighting spirit and the pressure of a ranker emanated from him, creating the illusion of large ripples in the waterway. Above his head, an unusual crown composed of gears manifested.

“—[Roan Chronos, Eye of Deceiving Time].”

The young man announced his authority as his eyes began to burn with a blue flame that could scorch all it saw.

“Nortalia’s ninth-ranked, [The Dictionary], Maru II.”

“Istia’s ninth-ranked, [the Acrobat], Haru.”

We announced our names, sharing a laugh as if to say, “I know.” And then—we simultaneously kicked off the water and soared into the air.



    Chapter 210

    On the 10th Four Pillar War 'Screen No.68' Comment Section

    『k, i can't even tell which screen to watch anymore』

『this twelve-window samurai's brain has officially exceeded its capacity』

『no way i can keep up with all these ranker fights starting at once』

『the smart move is to pick one and save the rest for later lol』

『but watching multiple streams live has a special kind of... feel』

『i get it』

『feel ya』

『Irori-kun and Genkotsu-san are as invincible as ever, it's making me laugh』

『Hinayo-oneesama vs Rinne-chan is pure eye candy, gotta save this VOD forever』

『look at one of their faces though』

『yeah, trying to block Hinayo-sama's full assault by yourself is hopeless...』

『you guys need to stop escaping to the comments and watch the screen』

『nah... i just...』

『the situation is so bad i wanna escape to a recap of another screen』

『I TOLD YOU I CAN'T SEE ANYTHING』

『this is getting ridiculous』

『there are gonna be so many slow-mo replay videos after this』

『and they'll all get a billion views, i just know it』

『seriously... how is this guy pulling off tactics at that speed???』

『could he really have a super long-duration thought acceleration skill?』

『if so, and his crown isn't out, that means it's a normal skill』

『that's just too broken』

『maybe the drawback is that he keeps almost dying even without getting hit?』

『the theorycrafters already concluded the self-harm stuff is related to physical acceleration. even if HP loss was the cost, it's way too light for a thought acceleration that lasts for minutes.』

『and besides, this guy's only been playing Arcadia for like two months, right? i don't want to believe he's overturning the common sense that thought acceleration skills take years to get.』

『TWO MONTHS????????????』

『HUH????????????』

『WTF?????????????』

『where'd you get that info?』

『wait, not everyone knows...? it's everywhere. just search "Arcadia Haru" and you'll get a ton of articles.』

『lol he's trending at #1』

『not just #1, he's dominating the top spots with different keywords』

『"Haru the Acrobat vs Tiger ☆ Star" trending is endlessly funny』

『the fact that only Tora-san is written with his player name shows he's a total meme now tiger』

『what's with the "tiger"?』

『it's a tiger, duh』

『the fight is on such a high level i can't even talk about it』

『i can give grade-school level comments. wow.』

『fast.』

『insane.』

『cool.』

『sick (compliment)』

『disgusting (in ecstasy)』

『watching the screen with a look of ecstasy on your face is definitely disgusting』

『he was saying "Let's go all out..." with a determined face (that we can't see), but where's his crown? it's not out, right?』

『now that you mention it』

『oh, is he showboating?』

『judging from the fight with Tora-san, it's probably triggered by self-harm, and with a crazy condition like dropping to 10% HP. not using it = he's being cautious = in a way, he *is* going all out/being serious』

『i like that cracked crown, it's cool』

『same』

『it's my favorite after Mi-na and Ri-na's』

『the Eastern Wings' thing is one of a kind, number one...』

『so this is just his base form? huh? he's keeping up with Maru-kun's Roan Chronos in his base form???』

『he's completely inhuman...』

『ah』

『oh』

『whoa!!?』

『first hit landed...!?』

『he lost a ton of HP from a graze!?』

『so his defense really is paper-thin!!』

『so much to say, but for him to rampage on the front lines from the start and not take a single hit for nearly two hours...』

『I T ' S G E T T I N G G O O D』

『is this where he finally stops...?』

『even if he goes down, he's already become a legend.』

『he's definitely been carved into Arcadia's history. bravo.』

『Maru II is so strong』

『yeah but for Maru-kun, this is basically a mutual takedown...』

『but taking down this supernova would make him a hero, regardless of who wins later. it's a huge victory.』

『...he's holding on pretty well?』

『...tough?』

『no, not just tough...』

『umm, he was already fast so i can't tell, but... he's getting faster, right?』

『he is...』

『not just his body speed, his weapon switching speed is insane???』

『he's changing what he's holding two or three times a second』

『what's going on in his head???』

『i think i just experienced being speechless for the first time in my life』

『i figured it out, this guy has multiple brains』

『i'm betting on the android theory』

『maybe he's an AI born in the world of Arcadia』

『when i type "Haru" into the search bar, the predictive text suggests "cheat". it's super disrespectful but i can totally understand why』

『...i can only see his mouth, but』

『yeah, um... he's smiling.』

『he is...』

『i can see a super-pumped smile through the hood』

『these Istians, man...』

『just let him enjoy himself... to his heart's content...』

『let's just turn our brains off and watch』

『for real. thinking about this stuff is a job for tomorrow...』
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    Ever-Changing

    The instant our blades crossed after we both launched forward, sending a spectacular spray of water into the air, a profound sense of wrongness shot through the arm holding my [White-Flawed Straight Sword].

*It's too heavy.* I thought I had blocked a dagger, but the impact felt like I’d been struck with a hammer. My momentarily glitched-out brain processed it a second later.

What had struck my Anima wasn't a dagger at all, but a one-handed hammer that perfectly embodied that sensation.

An instantaneous weapon switch during the clash—while my heart leaped with excitement, the dagger in his right hand swung a beat later.

I tilted my head back on pure reflex.

“—Whoa, that was close!?”

Following my premonition, I’d instinctively dropped to my knees. The blade, which had extended its reach to that of a longsword, sliced violently through the air just above my head… and of course, it wasn’t over yet.

*Yeah, that's right. That’s what I would do.*

[The Dictionary] stared down at my off-balance form and raised his left hand. The one-handed hammer he brought down naturally changed its shape in the process of its swing.

—Activating [Floating Leaf]. I let my knees buckle completely, manipulating the vector of my falling body to launch myself forward in a desperate knee-slide.

I dove into the water and slipped under him as he floated in the air from the force of his mighty swing. The impact of his weapon traveled through the water, revealing the floor of the waterway to demonstrate its power.

What had shattered the ground was no mere greatsword, but a colossal blade that must have been over two meters long… and it, too, only existed for an instant.

Maru II used the rebound from the impact to flip forward mid-air. Now upside down, he brandished the throwing knives he held in both hands.

In that sliver of time, stretched out by extreme concentration, our eyes met, his burning with a blue light.

“My turn.”

*You think I’m gonna let you have all the fun?*

Braking, followed by [Ignition], followed by [Whirlwind]—I swatted down the thrown knives with my wind-wreathed arms and closed the distance on him as he hung in the air.

The moment Maru II reacted to the black blade of my raised [Panga Fool]… it was my turn to pay him back. [Blink Switch].

I summoned the [Giant's Hand Axe]—and swung the excessively heavy blade without mercy. It crashed with a deafening roar, as if I had just *smashed a chunk of solid steel*, and—

“…Damn, not bad.”

The avatar was sent flying in a huge spray of water, but the HP bar above its head remained unscathed. What stood in the clearing mist was a massive block of steel—a tower shield that completely obscured his body.

Straight sword, dagger, one-handed hammer, longsword, greatsword, and now a greatshield.

All these countless weapon forms, crafted with a single, unified design, were the very embodiment of the player Maru II and his title, [The Dictionary].

Weapon forms… yes, they weren't separate, individual weapons.

[The Dictionary]—that was the true identity of his amorphous Anima, which allowed him to freely switch between a multitude of registered forms.

…I know I’m the last person who should be saying this, but that is just a complete and utter cheat. Changing not just its shape but also its number and mass at will? You can't just go around picking fights with the laws of physics like that.

I watched as the greatshield rippled and changed shape, Maru II emerging from behind it, forming two daggers in his hands once more. He must have read the look on my face.

Keeping his grip on the hilts, he raised a single index finger in a gesture for silence. Ah, I get it.

“No time for chatter, right?!”

Of course, I understand, Lord Dictionary. And of course, now that I’ve picked this fight, I have no intention of running away from *this situation*.

I drew the [Rabbit Dagger: Parabellum] from my waist and layered its power onto my dashing avatar. Even a ranker should have trouble reacting to my master-approved [Matoi] footwork, but… the young man’s blue-glowing eyes followed it perfectly, as if it were nothing.

[Roan Chronos, Eye of Deceiving Time]—it was the enhancement effect of his unique title, [The Dictionary], and the secret behind how his Anima could perform its form changes, a feat that would put even [All-Weapon Aptitude] to shame.

The true nature of its power was a constant thought-acceleration effect that lasted for a full one hundred seconds.

Furthermore, while normal thought acceleration skills typically have a multiplier of two to three times, the acceleration rate of [Roan Chronos] boasted a multiplier of a full ten times.

Before the battle, Maru II had spoken of a “hundred-second brawl,” but only I would experience it as one hundred seconds. Against my one hundred seconds, he would have a thousand.

The difference in our thought processing was what allowed him to so easily handle my pinball-like strategy of bouncing off the walls.

“Tch…!!”

—This is bad. I can’t break through.

The crimson blade of my Rabbit Dagger was deflected every time, and on top of that, he was landing more than a few counterattacks. My absolute superiority in agility made it difficult for him to stop my movement, but by forcing him to plant his feet and defend, I was giving him opportunities to counter.

And if I were to let up on my barrage… yep, tables turned, just as I thought!!

The moment he sensed me easing up, Maru II switched his Anima’s form and shifted to the offensive without a moment's hesitation. With ten seconds of thought for every one of mine, the lag between his actions was practically nonexistent—and what is that awesome weapon!?

“A whip sword!?”

My eyes widened at the extending slashes that came flying from both his hands. I scrambled to evade, but their irregular movements were completely unreadable on the first look.

[Fatal—]

“Not yet!!”

I crushed the part of my mind that reflexively wanted to play it safe and pushed forward.

Using a summoned and thrown [Parabellum Bullet] as a foothold, I raced through the air, dodging the blades by a hair’s breadth as they grazed my cheek, and leaped above his head, out of the sword storm's reach.

Activating [Flip Stroke]—then [Parabellum Bullet], [Parabellum Bullet]s!!

Using the maze walls and [Blink Switch] for switch jumps, I circled above him like a hawk and unleashed a continuous hail of crimson blades.

He had likely never been subjected to an attack like this before.

Even Maru II, who I figured was ten times calmer than me, would surely show a look of—well, I was hoping he’d look surprised, but nope!!

“You damn turtle…!!”

He had calmly and composedly erected a dome-shaped barrier and was now holed up inside. In response to his skilled defense, I decided to charge straight in. It was a shame he saw through my signature acrobatics, but if I could completely halt his movements, then this was an opportunity.

No matter if his thought speed was ten times mine, his avatar’s action speed remained the same.

If he could keep up mentally,

“[Ignition]!!”

Then I just had to smash through him with a speed he couldn't physically react to!!

Activating [Exchange Voltate]. The count was far from max, but the weapon itself was already overkill for PvP.

On top of that, this trusty narrator weapon of mine has a track record of shattering a certain high-tier Anima in the past. I’m coming for you, no holds barred, [The Dictionary]!!

I summoned the massive form of [An-ri Galta (Prologue: The Wedge-Fragment that Sings of Eternity)]. Now, to chant the kill phrase.

“Manifestation Release—”

—I’ll be honest. In that moment, I was getting cocky.

Not in a bad way, but maybe I was a little too swept up in the moment. It was my first time on such a grand stage, so the dial on my excitement was probably a little skewed.

So, yeah, if I had been able to maintain even a little bit of composure, I probably would have noticed.

Noticed, or at least suspected.

A defensive dome I couldn't see inside, and water obscuring his feet.

Now then—is the enemy *really* in there?

In that instant,

“—!”

Following a premonition that shot through my mind, I instinctively swapped my body’s position with the greatsword in mid-air.

Immediately after, the body of [An-ri Galta] that I held up and the long spear he brandished, bursting from the water’s surface behind me, clashed—

The tip of the spearhead bypassed my defense and cleanly pierced my avatar, which lacked any real protection.
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    Poem of Red

    “—Re… lease…!!”

“Ugh, wha—!?”

As the long spear connected, I thrust my palm into his chest and unleashed a blast of wind. He let out a cry of surprise as he was violently knocked back, and the spearhead that had dug into the very edge of my flank was pulled free.

Instantly, a torrent of crimson damage effects, a substitute for blood, gushed out… but in truth, it was a stroke of luck, a narrow escape.

If I hadn't sensed something in that split second,

or if [An-ri Galta]'s defense had been off,

or if the power of [Whirlwind] hadn’t still been active on the hand that instinctively deflected the spear tip… if even one of those things had been missing, I would have been impaled straight through the stomach.

The spear thrust I managed to deflect had pierced my side, but in game terms, it was still just a grazing hit. However, in the case of my build, which sported a base VIT stat of zero—a frankly ridiculous number by normal standards…

a little poke in the side was enough to take out about forty percent of my total HP. Combined with the self-inflicted damage from before, my health quickly dropped below half and into the yellow caution zone—

“There…!!”

As if to deny me any time to reflect, the interval was less than half a second. Maru II, having switched from a long spear to a javelin, hurled the blade at me. I neutralized it with the wind remaining in my left hand, but he had already closed the distance, launching into an even more ferocious rush to press his advantage.

His ten-times perception meant he was inevitably silent, which, combined with his relentless assault, was really ratcheting up the pressure…!!

Anyway—time to choose.

I had picked this fight knowing full well there would be risks involved. That meant I had already anticipated a scenario like this, where I’d fall behind in the tactical exchange and be backed into a corner.

Therefore, I have a plan to turn this around.

One option is to accept a single, massive risk and go for a grand reversal.

The other is to fight through numerous risks and eke out a win by the skin of my teeth.

The difference between the two plans is whether or not I play my trump card here—

“—Tch…!!”

A dagger grazed my cheek. A longsword lightly gashed my shoulder. A mace sent my parrying [Parabellum Bullet] flying. Each blow chipped away at my focus, which was already under heavy strain.

My eyes met the blue light that stared straight at me—and that was it. I made my decision.

I won't rely on the [Crimson Rabbit Hairpin (Joker)].

Instead—to this senior of mine, who has demonstrated a superior tactical game within a similar fighting style, I will now present the full, unadulterated might of ‘Haru’ the player.

“Release!!”

I detonated the wind I had left in both feet, sending up a massive spray of water and forcefully creating distance between myself and Maru II, who had been stuck to me like glue.

I was undoubtedly on the defensive, but he was the one running out of time.

The clock on [Roan Chronos] was ticking down second by second. The moment its effect ended, he would be hit with a massive penalty and be effectively out of the fight. That meant as long as I retreated, he had no choice but to attack.

And that’s why creating distance wasn’t a desperate attempt to buy time.

“Hah…!”

It was a calculated move to buy time, with a certain expectation in mind. And sure enough, Maru II, reluctant to waste time closing the gap, brought out the whip swords in both his hands again. I saw it, my wish granted, and let out a small, quiet laugh.

The storm of blades he unleashed was, as ever, a hard-to-evade siege of bizarre and complex trajectories—but because its movements were so complex.

Because they were *so* complex and irregular, it created a meticulous regularity in the user's movements.

Twist the right wrist slightly outward while bringing the left hand down—the right sword sweeps at the feet, followed a beat later by the left sword descending.

Open both arms wide, then cross them forcefully, left arm over right—it looks like a pincer attack from both sides, but the left sword decelerates midway to throw off the rhythm.

Pull the left arm back, raise the right arm straight up—a sharp reverse diagonal slash from the returning left sword, followed by the right sword leaping up from the feet with a writhing motion.

I saw all the patterns and quirks before.

And in this world—once I see something, I don’t forget.

It was the first time I'd seen a fantasy weapon like a whip sword, so of course I was surprised… but its unique strength is consolidated in how difficult it is to read.

Conversely, if you have the eyes to see through its complex movements—this thing is nothing more than a deadly game of jump rope!!

“Hey, wait—No way!?”

“Hahaa! This is what it means to be [the Acrobat]!!”

His surprise, which from my perspective lasted a second, was probably a full ten seconds of shock from his point of view. The thought almost made me laugh… but this wasn't the time for it.

I could read his moves now, but I still wasn’t comfortable. My heavily depleted health could be wiped out by the slightest graze from his next attack.

—So, are you ready, my disobedient rabbit dagger?

Come to think of it, ever since your debut, I've called you my grand reveal, only to break you over and over again as a trigger key for [Exploding Rabbit]. It's always your little sibling, the [Parabellum Bullet], that gets the spotlight.

You did land that massive blow on my master, but that wasn't a result of your true power.

Your pent-up frustration must be about to explode, right?

Well then… let’s show them what you can really do—[Rabbit Dagger: Parabellum].

“—‘Red is here.’”

I gripped the hilt of the red dagger at my waist, weaving through the net of blades that violently tore through the air, and began to softly chant a poem of offering.

“‘Look to the earth, the eye is there.’”

“Tch…—!!”

[The Dictionary] opposite me noticed immediately. His sword flashes intensified, but they failed to catch me by a hair's breadth.

“‘Look to the sky, the eye is there.’”

Once he determined it was useless, his decision was instantaneous. I dodged a volley of thrown javelins and saw him switch his weapon back to twin daggers before kicking off the waterway.

“‘Defeat, downfall, despair, decay, yet stirring within is a flame of devotion’!”

Activating [Fatal Leak]—I used the skill's power to forcefully evade the versatile assault of [The Dictionary] as he tried to stop my chant.

“‘Worship and revere, fear and kneel, the gaze of the red circle never fades’!!”

As I concluded the celebratory verse, the rabbit dagger, spilling pulsating red light from the gap in its sheath, bestowed upon me—a single, bizarre power.

Its name…

“Awaken—[Rabbit Rapid, Crimson Brilliant Bullet].”
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    It Runs Swiftly

    “—[Rabbit Rapid, Crimson Brilliant Bullet].”

That was probably the name of the 'magic' that followed the chant his ears had been catching in snippets.

It was likely the ability hidden within that strangely shaped dagger. His right hand was still gripping the hilt behind his back, the red blade still sheathed, but light was leaking out.

However, there were no other visible changes.

In Arcadia, magic was supposed to be flashy. Even if this wasn't magic, phenomena that required chanting generally followed that principle. Based on the movement of his lips, what he had chanted was a medium-to-long incantation… which meant the 'supernatural' event it triggered should be anything but trivial—

“…Tch!”

*It doesn’t matter.* Maru II put an end to his thoughts, which had lasted less than a second, gripped his weapon, and kicked off the water-filled ground.

To be honest, the only reason this fight was even happening was thanks to his opponent's good nature. With a clear advantage in agility, if Haru had been serious about running, there would have been nothing he could do.

He could probably even force a [Break] engagement if he wanted to—but his opponent’s refusal to do so was the biggest reason why [Great Tiger] had lost track of when to retreat and had ultimately been taken down.

*I like it,* he thought.

It wasn't that Maru II belonged to the battle-crazed masses of Istia, nor was he a thrill-seeker like his master, [Great Tiger]—it was just, well…

That attitude of trying to enjoy everything before him to the absolute fullest.

That spirit of meeting an opponent's full power head-on with his own, without a moment's hesitation.

And…

“—Hah… ha ha…!!”

—that terribly innocent and joyful smile, which was clear enough from his visible mouth alone, and which seemed to draw a smile from his opponent as well.

As a fellow player to enjoy a game with, he was endlessly appealing.

…So then, just how high was this young man going to climb?

Dagger, longsword, spear, greatsword, mace, warhammer, scimitar… as his virtual brain spun at ten times the normal speed, on the verge of burning out, he unleashed a versatile offense, changing forms and styles.

And this monster, who parried it all with only his left hand holding a small shield, his right never leaving the hilt of his dagger… with every single action, his speed increased. This white-and-blue shadow, cloaked in red light—just how far would it go?

Driven by curiosity, [The Dictionary] focused his gaze, trying to peer into the depths of the hood, and—

—

—in the darkness, whether it was an eye or not, he thought he saw a brilliant 'red' shine.

◇◆◇◆◇

In reality, it wasn't that I was being theatrical or holding back the power hidden within the Rabbit Dagger. And it certainly wasn't because I was embarrassed to be caught smugly reciting that ridiculously cryptic chant.

The reason was simple: the unique effect called [Rabbit Rapid, Crimson Brilliant Bullet] was just hopelessly, infuriatingly difficult to use.

Difficult to use is one way to put it; the path it leads down is just uncontrollable. Even with the player skills I had honed under the Sword Saint's tutelage, it was a top-tier demon card that I couldn't fully tame.

Yes, a demon card, precisely.

I wasn't going to rely on my trump card, the Joker, but I never said I wouldn't play the demon card.

The generation of [Parabellum Bullet] is merely a secondary effect.

The true, primary power of [Rabbit Dagger: Parabellum]—the effect of [Rabbit Rapid, Crimson Brilliant Bullet]—is the *updating of my maximum speed*.

In other words, once this power is activated, the moment my avatar marks its maximum allowed speed based on my agility stat, that limit gets raised, little by little.

*Little by little*—meaning it accumulates.

And an avatar's 'maximum possible speed' isn't just limited to running. For example, there's also… the speed at which I swing a weapon.

Every time I swing my left hand, armed with the [Revolving Shield of Rotation], to bat away the countless incoming attacks.

Every time I swing the shield, designed primarily for offense, at top speed.

The accumulating AGI points manifested as a crimson aura, similar to the enhancement from my Crimson Valor spear—but with an ominous, clinging quality.

I was getting so hyped that I was aware of my own grin. Perhaps it was contagious, because Maru II was also smiling cheerfully, though… I was pretty sure the twitching in his cheeks wasn't my imagination.

He was probably thinking something like this:

—Just how much faster is this guy going to get?

Unfortunately, the only answer I could give to that question was an utterly lawless one.

“Keep up, [The Dictionary]—there's no limit.”

[Rabbit Rapid, Crimson Brilliant Bullet]… its power is to update my maximum speed.

And for that speed, which was now skyrocketing in an instant—a ceiling does not exist.

“Ngh…!?”

My fist, now running on an ever-breaking limit, finally surpassed the processing speed of my opponent, who had been compensating for his agility disadvantage with his superior thought speed.

I deflected the dagger aimed at my neck and, in the same motion, slammed a backfist into the side of his head. But really, every single ranker is a monster…

Even after taking a direct hit, he never broke eye contact, not even flinching or reflexively closing his eyes. His composure was insane!!

“[Parabellum Bullet]!!”

I summoned a multitude of red daggers before me. Maru II reacted instantly to the swarm of glittering blades floating in the air, but… sorry, that was a bluff.

[Blink Switch]—I ignored the wall of knives I had just created and summoned the [Giant's Hand Axe] in my left hand. He must have predicted its trajectory from the angle of the blade, because just as I expected, I brought the massive black axe down right where he was trying to escape.

The speed of my swing had long since left AGI: 350 in the dust—at this point, I’d probably reached that ridiculous number I graduated from a while back, AGI: 500.

Or rather, I *had* reached it.

Because in this very instant, that axe swing had already made even that maximum speed a thing of the past.

—Alright, I’m running out of time myself.

Why? Because the reason this outrageous power is a ‘demon card’ and not a ‘trump card’ was finally starting to show. That last swing, which had greatly exceeded my avatar’s limits, had chipped away at *my* HP, not Maru II’s. That was the proof.

Unlike [Shukuchi], which is built upon a solid foundation of technique despite its absurd results, the super-acceleration from [Rabbit Rapid, Crimson Brilliant Bullet] is more like a doping effect, a blessing from this ‘Red’ thing.

Excessive power destroys the body—meaning if I continue to accelerate like this, my avatar will be unable to withstand the stress exceeding its stats and will self-destruct.

Furthermore, this is treated as slip damage from overload, not self-inflicted damage… so even if I had started at full health—which I hadn't, thanks to Maru II's earlier attack—it wouldn't meet the activation conditions for my unique title, [the Acrobat].

Incidentally, trying to suppress my maximum speed and stop the updates is also a no-go. This selfish little dagger, the moment it senses me holding back, immediately gets pouty and throws away the enhancement effect…

In other words, if this fight drags on, I will self-destruct.

Well then, the answer is simple, isn’t it?

“Alright, let’s begin—I'll end this in ten moves!”

Finishing an opponent in a limited number of moves is one of my new specialties!!
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    Crimson Brilliant Bullet

    —First move.

Maru II tried to reverse his direction by kicking off the great war axe blocking his path. I slammed my shielded left fist, now serving as a knuckle duster, into his gut. He grunted in pain and bent over, immediately countering with a dagger slash, but by the time he began his swing, I was already gone from his sight.

A passing blow. The impact from my excessive speed transferred fully, sending the young man floating slightly into the air. Behind him—I had already planted myself on the wall of the [Engage] field, and with a split-second reversal, I was now at his back.

—Second move.

Even if he couldn't react to what he saw, his thought acceleration was by far the best among all player skills. It was no surprise that he could launch a counterattack based on prediction. He twisted his body in mid-air, throwing a dagger past his own side as a feint… but unfortunately for him, I have my own cheat-level eyes.

Dodging the blade that traced the pre-displayed red line, I dropped my knees, slipping 'under' him, and unleashed a kick.

A somersault kick, backed by the inertia of moving over five hundred kilometers per hour and powered by an STR of 300, slammed into his wide-open torso…

“—Guh, ff…!?”

The tremendous impact forced all the air from Maru II's lungs, and his body was launched violently upward.

“[Ignition].”

—Third move.

I instantly replenished the energy I’d just unleashed on my target. In parallel, I summoned the [Demon Horn Spear: Crimson Valor] and launched an upward follow-up strike with its butt end, then *overtook my own thrown spear* to leap above Maru II.

—Fourth, fifth, sixth, seventh moves.

Down, side, up, down. Kicking off the walls of the field that was supposed to be my prison, I diced up his launched body with the crimson blades of my [Parabellum Bullet].

In the midst of it all, after landing another jab on him, I snatched the falling Crimson Valor spear from the air…

“[Infuse].”

With a flutter of crimson cloth, I buffed myself even further.

My avatar, now wrapped in multiple layers of crimson light effects, charged—eighth move.

It might have seemed like he was getting completely owned, but the fact that he was still alive after being hit by such a one-sided barrage was pretty insane in itself. He skillfully manipulated his body in the unforgiving mid-air, continuing to evade fatal blows. His skill was nothing short of admirable.

But…

“[Blink Switch]—!”

The [Giant's Hand Axe], thrown upward with a speed that defied normal logic, was met by Maru II's greatshield with a desperate look on his face, giving him no time to react. I rushed past his side.

I planted my feet just shy of the ceiling of the field and reversed my direction.

Simultaneously—I drew the red dagger that I had been holding down in its sheath with my right hand.

Alright, are you ready, [The Dictionary]?

You probably won’t even be able to see the remaining moves.

Alright, are you ready, [Rabbit Dagger]?

Your first full-throttle run—take *everything* I've got left!!

The misshapen dagger, released from its sheath, was already impossible to see. The torrent of magical light that erupted the moment it was unsealed converged, forming a greatsword of brilliant crimson light.

—Ninth move.

“[Totsuka no Tsurugi]—”

“—Kuh…!!”

Seeing the massive blade of light, whose length and pressure were incomparable to the original dagger, Maru II instantly abandoned any thought of evasion and created multiple layers of greatshields—

—and I, watching him from *inside* his defenses, placed a hand on his back.

“—wha,”

“My bad.”

The tenth move was already done.

As my HP drained away from the super-acceleration, I had used two consecutive direction changes to get behind him. [The Dictionary] was speechless…

In that stretched-out moment, I felt the tension drain from the back I held.

—*I give up. Just make it quick.*

Was it my imagination, or was that what he was conveying without words?

I hoped that, beyond his back, the expression on his unseen face was one of satisfaction. If so, it would be the highest honor.

Well then, as you wish—a great flash of heatless flame erupted.

“—[Enrei Kagura].”

The crimson blade, swung straight down, silently cleaved my worthy rival's avatar in two…

And as his remnants scattered into crimson phosphorescence, it was as if they were being *devoured*.

The blade, its red light fading, drank them all in without a trace.

—And so, having finished its job, I sheathed the Rabbit Dagger, which now seemed to carry an air of satisfaction.

“—…Aaaargh…!!”

I tumbled into the waterway, my mind numb from the extreme over-concentration. I let out a groan, like a man on the verge of death, and watched the barrier of [Engage] dissipate.

—Man, that was… super exhausting, but super fun, and I learned a ton. Let’s do this again sometime, Maru II.

“That was a damn good game from the bottom of my heart—”

“—An openi—”

*SPLASH!!*

*SLASH!!*

*WHOOSH!!*

*SIZZLE!!*

Huh?

“Heh!?”

As I looked up at the moon with a satisfied expression, a flood of information, starting with an unfamiliar girl's voice, erupted beside me in an instant.

A ‘pressure’ I felt behind me for a split second was instantly evaporated by an immense heat. I stumbled forward and, with a dumbfounded look, turned around.

“So hooooot!!!??”

What burst into my vision—or rather, what assaulted my entire body, including my face—was a vortex of explosive, superheated steam.

Of course, there was no actual pain, but the combination of heat just at the threshold of perception and a numbing sensation created the illusion of a burn-inducing temperature.

I yelled and shielded my face with my arms. Fortunately, there was no dama—… wait, there is. One wrong step and I would have been dead…!!!

*—Hey, brat.*

As I shuddered at this sudden glimpse of death, the voice of the [General Commander] echoed in my mind, dripping with exasperation.

I sensed the admonishing tone in his voice… and with a speed that would have rivaled my combat focus, my mind raced and I grasped the situation.

Or rather, it was more like, *Don’t you forget, you idiot.*

It wasn't that I'd almost died; the ‘heat ray’ that had nearly killed me had actually saved me…

*”Damn good game from the bottom of my heart”… my ass. I get the gist of what happened, but don't you dare let your guard down just because you finished off the guy in front of you.*

“Ha, haha… My bad, seriously.”

In short, the moment I and Maru II settled things… what was her name, Rinne-san? That person had tried to backstab me.

“Never let your guard down, okay? Haru-kun.”

And this wonderful older sister, Hinayo-sama, had cut her off—or rather, blown her away, saving my life… Ugh, another mistake to reflect on, ugh…

Fortunately, I was let off with a light scolding—“Still, your results are undeniable,” he’d said—but as I was sandwiched between the teasing of my two kind seniors, blushing with shame, three pillars of light signifying the defeat of rankers now stood tall.

One battle had drawn to a close—but the stage was still in the midst of countless frenzies.



    Chapter 215

    Two Extremes

    “—Well then… still want to go?”

“I’d like to retreat, but my orders are to stall you completely, you see…”

Two shadows stood in a world of ice, enveloped in a swirling, pure-white mist.

The original waterway was nowhere to be seen. The entire area, right up to the walls, was covered in a layer of frost. The expressions on the faces of the two men confronting each other in this frozen wasteland were a study in contrasts.

One, though his breathing was slightly ragged, still wore a composed expression that suggested he had plenty of fight left.

The other was visibly exhausted. His avatar, exhaling white breaths due to the biting cold, wore a bitter smile that he couldn't hide.

“You’ve surprised me, Irori-kun. It’s like… did something good happen to you?”

[Full Auto] had known of [Sword Protector]’s might, honed under the tutelage of the famed [Sword Saint], but today he was facing a skill set that felt even sharper. Before he knew it, his partner had been taken down, and all he could do was laugh as if to say, “Give me a break.”

Watching him, Irori, who had so effortlessly overcome the numerical disadvantage, simply smiled as if it were nothing and swung the blue sword in his right hand.

“Who knows—I just can’t afford to lose to my junior, that’s all.”

“Your junior, huh… I’d very much like to meet him myself.”

“You’re more than welcome to go and see him.”

Irori took a step forward. The ice beneath his feet groaned, and pillars of frost rose up as if to mark his footprints.

“—After you get past me.”

“Tch… [Quintet, Five-Fold Manipulation]!”

In response to that single, slow step, Fuji leaped back with all his might and flung his arms out like a conductor. Instantly, five replica dolls materialized from the void and assaulted the approaching samurai of foreign appearance.

“[Enka—”

The dolls, frozen solid in mid-lunge with a sharp crack, stood motionless. [Sword Protector] walked between them.

“—Senjin].”

With a single, sweeping slash that cleared his surroundings, he cut down all that stood against him.

“My, my…! This is a problem…!!”

Continuously summoning dolls as he retreated—while it was truly his only means of resistance, the young man known as Fuji was earnestly trying to fulfill the order given to him by the ‘Queen’.

It might have looked like he was being played with, but he was managing to hold the line, just barely. The proof was that Irori, while effortlessly handling the waves of dolls, had yet to make a move to take Fuji’s head directly.

At the same time, however, Fuji wished he *would* make a move for his head. Being forced into a war of attrition with a foregone conclusion was not a situation he welcomed in the slightest.

The problem, as expected, was his observation eye, praised as being on par with the [Sword Saint]'s—or rather, his natural fighting ‘instincts’, a kind of innate talent for combat.

He had another trick up his sleeve, one he had yet to reveal to the world, separate from the five-doll simultaneous control that exceeded his previous limits… but unfortunately, it seemed he couldn't fool Irori's senses.

However, that only meant he couldn't land a decisive blow—

“Ah, honestly… As inexhaustible as ever.”

By forcing [Sword Protector] to constantly deal with the endless stream of dolls, he was without a doubt succeeding in his orders to rob him of his ‘time’.

Irori had lost his patience and activated [Engage], taking down Fuji's partner, but while that had crushed their hopes of victory, it hadn't hindered the mission itself.

It was melancholic to see his prized ability, the very embodiment of his title, be so completely shut down, but he would not fail in his duty.

With the first-ranked retired and the second-ranked [Sword Saint] out of the public eye, stalling the man who was effectively the strongest PvP player in the East was the greatest contribution he could make to the Southern Faction—and by extension, to their ‘Princess’.

—*Crack.*

In the world of ice where the sounds of one samurai clashing with five doll-samurai endlessly echoed, a single, sharp noise reached their ears with startling clarity, simultaneously halting the movements of both rankers.

Each took a step back, and while keeping a wary eye on the other, they turned their heads to look at the source of the sound—but there was nothing there.

Which meant…

“Ah, so this is it.”

Fuji’s previous fighting spirit vanished as if it were a lie. He lowered his conducting hands and went limp, as if in surrender.

Irori, on the other hand, lowered his sword and relaxed his stance, giving a half-lidded glare into the empty space, though a smile played on his lips.

“You’re late, Tetra.”

“Sorry, Irori-senpai. The commander who was supposed to guide me was busy with ‘other things’.”

*I got lost*—with those words and a wry smile, the figure of a boy appeared, not by fading in, but as if he had been there all along, inserted directly into their perception.

“Alright then, I’ll leave the rest to you.”

“Leave it to me. By the way, you should probably hurry.”

They exchanged words as if it were the most natural thing in the world.

What was strange was the fact that the ‘enemy’ was also watching this scene unfold as if it were perfectly normal.

With the black-clad boy remaining and the samurai in his formal robes swiftly departing, Fuji watched Irori leave without a fuss, then turned his gaze to the boy, his will to fight completely gone.

“Aren’t you a little too passive?”

“Well, everyone watching on screen probably thinks ‘game set’ too.”

“…Specialized builds are all-or-nothing. It’s a cruel world.”

[Full Auto] and [Undying]—both possessing unique avatar builds that differed greatly from the norm, they shared the massive disadvantage of being unable to provide ‘excitement’ on their own. The two of them shared a similar smile.

Two extremes meant that in a perfect matchup game, one-sided stomps were refreshingly the norm.

For example, like [Full Auto] against a high-AGI avatar.

And for example—like [Undying] against [Full Auto].

“…But hey, it’s been a while since we last fought—why not aim for an upset?”

“Oh?”

At the boy’s uncharacteristic words, a surprised Fuji tilted his head.

“How rare, to hear you taunt someone, Tetra-shonen.”

“I told you to stop with the ‘shonen’.”

When Fuji playfully poked at him, Tetra seemed to realize he had said something out of character. He scratched his cheek as if to cover his embarrassment and glanced slightly upward.

Up there was… probably the score counter for each faction, which was displayed on every participating player’s user interface during the Four Pillar War.

“It’s nothing, it’s just—”

The boy, who held no weapon, also needed no stance.

The only thing that showed he'd flipped the switch was one thing.

“—It’s just that I can get swept up in the excitement too.”

Only the fighting spirit swirling in his eyes, aimed squarely at him.

“I see… Then maybe I should get serious for the first time in a while?”

“I’d welcome it. But still—sorry, it might end up one-sided anyway.”

What escaped him was a boyish, charming smile… but Fuji knew.

He knew about the incredible monster this innocent-looking boy kept inside.

A rustling, heavy wind brushing against his skin—it wasn't his imagination. The shadows writhing and squirming at the boy's feet—that wasn't an illusion either.

“It’s been a while since I’ve seen this… since I was supposed to avoid encounters with you.”

Though his voice didn't tremble, a genuine ‘fear’ seeped into the pit of his stomach. Setting aside the fact that he was a natural counter, any ‘person’, before being a game player, would—

—surely not be unafraid of the ‘dark’.

“—Dazzling Release.”

The key phrase was spoken, the proof of its speaker.

And inscribed upon the battlefield was the title that marked its chosen one.

“Embrace—[Grimnote, Black Sky Roc Wings].”

From his black-clad body, a waterfall of black feathers overflowed.

Swallowing [Full Auto] and its master, who did not flee, along with everything else—the ‘darkness’ soundlessly, equally, covered all.



    Chapter 216

    Standing Side-by-Side

    “Goldow, what’s the situation?”

As he ran, having left his junior to handle things, Irori created a path of ice using the freezing effect of his Anima, [Frostblade Shirosou], an ability from its earliest stages. He hurried toward the base and sent a call to the [General Commander], who had been silent for some time.

Unless there was a major emergency, he would usually respond within three seconds… but three seconds, five, ten, twenty passed. There was no reply.

“…I see.”

That meant—it was highly likely that the other side had already entered a *major emergency*.

“I took too long… dammit!!”

He was past the point of worrying about conserving energy. Simultaneously unleashing the full power of his drawn blue blade, he discarded the option of holding back and ignited all of his mobility-related skills.

However, his stats weren't specialized in agility. He couldn't produce the ridiculous speeds of his absurd junior. In addition…

“Tch, bad timing…!”

Appearing in his path was the Northern Faction's blue ‘pillar’ and a large group of players engaged in a flashy battle around it. Although they were putting up a good fight against an enemy force more than twice their size, it was his allied unit from Istia that was being pushed back… which inevitably meant…

“—! Whoa, it's [Sword Protector]!”

“Someone dangerous is here!!”

“We just need to stall him, right!?”

“Break the front line! Forget winning, focus on delaying him!!”

“Healers, focus! You guys hold that line even if it kills you!!”

…that getting tangled up with their surplus forces was unavoidable.

Breaking through wouldn’t be a problem, but… now that he was in a hurry, Irori couldn't hide his bitter smile at the ‘anti-Sword Protector’ formation that had instantly formed in his path.

It wasn't a threat—but they weren't easy opponents either.

While not on the same level as the PvP-focused Eastern Faction, they were still the elites of the North and South who had made it to the Four Pillar War.

It wasn't just their individual combat prowess, but the cleverness of their coordination—and above all, their ability to deal with stronger opponents that made them so troublesome.

Even if they couldn't win, they could stall. When they dedicated themselves to that role, they became formidable enemies, even if they weren't rankers.

“…”

He hesitated for a moment, then discarded an option.

Even if he broke through here in one go, arriving at the base exhausted meant he would be facing [Heavy Tank] and the [Sword Queen]—two opponents stronger than him.

That would be meaningless. If he were to be taken out the moment he arrived, he wouldn't be reinforcement, but a foolish onlooker. He wouldn’t be able to face his ‘master’, and more importantly, he wouldn’t be able to face *him*—

“…Hah… haha!”

Was *that* what was most important to him now? More so than looking pathetic in front of his ‘master’?

*A former competitor can’t stand to lose, can they?*

The words Chibisu had thrown at him the other day crossed his mind. Heh… so it seems a ‘woman’s eye’ is not to be underestimated, even if it isn't all-seeing.

Although he was a former athlete, he had always thought he was immune to that kind of nature… but perhaps he had just never met one before.

A rival he would truly hate to lose to.

In that case, all the more reason. Now, more than ever—

“I can’t show them a pathetic sight… Hah!!”

A gathering of formidable elites—it didn't matter. He wouldn't even let them stall him.

His blade sliced through the air with a loud crack, and he poured his spirit and fighting will into his advancing legs.

He estimated there were about twenty enemies. It was a bit short of the fifty-man-slaying legend his [Sword Saint] had left behind, but he wouldn't be picky.

There are enemies, there is fighting spirit, and thus, the result demanded of him, a ranker, is but one.

“I’m coming through.”

Only devastation.

Activating [Enbu]—a single ‘step’ that warped logic swallowed dozens of meters, throwing his avatar into the heart of the enemy formation.

Suddenly finding him inside their carefully constructed formation, the group panicked—or not, of course. This was, after all, an ‘anti-Sword Protector’ formation.

The performance of [Enbu], which had become one of his signature moves, was naturally well-known. Their reaction to the predicted ‘step’ was immediate. The front-line troops instantly shifted to an encirclement, closing their wall in on him.

“Two.”

“Gah—”

“Dammit—”

If he could be stopped by something of that level, he wouldn't allow himself the arrogant demeanor of a powerhouse. He cut down two in a single breath, then with a returning stroke, batted away the weapons of the enemies swarming him.

While there were healers, proportionally few, and though healing magic exists in Arcadia, resurrection magic has not been confirmed.

In that case, no matter how many there were—

“Three.”

“Tch—”

—if he took them down one by one, it would eventually end.

Stepping over the dissolving avatars, he headed for the rear guard positioned behind the front-line players. While it didn't matter if he could take them down in one hit, the presence of healers affected not just their numerical strength but also their morale.

If he wiped them out, the enemy would lose their footing. And that's why—if he aimed for ‘them’, he could also control the movements of ‘those guys’.

For them, being broken through and targeted was a fatal error. Even if it was a trap, the front line had no choice but to pursue him straight on to protect their rear guard.

One step, two steps—after advancing, he reversed course. The absolute advantage lay with the attacker who controlled the timing of the engagement.

“Four, five, six… seven!”

He cut down the pursuers one after another, and with that, about half of the front line was gone.

At this rate, he could break through this place in just a few minutes—

“Daaamn!! He's so stro—”

“Tch… what?”

—*Thwack*. A ‘spear’ suddenly flew in and pierced the stomach of a player whose face was contorted in a scream.

…No, it wasn't just a spear that had flown in.

“Yo, senpai. Need a hand?”

In the blink of an eye, a white-and-blue figure appeared. The hooded young man, a smile visible on his lips, grabbed his crimson long spear and cracked a joke.

“…Don't need it. And also—”

“Ah, wait, sto—!?”

With a soft tap, Irori ignored the impaled player’s pleas for mercy and finished him off, then shot his ‘junior’ a half-lidded glare.

“If you're going to chat, finish them off first.”

“What’d you do that for? I was saving him as a buff dispenser.”

The players of the North and South, surrounding the two who were now engaged in an utterly absurd conversation, took shuffling steps backward, their faces twitching at the sight of the reinforcements that had appeared in the blink of an eye.

“He’s here…”

“Acrobat-san…”

“Uh, no way.”

“You know, two martial-type rankers is a bit much.”

“I, uh, recommend a strategic retreat…!”

They hadn't lost their will to fight—rather, they had sensed that their remaining lifespan wouldn't change much whether they retreated or advanced, so it was an understandable reaction.

Among the countless spectators watching around the world, few would likely laugh at their state and call them “pathetic”—so what would be directed at them instead?

Probably just a single phrase, meaning “my condolences” in their respective countries.

“What happened to Hinayo?”

“A little behind. She’ll catch up soon.”

“A gentleman should properly escort a lady.”

“Lately, I've started to think that looking too good might not be the best idea…”

“That’s a good mindset—if you ever intend to make a move on our master, I’ll accept your challenge for a duel anytime.”

“Hey, I told you I’m not into that kind of thing.”

“Even if you’re not, I’m an honorary member of the ‘Sword Saint Fan Club’. I even have the No. 0 card.”

“So what… wait, what’s that? I’m actually a little jealous.”

“Pretty cool, right? You’re not getting it. We’ve chatted enough. You take half.”

“Roger that. Five seconds, then.”

“Then I’ll take three.”

Exchanging playful words, the seventh and ninth rankers bumped fists.

In the next moment, a continuous torrent of crimson phosphorescence erupted—and without stopping until the very end, it painted and stained the battlefield.



    Chapter 217

    The Flames of War Spread

    —In the Four Pillar War, it was not uncommon for defensive battles to erupt at each faction's respective bases, sparked by invasions from other factions.

These attacks on enemy bases could be all-out assaults aiming for base capture, simple reconnaissance missions, or even strategic ploys to draw attention through relentless raids, thereby putting a strain on the enemy faction's command structure.

These assaults had become such a regular, exciting part of the event that they could be called a traditional rite. Consequently, each faction typically stationed defensive forces at their own bases, prepared for sudden invasions.

And these defense corps, composed of players skilled in defense, had their own unique characteristics for each faction—or rather, their nature was a direct reflection of the presence, or absence, of a defensive ‘cornerstone’.

Take the Northern Faction, for example. Nortalia, lacking a ranker with a title specialized in defense, focused on buying time through sheer numbers, stationing a large number of regular players.

Even if an unstoppable ranker were to attack, their strategy was to resist with their commander, who was heavily buffed by the war-time effect, and wait for aid from their allied rankers on the field.

It was a passive approach, but it didn't mean that attacking the North was an easy choice. As long as the North and South were allied, the East would be caught in a pincer attack no matter which they invaded.

Therefore, a defense focused on buying time was an extremely rational strategy—and aside from cases where the [Sword Queen] herself was stationed as commander, they were just as difficult to attack as the South.

As for the Southern Faction… in contrast to the North, their defense was typically a one-man operation, relying on a single ranker specialized in defense.

Sotalm’s third-ranked member—[Castle Lord] Mei.

The ‘cornerstone’ of the South was a single being who possessed a defensive power equal to, or even greater than, Nortalia’s hundred-strong defense force.

She was the girl whose Anima held the undisputed number one spot in the armor category of the unofficial rankings.

Her fortitude was so extraordinary that she had once withstood a fierce, hour-long assault by three of Istia's rankers, including [Sword Protector], and led the South-East race for occupation to victory.

So then, who was the ‘cornerstone’ of the remaining Eastern Faction?

It was—

“Noooooooo, not again!!! That idiot Goldow!!!”

“Quiet. Work.”

“I AM working!!!”

In front of Ruvalest, Istia’s strange-looking wartime fortress.

The two small girls fighting with all their might—the ‘Eastern Wings’, Left Wing Mi-na and Right Wing Ri-na—were none other than Istia’s special defensive force.

Layers upon layers of walls built from numbers.

An invincible shield wielded by the strongest individual defender.

Istia’s form of ‘defense’ that could rival those was—a thoroughly offensive defense that annihilated everything that approached.

“Slow. Right. Faster.”

“I’m doing it! I’m trying!! You demon, Ri-na!!”

Small frames, each wielding a slender wand—no, what traced paths in the air were exquisitely crafted pens made of red and blue feathers.

They looked like two small conductors, standing side-by-side.

Or perhaps, like painters collaborating on a single canvas.

Every time the red and blue pens drew a glowing trail of light—

Roaring flames,

currents of water that could pierce rock,

and gale-force winds,

…were born one after another, lawlessly and chaotically, like manifestations of natural disasters, soaring through the sky in search of enemies.

The ‘Eastern Wings’… also known as the ‘Two Little Mages’.

Istia’s special defensive force, and their ultimate weapon against the [Sword Queen].

—And, acknowledged by all, Arcadia’s strongest artillery cannon.

It was beyond the point of being merely ‘hard to attack’; it was, quite literally, ‘approach and you turn to ash’. To mindlessly charge into the endless rain of grand magic from just two players meant instant incineration. Even a well-thought-out charge would likely end with you as ash in seconds.

It was by relying on this outrageous firepower that Istia was able to minimize its defensive forces and maintain a constantly offensive posture. But…

“No, no, no! A hundred opponents is just too much!!”

“It’s not a hundred. About eighty.”

“That’s a rounding error!!!”

Even the strongest artillery cannon has its limits. A magical duel against eighty mages was a different story.

The fact that they were holding their ground at all was already insane, but they couldn't push back, no matter how much they fought. Furthermore, thanks to some idiots who fell right into the enemy's trap, they had no one to act as a wall.

As for where the twenty-or-so members of the defense squad, who were supposed to be protecting Mi-na and the others while they acted as artillery, had gone…

They were beyond the faintly visible crimson veil, past the slowly advancing battalion of mages.

And trapped inside that crimson veil—the deployed [Engage] field—was none other than…

“Ugh, stupid, stupid Goldow!! At least give an order before you charge in!!”

“There was an order, sort of.”

“‘Handle it’ is not an orderrrrrrrrrrrrr!!!”

…the very person Mi-na was currently screaming at in a tearful rage—the [General Commander] himself.



    Chapter 218

    An Unlikely Pair of Friends

    "Been a while since you and I have faced off on the battlefield like this, eh?"

Goldow murmured wistfully, his hand rising out of habit to stroke his chin—only to remember that his right arm was gone from the elbow down. A smirk tugged at his lips as he snorted.

"They really did a number on me… I can just picture Mi-na complaining up a storm about this."

Shaking his head with an exasperated sigh, the General Commander found himself face-to-face with a figure who was the very antithesis of his own large, sturdy frame: a slender and lovely young girl.

Her unearthly beauty was marked by a faint, almost nonexistent expression, yet her presence rivaled, if not surpassed, that of the giant man before her. Clad in white dress armor, she tilted her head slightly, her silver-blue hair swaying with the movement.

It was not a gesture of curiosity, but one of undisguised exasperation.

"There's no 'they did a number on you' about it. You people just kept jumping into the fray, one after another."

It was true that the southern invasion force had employed some tricks in their assault on the eastern base—but it was Istia that had joyfully thrown themselves into every single one.

First, they sent a lone ranker as a greeting. Istia's response? A full-scale welcome party from the entire defense force, all shouting things like, *It's our turn! Don't let them escape! Surround them!*.

As a result, as Istia's members swarmed in with gleeful abandon, Uni, the Heavy Tank, used his hidden trump card to immobilize them… Stage one, cleared.

Next, as the second wave, they sent a battalion of mages down the passage to the eastern base. While fending off the counterattack from the 'Eastern Wings,' they pushed forward, cutting the duo off from the main defensive force… Stage two, cleared.

Finally, with little choice left, the enemy commander came to the front lines himself, only to be forcibly dragged *here* by her—Iris, the Sword Queen, who had been hiding among the mages… Stage three was also cleared.

Honestly, what was she supposed to think? To see them run headfirst at full speed into a series of impromptu tactics that could barely be called a strategy.

"Helena is exasperated, too. She said the East should learn to be a bit more thoughtful."

"Hah! We don't need her concern. This is how we do things—and it's how we win."

"You should say that *after* you have a winning record against us."

"Kakka! If we actually managed to get a winning record, that would be a problem in and of itself, wouldn't it?"

A burly man of imposing stature and a delicate girl who could be mistaken for an angel or a fairy. With the temperatures of their expressions being worlds apart, the sight of them facing each other was bizarre, to say the least.

And yet, the words they exchanged were spoken with a practiced ease. Anyone who knew Iris well would notice it—the slight softening of her cheeks as she traded lighthearted banter with her 'friend.'

"…So, how long are you going to keep up this little chat to stall for time?"

"As long as you'll let me—is what I'd like to say, but the audience is probably getting impatient by now."

"The two behind you might give out before the audience does."

"Doesn't look like we can expect reinforcements, either. They really did us in, didn't they?"

Goldow glanced back, but his gaze was not fixed on the path leading to the maze. Instead, he looked toward Ruvalest, their war-time base.

Normally, the belligerent players of the East would be constantly respawning after death, but for a while now, that 'normal' had come to a dead stop.

"Trying to hold back my guys *without killing them*… What a pain in the ass that must be."

"One should make effective use of superior numbers."

In the Four Pillar War, death for a regular player does not mean game over. As long as you aren't a ranker or a commander, you're revived at your faction's castle base when you fall.

This meant that if one wanted to rush back to the base to help with an emergency, the fastest way was to 'be killed by an enemy.'

The crucial point was that you *needed* to be killed. For all sorts of ethical reasons, Arcadia had many restrictions, but among them, 'suicide' was a taboo that carried a massive penalty.

This restriction naturally applied during wartime. If you tried to shortcut your way back to base by taking your own life, you'd be slapped with a respawn timer of over an hour, plus a status debuff so severe it would render you combat-ineffective.

Of course, that would defeat the whole purpose. Therefore, holding the enemy back without killing them was a fundamental tactic for isolating a base.

She'd mentioned numerical superiority, and that was likely why not a single Northern or Southern player, besides the mages, had appeared here. Inside the maze, a mixed force of melee fighters and healers was probably executing a thorough containment strategy against the Istia players.

Needless to say, pulling that off against the formidable warriors of the East was no mean feat.

It couldn't last forever—but that went for both sides. The 'Eastern Wings' couldn't afford to waste their trump cards with Iris right in front of them, and they would surely reach their limit eventually.

…But, well.

"It'll work out somehow. Some spirited youngster will come flying in eventually."

"…I see."

As if drawn by Goldow's gaze, Iris glanced back toward the maze entrance once—and after that small murmur, she said no more.

She was *striving* to appear uninterested.

"I thought for sure you'd take the bait after all that commotion… You've gotten stiff, haven't you?"

"…I've just gotten a little smarter, that's all."

As if to shake off the faint emotion stirring deep within her heart.

She closed her eyes, then opened them—and the Sword Queen took up her sword.

There was no scabbard at her waist, nor on her back.

If she simply willed it… the 'sword' would rush to her hand.

A double-edged straight sword of terrifying beauty.

A singular, ultimate brilliance that needed no other description.

[Xultiomart-type Calibur]—this blade with its unusual name was the one and only divine weapon, gifted from the 'World' to the 'Strongest.'

—And to her, it was nothing more than a useless object, the very embodiment of a detestable curse.

Every time Goldow saw it, he was captivated by its beauty… and knowing the heart of its master, Iris, he always wished for the same thing.

*Hey, God, if you're listening, I'm begging you.*

*If someone just wants to have fun from the bottom of their heart, then please, just let them have their fun.*

"The pleasantries are over. Why don't you put on your suit?"

Whether she knew of the inner turmoil of Goldow, who was trying to swallow a sigh for the virtual reality that tormented a girl younger than his own daughter, was unclear. With an emotionless voice, the Sword Queen urged him to fight.

Even with others to support her, in the end, she stood alone at the summit.

Never quite breaking, she continued to stand in solitude—and even he could not truly understand the heart of such a girl.

He had known that for a long time now.

And that is precisely why…

"Don't be in such a rush… In any era, a good transformation has to be dramatic, you know?"

Even if he couldn't understand, even if his strength fell short—laughing and playing along to pass the time was what it meant to be a 'friend,' wasn't it?

A single smile, and he raised his right arm—the one that had been blown off at the very start of their encounter.

Beyond the game-like, censored cross-section, he clenched his lost right hand tightly… and a golden light manifested.

It formed a right arm, covered his shoulder, spread across his torso, and flowed down to his legs… until a hero's mask concealed his ferocious, smiling face.

Too angular to be called clothing, yet too sleek to be called armor—it was, just as Iris had said, most accurately described as a 'suit.'

[Gordion, the Golden Armor of Heroes]—the pride of the Eastern Faction's third-ranked General Commander, and the only Seventh-Tier Anima currently in Arcadia.

Then, a crown appeared in his raised right hand.

Among the many crowns of the rankers, this was the purest and most majestic great crown of gold—and it clicked into place atop his mask as if it were custom-made.

"[Golden Hour: The Roar of the Gilded Lion]… There. Kept you waiting, did I?"

The golden armor was already blinding, but now, brilliant rays of golden light pulsed across it. To top it all off, a magnificent cape had appeared to coincide with his coronation.

Beneath the helmet, the General Commander wore a triumphant, smug expression. Unbeknownst to him, even the Sword Queen squinted at the glare, a faint, wry smile touching her lips.

"You're the only one whose aesthetic feels like it's from a completely different world."

"Don't say that. It's a huge hit with the kids, you know?"

He had no weapon; the suit he wore was his weapon. Adopting a sleek, heroic pose, he made sure to give his cape a dramatic flourish for the fans.

"Now then—Iris, I have no intention of losing."

"…I see. In that case, neither do I."

Heat began to glow in her clear, garnet eyes.

Make no mistake.

Though she may be tormented by loneliness, though her spirit may wane, though her hopes may fade—

"I'll try my very best, okay?"

More than anyone else in this world, probably.

Deep in the heart of the girl who had yearned, and yearned, and yearned for her dream before diving into this virtual world—the small flame that continued to burn flickered on, never to be extinguished.
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    Eyes on the Speeding Form

    "Agh… this is bad."

The instant we finished cleaning up the Northern and Southern containment squads, Irori and I snapped our heads in the same direction. The words that escaped the blonde samurai's lips were laced with bitterness.

"…Ugh, what is *this*?"

It was a 'pressure' that was neither a roar nor an impact—a sensation that resonated deep in my gut like the continuous beat of a great taiko drum. I felt my cheeks twitch involuntarily as it traveled from afar and struck my avatar.

"It means we're out of time. Head to the base immediately. I'll catch up."

His words weren't much of an explanation, but judging by Irori's tone, which cut off any further questions… Okay, I get it. We don't even have time for an explanation, huh?

"Got it. I'll go on ahead."

"Haru."

Hold on, I thought we were out of time?

Just as I summoned the crimson blades that would serve as my footholds and took a step, a voice called out to my back. I glanced over my shoulder—…ah, right, right.

I'm not against that sort of thing either.

I met his proffered fist with a casual bump of my own, a silent "You'd better catch up quick," before turning on my heel and launching myself into the air.

"Dammit, he's getting through—"

"Got time to look away, do ya?!"

"Don't take your eyes off us!"

"This way's closed!"

"Ninth! Go on, get through!"

"Tch! Thanks a ton!"

I was used to paving my own way as I ran. As I soared through the air, using thrown blades and Switch Jumps, my allies were quick to intercept the aggro that was about to turn on me as I passed overhead.

Shouting my thanks to the voices of encouragement—a bit too polite of me, I know—I shifted into an overdrive that felt like kicking my own avatar forward, and in an instant, I shot over the chaotic battlefield…

I pushed my legs as hard as I could, rushing toward the base where the constant, body-shaking vibrations originated.

◇◆◇◆◇

"Man, Haru-kun is really moving…"

"He's darting around so much he's like a tuna that can't stop swimming."

—At a certain university student gathering.

During long streams like this, it was common practice to take a break and lower the energy during the calmer moments of the Four Pillar War broadcast.

Out of habit, it had become natural for them to chat idly with their viewing partners during these times—but…

Perhaps a little tired from the explosive excitement they'd all shared, Shoko and Toshiki were staring blankly at the screen. Meanwhile, another pair…

"…Hey, um, Mizuki-chan."

"…I don't know. It could just be a resemblance."

"If you think about it, the name is also…"

"…It could just be a resemblance."

Shijo Kaede and Kajisawa Mizuki were huddled together with a closeness unique to childhood friends, their eyes fixed on the white-and-blue shadow on the screen that was still soaring through the air using some incomprehensible method.

His way of speaking… or rather, his energy level was so different that it took them hours of hearing it over and over to finally have that "Huh?" moment and notice his 'voice.'

Once they became conscious of how similar it sounded to that of their new 'friend'… the player name, which was exactly the same, only added to their mounting suspicion.

—*Sorry, I really, seriously can't make it tonight.*

The image of 'him' who had declined their gathering tonight just half a day ago flashed through their minds.

The connection was impossible to ignore—and yet.

"I mean, that's… that's gotta be a stretch, right…?"

"Yeah, well. It's a bit much…"

There's no way the world is that small, they thought.

Just being a player in Arcadia already made someone 'special' by normal standards… For a friend they had just met to not only be a player but also a top player, a Ranker with a title from the heavens?

That was just too much—

""That's taking otaku wishful thinking too far…""

As they exchanged bewildered glances, they still couldn't bring themselves to trust their intuition.

And as they watched on in confusion, the one who had captured not only their attention, but the attention of the entire world—The Acrobat.

As if flying, at a speed that blurred his form… he freely soared through the air, crushing the path to the base where the 'big shots' were waiting.

The message Kaede had sent to 'him' still remained unread.



    Chapter 220

    On Your Marks, Get Set

    Once I got up to full speed, breaking through the upper layers of the containment force wasn't too difficult, so long as I wasn't ambushed by a horde of mages with homing projectiles.

About a hundred seconds after leaving Irori, I completely ignored the scattered skirmishes and flew back to the base—

"What in the world is going on here…?!"

The moment I poked my head out of the maze entrance, the sheer amount of information flooding my vision made me stop in my tracks and let out a bewildered cry.

It was a three-layered structure of different battlefields, all packed together like dumplings.

In the very back, a ridiculously large-scale magic battle was raging, a scene straight out of a textbook definition of 'warfare.' That was probably Mi-na and Ri-na, fighting with all their might.

And if those two were being forced to 'fight with all their might,' I could only assume they were up against an equally massive force. I couldn't tell if there were any allies on their side, but either way, reinforcing that final defensive line was urgent.

…However, blocking the way was the barrier of an [Engage] field, something I myself had experienced twice now. Peeking inside, all I could see was—dust, light, and shockwaves. That was it.

That was it? No, that was insane. What the hell was that… Was there a kaiju rampaging in there or something?

In any case, the source of the 'pressure' I'd been feeling was definitely that. With the maze walls no longer muffling it, the direct force of it was on a completely different level.

My skin was crawling… or it would be. Avatars in Arcadia don't have body hair unless you specifically configure them to, but if this were my real body, I'd probably be experiencing the sensation of every hair standing on end.

—And then, there was this… Um, excuse me… but what in the absolute hell is that even more bizarre scene over there?

"Is this a cult…?"

A lone figure stood tall and defiant, surrounded by many other figures with their heads bowed. From a distance, the scene looked exactly like 'followers prostrating themselves before an absolute being'…

But there was one thing that made it clear that wasn't the case—all the kneeling figures wore expressions of agony as they shouted things like,

"Nngggaaaaah!!"

Or,

"You son of a bitch!!"

Or,

"You bastard, Heavy Tank!!!"

…and other such curses, one after another.

I mean, to put it plainly, it was a scene of utter chaos.

A single 'boy' stood in the center, while a group of what I presumed to be grown men—though they all looked like super handsome fantasy characters—writhed in agony, spewing curses at him. The scene was so hellish it made me want to avert my eyes and turn right back around…

"—Good, you came."

Of course, having rushed here with a purpose, I had no such option—and it seemed my opponent had no intention of letting me go, either.

The boy, who had been staring intently at the combat field in the distance, turned around. His deep, steel-blue eyes, like the ocean depths, pierced straight through me.

His hair was silver—no, the color of dull, shining 'steel.' In contrast to its fluffy, puppy-like texture, his neatly styled hair somehow conveyed a sense of 'weight' to the eye.

He was dressed in leather gear like a light warrior, but his hands and feet were protected by deep green metal armor.

Cradled skillfully in the fingers of his gauntlets, which seemed a bit too large for his small frame, were—a pair of matching twin daggers with heavy, jet-black blades.

"The Heavy Tank…"

"I'm honored you know of me, Haru the Acrobat."

Judging by his charming appearance alone, the boy didn't seem to fit his grandiose title. Uni, the second-ranked member of the Southern Faction, Sotalm, and known as the Heavy Tank, offered a mischievous smile.

I knew about him. I'd done my homework on his general combat style, the abilities of his weapons, and the power of his unique title… which was exactly why this was bad.

*That* ability… I didn't know about it.

I had no idea what the invisible force was that seemed to be pinning the members of the defense squad to the waterway.

"The info I read didn't mention any magic tricks like this… did it?"

"Well, I'm a player just like everyone else. I grow, and sometimes I even develop a secret trump card or two."

Well, that was a perfectly valid point I couldn't argue with… I suspected it had to do with those daggers.

The Fourth-Tier Anima—[Dual Heavy, Starfall Twin Black Steel].

Either the original abilities of that unique weapon had been kept secret… or it had since become a *former* Fourth-Tier Anima.

"So, what now?"

As I warily adjusted my footing, the boy, who seemed to be holding down men much larger than himself without any effort, tilted his head as if to ask me what I would do.

"Did you come here to fight me? Or do you have business further inside?"

"You've got some nerve…!!"

His provocative words suited his childlike appearance perfectly, a different kind of 'childishness' than Tetra's…!

I bet there's a certain demand for that type—no, this is no time for stupid thoughts.

"Isn't it obvious? Kindly stay put right there."

My bold declaration to ignore him was met with another mischievous smile… and in addition,

"Don't be so cruel!!"

"Help us, Ninth!!"

"Do you intend to step over our corpses?!"

…and other such overly dramatic, deep-voiced screams.

"Oh, be quiet, you old-timers…! You look like you're having fun, so just stay put and keep him busy for me!"

You guys have to know this is no time for a comedy sketch…!!

"Sorry, but I'm pushing through…!"

[Ignition]—I can't use it. As usual, I'm at full health thanks to the healers I passed on the way here, but still.

Considering what's likely waiting for me up ahead, I need to conserve as much stamina as possible.

In that case… there's no one behind me right now. I'll take this opportunity to get a good running start.

I turned back into the maze and ran straight down the long corridor, then up the wall at the end. I was so used to wall-running now, but if real-world physics were in play, running up a wall so easily, even at high speed, would be impossible.

All hail fantasy, all hail the game engine—and with that, let's go.

The core of my agility-focused build, my passive skills [Rabbit Run] and [Fataless Jumper], activated… and on top of that, I added my own unique ability.

*Matoi*—just as I was about to take a step that would rival the Sword Saint's own footwork, I saw the boy waiting for me up ahead, a calm smile on his face as he opened his mouth.

*If you think you can get through, then give it a try.*

His voice didn't reach me, but I could guess what he was saying from his expression.

Bring it on, you bastard. Watch this, Heavy Tank, and while you're at it, so can the rest of the world.

Even if I can't use *Shukuchi*, even without a bunch of support effects, even without relying on the runaway express train hanging at my waist… it's really a simple matter.

In the end, a full-throttle sprint with the biggest running start I can manage is—the fastest and quickest way to go!!

I've seen the path, I've laid the route, so all that's left is,

"Here—I—GOOOOOOOO!!!"

To take that one, single step.
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    Meteor and Meteoric Iron

    Haru the Acrobat—though he had only observed him from a distance, Uni had a general grasp of his nature from the countless reports he had received.

And after integrating all that information, the conclusion Uni, the Heavy Tank, had reached was that he was not particularly a good matchup for him.

Second only to the 'Princess' Iris, who was an exception beyond all strengths and weaknesses, the boy was one of the foremost anti-personnel experts in the Southern Faction… or rather, it was just that the nature of his Anima was too specialized for player-versus-player combat—

In any case, in Arcadia, where a myriad of character builds exist, being an 'anti-personnel expert' was synonymous with being a versatile fighter who could handle any opponent.

Versatile didn't necessarily mean multi-talented. Even without a thousand abilities, if one had just a single ability that worked on everyone… even if the meaning of the word changed, the result of being a 'strong fighter' remained.

However, just as there's the phrase 'one in a million'…

Irregularities exist in this world—for example, the Sword Queen, who could blow away the abilities of his prized Anima with pure 'power,' ignoring all logic and understanding.

For example, the Sword Saint, who, even when caught by his abilities, would simply brush it off and reach him with her blade through sheer 'skill.'

And for example—a strange player who, despite having a full-on melee style, had likely not invested a single point into his durability (VIT) stat.

*He's planning to slip past me.* Seeing the young man in the distance assume a running stance, Uni tightened his grip on the twin daggers he held in a reverse grip.

The abilities of his [Dual Heavy, Starfall Twin Black Steel], which had only recently reached the fifth tier, probably wouldn't be very effective against that one.

…But, well—that was fine in its own way.

Enjoying a normal brawl once in a while wasn't a bad way to have fun.

For himself, for the audience… and for,

"Alright—if you think you can get through, then give it a try."

Even if they were separated by a gap in strength far greater than the numbers suggested.

He was the second-ranked member of the Southern Faction, Sotalm, second only to the Sword Queen.

He wouldn't do anything to disgrace himself—and he was confident enough to ensure that his opponent, the Acrobat, would have just as much fun… for he had packed all of that into this avatar he had trained so diligently.

◇◆◇◆◇

—There was no hesitation in my launch, and no mercy in my acceleration.

Descending from the ceiling down the maze wall at top speed, I kicked off a massive pillar of water and split the waterway with my charge.

Two steps so far.

And on the third step, after a single beat's interval from the first—I unhesitatingly launched into a second *Matoi*.

Alright, it's about time you lazy thing got off your ass and did some work.

A full-speed dash incorporating consecutive *Matoi*—with that, the passive skill [Floating Star] finally met its activation requirements and its effect manifested.

Evolving from the dead-end skill [Boar's Heart], [Rhino's Heart] had become a semi-broken skill that was practically always active thanks to its significantly relaxed activation conditions and its criminal synergy with [Ignition].

This new skill, which had evolved even further, had once again reverted to being a dead-end skill… well, that's an exaggeration, but its broken nature could be summed up in one word: 'unwieldy.'

Its unwieldiness was on par with, though in a different way, the trump card [Rabbit Rapid, Crimson Brilliant Bullet]… and by 'broken,' I'm not talking about its 'performance,' but its 'activation condition.'

That's because the ridiculously incomprehensible condition was something like, 'output a speed that exceeds the avatar's limit without relying on skills or buffs other than passives.' Seriously, do you even want me to activate this thing?

In other words, for someone like me, it's impossible to activate without using *Matoi*… However, in proportion to its near-impossible activation difficulty, the effect itself is exceptional.

Deceleration nullification that doesn't affect motion—that is the effect of [Floating Star].

Without Arcadia's trademark brain-installation feature, I wouldn't have understood it just by reading the description either.

Simply put, this skill deletes 'deceleration' from the flow of an action like jumping, which would normally go from jump to deceleration to fall.

This means that while the outcome and trajectory of the jump remain the same, my speed doesn't decrease during it.

Now, for a 3D high-mobility warrior, when is the moment of greatest vulnerability? In my two months of running this build, I'd say it's during the 'airborne phase' when acceleration cuts off.

While I can cover it to some extent with things like Switch Jumps, it's nearly impossible to eliminate completely. And the faster your top speed, the more your deceleration stands out.

It draws attention as a glaring opening, and if the opponent gets used to that 'opening'—it could lead to the worst-case scenario for an agility-focused build, having my path predicted.

This skill brilliantly fills—or rather, literally erases—that opening. I once showed Sora a full-speed dash using [Floating Star], and she gave me her impression with a twitching cheek.

—*I never knew people could become like a beam…* she'd said.

A top-speed leap-and-dash with no deceleration.

I'm not bragging… no, I am bragging—even my master can't keep up with this!!

Laughing off the resistance of the water, I covered several hundred meters in just five steps.

Following the route etched in my memory, I shot past the Heavy Tank in an instant—

—is how I wish this convenient story had played out.

The sensation of my avatar's speed suddenly dropping without warning was exactly as I had expected. Of course, it wasn't because I had slowed down myself.

My vision, which had rapidly shifted from nothingness to a line, then from a line to an image, now showed—the smiling face of the boy, his eyes glowing with a green light effect as he captured my form, the corner of his mouth lifting.

Honestly, I knew it… but you could have just let me through on a whim, you know?

Before I could even manage a wry smile at my unspoken complaint,

—[Engage].

The moment the short keyword was spoken, the players prostrated around the boy were enveloped in a blue light similar to teleportation and vanished…

And before my eyes, which were still carrying immense kinetic energy despite being robbed of their speed—in other words, inertia that meant death if I hit a 'wall'—a thin, crimson barrier mercilessly blocked my path.



    Chapter 222

    The Little Heavy Tank

    A wall right in front of me… but then again, I was running towards a 'wall' to begin with.

I'm not foolish enough to crash and die just because the [Engage] barrier appeared in the same spot as my original target, the central battlefield.

Activate [Floating Leaf]—come to think of it, I've gotten quite used to this 'hard to understand' skill. In the beginning, I needed a considerable amount of movement just to change vectors… but now, it's like this.

"Nngh!"

Just a flick of my fingertips creates an arrow that I can grab, allowing me to make a right-angle turn at top speed with almost no motion—

…But you knew that would happen, right? The fact that you reacted to my speed without missing a beat means you've done your homework! That's what I get for showing off!

I manipulated my kinetic energy to change my course upwards, and as I ran up the barrier I was using as a foothold, I reached out my hand. In that instant, a cannonball wielding black steel came flying at me.

I dodged the line of fire by a hair's breadth. The small shadow impacted the barrier, shaking the [Engage] field with a roar like a tank cannon.

"Isn't it a bit cruel to try and run away on your first move?"

"It'd be crueler to start playing around in this situation!"

I was skillfully cut off from my attempt to [Break] the engagement.

As I've seen three times now from the Northern and Southern rankers, this wartime-exclusive skill requires a clear verbal declaration to activate.

Furthermore, for [Break] and [Interrupt], there's an additional condition: 'you must be touching the field barrier of the [Engage].'

Touch the 'wall,' then say, *Break*—just one word.

Even if I enunciated it like a fool, it would take a second at most. At the minimum speed the system would recognize, it would be about half a second.

Half a second… I see. That's—a pretty damn tight condition…!

As I floated in the air away from the wall, the Heavy Tank's blade closed in, giving me no time to spare. He wielded twin daggers, but I couldn't afford to clash with them head-on.

[Blink Switch]—I summoned the [Revolving Shields]. Then, I activated [Whirlwind] and [Reflect Blower] in parallel.

"Heeere—we go!"

As I tumbled sideways in mid-air, I deflected the twin slash from his daggers with my left shield—no, I can't! It's impossible!

"Release!"

I didn't take it head-on; my trajectory was already set to deflect it. Even so, the violent impact shot not just through my left arm but my entire body. I had no choice but to release the gale from my right hand behind the shield, forcibly deflecting the black steel daggers.

Even a blast of wind that had sent players like Tiger Lucky and Maru II flying wasn't enough to repel them. The small shadow slipped past me as I dodged, landing in the waterway and sending up a ridiculously huge pillar of water.

Good grief… just how far can those daggers deceive the world?

[Dual Heavy, Starfall Twin Black Steel]—as you might guess from the name, the main ability of that Anima is 'gravity manipulation'…

No, it's 'weight falsification.'

Falsification. In other words, an ability that deceives something. And the target of those daggers' deception is not the 'enemy,' nor even a 'player'—it's the world, the system itself.

To put it simply, [Dual Heavy] doesn't actually increase or decrease the weapon's weight. Instead, it can falsify the weight value *only within the system's calculation formula* for determining outcomes.

It's a ridiculously roundabout and complex ability, but… what's the benefit of that?

There are so many ways to abuse this insane ability, it's not even funny—but, well, the first thing to mention is…

"Ngh, so heavy…!"

"You're not supposed to block it! You'll get crushed!"

…the anomaly of a dagger, swung as if it had no weight at all, pushing back my [An-ri Galta], which I'd set up as a shield, with a deafening roar.

It intervenes in the calculation formula—meaning the falsified weight is applied *after* the attack connects.

What that means is… right now, those daggers probably weigh only a few kilograms to him. For a virtual avatar with superhuman specs, that's next to nothing.

"Aaaand—heave-ho!"

"Nuh, gwaah?!"

—But for me, they are a lethal weapon with absurd weight, surpassing even my [An-ri Galta] and [Giant's Hand Axe].

"Dammit, you cheat Anima, doing whatever you want…!"

"Look who's talking, Mr. Cheat-PS!"

Oh, I'm flattered—so heavy!!!

I have my own oversized, indestructible cheat weapon, so I can barely manage to defend myself, but just as he said, I'm not supposed to be blocking this at all.

I can't block it, but—my legs feel heavy.

Actually, my whole body feels heavy. It's a clear status abnormality, and this annoying feeling, like a severe case of fatigue, is probably…

"Hey, I never read anything about your ability being able to 'intervene' with players themselves…!"

As I desperately pushed back the daggers he swung with ease, I directed my complaint at him. In response, the Heavy Tank flashed a playful smile, like a boy whose prank had succeeded.

This bastard… I swear, the face I'm making right now is not something I'd want anyone to see. Good thing I'm wearing a hood—not the time for that!

My legs are heavy, my body won't move as I want.

In that case, I might as well switch to a slower-paced fighting style.

"Come,"

"Tch!"

"—[Samidorizuki]."

I summoned the 'katana' and drew its jade blade.

My iai strike rang out, but he must have sensed it just in time. The Heavy Tank, showing off an agility that matched the reports, leaped back, and the blade of my [Samidorizuki] cut through empty air.

AGI: 200… maybe a bit more? I should probably assume it's around 250.

"Ah… *that*. That's what I was afraid of. I didn't want to fight it."

"Oh? You have a good eye."

I haven't shown it off much, and I haven't clearly demonstrated the 'technique' yet. The fact that my 'sword' comes from the Sword Saint—…well, I wonder? Maybe some super-core fans have figured it out from my fighting style.

In any case, the boy in front of me doesn't seem to have guessed that much. He probably saw me fighting Tiger Lucky from a distance.

"You know, Haru, your whole vibe changes when you hold a katana. It's scary, fighting an opponent who pushes with pure skill… Just as I thought, it seems like my ability isn't affecting your legs much either."

"So you are up to something… congratulations on reaching the fifth tier, I assume?"

"Aha, well, you figured it out. Not that I was trying to hide it, so it's fine."

No need to bluff, it seems. The Heavy Tank, twirling his daggers, admitted it with a proud smile.

"I was planning to 'reveal' it after the war anyway, so I'll tell you—[Regalias, Tree-Calming Royalty]. It's the new ability of my [Dual Heavy] that I got at the fifth tier."

"Huh, the name's cool, at least."

"Right? It targets players within a certain range of me and subtracts from their Agility (AGI) based on their durability stat… It's another PvP-focused ability that's probably going to get a lot of complaints from all sides."

—Ah, I see… so that's it. Everything makes sense now.

The fact that it's affecting me means that bonus stats from armor and such are also being flipped into a debuff. Furthermore, I suspect that in my case, a mere 50-point penalty from my [Meteor Serpent] series equipment wouldn't slow my legs down *this* much.

This probably means, just as he described it as durability versus AGI, that it takes the player's total overall defense into its calculations.

If so—if an excessive subtraction could drop AGI into the negatives—then it makes sense why the defense squad from the East, who specialize in being walls for the 'Eastern Wings,' were all immobilized.

…Man, if my magic resistance (MID) counted as durability, I would have been done for.

"So if your Agility (AGI) goes into the negative, you can't even move, huh?"

"Exactly. I tested it, and even at -1, it feels incredibly heavy. At -10, you can barely even crawl, apparently."

So it's confirmed. This ability is the epitome of cheating…

"That's why it's selective about its opponents. It's barely affecting you at all. Is your VIT less than 100 or something?"

"…Yeah, something like that."

It's zero.

What? Zero, a hundred, they're basically the same thing!

"Now then? I, for one, wouldn't mind continuing this little chat, you know?"

"Unfortunately for you—that's not convenient for me!"

I tossed a lighthearted retort back at him, tightened my grip on my [Samidorizuki], and charged forward without hesitation.

Behind the Heavy Tank's annoying expression, the inside of the adjacent field was still obscured by the constantly rising dust, impossible to see.

However, the ever-intensifying roars and flashes of light—

They were a silent declaration: "You're out of time."



    Chapter 223

    Turn and Dive

    *—About damn time you showed up, senpai.*

On the other side of the barrier, his smug face, as if to say "I see right through you," is a little irritating, but in this situation, a meeting of the minds is more than welcome.

In truth, to get this chaotic mess moving, that's the quickest way… which means all that's left is the timing.

I need to create a clear break point by striking at a gap in his awareness—and to do that, I first need to lay the groundwork.

I'll chain together moments of unease to create a grand 'surprise.'

So, for now—let's get fired up, within the limits of what I can afford to use!

"Whoa, there…! Getting fired up all of a sudden!"

"I don't exactly have time to play around with you anymore!"

Even with my agility reduced, the unpredictable movements from the special footwork of [Rabbit Run] are still effective. I closed the distance into his guard with a minimal preliminary motion—

As expected of the second-ranked player. I only managed to elicit a slight widening of his eyes, but that too was within my expectations.

Sorry, but I've had plenty of time to see your 'habits.'

When you're a little surprised—your left hand floats up slightly, your weight shifts a little to the right. And the tip of the dagger in your right hand, will it go up or down… it's pointing down, so that means!

A reverse diagonal slash from the right, followed by a step back—making it look like you're retreating, then a thrust from the left, right?!

"Wha—no way!"

Trusting my 'memory' and deductions, I slipped past his successive counterattacks by a hair's breadth and closed in. The Heavy Tank's eyes went wide with genuine surprise—but unfortunately, I don't have the leeway to swing my weapon!

This was a forceful breakthrough to create an opening, and I haven't broken his stance. If I get greedy from this awkward position, a painful counterattack is all but guaranteed—so!

"Hrrr—YAH!"

"Uwaah?!"

Eat a full-power body slam, and then!

"[Ignition]!"

"Ghh—"

Even if I can't swing it, I can at least grip it. Switching out my jade blade for [Panga Fool], I pulled the trigger—and from the shoulder I slammed into him, I unleashed kinetic energy at top speed, skipping the acceleration process, right into his body.

The damage was, unfortunately, almost zero. But it caused a massive knockback, and… yep, that's the face I wanted to see. That had to have surprised you, right?

And now to follow up—!

"—Irori!"

"—[Interrupt]!"

Show me an even bigger opening, Heavy Tank! Be more surprised!

"Wh-…!"

Voices called out from inside and outside the barrier, one of them declaring an interruption… The fact that he instantly turned to face the 'newcomer' behind him and took a stance speaks to his impressive reaction time.

But…

"Ah, damn it… you got me."

The Irori he turned to face, who had just brazenly shouted the 'bluff' of a declaration, wasn't even touching the wall… and I'm sure he was wearing that insufferably smug smile of his again.

With the boy's wry smile, which I could picture without even looking, at my back, I leisurely reached the 'wall' and—

"[Break]."

—I pressed my palm against it, invoking the authority of a ranker with a 'declaration' for what I believe is the first time this war.

Instantly, the [Engage] field shattered with a deafening roar… That's two points consumed.

Rankers start the war with three points, but since I've defeated both the Great Tiger and the Ever-Changing, I gained two additional points, making the cost of [Break] a net zero.

Therefore… with a consecutive use, I can finally fulfill my duty. Passing through the shattered barrier, I reached out to the next 'wall'—and with a cost of exactly three points.

"[Interrupt]!"

Well, when I say duty—

"…So, now what?"

My plan was to drag the General Commander out—but I have absolutely no idea what to do after that…!

Either way, if our command tower falls now, the East will be at a massive disadvantage… or rather, if the person inside is who I think it is, they could just make a mad dash and score a touchdown on our base.

We need a countermeasure. And to come up with one, we need a brain, not muscle like me. I'm not saying I'm happy to be a sacrificial pawn, but this trade was necessary.

[Interrupt], as a rule, swaps an ally inside with your own position, teleporting yourself just inside the 'wall' you touched.

In other words, simply having Irori interrupt wouldn't have gotten me here… which is why this was a carefully thought-out, yet utterly thoughtless, plan.

If only I had time to get instructions from Goldow through the barrier after swapping places—but as I was engulfed in the light of the teleport, the 'pressure' I'd been feeling suddenly stopped, and I was secretly freaking out…

And just like that, I was thrown into the field where the 'monster' resided.



    Chapter 224

    Side by Side on the Battlefield

    "Ghh… Well, for an old man, I put up a decent fight…"

Ten minutes—or maybe just shy of that.

Though he had boasted from the heart that he had no intention of losing, the title of 'King' in this world was not so lenient as to be overturned by mere spirit alone.

It felt as though he had held out for much longer, but the time he had bought was likely only that much. To think that was all he could manage with his Anima fully released and his title's power unleashed—it was truly unbearable.

Unless one used their virtual brain in some bizarre way, a ranker accustomed to combat in the virtual world wouldn't falter even after several hours of continuous battle…

For better or worse, the physical and mental are directly linked in this world.

If one fought with all their might in the face of overwhelming pressure, even a battle of only ten minutes—would drag them down with a ridiculously phantom-like fatigue. No one would laugh at him for falling to his knees.

"…I'm surprised. You're completely different from a year ago."

As the General Commander gasped for air and dropped to one knee—the girl standing before him hadn't even broken a sweat. With a quiet voice… but with a hint of 'color' in her expression.

She shook her head at Goldow, who had been laughing at himself.

When Goldow lifted his head at Iris's words and saw the expression on her doll-like, beautiful face—the warrior's exposed cheek, revealed where his armor had been shattered, relaxed ever so slightly, as if savoring a moment of joy.

"…Hah, that's good to hear. Means even an old man can grow a little in this world."

In place of his lost right arm, he used his left hand to remove the crown from his helmet. As if following its master's will, the [Gordion, the Golden Armor of Heroes], which had reached its limit, began to crack and crumble from its extremities.

It was a declaration of surrender—personally, he would have preferred to struggle to the very end… but the public image of the General Commander, who was expected to possess dignity and charisma, wouldn't allow for such an unsightly display.

If it was a loss, accept it with grace. That was why he fought every battle with his entire being, so as to leave no regrets. That was the stance and pride of Goldow, the third-ranked member of the Eastern Faction—and the current top of Istia.

"Goldow."

"Yeah?"

"…It's been a while, but that was a little fun. Thank you."

"Hey, stop it. I get sentimental in my old age, you know."

At his bashful retort, Iris, who had just said she had fun, smiled just a 'little,' true to her words. Just as she raised her sword to deliver the final blow, the kneeling warrior's avatar was enveloped in a blue light.

"Whoops, looks like…"

My stalling paid off, the warrior laughed…

"…"

And the 'Queen,' whose finishing blow was interrupted, wore a rare, clearly displeased expression.

The teleportation was instantaneous, leaving no time for a proper exchange of words… but as he burned the image of her innocent, childlike expression—one he hadn't seen in a long time—into his mind.

*—It was you, wasn't it, kid?*

*—This is your first meeting. Brace yourself and give it your all.*

And so, after a few twists and turns.

Having finally reached the entrance to his desired situation, the pleased General Commander, ignoring the displeased Sword Queen.

Left behind a grin like a mischievous gang leader who had just pulled off a successful prank—and with the light of the teleport, he made his exit from the stage.

◇◆◇◆◇

"[Enga—]… Of course you would!!?"

"Damn right I would!"

The moment Haru's form vanished and a battered Goldow appeared outside the barrier, the Heavy Tank naturally tried to initiate an [Engage]. I used Extended Step to intercept him with a lightning-fast iai slash, sending him flying in the opposite direction.

*Roaring Iai*—though he easily blocked it with his daggers, it was a trump card that combined massive knockback with a skill interruption effect.

I've bought some time—but there's no time to breathe!

"Defense squad!"

"""ROGER!"""

The twenty-some elite soldiers of the East awaited the boy who had been sent flying. Though they had just been completely shut down and formed a hellish tableau, the Heavy Tank's cheeks twitched in a grimace as he instantly spotted them.

And who could blame him—he was now facing a group of men clad in nothing but their underwear.

"[Regalias, Tree-Calming Royalty]!"

The resulting effect was instantaneous and subtle. A shadow-like, dim light ran along their feet, an effect that those caught in the 'domain' would likely not even notice—

"Gnn…!"

"Heavy… but!"

"I can still move!!"

They were all skilled defenders to begin with. Their base durability (VIT) stats alone must have caused a considerable reduction in their agility. Their movements were sluggish and lacked any sharpness.

But it was different from before, when all they could do was crawl on the ground and spew curses. If they could move, they could fight.

And if they could fight, then whether they lived or died—they could fulfill their role.

"Ah, damn it, I messed up…! Did I reveal my hand too soon?!"

"Too bad for you, Heavy Tank!"

"Go on, kill me! I'm going to support Ri-na-chan!"

"Mi-na-chan is waiting on the other side of that wall!"

"Let me fulfill my destiny as a meat shield for Mi-na and Ri-na, dammit!!"

…In a way, it had become a different kind of hellscape.

"You fools…—How are you, Commander?"

"Hah, thanks for the help. I was just about to offer up my head."

Even though they were hit with a massive debuff, if he wanted to maintain his advantage, he couldn't kill these soldiers. The members of Istia are generally fools, but they aren't stupid.

If they took advantage of that situation, they could at least surround and stall an overwhelmingly superior opponent—…or so I had hoped.

"Looks like it'll be tough… We don't have time for idle chatter. I'm leaving this to you. Get back to command, quickly."

In addition to not being able to move their avatars as they wished, they were now completely unequipped except for their weapons. Not only was their defense gone, but they had also lost all the various enhancements and support effects from their gear.

It was no wonder they couldn't even manage a decent stall. Seeing the defense squad being effortlessly tossed around, I couldn't help but swallow a wry smile.

…Then, as planned.

"I'll take on Uni, the Heavy Tank."

"Right, about time—I'm counting on you, Sword Protector."

The hand that clapped my shoulder conveyed the 'heat' of the trust he had built up while bearing his title—yes, whenever I said "I'll do it," I had always succeeded.

So, this time will be the same.

Even if my opponent is a formidable enemy against whom I have never once claimed victory.

"Now then… I suppose I'll follow my junior's lead!"

If I'm going to be so bold as to hint at victory—

"Extended Step!"

—then all that's left is to go forth and cut him down.



    Chapter 225

    The Ever-Advancing Sword

    From the launch to the clash, the 'one step' that bent reality itself knew no delay.

As I closed the distance and unleashed my sword—unfortunately, he must have sensed it beforehand. The surprise attack failed, and my gaze met that of the Heavy Tank, who blocked my blade with his black steel at the point where I had jumped.

Fundamentally, Uni's [Dual Heavy, Starfall Twin Black Steel] is invincible in a direct clash. Ignoring the weapon's inherent attack power and the kinetic energy of both parties, the power of 'weight falsification' exerts an absurd cheat-like effect to secure its advantage.

Furthermore, with his new power, [Regalias] something-or-other, which even robs those who approach of their freedom, it could be said that he has become even more untouchable in PvP.

—But…

"Tch…"

As expected of the Heavy Tank—the sharp-witted boy, despite his appearance, immediately noticed the 'discrepancy.' As he effortlessly parried the slash from my [Frostblade Shirosou], he narrowed his eyes suspiciously.

"[Floating—"

"Ah… dammit!"

"—Castle]!"

With my body's movements slightly dulled, I maneuvered to dissipate the recoil from my sword-wielding right hand—and my free left hand seized Uni by the collar.

A 'grab' was established—the skill activated. A light blue effect traveled from my left hand through the Heavy Tank's entire body… leaving no room for resistance. With a technique that ignores the target's weight, I threw his small body with all my might towards the maze entrance.

This was my counter-skill against the Heavy Tank, the very reason I hadn't been completely and utterly outmatched by him, even after all the bitter defeats I had suffered.

It was galling that I had only acquired it after he had shut me out in three consecutive matches—but I'll use everything I have.

As a click of his tongue reached my ears as we separated, I knew that Uni had no counter for [Floating Castle]. The larger the core element of a build, the more a player's options are limited when it is sealed.

There aren't many out there like that certain runaway express train, who has two or three hidden tricks up his sleeve—but that's not to say he can be sealed by that alone. If that were the case, the Heavy Tank would not have been able to maintain a 100% win rate against the Sword Protector.

I was well aware that the disadvantage remained unchanged… and that's precisely why.

"[Ekou]!"

This challenge, in which I have decided to use 'everything,' is no figure of speech—I have cast aside all restraint and reservation. All that is left is to attack relentlessly.

I activated a 'boon' that emulated a 'technique.' It was the long-range slash I had once used to chase down my junior as he soared through the sky, a skill that could be considered a counterpart to Extended Step in a way.

—A sword skill emulating Kesshiki Ittoryu's Sixth Strike, *Ekou*.

To be honest, I'm not without my complaints about the system… but if what it gave me couldn't be called a downgrade, I suppose I could swallow my pride.

Its effect was a flying slash that consumed MP—and it's worth noting that as long as my magic holds out, it allows for 'unlimited rapid fire,' something the original *Ekou* could not achieve.

Thrown over ten meters by the effect of [Floating Castle], the Heavy Tank, who had shown signs of a counter-move the moment he hit the water, was assailed by a crescent moon of glowing blue.

He was forced to backpedal and switch to defense—activate Extended Step.

"That's why I said…! The cooldown on that thing is too short, you know!"

"Like I care! We're both using cheats, aren't we?!"

As we crossed blades and words after 'one step' into his guard, I continued to press him with a flurry of attacks that surpassed that of his twin daggers, all while avoiding a direct clash.

"W-wait a minute! Don't tell me you—gh?!"

The player known as Uni, the Heavy Tank, is a logical warrior who values information. As such, he struggles against first-time opponents with little data or existing enemies who have completely revamped their builds.

The proof was in the bewildered panic that now showed on his face as I demonstrated movements that contradicted his data.

He probably never dreamed of it—that a ranker would come to the Four Pillar War having completely revamped their status build on the day of the event.

It was a kick that surpassed his knowledge and slipped through his defenses. My right kick, which dodged his daggers and found his stomach, sent the Heavy Tank flying with a flash of skill-light.

His body, which flew through the air with a gasp, passed through the entrance to the maze… For now, I've succeeded in driving him out of the base—now to push him even further!

I took a step forward and leaped off a platform of ice that I had instantly formed. This too, produced a speed that shattered Uni's existing knowledge, shattering the platform and splitting the waterway.

I caught up to the one I had kicked away. With an excessive STR, into which I had poured points at the expense of durability, I slammed down a full-force blow.

"Nngh!"

My target was the Heavy Tank, who had instantly formed a defense with his black steel—

"Hah!"

—no, it was his feet.

With skill and equipment enhancements, my actual value was over 600. It surpassed the [Cleave Fang] of the Great Tiger—a brute force that could reach the heights of the Sword Saint, and it sent up a massive pillar of water that reached the top of the outer wall.

By brute-forcing it with excessive strength (STR), I achieved movements that surpassed the limits of my agility (AGI). The recoil from my repeated reckless moves was mercilessly chipping away at my HP… but compared to a certain someone's self-harm festival, this was nothing.

"Dah, this—"

"Freeze!"

As if to freeze his useless chatter along with everything else, the first power of my [Frostblade Shirosou] instantly froze the massive volume of water that had swallowed him.

And,

"—[Rinka Ittou]."

If I do this, defense and everything else become irrelevant.

As far as I know, the 'weight falsification' of [Dual Heavy, Starfall Twin Black Steel] has several limitations to its rule-breaking effect.

One, there is a slight time lag for its activation.

Two, it can only intervene in the calculation formula for the dagger itself or a single object it is in contact with.

Three, it can only affect one target at a time.

And four, the calculation it intervenes in must be caused by some action taken with the dagger.

In other words, if I can stop all of his movements, even for an instant, like this—then in the following moment, his 'weight'-based defense will not activate!

The blue blade, imbued with a brilliant silver light, horizontally sliced through the pillar of ice, striking the Heavy Tank trapped within.

The ice was not strong enough to completely seal a player's status, and against a ranker, a forced defense would likely be possible in time.

But I would not give him the leeway to activate his ability.

""—""

Through the shattering ice, our gazes met, and in his eyes, I saw a look of sincere admiration.

And so, the blade of my [Frostblade Shirosou], which had caught the blade of his [Dual Heavy, Starfall Twin Black Steel]—without giving it time to falsify its weight, sent his small body flying with a deafening roar.



    Chapter 226

    Changing Stride

    The weight of the blow he had taken with his black steel was not that of the Sword Protector he knew. Not only was the power different, but the sharpness of the 'technique' was also on another level—and above all… there was his overflowing fighting spirit.

There were countless words to describe the reputation of the player known as Irori, but among them, the one that was recognized and supported by the most people was undoubtedly his unwavering dedication.

Even in the recent stagnation of Arcadia's progression, there were many who were inspired by his stoic efforts to continue honing his strength—but still.

Before being a ranker, he was a player, and before being a player, he was human… and there are limits to training in an environment lacking stimulation.

Though he had had many opportunities to fight him outside of the Four Pillar War, recently, he had felt that the scope of his growth had diminished…—but now.

"What's gotten into you? It's like you're a different person…!"

"I can't afford to be strolling around anymore, you see…!"

He must have made a dramatic shift in his status points, Uni deduced. Even when he stepped into the effective range of [Regalias, Tree-Calming Royalty], the body clad in formal wear only slowed slightly.

This was just like with the Acrobat… no…

"Tch—!"

"Whoa, that was close!?"

He forcefully compensated for his reduced agility—likely with an excessive amount of strength he had piled on, making the power of [Regalias] even more ineffective than it was against the Acrobat.

Slipping through the defense of his twin daggers, a blue blade streaked past his neck. Pushed back into the maze corridors by the relentless assault… he realized that the eastern base was already out of sight after several turns.

*—I messed up. I should have focused on blocking the path instead of getting greedy.*

Perhaps the best course of action would have been to use [Engage] on Irori after his first attempt to attack the General Commander failed.

"Ah, damn it… I'm going to get scolded for this…!"

Even now, the commander of the Southern Faction was overseeing the countless containment squads scattered across the battlefield. As he imagined the pressure of that carefully expressionless face, his cheeks couldn't help but twitch—

"Hey, how long are you going to act so余裕…—tch!"

Not that he was acting carefree, but his spirit must have been lacking enough to appear so.

In that case, perhaps it was time to show him his 'hand' so he wouldn't be misunderstood.

In place of an apology—while holding his dagger with his ring and pinky fingers, he formed a 'gun' with his remaining three fingers and raised it… No, this was not a gun.

'It' was the embodiment of a 'tank cannon,' enough to make the Sword Protector's eyes widen and force him to dodge the 'line of fire' with all his might without a second thought.

"—[Pygmalion, Dwarf Gunner]."

"—Ngh…!"

The keyword and the roar were simultaneous. As if a chunk of steel had truly been fired, a deafening blast echoed, unleashing a non-physical cannonball.

Even without a direct hit, the shockwave alone blew away nearby enemies—and the shot, which impacted the indestructible wall of the maze, stripped the entire waterway bare with the massive shockwave it generated.

Drenched in water, Irori's gaze sharpened as he heightened his alert… In contrast, Uni placed the manifested 'crown' on his head and smiled with an unchanging expression.

"You should know by now that I always look like this, right? —I've been serious this whole time, you know."

It was a unique shape, as if mimicking some kind of 'gauge.' A ring-shaped crown with gems lined up at equal intervals like a scale.

Seeing this… or rather, after quickly counting the number of gems that were shining particularly brightly, Irori sighed as if fed up.

"That junior of mine… he left behind quite the parting gift."

"Haha. Well, your last hit gave me three shots' worth, you know? …Now then, it's your turn."

As the distance between them grew, a temporary break for an exchange of words. Uni spread his arms and deepened his smile, offering an 'opening' as if to say, "Go ahead."

This was not a 'taunt'—it was a 'prompt' for the Sword Protector, who had shown his greatest fighting spirit yet, to show his 'true strength.'

He had never lost to him.

But he had never once underestimated his 'sword.'

Stronger than before, sharper than ever, the blade that never stopped advancing, closing in second by second—he had never once failed to welcome it.

He hoped that one day, that single sword would surpass even the Sword Saint and reach 'her'… though he couldn't help but feel that that prospect was being snatched away by the newly emerged supernova.

But that did not diminish his expectations—what he always hoped for from him was what came 'next.'

"…Very well. I suppose it's time for me to stop walking as well."

With a quiet exhale, Irori lowered his blue-bladed Anima and closed his eyes—a cold air, which began to freeze the water at his feet with a ringing sound,

"—…Tch."

—brought a chilling sensation to his spine, hinting at what was to come.

Uni's gaze was fixed on him, a smile unbecoming of battle spreading across his face, which he was well aware of… as Irori's eyelids opened, the blue eyes beneath them shone with a moonlight glow.

"—[Bushin]."

A known keyword was uttered. A physical barrier that would be meaningless against a non-physical 'cannonball'—which was why its power had never been used against Uni before.

So, to bring it out now meant…

"—[Sange]."

…that this known ability had an unknown 'next step.'

The veil of fine ice unraveled at its master's command, surrounding him and glowing like swirling flower petals. And,

"Gather—[Hyouka]."

In his right hand, he held the blue blade of his Anima. And the light that converged in his raised left hand—formed a dazzling sword of white ice.

It had no guard, no decorations whatsoever. But the blade, imbued with a shivering beauty, was a 'white sword' of absolute zero, emitting a pure white cold.

Clad in ice dust, with twin swords at the ready—the pressure that emanated from his standing form was a wave that set him apart from the Sword Protector of before.

"…That's… a more impressive hidden card than I expected…? If I'm the first to see it, I'd be honored, but…"

"Unfortunately, I've already shown it to a cheeky junior of mine."

Even with the lighthearted exchange, the pressure did not diminish. The sheer weight of his quiet stance, so unfitting of his fighting spirit, set off alarm bells in his head so loudly it was almost funny.

Well, damn it. And what was truly damning… was that there was yet another level beyond this. That meant—

"[Blade Road, Advancing One-Sword]."

A frozen crown adorned with ice fragments manifested. And so, Irori, having revealed all of his powers… did not lower his stance, nor did he raise his weapons.

He simply lowered his swords slowly—and quietly, took his stance.

"Now—let's go, Heavy Tank."

"…Haha—let's do this, Sword Protector!"

Whether one was part of the battle-crazed gathering (Istia) or not… it didn't matter. Anyone who gathered here at the Four Pillar War was, without a doubt, equally.

More than human, more than a player, a 'warrior' captivated by the battles of this virtual world—

—there was no one who would not be stirred by the 'unknown' that lay before them!

"Tch—!"

With a grin, baring his teeth, he kicked off the floor and leaped forward.

"My own style, Unnamed Two Swords."

The 'samurai,' wearing an equally ferocious smile, imbued his 'swords,' which shone with the brilliance of absolute zero, with a scorching fighting spirit—and took a step that transitioned from a walk to a sprint.

"Here I come—!"

Without a single shred of hesitation, he charged straight ahead.



    Chapter 227

    Connecting and Weaving

    "—…Excuse me, I need to confirm this… Are you serious?"

While advancing toward the base, lagging behind her two juniors, Hinayo received an order from the commander, who had apparently just escaped a crisis. The order was so outrageous that she couldn't help but question it.

In response, the same unwavering 'Yes' was conveyed—and understanding that this was no joke, she let out a heavy sigh.

"You know, Goldow… If that was your plan from the start, I would have appreciated a heads-up."

A slightly accusatory tone slipped into her voice, but she felt she had the right. As a team united to win, if they were going to make a 'gamble' mid-battle… especially a high-stakes one that could decide the outcome, sharing that information should have been mandatory.

"Honestly…—Understood, Commander. You take care of things on your end, too."

Even if—it was a meaningful… and more importantly, a fun-looking scheme that no one would have objected to.

He must have been swamped after just returning to his command duties, as the telepathy line cut off right after she confirmed her 'Roger'—and at that very moment.

"…Alright, then. Now that I have something to look forward to later…"

Glancing at the pillar of light in the distance that signified the defeat of a ranker, Hinayo muttered to herself and turned on her heel without hesitation.

Her feet, which had been hurrying to reinforce the besieged base, were now pointed in a different direction. On the face of the lady whose elegant dress was reflected in the water's surface—

"I think I'll go on a rampage—over here in the maze."

—a playful smile, truly befitting a ranker of Istia, appeared.

◇◆◇◆◇

"—Wait a minute, are you serious?"

After a 'fierce battle' that made him grimace at the memory of his own confident boasts, Tetra had just managed to defeat Full Auto and was catching his breath. Leaning against a wall in hiding, he questioned the outrageous order from his commander with a tone of disbelief.

In response, the same unwavering 'Yes' was conveyed—and understanding that this was no joke, the boy offered a silent prayer for the fate of his 'senior.'

"Well, yeah, okay… Understood. You've already earned more than enough to silence any complaints, so I guess it's fine. No matter how it turns out."

He couldn't hide his exasperation at such a massive 'gamble,' but… such an interesting proposal would have been carried out whether he was told in advance or not.

Considering his responsibility as a commander, it should have been grounds for reprimand—but the kind of people who came to the Four Pillar War from the East were the type to kick responsibility to the curb and delight in a surprise.

And fortunately, Tetra, who usually couldn't quite get into the East's vibe—

"Well, good luck on your end—I'll look forward to the after-party."

—especially today, having been influenced by a certain someone… could smile and think it wasn't so bad after all.

◇◆◇◆◇

"—I see. Understood."

"Dammit…! This guy's so confident he's started taking calls!"

"Hang in there, Ricky…! Just holding your own against Twin Fists is a huge achievement…!"

Genkotsu, who had been causing a stir in a corner of the battlefield against two rankers from the Northern Faction, Nortalia, simply replied with a single 'Roger' to the order from his commander that had just come in after a long silence…

"[Truth Dream]."

"Hey!? He just went into serious mode without any warning!?"

"H-hang in there, Ricky…! If we can hold him here, we'll be the heroes!"

Delighting in the performance of the newcomer he had high hopes for, he cracked an awkward smile—

"Let's go."

—and with a hard expression that belied his good mood, he began his 'trampling.'

◇◆◇◆◇

"—Are you stupid!? You have to be stupid! Idiot, idiot, idiot!"

"Left, quickly."

"I'm trying!"

In the middle of an endless magical firefight that left her breathless, wondering when it would ever end, an outrageous order came from the commander who had apparently been successfully rescued. Mi-na, in her anger, had lost her vocabulary.

A prompt from the ever-composed Ri-na came flying, but… even her face was now showing signs of unconcealable fatigue.

"I mean, it's getting tough to 'maintain' this, but…! Huh? Are you serious? Are you seriously telling us to do that!?"

She kicked aside the loose rule of "no questioning orders unless it's an emergency," and because this was indeed an emergency, she questioned the validity of the order presented.

In response, the same unwavering 'Yes' was conveyed—and understanding that this was no joke,

"Mi-na."

"…Oh, for crying out loud."

Before she could complain further—she saw her partner's outstretched left hand and, with resignation, let out a deep, deep sigh.

"Looks like Ri-na-chan is all fired up now…—I'm not stopping you anymore, so get all the defenders out of here quick… Huh? They're already gone? I'm going to sentence every single one of those guys to expulsion from the Mi-na and Ri-na fan club…!"

Muttering curses at the foolish men, she continued to shoot down the countless spells that rained down even as she conversed via telepathy—

Small hands joined, slender fingers intertwined… and,

"—[Mi-Helnaria, Brush of Manifestation]."

"—[Ri-Zelnataku, Brush of Dream-Drawing]."

A single, massive crown, formed from two parts, manifested above the girls' heads.

And that, was—

"'One.'"

"'Two.'"

"'Three.'"

"'Four.'"

"'Lined up,'"

"'Layered,'"

""'The truth that is woven.'""

—the brilliant light that announced the activation of the virtual world's highest-power artillery.

"'The offering of the first fire.'"

"'The embrace of the wind.'"

""'The kindling that is fed spins and turns, passing through black.'""

""'Through and through, transparent is the diamond bridge.'""

Their identical voices sometimes split, sometimes merged, melting together so perfectly that perhaps even the system could not tell them apart—

"'You who swallows light, sees heat, and hears time are the king of jewels.'"

"'Eternity has arrived, gathering all longing upon itself.'"

""'Now, let your first cry be heard—shine.'""

"'Shine brightly.'"

"'Shine brilliantly!'"

"'Shine crimsonly!'"

""'Far, far, far away, to the unseen beyond'—!""

And so, the poem was woven.

At some point, the feathers they held in their hands had transformed into great wings of crimson and azure… and in the center of a raging torrent of magical power that violently stirred the water—

The 'two little mages' summoned a 'magic' befitting their name.

"With twin wings—"

"Here, we draw—Are you ready, Goldow?!!"

There was no need for restraint, no use for it, no possibility of it.

—Following the order to 'do it, even if it hits yourselves,' what was unleashed was indiscriminate devastation.

As if eagerly awaiting the declaration of activation, from before the girls to the distant maze entrance… and even to the passage beyond.

Seeing the surface of the water begin to glow with a dazzling light—the desperate barrage of spells that had been fired to stop their 'chant' came to a sudden halt.

Straight ahead, the nearly hundred players all wore expressions of despair and resignation… and also, a certain kind of 'excitement.' Acknowledging this,

""Ready, set!""

A defiant grin and a small smile. With different expressions, the twin wings were swung in unison—

""[Clearevales Diamond Road]—!!""

—and an unparalleled 'grand magic' was drawn upon the virtual world.
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    Encounter

    The moment I stepped through, every thought in my head vanished.

The curtain of dust that had filled the inside of the barrier was beginning to clear. If I turned around, I could see the commotion happening behind me… but I couldn't.

My neck wouldn't move. My eyes couldn't look away.

I was afraid to make a sound, unable to even breathe properly.

It was as if the water at my feet had frozen over—I couldn't even take a step back.

I knew this feeling. I’d experienced it twice before in this virtual world… The first time was before the [White Throne], and the second was before the [Sword Saint]—beings who couldn't be described by the simple word 'strong,' existences on another plane entirely.

It was, in short, the feeling of awe.

"—"

As my vision cleared, a flash of silver-blue filled my sight.

"…I see."

A pair of translucent, cherry-blossom pink lips parted, and a sweet, bell-like chime struck my ears.

Staring intently at me were a pair of garnet eyes, clear as crystal. A masterpiece of beauty that transcended the human form, something that hardly seemed to be of the same species—

"So you've *come*."

Arcadia's strongest player.

The embodiment of a one-woman army.

The darling of the virtual world.

The [Sword Queen]—Iris.

"*—Hey, kid. You still kickin'?*"

"…Yeah."

My gaze still locked, my breath yet to return to normal… I barely managed to reply to the voice echoing in my head. Sensing my state from my hoarse voice, the [General Commander] let out a stifled laugh on the other end of the telepathic link.

"*Sorry to be the one you just saved, but this is it for me. The two in the back are about at their limit. We're gonna wipe out the enemies that got in, and while we're at it, we're closing up the base.*"

"What? Closing it…?"

"*Exactly what it sounds like. A complete lockdown. I'm gonna unleash a big one that I can't control, so I'll get caught in it too… but I'm already out of gas, so I'm not much use in a fight anyway.*"

*—I've given the orders. The others will handle the rest,* he said, his tone so light it was hard to tell if it was born of great trust or sheer irresponsibility.

"*So, I'm leaving *her* to you.*"

"—"

And when it came to *this*, he gave me an order of utter—and absolute—irresponsibility.

The 'sword' she held in her left hand, radiating an incomprehensible pressure of information, remained lowered. Perhaps she was waiting for our conversation to end. As I continued to meet the gaze of the quietly standing girl, I—

"……………L-leave her to me, you say…"

—was already beginning to regret ever leaping into this domain.

"Whoa, whoa, hold on a sec…! This whole flow is wrong! 'I'll leave the rest to you'—that was supposed to be *my* line!"

My desperate plan was to drag out their commander and buy time while the forces 'outside' regrouped.

And yet, why was I now being told to settle the score 'inside'—

"*—Haru.*"

"Hh…!"

The voice that cut off my complaint was one I had never heard before… filled with some kind of powerful emotion.

"*Give me something to look forward to—I'm counting on you, newbie.*"

The moment I, silenced by his hopeful words, instinctively turned around—

"—Wha—!?"

A brilliant light swallowed the world 'outside'.

No, it wasn't light itself, but a precious gem reflecting the moonlight.

With a deafening roar that must have reached the heavens, everything from the castle base to the entrance of the maze was instantly engulfed by a tidal wave of diamond, leaving only the isolated circular field of the *Engage* zone behind.

The instant it happened, an immense amount of red phosphorescence exploded on the other side of the barrier-separated passage—and from my side… from behind me, a single pillar of light shot up.

It wouldn't be a suicide point. The scoreboard displayed in my vision moved, and a total of 1300 points for 'Commander Defeated' and 'Ranker Defeated' were added to Sotalm's score.

"…………You've got to be kidding me, General…"

He said what he wanted and then just checked out…!

*Give me something to look forward to?* Seriously, *everyone*—!

"I'm not used to that kind of expectation…!"

I turned my head back, back to the one I faced. The option of looking away from the garnet eyes that continued to watch me quietly had been torn away.

Beyond the sparkling carpet of light, she confirmed that the maze entrance had been sealed by a great wall of diamond, just as his 'last words' had dictated. For him to say "closing up the base" so casually meant that 'wall' was likely something truly formidable.

Any hope of reinforcements was, without a doubt, gone. I could count on regular players respawning, but it was better to assume there would be no more aid from rankers who could stand against the girl before me.

And most likely, the two who unleashed that attack outside were already out of commission—

"…Are you ready now?"

In other words, if I couldn't *do something* about this… my side would lose.

Which also meant that in this situation, the words "I'm leaving her to you" signified—

"'Defeat her'... are you serious…? What are you thinking…?!"

The two shortswords I reflexively summoned in response to the twitch of her blade's tip were a true manifestation of 'awe.' It made no sense. I didn't get it, but I understood even before our weapons had crossed.

*I can't win. Not as I am now, at least.*

A premonition? Or perhaps intuition? A conviction brought on by some ineffable feeling presented me with that 'conclusion.' The fact that my readied blades weren't trembling felt unnatural in itself—

"……………………So, as I thought."

And there, I finally realized it.

"*You're not the one, either.*"

That emotion, plain on her seemingly expressionless face.

Those eyes, staring at me as I resigned myself to the impossible—brimming with 'resignation.'

"—…"

*Ah, hold on a second.*

*I know that look all too well.*

*Since long ago… since I was a child, I've seen it so many times.*

An image of 'someone' from a memory I had deliberately tried to let fade flashed through my mind.

"…Hey."

"…"

Perhaps she hadn't expected me to be the one to speak. The [Sword Queen] tilted her head slightly, her expression unchanging… and to that lone girl, I asked.

"…Are you lonely?"

For a brief—a truly brief moment, her eyes widened. But there was no reply.

"I see."

You can probably do anything you want.

"It's boring, isn't it?"

There's probably no one who can stand beside you.

"There's no challenge, is there?"

I get it, somehow.

And because, until a few years ago, I was someone who *couldn't* stand beside them, who spent my days near such a person—I know a thing or two more than others about how to make someone like that smile.

"…?"

Seeing me dismiss my twin shortswords… and perhaps taking into account my *strange* behavior leading up to it, the girl narrowed her eyes suspiciously.

What I showed her was a smile.

The awe, the conviction, the conclusion—none of it had changed. And yet, I'd had a bit of a *change of heart*. Let's just toss aside my responsibilities as a ranker for now.

I don't care anymore. Irori and the General Commander can just keep throwing their expectations at their junior all they want… so I'll be a little selfish myself.

My one and only grand objective in this world is to have as much fun as I possibly can.

'Fun' means different things to different people, but I believe that the 'with someone' type of fun has an essential condition for it to be the absolute best.

It's not just that you're having fun, but that the other person is too—and that you can both be so sure of it that you can go all out together without holding back.

…So, you see, it's no good. Not when you're making a face that looks so *bored*.

So I'm sorry, but… I don't care about winning or losing anymore.

It's time to go *back to basics*—I'll cast aside all the trivialities besides having fun right here and now.

I raised my empty hands and *opened my view*. Reflected in the girl's slightly bewildered eyes was the face of an ordinary man with ashen hair, his hood now removed.

Who cares if my face gets recognized? I can just use a disguise later.

I can't let a piece of cloth, however slight the obstruction, get in the way of the 'desperate fight' to come.

Any embarrassment from revealing my face so late, the crushing pressure, the awe that roots my feet to the ground—I'll paint over it all.

Who do you think I am? I'm the berserker part-timer who dedicated three years of his youth to study and labor, the top graduate of my high school and an accepted student at a top-tier university.

And in this virtual world, I'm not just the partner to an angel incarnate, but the [Acrobat] who was granted the Ninth Seat of the Eastern Faction, Istia.

And as for titles, I now have one that carries more weight than any other—

"…[Blink Switch]."

What I summon is the single blade bestowed upon me by my master.

"Now then… my apologies, 'Princess.' For making you wait, and for not quite understanding your situation—but frankly, *that's none of my business*."

Perhaps she's not the talkative type. Staring straight at Iris, who quietly continued to receive my words, I offered a single, selfish smile.

And to ensure it wasn't just a selfish smile,

"—I'll make you laugh."

Just for my own enjoyment—I'll make her say she had 'fun,' too.

"A belated introduction—I am Haru, the [Acrobat], Ninth Seat of Istia. A pleasure to make your acquaintance, Princess… no, Iris."

I have no intention of treating you like a superior anymore. If you're all alone up on your heavenly throne, so bored you could die—then I'll fly up there right now with the *greatest cheat* of all.

In response to me drawing my jade blade with a loud ring, Iris also raised her 'sword.'

Her expression remained faint, and she still seemed to be watching me with a puzzled look as I continued to spout whatever I pleased…

Well then, shall I start things off with a little surprise? There's no better stage for a debut than this—so, let me offer *one more introduction*.

"—Matsukaze offshoot…"

Ahead of me, the girl's cheek twitched.

"—Kesshiki, Itto."

Seeing my stance, a mirror of my 'master's,' color finally, and clearly, entered her eyes.

My blade in my right hand, my scabbard in my left—but these legs of mine cannot harbor the ultimate technique of the [Sword Saint], 'Shukuchi.'

But this is a dream world, a virtual world. A world where the 'magic' to cross cliffs that cannot be crossed by the body alone exists as a matter of course.

I agree with Irori.

I have no interest in the system's intentions or the meaning behind the skills I'm given. Whether it's 'talent' or something else, if it's given to me, I'll grasp it all and move forward.

Then so be it with the 'magic' that dwells in this avatar, the magic to overturn the impossible.

Everyone, equally, no matter what anyone says… I'll wield it to my heart's content as '*my power*.'

[Trickster of Zenith]—activate.

Appearing from the void are fine, slender blue threads. The incorporeal light composed of mana connects to—my body, treated as a 'marionette.'

Now then, the *time limit* is *three hundred and thirty-three seconds*. I can't waste a single one.

Therefore, with everything I have right now,

"—Let's go… Iris!"

I'll make you say—that this was so much fun you could die.
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    [Trickster of Zenith]—this skill, which blossomed while I was training with my master, is an evolution of the simple but useful support skill, [Trickery Precept].

…No, to call it a simple evolution would be to understate its blatant uniqueness. After all, this is a passive skill that contains an active component, one that can only be activated under 'a certain vow.'

Leaving aside the details of the 'vow,' which is a mess *in so many ways*, its effect is, well… to put it bluntly, it's picking a fight with the system.

Its basic performance remains the same as [Trickery Precept]—sensation cutoff for self-inflicted damage, an increased DEX modifier, and fall resistance—but the latter two effects have been significantly boosted.

If it stopped there, it would just be a simple upgrade, but what's truly noteworthy is the enhancement effect of its active trigger.

That is the true nature of [Trickster of Zenith]. The blue, shining threads of mana that emerge from the void and bind to my avatar—their effect is a *change in the control system*.

The mana threads connected to my body like a 'marionette' turn the user into just that: a 'puppet controlled by strings.' And the one pulling those strings is none other than the user's own mind.

In other words, thought-based control.

When I first acquired this skill, I tilted my head in confusion. Because for me, controlling my avatar through thought was nothing new.

By that time, I had not only mastered switching between 'Inner' and 'Outer' forces but had also acquired 'Matoi,' allowing me to control my avatar with my mind without relying on skills… what the [Sword Saint] theory calls the output of 'Outer' force.

So back then, as I stood there with Ui-san, both of us with question marks floating over our heads, I activated [Trickster of Zenith]—and with my very first step, I became a stain on the dojo wall.

If only I had thought about it for ten more seconds, I would have realized it.

The 'change in control system' doesn't affect the 'Outer' side, which players normally never even touch, but the 'Inner' side.

I can't use `[Shukuchi]`.

Why? Because unlike my master, I can't perfectly synchronize and handle two types of output. That's why it's incomplete, and why I have 'Matoi' instead.

So, what if I could switch the *control method* for one of those two outputs?

What if I could switch the output meant for moving my body by *physically moving it*—the intuitive method—to the more difficult thought-based control?

And what if the one who obtained this ability was a peculiar individual who had, without realizing it, been performing all his movements using 'Outer' force?

'Inner' and 'Outer' controls would be unified. The two types of output would merge into one.

That is—the realm of `[Shukuchi]`.

Duration: three hundred and thirty-three seconds. For just over five minutes, and only within that limited time,

"*First Strike*—"

I truly embody the successor to the [Kesshiki Ittoryu].

"—[Flying Water]!"

"—"

The activation of `[Shukuchi]`, the completion of the 'technique.'

In a single step that leaves even a blink behind, I annihilate the distance between us. Iris, whose eyes finally, and without a doubt, widened in surprise, nonetheless *reacted as if it were only natural*.

My sword strike was a surprise attack with no wind-up—but if she knows about it… if she knows and has the reaction speed to keep up with it,

"Hah, as expected!"

"—!"

I *knew* it would be *struck down*.

And I knew the [Sword Queen] couldn't possibly be this weak.

A counterattack—and a deafening roar.

A 'normal attack' with no skill effect—yet the sky warped, the water was severed, and the supposedly indestructible barrier trembled.

What shook the 'wall' of the *Engage* zone, some ten meters away, wasn't the sword flash itself, but merely its 'sword pressure.'

A direct hit means certain death, a graze means instant death, and getting caught in the pressure means being crushed. Seeing it in person, she's a monster on a level that makes any prior information useless—but,

When it comes to this, there's no going back to basics or anything else.

My style has been the same since the day I started adventuring with my partner—

*If I dodge everything, I can never lose.*

Her silver-blue hair whipping around, the girl turned to look behind her.

Following the footwork of the [Sword Saint], I had dodged her flash with god-like speed, and,

"—Seventh Strike."

I was already *one step ahead* of that—!

"Wh-…!"

Iris finally let out a cry of surprise at the voice from above her head, but I knew full well she wasn't a girl who would just stand there in shock.

Her reaction was terrifyingly immediate. But once again—*however*,

Did she recognize me as a successor to the [Sword Saint]?

Excellent. Then let's move on to the next step.

I've already introduced myself, haven't I? My title is—the *Acrobat*.

"—[Nanahoshi]!"

[Blink Switch]—summoning a weapon in place of my scabbard, I use it as a foothold, kicking off reality to leap through the air.

It's a step my master cannot take, a step that soars through the sky.

That's right, I am not the [Sword Saint].

I am her 'disciple,' but I am not a copy.

Just as my 'master' wishes,

Just as my 'friend and rival' wishes,

And just as I myself hope—

I'll grasp everything and run as far ahead as I can!

I step on the ground, strike the walls, kick off my weapons—surpassing my master's original techniques, I race through the sky in a flurry of seven strikes. And the very last one,

"—Kuh!"

—caught the girl who had struck down the previous six flashes with a reaction speed that was more than astonishing… it was downright incomprehensible.

Deviated at the last second by her sword tip, my jade blade was deflected slightly—but it had definitely reached the body of the one who bears the title of 'Queen'.
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    The ringing of the bell was relentless.

Not content to stay on the ground, he soared through the sky, his feet never resting. The verdant trail carved by his 'blade' and the 'blue threads' enshrouding his body were the only proof of his existence.

It was impossible to follow him with my eyes. His body had already defied logic, breaking past the limits of an avatar's perception.

Chasing the sword flash that grazed my shoulder and passed behind me was pointless. The white and blue figure with black hair was *already gone from there anyway*.

"—Fourth Strike…!"

The familiar ringing of a bell echoed in my mind. And what struck my ears was,

"—[Heavenly Snow]!"

The unfamiliar voice of a young man.

In the midst of a battle so fast the eye couldn't follow, his 'voice' reached my ears as 'words,' a subtle little production this world was so fond of (system assist).

Even if our clash lasted but a fraction of a second… by the hand of some meddlesome 'someone,' the will of those who cross blades is conveyed to their opponent.

Thus, in a virtual world, reading an opponent's presence is not as difficult as in reality. Add to that the assistance of some kind of skill—

"—Hah, that was close…!"

Even if I cannot see him, it is not impossible to watch and follow him,

"—…"

—or so it should be.

I parried the assault from above and unleashed a counter-strike, but it cut through empty air again. At the very least, I hadn't held back in my 'swing.'

Even without any enhancements, it was a full-power strike—so why?

While I tilted my head in confusion, he, who seemed to be *enjoying himself* as he *dodged my fatal blow*, didn't stop. He scattered the water, kicked off the wall, and by some magic trick, kicked off the air—coming at me again and again.

I parry, and return a flash of my own—it doesn't connect.

I dodge, and return a flash of my own—I can't catch him.

I strike him down, and return a flash of my own—his body slips past my sword, and,

"Seriously, your reaction speed is insane! In that case—!"

Again, and again, and again and again—

"How about this!"

The emotion coming from his parried blade, from the bottom of his heart…

It was simply, utterly, 'frightening,' and I wanted to push it away.

In the virtual world, swords truly harbor emotion. It doesn't matter if it's positive or negative.

Just as some people's performance skyrockets when their mood lifts.

Just as an emotionally swung weapon can produce a blow beyond the wielder's own comprehension.

The fact that so many players who throw themselves into battle shamelessly shout the names of their prized 'techniques' is nothing more than behavior in accordance with that principle.

The 'someone' who watches over this world is always, always,

—outputting 'human emotion' into the virtual world as a form of 'power.'

"—Wha…!?"

The power I put into my sword was the same, one hundred percent. But its might could easily fluctuate not by relying on skills, but by *what I put into it*.

The same motion, the same sword speed—yet its power was incomparable to before.

My swung sword, with a power that rose without warning, sent the blade flying from the hand of the young man, whose face showed surprise—

………Ah, I see.

—Even so, you won't stop.

Thought acceleration is a useless trinket. Even if I can't see it with my eyes, if I choose to look, there is nothing these 'eyes' cannot see.

And so, in a moment of frozen time.

Staring straight at 'that person' who, instead of fear, showed only a relentless 'smile' on his face in his surprise.

—*It will probably be different again.*

—*Just like all the times before, my hopes will be betrayed.*

—*When this is over, once again…*

Back to the days of simply waiting for 'someone'…………—

"—I'm sorry."

I'll *put a lid on it*. On everything.

"Hah…! Whoa—What…!?"

The young man, who had brandished a newly summoned crimson dagger and charged forward without hesitation—froze in front of me.

Right in front of 'me,' who had lowered her sword, stood perfectly still, and stared straight into his eyes.

The effect enshrouding his body must be some kind of skill enhancement. Considering his furious, life-or-death assault, there might be a time limit.

So, I won't take up his time.

It's just that—I wanted to say a few words to the person who, for *my* sake, though we've never met, is giving me his absolute all.

"—Sotalm's… Iris."

It was a reply to the introduction I couldn't return, partly because I was trying not to take an interest. I omitted the title I could never bring myself to like… and gave the name I had carved for myself, not one that was given to me.

"'*That's none of my business*'—just as you said, I don't know you either, but…"

*Are you lonely?*—I don't know why those black eyes of his could read what was in my heart, I don't know any of it, but.

So many people only see the idol, they never see what's inside. But he did. And not only that, yes—that person said it.

*I'll make you laugh*.

In this world, swords harbor emotion.

But even without crossing blades—his face was filled with an unconcealed smile that seemed to say, 'I'm having fun, so you have fun too.'

No matter how many times I parried his blade, no matter how many times I knocked his sword away, he never faltered, never feared—he just kept his eyes fixed on me, Iris.

…So, even though it's a little late.

From this moment on,

"I will face you—just as you are facing me."

*It might be different*—I put a lid on that fear, and for him.

—For Haru, I found myself wanting to take a chance.

"…………Okay. In that case… we have about two hundred seconds left."

"That's a problem. We'll have to hurry…"

*Or we'll run out of time to have fun*.

"Well then—show me everything you have, Haru."

"—…"

I wonder if I managed to smile properly. I can't tell from his frozen expression… but right now, more importantly.

"I'll show you everything, too—[Braver, Lone Hero]."

Even if I had to place this hated crown, bearing the name of solitude, upon my head—the desire to see what comes 'next'… for the first time in I don't know how long, my heart was stirring.
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    In a way, she was the one most worthy of wearing it in this virtual world. Manifesting a crown like a glass sculpture that reflected the translucent moonlight, Iris declared she was getting 'serious' and swung her sword.

To meet it head-on—that option never existed in the first place. I could force *her* to block an attack I initiated, but if I tried to block her sword, I'd be vaporized in an instant.

Furthermore, this was a strike from her full-power mode, with her unique title's effect, `[Braver, Lone Hero]`, activated. The mere aftershock could probably erase me from existence.

"That—was waaaaay too close!"

—So, I dodged with my absolute, genuine all. Pushing my body, which could only use `[Shukuchi]` for a limited time, to its limits, I desperately escaped not just the sword flash but the entire area in front of her where its aftershock would reach.

The next moment, the 'water' in front of Iris vanished—then, the roar, the shockwave, and everything else that followed the 'result' caught up, stopping my avatar in its tracks as I was about to circle around for a counterattack.

Wait a minute… sword pressure so strong it makes matter, makes *water*, disappear? What even is that???

That kind of absurdity… my master could… probably do it, actually. You surprising masters of the craft—anyway, I've already researched those monstrous specs…!

In any case, we know far too little about each other. It's great that she's getting serious, but I have no idea what it was that 'resonated' with her.

However, our 'not knowing' is limited to our personalities and personal circumstances—as for the [Sword Queen]'s *catalog specs*, I've at least memorized the publicly available information.

First and foremost is her 'Gift.' Until it was said that my 'Memory' was one, she was the only known person in this world with a Gift—and that is none other than the 'strongest' right before me.

Since she was originally the only one, her Gift was simply called 'Gift,' without a more detailed name.

But if my Gift deserves the name 'Memory,' then if hers were to be named…—there would be no word more fitting than 'Omnipotence.'

A 'Gift' is, in short, a kind of special ability that arises from an outstanding aptitude with the 'Outer Brain.'

Like my 'Memory'… I suspect Sora's insane magic sword control is some kind of 'Gift' as well—but that's beside the point.

What Iris's special ability, which can only be described as 'Omnipotence,' brings is—to put it simply, *enhancement* and *expansion*.

What does it enhance and expand? —Every single thing about her.

I picked up the [Samidorizuki] that was sent flying and once again pressed the attack with my 'master's' techniques as the core—but I couldn't reach her. It wasn't just the weight of her sword that was on another level compared to before.

Her garnet eyes now held only their own natural, crystal-clear brilliance. Without even the effect of a thought acceleration skill… Iris struck down everything I threw at her with her heightened perception and reaction speed.

"—We're *just getting started*. Keep up."

"I know that already…!"

Her eyes, which had been lagging just seconds ago, now firmly locked onto my form as I raced around freely—and unfortunately, I no longer had the time or leisure to be captivated by her clumsy smile…!

In addition to her avatar specs that transcend numerical performance, the Gift of 'Omnipotence,' which affects her thoughts, perception, and reaction speed, elevates the player known as Iris to a 'different dimension' whether she likes it or not.

Furthermore, with the purely status-enhancing effect of `[Braver, Lone Hero]`, even the base stats that her Gift enhances and expands are boosted, making her completely unmanageable.

The total increase is no longer just additive, but multiplicative—and what's more.

"A *constant regen* is just cheating, you know…!"

As the ratio of my attacks to dodges gradually shifted towards the latter, I couldn't stop the complaint from spilling from my lips. My blade had reached her a few times since the start of the battle, but that slight damage had already been *undone*.

`[Braver, Lone Hero]`—its authority provides a status correction and enhancement based on the number of party members. In short, 'the fewer allies you fight with, the stronger you become,' a name that perfectly describes it.

And in a situation of complete isolation, the enhancement of that authority becomes 'insane,' 'absurd,' and 'utterly broken.'

Of course, there's a massive boost to all stats, a constant thought acceleration effect (albeit with a modest multiplier), percentage-based damage reduction, increased resistances, *status effect immunity*, and to top it all off… continuous HP and MP recovery.

What emerges is a solitary queen who truly needs no army—

…Yeah, well, I guess that's how it would turn out.

Whether she wished for it or not, I'll never know—but being saddled with a power that borders on a cheat, you can't enjoy what should be enjoyable.

Then maybe she should *adjust* it herself… no, that's not it either. I understand that self-imposed challenges have a certain appeal, but the essence of that act is simply 'endurance.'

If Iris is the same type of person as me—if she's the type who kicks aside patience and restraint and finds joy in giving her 'all,' then,

"—She couldn't stand it."

Yeah, of course she couldn't.

—There's no way she could 'endure' that kind of god-awful boredom.

Why is it? My emotions are overflowing more than usual.

While being aware that my cheeks are pulled into a grin so wide I'd be scared to look in a mirror—I prepared to slam a 'No' back at the girl who seemed to be asking, 'Is this all you've got?'

"—Here I come, Iris."

A graze means instant death, and I'm perfectly fine with that—then I don't need HP anymore.

In the midst of the ceaseless exchange, I forcefully created a breaking point by striking her 'sword' at the start of its swing—I took some distance, threw [Samidorizuki] above my head, and with my right hand drew the crimson blade of the [Rabbit Shortsword: Parabellum].

And—its tip was aimed at one thing only: my own heart.

Piercing my chest, scattering red, the faint sound of shattering echoed.

[Desperate Crimson] activated—my body now held the protection of the [Crimson Rabbit Hairpin]. Instant death was averted, but with the blade still embedded in my chest, my HP plummeted… and then, the enhancement effect of my unique title, [Acrobat], `[Crown Crown]`, manifested.

With that, my tied-up hair came undone, and a cracked crown appeared above my avatar's head—

"This is it—top gear."

I dismissed the scabbard in my left hand and caught the falling sword.

A crimson blade in my right, a jade blade in my left. And when I took a step forward,

My avatar, wreathed in phosphorescence and mana threads, crushed all logic under its overwhelming speed—and my vision truly lost all meaning.
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    —On a certain online message board.

'I don't understand anything anymore.'

'They've finally started using slow-motion effects, something you rarely see in the original broadcast…'

'I'll ask again, is this for real? Is it really confirmed that Acrobat = Sword Saint's disciple?'

'Pretty much confirmed. His movements are exactly like Shukuchi.'

'No way he's an imposter. He seemed to be on good terms with Irori-kun.'

'Actually, thinking about it that way, it makes sense why they were so in sync.'

'That duo is so shippable!!!'

'Ui-chan, you got a disciple…! I'm so happy for you…!!'

'Chan????? I told you to use -sama.'

'Here come the hardcore followers.'

'Look at the screen, you guys. This is definitely going to be a legendary episode in Arcadia's history.'

'Even with the slow-motion edit, I still have no idea what's going on…'

'Stop running on air like it's normal, stop leaving afterimages.'

'Hey, I think that guy just closed his eyes. Acrobat probably can't even see properly when he's moving like that, can he…?'

'Then how can he stop his attack and switch to dodging? Does he have precognition or something?'

'From an old man, sixty this year. I'm rooting for him as if he were my own grandson, so please forgive me.'

'That's forgivable.'

'From a grandfather's perspective, I guess it can't be helped.'

'Ugh… in deference to the Sword Saint who loves her grandpa, I have no choice but to forgive…'

'I get that the conversation drifts to the Sword Saint, but let's face reality, okay?'

'Is this even reality?'

'Maybe we all died from a seizure because we were too excited for the Four Pillar War…?'

'So you're saying I'm dead, and so are all of you?'

'It's so otherworldly that even the audience is starting to bug out, lol.'

'Just seeing Iris-sama's smile is enough to satisfy me.'

'This.'

'This right here.'

'I've permanently saved that awkward smile to my memory while writhing on the floor.'

'If only we could hear a bit more of their conversation…'

'System-chan seems really determined not to pick it up on the mic, huh.'

'Are they talking about something private… Wait, did they know each other before?'

'They just introduced themselves. It's probably their first time meeting.'

'Having a conversation that System-chan decides not to pick up on their first meeting…?'

'Hey, is Acrobat really only two months into this? I kinda want to quit being a light warrior now.'

'I know exactly how you feel, but is he even a light warrior at this point…?'

'In the sense of a warrior with light equipment, he doesn't fit that description at all anymore, right?'

'At least, the light warriors I know don't swing around greatswords and great axes.'

'Whoa.'

'That's insane.'

'Yeah, well, they certainly don't make the waterway explode by missing with a sword swing…'

'Yep, uh-huh… this is definitely the Sword Saint's disciple.'

◇◆◇◆◇

—At a certain gathering of university students.

"Kaede, remember to breathe."

"…Hh… I-I am breathing…"

"Good. Now, blink too."

"I don't want to…!"

"Your eyes are bright red. Do it."

"Toshiki, any luck?"

"Well, no response to my messages, as expected. Calling him… if this is for *real*, interrupting him would be a seppuku-level offense, so no way."

"Ahh… right, let's not."

"……………………It's probably real, right?"

"…………It's gotta be real."

"…Hey."

"…Yeah."

The young man and woman sitting side-by-side looked at each other and nodded.

""—Tomorrow, we capture him, no matter what.""

And next to them, the two girls sitting together,

"—Kaede, you've stopped breathing again. Breathe properly."

"—I can't…!!!"

—though one was caring for the other, both had their eyes glued to the 'screen.'

◇◆◇◆◇

—At a certain gathering of a grandfather and his grandchild.

"You know, Yui."

"…What is it, Grandpa?"

"I don't think I've ever seen you make a face like that before."

Her grandfather's face held the same expression of deep affection she had seen countless times—

"…………It doesn't seem like I'll be able to help it for a while."

The 'granddaughter,' looking embarrassed, blushed ever so slightly and,

"Please don't look at me so much."

—as if she had no time to hide her face, she continued to watch the heroic figure of her 'disciple' on the screen, looking simply, utterly happy.

◇◆◇◆◇

—At a certain gathering of two best friends.

"………………Nia-cha?"

"…………………………………………………………………………"

"Hmm…"

She called out to her, but her friend, frozen in her lap, in her arms, didn't even twitch.

"Looks like she's a *goner*."

Seeing her friend staring, unblinking, at the screen, she came to that conclusion…

Stroking her head as if soothing a younger sister, she too—turned her attention back to the major event unfolding on the screen.

◇◆◇◆◇

—At a certain family gathering.

"—…"

On either side of the girl who silently watched 'that figure,' the two adults were in a similar state of stupefaction.

"…I don't know much about this, but I can tell that what he's doing is incredible."

One, her 'Knight,' was clearly bewildered by the sheer absurdity that far surpassed her imagination.

"Y-Yes, that's right… ah, that's a correct assessment."

The other, a 'known young man,' couldn't hide his amazement at the boy's ridiculously rapid growth.

"…Is your Knight always like that?"

As the woman, whose hand had been held tightly for a long time, asked the question while seeming to just watch in silence,

"…—He's always like that."

Never looking away, the girl murmured her reply, filled with emotion.

"He's my partner—always showing me a smile that says he's having more fun than anyone else."

◇◆◇◆◇

"—He's really going at it…"

Whether she looked up or down, a starry sky was reflected in both directions in this peculiar field—several hours had passed since the Four Pillar War began.

'She,' bored, continued to wait at her own base… listening to the echoing sound of a 'sword' from afar, she murmured to herself as she relaxed on a sofa she had brought with her.

"—You can go and watch, you know."

It was a comment made to the words she had unconsciously let slip. From right beside her, the other player, who had also come to the field with just the two of them and was equally bored, spoke up.

The man, who had hair of a similar crimson—no, a deeper crimson—tied back, probably made the suggestion purely without any ulterior motive, but…

"I'll pass. I wouldn't be able to watch calmly anyway."

"Hah, losing your character on a national broadcast would be too embarrassing, huh."

"Shut up."

She retorted, but unfortunately, he—her 'boss'—was right. If she went to 'cheer him on,' it was obvious she wouldn't be able to control her emotions.

She had no way of knowing who the wielder of that familiar 'sword' was fighting now, but—

"…Do your best."

*If that's you.*

Simply wishing for the wielder's success—the weaver of legends looked up at the starry sky and mouthed a silent cheer that would never reach him.
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    ""—!""

Words had long been lost between us. The field where we threw our full speed at each other was filled with nothing but the relentless, ceaseless clang of battle.

Her talent and favor, a body *utterly loved by the world*—even if I couldn't see the wielder, her stance, habits, and movements leading up to an invisible flash… the 'accumulation of memory' was more than sufficient.

I dodged, attacked, and if possible, struck down her attacks at their inception.

My avatar, enhanced by `[Desperate Crimson]` and now commanding the principles of `[Shukuchi]`, was definitely holding its own against the [Sword Queen]—but *that was as far as it went*.

Fighting desperately, I had managed to *catch up* to her. But any further than that… surpassing the exchange of blows to actually land a hit on her was impossible.

It was a stark reminder of the overwhelming difference in our fundamental skills. I knew it from the start, but the wall separating me and her wasn't just about the magnitude of our 'Gifts.'

'Three years' since the service began—the genius acknowledged by the world as 'the real deal,' whatever emotions she may have held, had undoubtedly put in relentless effort to become the [Sword Queen] she is today.

…I might be reprimanded for speaking as if I know her.

But you see, I get it. *I have to get it, right?*

After all, I am the 'disciple' of someone who single-mindedly pursues her own ideal—who continues to put in endless effort for the sake of what she 'loves.'

If I can't even recognize an opponent worthy of respect, I can't call myself the Sword Saint's disciple.

"—…Hh!"

"Guh… Rrraaaah!"

In a clash I'd lost count of, even with a pre-emptive, overhead, two-sword strike, I was still overpowered and parried. Iris's eyes were indeed looking straight at me, but—

In those garnet eyes, the *emotion I wished for* had yet to appear.

I'd managed to make her face me, but that wasn't enough—

My blades weren't just deflected; they were drawn in as if *reeled in by her sword*, and my posture crumbled. A familiar technique—one my 'master' had also demonstrated, a *jujutsu-like technique with a sword*.

"D-damn it…—!"

I was the only one letting out a cry of impatience. The girl who was one step ahead of the [Sword Saint], the embodiment of the 'Supreme Blade,' was—

"—!"

—with no words, but with everything else, manifesting the 'Strongest Sword.'

She blocked, broke my stance, and returned a flash of her own. It was undoubtedly a technique at the pinnacle of its art, born from an amount of training that would make one's head spin.

My last-second activation of `[Breath Moment]` was just barely in time, and I managed to escape with my life—but that meant I was now one step closer to a game over.

*A little over one hundred seconds remaining*. The special title's cooldown reduction would let me recast it in time, but that meant I could only use my semi-absolute dodge one more time.

I had already used `[Foresight Eye]` to deal with her switch to full-power mode. As I thought, I was critically short on trump cards from the very beginning.

Shields… would probably be useless against her. The only reason I was even able to *trade blows* with Iris at all was entirely due to a skill I had recently acquired.

`[Cutting Body, Unyielding Advance]`—a skill that provides a percentage-based cut to the chip damage from weapon clashes, scaled to the ratio of total self-inflicted damage to my max HP. It even lets me cover the excess damage with MP.

It's a god-tier skill that's almost too convenient for a player like me, but the origin of its acquisition—the cause, or rather, the trigger… well, it probably came from getting beaten to a pulp in endless sparring matches with the [Sword Saint].

Anyway, thanks to it, I can trade blows, but 'blocking' is impossible. Even if I raised my [Revolving Aegis], I can only see a future where I'm obliterated right through my guard.

And as for the trading blows part—my MP was running low, and I was nearing my limit.

Should I have used `[Rabbit Rapid]` instead of `[Desperate Crimson]`? No, using `[Shukuchi]` and 'Red' together would be unsustainable. I could see myself hitting my control limit and falling apart after just a few steps.

'Red's' protection, which inevitably causes self-destruction damage different from self-inflicted damage, is incompatible with `[Crown Crown]`, which requires dropping my health to the limit. I had to choose one or the other for the cooldown reduction, and prioritizing the latter wasn't a foolish decision.

Then did I choose the wrong timing? Should I have saved the [Crimson Rabbit Hairpin] and relied on its instant-death avoidance to go for maximum firepower—that, too, would be reckless.

The hairpin's protection activates only once.

And as is clear from `[Desperate Crimson]` and `[Crown Crown]` activating almost simultaneously during this self-inflicted wound, 'Immunity to Instant Death' only *negates a fatal blow once*; it doesn't grant any invincibility frames.

If I keep the blade that pierced my heart embedded in my chest, my HP will vanish in an instant.

Similarly, it's useless against damage over time, consecutive hits, or multi-hit attacks from aftershocks. To be precise, it would probably work for someone with decent durability, but for me, who has mastered the art of being a glass cannon, I usually can't withstand it and die anyway.

Like `[Withered Flame]`, which looks like a single strike but is actually a rapid series of hits, or `[Yuikaze]`, whose aftershock from its otherworldly power incidentally takes the form of a multi-hit attack—I've lost count of how many times my own master's blade has pierced through this 'instant death immunity.'

There might be situations where an unexpected activation saves my life, but unfortunately, I no longer have enough faith in 'instant death immunity' to incorporate it into my intentional strategies.

In the end, I don't think I could have held on this long against her with my base stats—so I can't say it was a mistake to play my hand early.

Which means, it's just as I thought—*I cannot beat Iris*.

…But hey,

"I knew that from the start…!"

More than anyone, I myself—

"—*accepted that before I even started this fight*!"

"—…!?"

A `[Shukuchi]` right in front of her. Iris reacted with the same precision she had countless times before—but the sword she swung painted a grand arc through empty air.

I dove headfirst not just in front of her, but more precisely, at her feet.

Charging in on a trajectory that would have me crash into the half-empty waterway, I slammed my jade blade into the floor with all my might—and using the rebound to launch myself upward, I transitioned into a three-dimensional maneuver with a switch jump.

I know that a splash of water won't be enough to blind her. But,

"—Rabbit Shortswords!"

`[Flip Stroke]` activated. I tossed a rabbit shortsword overhead while running through the air, scattering crimson blades as a diversion, then kicked off a wall to break through the pillar of water—

"Second Strike—"

"Hh…"

"—[Striking Iron]!"

A flash of the jade blade, followed by—`[Ignition]`!

"Guh—Ah, guh…!"

Contact, deceleration—and then, I *bit* the trigger of the [Panga Fool] held in my mouth, creating a pseudo-combo with its zero-to-hundred acceleration.

The only two-handed stance in the Kesshiki Ittoryu. A peerless 'hard' strike that can blow away a several-hundred-kilogram iron mass like scrap paper.

Furthermore, the follow-up push from `[Shukuchi]` and the driving force of the swing that skipped the acceleration process rocked even the [Sword Queen].

Blind her with a water pillar, distract her thoughts with a barrage of shortswords, and catch her off guard with a new trump card—don't stop, keep moving, confound her!

Though slightly off-balance, Iris's counterattack was instantaneous. She pushed back the blade of my [Samidorizuki], which she had managed to block even while reeling—

"!?"

Her eyes widened as the jade blade, offering no resistance at all, simply *vanished*.

[Blink Switch]—having your opponent's weapon disappear mid-clash… you've never experienced that before, have you?

*Got your back, Princess*!

Using a multi-stage `[Shukuchi]` to switch directions and get behind her, I raised my hands and summoned *them*, one in each: the [Giant's Hand Axe] and the [An-ri Galta], two massive weapons.

A split-second lag before the weight registers—my arms, gripping the hilts, are running on a full-throttle dual output, already past their limits at top speed!

"Ngh—…"

"Hh… Th-this—!"

"—Rrrrrraaaaaaaaaaaaaaaahhh!"

A deafening roar, vaporization—and impact.

Completely off-balance, she let out a voice of clear agitation for the first time.

And I, without mercy, slammed the violent mass, weighing a combined total of nearly *one ton*, into her—and with 'trust' in my move, I kicked aside the very concept of stopping.

My talent falls short, so what?

My experience is lacking, I already know that.

My skill is inferior—*doesn't matter, I'll smash through it*.

I know I'm lacking, that I fall short. I understood that before she even showed me.

For me, this was never a fight to win—it was a fight to make my *playmate*, who looked bored, lonely, and on the verge of tears, finally smile.

If everything I have is hopelessly inferior—then I'll just have to slam her with *something she doesn't have*.

Luckily for me, I'm an Acrobat. I have a reputation for being good with my hands, something a princess wouldn't know about. Underhanded tactics are the complete opposite of my 'master's' sword style, but… my master is a generous person. I'm sure she's watching over me with a gentle smile.

So come on—you too, *smile a little more*.

Bracing against the immense recoil, I charged forward again. Beyond the steam from the vaporized water, created by the massive energy release—I saw a *faint smile* on her face, and,

I couldn't suppress the ferocious, unstoppable grin spreading across my own.
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    —From the day I threw myself into this virtual world, I was different from everyone else.

When you're just starting out, it's a struggle to even stand and walk without feeling awkward. Running takes a lot of getting used to—that's how *everyone but me* was getting excited over their *lack of freedom*.

'I can't swing my sword the way I want,' 'I can't even beat a regular mob, let alone a boss'—the ones who could enjoy the pandemonium of the early days were also, everyone but me.

Without looking back, I ran, and ran, and ran, completely absorbed—it was only when I happened to glance behind me one day that I realized the world was divided into *me* and *everyone else*.

—*Isn't she weird? That girl.*

—*Maybe she's using a bug or a glitch.*

—*Isn't it a cheat? If not, then what is it?*

Faster than anyone who raised such voices, I contacted the運営 of 【Arcadia】.

'Is there something wrong with me?'

'Why am I so different from everyone else?'

'If it's a bug or something, could you please fix it?'

The answer to the countless inquiries that flooded in, including my own… I remember it word for word, without fail.

—The uniqueness of player 【Iris】 is entirely due to her own 'talent.'

—There are no bugs in the game, nor are there any means of cheating.

—Please understand that we have no intention of altering an individual's 'talent.'

It took a little while for the criticism and whispers to stop.

I don't think it was anyone's fault. My 'weirdness' was, even from my own perspective, nothing short of 'unfair.'

To expect everyone around me, who had this flaunted in their faces, to be the kind of person who could just accept that 'unfairness' would itself be abnormal.

As for the developer's statement, if this 'power' truly was nothing more than my 'talent,' then they couldn't possibly commit the ultimate taboo in game management: taking special measures for a single player.

So, if I had to answer the question of 'who was at fault,' then,

I suppose it was me—my 'luck'—that was bad.

Because I couldn't give up, I decided to prove it instead.

Looking forward, never looking down, I just kept swinging my sword—to show that this 'power,' labeled as 'talent,' was not a lie, but truly my own.

I believed that 'results' wouldn't be proof enough, so I tried to prove it simply by being who I was.

When I was needed, where I was needed, I showed them the image they wanted to see.

A month, then two, passed—and by the third month of running, around the time the title of 'Queen' was forced upon me, I had managed to turn the voices of criticism into cheers.

A major factor was likely the emergence of other title holders who were also far above the average player.

Individual differences due to 'talent' in the virtual world became widely accepted, and I received endless apologies, far outnumbering the criticisms I had been subjected to.

I could understand all of it. I held no grudges, nothing of the sort.

Because I, too, was jealous of 'everyone normal,' thinking they were the 'unfair' ones.

And so—the only thing I still couldn't understand was my own talent.

They say I'm special—I suppose so.

They say I'm the strongest—I suppose so.

They say no one can stand beside me—I suppose so.

"—"

The person who can walk with me,

"—, —!"

The person who can hold my hand,

"—…! —Ah!"

Beside me, no one even tries to catch up—

"—I caught up to you, dammit!"

—is what I was on the verge of giving up on.

"—…, …Hh…"

Every time our eyes meet, every time we take a step, every time our swords clash—like someone leaping up a staircase, his hand, which *never gives up* and *relentlessly pursues me*, grazes my fingertips.

Even when I strike him down, he doesn't stop.

Even when I knock him down, his fighting spirit doesn't die.

Even when I push him away, again and again—that childlike smile never leaves his face.

"—…Hh, ………*No*."

It's scary.

I don't think I can hold it in this time.

If it happens… and just like before—if *he's different too*.

…All this time, I was supposed to be looking for only results and facts, but,

"—……, …… of… you…?"

My racing heart desperately seeks reassurance, seeks words,

"—…will you… give me…?"

I block his unceasing blade as if desperately trying to catch it—

"—Will you be the one to stand beside me…!?"

What is this heat that trails down my cheeks?

Without understanding, I hurled the terribly faint, screaming question at 'him'—

"Hh—… *From the beginning*, you've been so… so… *conflicted*…!"

With his smile and the heat of battle still blazing, the young man,

"No, seriously…! I'm sorry from the bottom of my heart, but—I don't give a damn!"

—he shouted at the top of his lungs, and sent my 'sword,' which clung to his as if for dear life, flying.
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    "No, seriously…! I'm sorry from the bottom of my heart, but—I don't give a damn!"

Strong people have their struggles—perhaps I'm just biased by my recent close associations with my master and Irori.

But I'm not an idiot. I can at least tell that she's carrying 'something' heavy as well.

But—*don't give me that*. *What kind of face is that to make?*

I've been shifting up gear after gear, after gear, after gear—fighting desperately from the very beginning until *this very moment*.

And just when I finally felt like my fingers had grazed her toes—for her to get that *faraway look* in her eyes and make that face… I can't take it!

"Hey, Princess, what's with that face—*don't cry*, *smile*, I said!"

"—"

And don't look like you've been abandoned, either. What do you think all my desperate charges have been for?

"I'm not running away, so smile!"

"…!"

"I'm not giving up, so smile!"

"…, …!"

"—I had a blast! What about you, dammit!"

—Ah, okay.

That smile… that's all I ever wanted to see.

"…………A little over thirty seconds left."

"—…Yeah."

After clashing with this much emotion, I think we can call ourselves friends—so, as a final friendly gesture, here's a special service.

"This is the finale—enjoy it to the fullest, Iris."

[Blink Switch]—[An-ri Galta (Prologue: The Wedge-Fragment that Sings of Eternity)].

"—Manifestation, release."

Key phrase authenticated. From within the shattered iron mass, a withered, ancient sword reveals itself.

"I'll overturn it—[Angalta, God-Wedge Spirit Sword]."

From the white scars carved into it, gold overflows—forming a giant sword of light.

[Exchange Voltate] activated. The count isn't at its max, but I'll swallow my complaints.

Gold and pale white light meld together, emitting a white-gold brilliance that once drew a meteor across the sky.

Even without relying on the momentum of a fall, the current me, who can replicate the [Sword Saint]'s techniques, can wield this—so then… bring it out, *that thing*.

"……………Hey, 'Haru'."

"…Yeah."

"That was fun."

"Yeah."

"Thank you."

"Hah, don't mention it."

Seriously, we're out of time… I can listen to your words later—

"So you too… have even more fun."

—I'm at a loss. Really… when she smiles, she's breathtakingly beautiful.

"—Sword Manifestation, release."

It was a key phrase with the same sound as a Terror Armament, but her 'sword' was not of the same kind.

"—'In the name of the Sword Queen, I now reveal my divine might.'"

A short, three-verse chant.

And yet, the 'magic' that her 'sword' brings forth—surpasses all other 'powers' that exist in this world.

I know it, the true name of that 'sword.'

I laughed when I first saw it, but now, seeing you hold it in person…

"—That's so cool. I'm jealous."

"—I think yours is wonderful, too."

We both smiled—and stepped forward at the same time.

Ah, this feels so unreal. That I would be the one to challenge that 'name' head-on.

As we both closed the distance at a strangely slow pace compared to before… I looked at the 'sword' gripped in the hands of the approaching girl, a sword that held a silver brilliance.

Now—prepare yourself, me. What you're about to cross blades with is, *in every sense of the word*, the *world* itself.

Don't get vaporized in an instant—fight like your life depends on it, you bastard!

Five steps left—I raise my sword and swing it back.

Four steps left—it's too late for resolve, so I won't look away.

Three steps left—hey, dumbass, this is no time to be mesmerized by her smile.

Two steps,

One step,

Now—let's have some fun!

An overhead swing, brought down from a high stance.

Following the trajectory I had decided on from the start, with the unified output of 'Inner' and 'Outer,' I unleashed my all-out, final blow—

And the girl, who simply, simply stared straight at me—her smiling face streaked with tears, her mouth,

—Before the world, she chanted its name.

"Weave the world—[Arcadia, Ideal Land Embracing the Old Moon]!"
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    "—, —, —"

"—, —"

For some reason, their conversation still wasn't being broadcast.

Even so,

"—, —"

Somehow, she could understand.

"—, —"

From his expression, and from hers,

"—, —"

Her partner, the young man, was, as always—fighting desperately and without hesitation, simply for the sake of having fun from the bottom of his heart.

*Poof*. The tension and anxiety that had gripped the 'family's' hands loosened.

She realized she didn't need to feel those things.

She realized this was no time to be concerned with such things.

Beyond the screen, the white-gold she had seen once before pulsed with a brilliant light.

As he took a step forward, seeing that figure—she couldn't remain seated.

The surprised words from those on either side of her didn't reach the girl.

Her eyes, her ears, her consciousness were all fixed on the one swinging his sword in that distant world—

"Win—! Haru!"

—focused solely on her partner, who was so dazzlingly bright.

◇◆◇◆◇

"Don't screw with me…!—Go get 'em, Nozomi!"

"You can do it, Kasuga-kun!"

"—…Hh, …!"

"Breathe…! Kaede, breathe…!"

◇◆◇◆◇

"—! —!"

"Whoa, hey, don't thrash around!? I get it! But still!"

◇◆◇◆◇

"…, ……Hh."

"…Yui, maybe it's good to shout out loud once in a while."

"—"

And so, the 'master,' prompted by her grandfather—

"Hh—Win, Haru-kun!"

—shouted at her disciple on the other side of the screen with a passion that felt like a first in her life.

As those who knew 'him' rose to their feet in the real world and raised their voices,

the 'young man' inside the screen simply embodied his own feelings—and let out a roar.

◇◆◇◆◇

"—Oooooooohhhhh!"

"—Hh, hh…!"

White-gold, and silver.

The crossed blades clashed for a moment—then, in accordance with the superiority of 'power,' they began to tilt.

Not gradually, but in jarring lurches—towards me.

"—Guh, ghaa, ggh…!"

I was prepared for this, but…! This is on another level…!

It's *too heavy*—even though I'm the one pushing down from above.

The silver light, rising from the earth to the heavens, wouldn't budge no matter how much I pushed.

The golden light of my `[Angalta, God-Wedge Spirit Sword]`, which I had tried to crush before it could be fully swung, was being blown away with terrifying force.

It was only natural. No matter how rare a Terror Armament it was, my [An-ri Galta (Prologue: The Wedge-Fragment that Sings of Eternity)] was still in its prologue stage—the vessel of a newborn infant.

Against a weapon that was not just of the same type but a complete superior version… a category error that embodied the strongest and bore the name of the world, there was no way I could overpower it.

Given this weapon's authority, which grows stronger the stronger its opponent, I had thought this one blow might have a chance, but—it seems I was hoping for too much…!

"—…Hah, uhh…!"

"…………, …"

—Well, however.

My original goal has undoubtedly been achieved. Beyond the light, brighter than the dazzling light effects themselves, I can see an even more brilliant expression.

This was a *battle I entered having already forsaken victory*.

Even if I can't defeat her, I have no regrets, well—

Any guy who could spout that—

—while preaching about 'fun'—*that would be a laughingstock*!

"—Hh, sorry…! ………Iris…!"

"…, wh-what are you…!?"

Is this getting a bit *annoying* by now?—But it's the truth, so I'll say it as many times as I want, and I've actually grown quite fond of it now!

So, for one last time—*allow me to state my name*!

"My title is—the [Acrobat]!"

Now—[Blink Switch].

"—!? Wha-!?"

The disappearance of gold—and a torrent of silver.

Suddenly losing its target, the 'sword' of `[Arcadia, Ideal Land Embracing the Old Moon]`, before Iris could regain control, was *unleashed towards the heavens*.

The blade of absolute light, which could destroy anything, shot up into the empty, starry sky—

[Floating Leaf]—activated. I used the vector manipulation skill to stop my body from being blown away by the recoil.

Swinging her sword to the heavens and misfiring her unparalleled ultimate technique—she left herself completely defenseless, a wide-open 'gap,' right in front of me.

—I'm not moving.

"—"

In a moment stretched thin, thinner than ever before,

"—"

—on my status bar, right below my health, a flashing stun icon from accumulated shock effects mockingly blinked at me, and,

Hah, haha—ah, seriously.

*I love you*, *my personal artisan*.

A high-pitched shattering sound echoed from my chest.

In less than an instant, the 'protection stone' she once gave me shattered.

—[Agaphanthus Protection Stone].

The 'charm,' named after the blue jade that is the trademark of a certain fairy, contained an effect—an 'incantation for emergencies' that provided *instant relief from status effects*.

My avatar, freed, summoned to its hand the supreme blade bestowed upon me by my 'master.'

And now—Kesshiki, Itto.

"Final Strike—"

"—"

The Kesshiki Ittoryu's final strike. The name of the original sword it was based on is `[Yuikaze]`.

The effect of this Arts of mine, bearing my master's name, is, in terms of power, a direct copy of the original's 'one strike containing the full power of the previous blow'—which means,

What I'm about to unleash is an iai strike that has swallowed the giant flash of `[Angalta, God-Wedge Spirit Sword]`.

This is it, Iris.

Endure it, or perish—it's one or the other!

"Oral Tradition—[Yuikaze]!!"

In the final instant, with time lost and no more leeway,

The body of the girl who, *without giving up until the very end*, swung her 'sword'—

—was torn through by the flash of my jade blade, carrying with it a will that refused to yield an inch.
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    Finale, and Then

    —*Ten seconds remaining*.

At the end of a full-out sprint. My virtual body, having long since surpassed its limits, was on the verge of collapsing. I managed to stay upright by quickly stabbing [Samidorizuki] into the ground for support.

—Nine seconds.

From behind me, I heard the sound of water as 'her' body, which had been sent flying into the air after our exchange of ultimate blows, landed on the ground.

—Eight seconds.

"—, —"

In that instant, the words that followed struck my ears. Her voice, unlike the restrained tone she'd used before, carried a heat that sounded like a different person's—

When I turned around, all that remained was a flower of red phosphorescence, dissolving into the void.

"—…"

—Remaining, five seconds.

"Hah, so it's *your win*, huh…"

The emotion in her voice, was it praise? A blessing—?

I couldn't tell, but one thing was certain.

"Sorry again, Princess—"

—Three, two, one.

"—*This one's a draw*."

In that moment, the threads of mana bound to my avatar's body all changed their appearance. From a faint blue glow to a vivid, shining red.

[Trickster of Zenith]—duration: three hundred and thirty-three seconds.

When pulling the trigger for this skill, the user is forced to make a 'pact with the world' in the form of a vow. In accordance with that promise, which cannot be escaped by any means—

The puppet strings that had granted me 'power' I was not yet worthy of fulfilled the mission hidden within their glow.

The red-dyed mana, right up to the tips of the strings that connected me to the void, wrapped itself around my avatar—and well, that's what it comes down to.

*My battle, which I entered having forsaken victory, has come to this*.

Right. Since I have the chance, if I'm going to strike a pose at the end…

"I suppose the [Acrobat]'s 'performance' for this evening is now over—is how it goes?"

—Hahaha, ah… I shouldn't have done that.

As I muttered the line with an exaggerated, theatrical flair, I let out a bitter laugh, instantly assaulted by shame—

As if becoming one with the threads that reaped its life, the white and blue avatar, dissolving into red phosphorescence, left the 'stage.'

The scattering particles of light added a touch of color to the lonely sky, now empty after the 'performer's' exit—

And two pillars of light, shooting up into the heavens, announced a 'finale' to the battlefield.

◇◆◇◆◇

—, —, —, —, —, —

"*—…Hello. This might be the first time you've contacted me directly.*"

"*Hello. It's been a while.*"

"*I was watching. I found myself holding my breath, completely engrossed, despite my age.*"

"*…………*"

"*…Ah, no, we're not quite on friendly enough terms for casual banter yet, are we—well then, what can I do for you?*"

"*……………About the matter I declined before.*"

"*Yes.*"

"*It's been two… no, almost three years now, so it might be too late, but.*"

"*Yes.*"

"*…………If I still have the option, I will accept.*"

"*—…………*"

Over the terminal, he had certainly heard those words. 'He,' leaning against the corridor wall as his strength left him, had to restrain himself from launching into a torrent of welcoming words.

Because—

"*—But, there is just one thing.*"

The words that would follow from 'her,'

"*A condition—…………no, a 'request' that I have.*"

—was something he had been able to predict without even thinking.
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    Character Introductions: Main & Istia

    —Main Character—

◇ [Haru] -Haru Kasuga- • Age 18, Height 174cm, Eastern Faction 9th Seat: [Acrobat]

The protagonist of this story. A former workaholic with slightly unruly black hair of medium length and chestnut-colored eyes. His physique is deceptively lean and toned, a result of dashing between various part-time jobs.

His in-game avatar's hair is grayish-black with black eyes. For certain reasons, his appearance and body were created to be exactly like his real self, but he lets his hair grow long and ties it back.

• Unique Title: [Acrobat]
• Enhancement Effect: [Crown Crown]
• Effect: A crown, split in two and tilted.

• Anima: [White-Flawed Straight Sword]
• Terror Armament: [An-ri Galta (Prologue: The Wedge-Fragment that Sings of Eternity)]

• Favorite Food: Chocolate
• Dislikes: Seaweed
• Hobby: [Arcadia]
• Preferred Type: A calm, older woman.

Thoughts on his partner: *"Lately, our physical proximity has been getting dangerously, dangerously close."*

◇ [Sora] -Sora Yotsuya- • Age ?, Height 151cm, B+

The heroine and other protagonist of this story. A girl with a long side bob of black hair and sky-blue eyes. In the real world, her body is frail and she cannot perform strenuous exercise, but her motor skills are excellent.

Her in-game avatar's appearance is unchanged, as she found the idea of having a different face "a little scary." She only altered her hair and eyes; her hair is now super-long and golden, tied in a single ponytail, while her eyes have been changed to amber.

• Anima: [Cradle of Sword-Craft]

• Favorite Food: Strawberries
• Dislikes: Mushrooms
• Hobby: Board games
• Preferred Type: Someone with a wonderful smile.

Thoughts on her partner: *"I want him to keep smiling, just as he is."*

◇ [Iris] -Alicia White- • Age ?, Height 160cm, B, Southern Faction 1st Seat: [Sword Queen]

The heroine and the *first protagonist* of this story. A girl of unearthly beauty, with straight, silver-blue hair in a half-up style and clear, garnet-colored eyes.

With a beauty so outstanding she is publicly known as the [Princess], and a [Power] she herself has *proven*, she continues to amass a staggering number of fans worldwide.

• Anima: Anciel Illsee (Goddess of Illusions)
• Extra Equipment: Xultiomart -type Calibur-

• Unique Title: [Sword Queen]
• Enhancement Effect: [Braver, Lone Hero]
• Effect: A translucent crown that looks as if it were made of glass.

• Favorite Food: Japanese cuisine
• Dislikes: Mushrooms
• Hobby: Darts
• Preferred Type: The person she falls in love with.

Thoughts on Haru: *"——————————"*

—Heroine(?)—

◇ [Nia] -???- • Age ?, Height 153cm, C-, Western Faction, Mirage Workshop Member: [Milmarinus]

A heroine of this story. A girl with bouncy, indigo-blue short hair and matching cat-like eyes. She can appear mature with a serious expression, but in front of a certain someone, she's usually... well, you know.

Her *voice*—said to be the greatest charm in [Arcadia] where character creation is so free—combined with her high-energy, friendly personality, has earned her a quiet popularity among male players.

• Favorite Food: Syrniki
• Dislikes: Natto
• Hobby: Visiting art museums
• Preferred Type: An honest person.

Thoughts on *that certain someone*: *"He's definitely popular, but he's completely clueless about it. Guilty as charged."*

◇ [Ui] -Ui Fuwa- • Age 22, Height 147cm, D-, Eastern Faction 2nd Seat: [Sword Saint]

A heroine (?) and the protagonist's master. A petite yet mature woman with black hair cut at the shoulders and black eyes. Her gentle manner of speaking is so pronounced that she has a quirk of rendering all foreign loanwords in hiragana.

Her avatar's appearance is the same as her real self, with only her hair and eye color changed to gray.

• ???: [Yueltemis, Cradle of the Divine Hall]

• Favorite Food: Chocolate
• Dislikes: Fish skin
• Hobby: Cleaning
• Preferred Type: A hardworking person.

Thoughts on her disciple: *"He works so hard, so I want to spoil him as much as possible."*

◇ [Kagura] -???- • Age ?, Height 157cm, D+, Western Faction, Mirage Workshop Member: [Asobinin]

A hero...ine...? And the protagonist's personal artisan. She has long, scarlet hair tied up in a high ponytail, with reddish-brown eyes. Though she tries to hide it with her expressions and demeanor, her real-life features are strongly reflected in her character creation, giving her a slightly baby-faced look.

• Favorite Food: Soufflé cake
• Dislikes: Spicy food (extremely weak to it)
• Hobby: Reading
• Preferred Type: A quiet, calm person.

Thoughts on her wielder: *"I get the feeling he's not just a lady-killer, but a people-pleaser in general."*

—Eastern Faction Istia—

-Title Holders-

◇ [Irori] -Nate Mitake- • Age 20, Height 176cm, 7th Seat: [Sword Protector]

A Japanese-American half with blond hair and blue eyes. His avatar uses his real-life, un-Japanese appearance as is, dressed as a samurai in a fantasy-style kamishimo.

While his model-tier good looks have earned him many female fans, his somewhat battle-crazed nature seems to have made him more popular than envied among male players as well.

• Anima: [Frostblade Shirosou]

• Unique Title: [Sword Protector]
• Enhancement Effect: [Blade Road, Advancing One-Sword]
• Effect: A frozen crown wreathed in shards of ice.

• Favorite Food: Meat dishes
• Dislikes: Anything with a squishy texture
• Hobby: Exploring Japanese historical sites
• Preferred Type: Someone who pursues their ideals.

Thoughts on Haru: *"I won't name names, but if you make her cry, I'll slice you to pieces."*

◇ [Goldow] -???- • Age ?, Height 205cm, Muscular, 3rd Seat: [General Commander]

A powerfully built man with wild golden hair like a lion's mane and brown eyes. True to his colossal appearance, he has a boisterous personality, but he is not incapable of delicate strategic thinking, such as commanding large groups.

He is the real-world father of Helena, the [Lady-in-Waiting] from the Southern Faction.

• Anima: Gordion (Golden Armor of the Hero)

• Unique Title: [General Commander]
• Enhancement Effect: Golden Hour (The Roar of the Golden Lion)
• Effect: A great golden crown.

• Favorite Food: Anything
• Dislikes: Nothing
• Hobby: Cooking (beginner)
• Preferred Type: Someone with a strong will.

Thoughts on the newbie: *"He's a good kid, but he seems like the type to have a hard time."*

◇ [Mi-na] -???- • Age ?, Height 145cm, A+, 4th Seat: [Left Wing]

Light beige, medium-length hair and pale pink eyes. One half of the 'Two Little Mages,' she wears a uniform-style shirt and skirt combination with a mage-like robe. Her image color, red, is scattered throughout her eye color and various parts of her outfit.

• Unique Title: [Left Wing]
• Enhancement Effect: [Mi-Helnaria, Brush of Manifestation]
• Effect: Forms one half of a gigantic crown with her partner.

• Favorite Food: Sweets in general
• Dislikes: Tomatoes
• Hobby: Fashion
• Preferred Type: Someone who can do their best for others.

Thoughts on her partner: *"Hands off! How many more victims do you plan on making?!"*

◇ [Ri-na] -???- • Age ?, Height 145.5cm, A+, 5th Seat: [Right Wing]

Light beige, long hair and blue eyes. The other half of the 'Two Little Mages,' she wears a uniform-style shirt and skirt combination with a mage-like robe. Her image color, blue, is scattered throughout her eye color and various parts of her outfit.

• Unique Title: [Right Wing]
• Enhancement Effect: [Ri-Zelnataku, Brush of Dream-Drawing]
• Effect: Forms one half of a gigantic crown with her partner.

• Favorite Food: Rice crackers
• Dislikes: Sweets in general
• Hobby: Fashion
• Preferred Type: Someone who can take care of themselves.

Thoughts on her partner: *"Nothing in particular."*

◇ [Hinayo] -???- • Age ?, Height 165cm, D+, 6th Seat: [Passionate Gaze]

A beautiful woman with glossy black hair tied up in a chignon and hazel eyes. She exudes a mature charm, dressed in a gardenia-colored flared dress, and while she has many male fans... she surprisingly has a vast number of female fans who adore her as their *'onee-sama.'* In reality, her motor skills are non-existent.

• Favorite Food: Junk food
• Dislikes: High-end cuisine
• Hobby: Driving (cars)
• Preferred Type: Younger men.

Thoughts on the promising junior: *"He's such an honest, good boy. And so endearingly defenseless and cute."*

◇ [Genkotsu] -???- • Age ?, Height 170cm, Muscular, 8th Seat: [Twin Fists]

Short, cropped white hair and slate-gray eyes. A man of medium height with a sturdy build. He wears an outfit resembling a karate gi, with a generally ruggedly designed avatar.

• Favorite Food: Meat
• Dislikes: Red bean paste
• Hobby: Training
• Preferred Type: His wife.

Thoughts on the newbie: *"He was fast."*

◇ [Tetra] -???- • Age ?, Height 156cm, 10th Seat: [Undying]

A boy with grayish-black hair and black eyes, nearly the same color as the protagonist's. His hair is tied in a single knot at the nape of his neck and extends down his back, giving him an androgynous appearance. His eyes and overall atmosphere are very 'cat-like.'

• Terror Armament: [???]

• Favorite Food: Stew
• Dislikes: Lemon
• Hobby: Solo travel
• Preferred Type: A quiet girl.

Thoughts on his senior (who is his junior): *"He's pretty much my type. I think we'll get along well."*

-Others-

◇ [Lotta] -???- • Age ?, Height 175cm, Former Title Holder: [Insider]

A refreshing man with flaxen hair and green eyes. Though not quite on Irori's level, he's a handsome man with a slim, model-like figure. In the real world, he's a married man with a wife and daughter.

• Favorite Food: His wife's home cooking
• Dislikes: Alcohol
• Hobby: Family time
• Preferred Type: His wife.

Thoughts on his favorite: *"I sense the aura of a man destined for trouble with women."*

◇ [Yurayura] -???- • Former Title Holder: [Screen]

~On a journey, please don't look for me~

Thoughts on the new Ninth: *"Don't know who you are, but you're a savior. Good job, the rest is up to you."*

-Even More Others-

◇ [Elephant Three]

Also known as 'Zou-san.' He was matched against Haru in the first round of the Four Pillar War Main Selection Round.

A middleweight warrior who switched from being a former high-mobility fighter, he is a regular in the Four Pillar War and a defense unit captain. As a skilled tank with a thought acceleration skill, he's reasonably famous despite not being a ranker.

◇ [Majiro]

Nickname 'Jiro-kun.' He was matched against Haru in the second round of the Four Pillar War Main Selection Round.

A light warrior with little screen time. In terms of skill, he's a veteran who ranks in the upper-middle tier among the old guard.

But he has little screen time. In fact, he has none.

◇ [Gamakappa]

Also known as 'Gappa-san.' He was matched against Haru in the third round of the Four Pillar War Main Selection Round.

A reasonably famous veteran mage who specializes in close-quarters combat using short incantations. He's a Four Pillar War regular and is often assigned to skirmish units.

-NPC-

◇ [Halzen] • Age ?????, Height 186cm, Muscular

He was bored. His muscles are sufficiently warmed up.

Thoughts on a certain customer: *"The guy who complains an awful lot about his weapons."*
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    Character Introductions: Sotalm & Nortalia

    —Southern Faction Sotalm—

-Title Holders-

◇ [Uni] -???- • Age ?, Height 158cm, 2nd Seat: [Heavy Tank]

Iron-colored hair and steel-blue eyes. Contrary to the puppy-like impression given by his soft hair and features, he's a boy whose color palette gives a sense of visual weight. Dressed in leather gear befitting a light warrior, his small frame is clad in somewhat disproportionate metal armor on both his hands and feet.

• Anima: [Dual Heavy, Starfall Twin Black Steel]

• Unique Title: [Heavy Tank]
• Enhancement Effect: [Pygmalion, Dwarf Gunner]
• Effect: A crown equipped with gem 'markers' placed at regular intervals.

• Favorite Food: Cheesecake
• Dislikes: Liver
• Hobby: Cooking
• Preferred Type: The small animal type.

Thoughts on the Acrobat and the Sword Protector: *"The personification of Istia."*

◇ [Mei] -???- • Age ?, Height 138cm, A, 3rd Seat: [Castle Lord]

A young-looking girl with very long, pale purple hair and deep violet eyes. Dressed in a one-piece that resembles a negligee, she is almost always found lying down on something as if it were a bed.

She has a proven track record as a defensive specialist, having withstood the onslaught of multiple Eastern rankers in a past Four Pillar War and led her faction to victory in a base capture battle.

• Anima: [Fairy Tale, Castle of Chalk and Blackwood]

• Favorite Food: Sweets
• Dislikes: Anything that tires her jaw
• Hobby: Collecting pillows
• Preferred Type: No one in particular.

Thoughts on the person everyone's talking about: *"Amazing, I guess."*

◇ [Fuji] -???- • Age ?, Height 170cm, 4th Seat: [Automata]

A slim man with navy blue hair and eyes, wearing a robe and no weapons. He has the ability to summon and command dolls that mimic a target, making him an extremely matchup-dependent fighter.

Alongside his partner, Orin, he is one of the veteran rankers and a regular participant in the Four Pillar War.

• Favorite Food: Persimmons
• Dislikes: Apples
• Hobby: Gardening
• Preferred Type: Someone with strong leadership.

Thoughts on the Undying: *"Yep, what's impossible is still impossible."*

◇ [Orin] -???- • Age ?, Height 181cm, 5th Seat: [Adamant]

A young man with hawk-brown hair and eyes, a light-armored warrior carrying a greatsword as tall as he is.

• Favorite Food: Apples
• Dislikes: Pears
• Hobby: Mountain climbing
• Preferred Type: Someone who likes the outdoors.

Thoughts on the Sword Protector: *"Seriously, every single samurai in the East is insane."*

-Others-

◇ [Helena] -???- • Age ?, Height 164cm, C

A woman with black, medium-wave hair accented by a single streak of silver-blue, and black eyes. Dressed in a suit-like outfit and wearing a monocle, her intelligent and sharp atmosphere brings to mind a 'secretary.'

She is often entrusted with commanding the Southern Faction's forces in place of their leader, Iris, and in contrast to the [Princess] whose title doesn't quite fit her, Helena is sometimes called the 'Queen.'

She is related to Goldow of the Eastern Faction in the real world.

• Favorite Food: Anything
• Dislikes: Nothing
• Hobby: Fortune-telling
• Preferred Type: Someone with a strong will.

Thoughts on her father: *"He's smart, but he lets himself get carried away by excitement and momentum far too often."*

—Northern Faction Nortalia—

-Title Holders-

◇ [Tiger Lucky] -???- • Age ?, Height 175cm, 7th Seat: [Great Tiger]

A spear wielder with spiky brown hair and black eyes. He wears a flashy outfit consisting of a black leather suit and a tiger-striped bomber jacket. A pure, hardcore martial artist who could give anyone from Istia a run for their money.

He has an aggressive and straightforward personality, and dislikes things that are overly complicated. He prefers hot-blooded and enthusiastic people over those who are calm and rational.

• Unique Title: [Great Tiger]
• Enhancement Effect: [Cleave Fang]
• Effect: A black and gold crown adorned with fang-like decorations.

• Favorite Food: Strawberry shortcake
• Dislikes: Monjayaki
• Hobby: Watching sports
• Preferred Type: Someone who can get serious about having fun.

Thoughts on Haru: *"It's not Tora-kichi, it's Tiger Lucky!"*

◇ [Rinne] -???- • Age ?, Height 161cm, D, 8th Seat: [Berumail]

An energetic girl with light brown hair in a ponytail and black eyes. She is Maru II's partner.

• Favorite Food: Soy milk hot pot
• Dislikes: Mozuku seaweed
• Hobby: Playing musical instruments
• Preferred Type: A cool person (???).

Thoughts on her partner: *"What are you doing getting beaten so normally?!"*

◇ [Maru II] -???- • Age ?, Height 177cm, 9th Seat: [Shapeshifter]

A young man with a muscular, solid build, and black hair mixed with brown, and light brown eyes. Clad in leather armor befitting a swordsman, his appearance, voice, and physique all give off the cheerful vibe of an athlete. He has a master-disciple relationship with the [Great Tiger], the 7th seat of the same faction.

• Anima: [The Dictionary]

• Unique Title: [Shapeshifter]
• Enhancement Effect: [Roan Chronos, Eye of Deceiving Time]
• Effect: A grotesque crown constructed from gears.

• Favorite Food: Kimchi hot pot
• Dislikes: Shellfish
• Hobby: Batting cages
• Preferred Type: A graceful woman.

Thoughts on his partner: *"What are you doing messing up a surprise attack?!"*
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    Waking from the Dream

    "—————————... ..."

Unlike my family home in the countryside, this studio apartment was always filled with the sounds of the city, the low hum of cars and outside noises reaching my room.

Fortunately, I wasn't sensitive enough for it to cause any stress. When it came to crawling into bed and sleeping at night, I had no problems whatsoever—

But that was only when it came to sleeping at *night*.

"...Ugh... guh..."

My eyelids felt impossibly heavy. I let out a groan, my head pounding with a pain so severe it felt like my ears were ringing... I fumbled around my bedside for a good ten seconds.

My fingers brushed against my phone. I grabbed it, blindly mashing the screen as I pried one eye open to glance at the display—

"————Sigh..."

Having reached a state of enlightenment, I gently closed my eyes once more.

—It was the day after the [Four Pillar War], an event where I had experienced more than I could ever put into words.

Welcome, Monday.

The current time is 12:21 PM.

And I am a university student—with a schedule completely booked until fourth period today.

"—I'M SO SCREWEEEEEEEED!"

Yeah, I knew it!

It's never been this loud in the morning before, I knew it!

"Overslept...! Seriously... what, twenty... just—?!"

Third period starts at 1 PM...! Third period starts at 1 PM...! If I run now, I can still make it—No I can't, you idiot! Is there a train?! This is the city, there has to be one!

There... should have been one!

"If I splash my face, dry my hair, and get dressed in thirty seconds, I can make it!"

I kicked off the covers and bolted upright, heading straight for the shower room.

Banking on my youth, I splashed cold water on my face to wake myself up, gave my hair a token shake with some shampoo, and bam, all done!

Barely taking the time to scrub my hair with a bath towel, I threw on some clothes, grabbed my bag, glasses, and everything else—and I'm ready to go!

"Dammit, please let me make it...!"

Shoes and lock, don't forget. Finishing my preparations at a speed that would rival the times I almost overslept for my part-time jobs, I burst out of my room, breathless... and in my haste, I left my phone behind on my messy bed.

In the now-empty room, the screen of the forgotten device, which had been left on, was filled with notifications of missed calls and messages—left behind, tragically unnoticed.



    Chapter 241

    Planned Harmony

    —...Yeah.

I made the train, and at this rate, I'll barely make it to my afternoon lecture... but did I really need to go through such a desperate, life-or-death struggle for this?

I'm not a corporate drone, just a student going to class—and man, my head is killing me... I should have just calmly and quietly taken the day off.

Then, when I tried to look for my phone in my bag and pockets to send an apology for my absence, it was nowhere to be found. I haven't bought a ticket with cash in ages. What an idiot.

After a few train transfers, I finally arrived at my last stop and navigated through the lunchtime crowd to exit the ticket gates. I probably didn't need to run to make it on time, but getting worked up again would just be more tiring, so I picked up my pace and jogged toward the university.

—Ah, this feels weird.

It's like reality isn't quite real, or maybe it's all blended together... After spending all of last night throwing myself into the heart of that unreal festival of combat, I guess it can't be helped.

We'd been given orders beforehand to 'disband immediately after the war ends, and if you get taken out, just log off and rest for the day.' So, after self-destructing in my fight with Iris, I pulled off an instant-death-to-sleep combo.

Or rather, the feedback from my exhaustion was so intense that I just passed out as if I'd stopped breathing... In any case, the post-mortem and the 'after-party' are all scheduled for tonight.

—Right, so for now, I should just... try not to think about anything.

About what I did last night in that virtual world... Even I, of all people, understand the full extent of it. I also have to face that *certain notification* I saw right before logging out from the Tenth Seat's Round Table where I respawned—

"..."

Jogging through the city streets is pretty conspicuous, and while I can feel glances being thrown my way, I don't sense any actual interest.

Different clothes, different hair, different eyes. The little tricks for manipulating one's impression that Nia suggested seem to be working, somehow.

...Well, the me here and the me there probably have completely different expressions, so our overall auras are likely worlds apart—oh?

Thanks to the stamina I'd built up on my part-time job circuit, I finished the run without even getting out of breath. Up ahead, I spotted a group of familiar faces gathered in front of the gate.

It was the usual group of four. None other than my new friends in the real world—

"Morn—"

I was just within earshot and about to offer a self-deprecating, joking greeting... at that very moment.

Four pairs of eyes found me, widening with a mixture of emotions—

""—Got him!!""

"Whoa-whoa-whoa-WHOA?!"

Suddenly, the pair of Toshiki and Shoko lunged at me.

Maybe I was still reeling from yesterday's endless string of battles, because I instinctively tried to activate an evasion skill, but of course, the real me doesn't have anything like that installed. I froze up as they pinned both of my arms—

"Mizuki, get the door!"

"Right, hurry."

After witnessing Shoko and Mizuki's impressive teamwork, I was shoved into an unfamiliar car parked nearby. What the hell are you doing?!

"—Hey, what the—?! A kidnapping?! Hold on, calm down, we can talk about this—"

"Just shut up and get in, you idiot! This is one hundred percent for your own good, now get in!"

"No, this is scary, this is scary! Hey, stop—... Kae, Kaede!"

I called out for help to the friend standing behind them, the one who I've labeled in my mind as 'basically on my side'—only to get a push on my back, sending me diving into the car.

My resistance was futile. Shoko dragged me into the vehicle, and I was sandwiched between her and Kaede, who climbed in after me, trapping me in an ironclad prison where 'any touch is sexual harassment.'

And while I was still trying to process the chaos, my eyes wide and my mouth agape...

"Alright, go."

"Roger."

At Toshiki's command from the passenger seat, Mizuki, who was behind the wheel, started the car. Okay, I don't even know where to begin with my complaints, but...

Alright, let's start with—

"...M-Mizuki-san, you have a driver's license?"

"Got it at a driving camp before starting school."

—...Ah, yeah, I see...



    Chapter 242

    The Day After the War, On a Certain Chat Board

    ——————————…
——————…
————…

> Too many war archive vids with similar titles. It's total chaos.

> Can't be helped, it was the biggest festival ever.

> Gonna check out that video someone recommended, what's the base footage for this one?

> Mostly No. 22, with some 6, 15, 29, etc. The ones with less editing.

> Ah, the camera with no slow-mo and minimal editing. Sounds good, thx.

> Dammit, no matter how many times I rewatch, I can't figure out the trick. How is Crown making these evasion decisions? There's no way he can think and move at that speed without thought acceleration.

> A special thought acceleration skill with no visible effect, or a unique effect from an unknown Anima, or a unique title's enhancement, or... just intuition...

> His Anima is apparently that white sword that accelerates after being thrown, so that's out. There are a bunch of theories, but right now, intuition seems to be the most likely...

> It's on a level that can't be explained by just intuition. His high-speed evasions and counters weren't limited to the fight against Iris-sama.

> In the first place, that super high-speed movement itself is just absurd.

> Well yeah, if you spend half a day rewatching that, your sense of speed is gonna get wrecked.

> It's not on the level of AGI: 500, is it...

> Saw some analysis article that clocked his instantaneous speed at over 800 km/h.

> LMAO.

> He did that in two months? In another two months, is he gonna break the sound barrier? (eyes rolling)

> Crown is insane, but the Princess's insanity has reached new depths too.

> Every single scene where she was on the defensive was against some impossible-to-handle trick. Other than that, she dealt with everything perfectly from the first look...

> The modified *Seven Stars* scene is so confusing it's making me sick. How many skills do you think she's using in parallel? C'mon, that can't be her normal movement, right?

> I want to say no way, but he *is* the Sword Saint's disciple.

> If the disciple of a skill-less superhuman is achieving superhuman feats without skills... well, I guess it wouldn't be surprising.

> The moment he showed off Shukuchi, we can't deny any of the technical stuff.

> Setting aside avatar specs and technique, am I the only one who thinks his fundamental combat sense is just insane? He's usually the one charging in, but his timing and everything is always perfect.

> The way he forces his pace on others is god-tier. He got thrown off for a second in the Maru II fight, but he's basically never pushed back when he's on the offensive, so you don't feel his fragility despite his glass cannon build.

> Yeah, it really seems like his intuition and senses make it all work... plus his sheer energy. When you think about it, he's the exact same type as the Princess.

> He's building technique on a foundation of talent, so yeah, they're completely the same type.

> Talent, huh... The possibility of him being a 'gifted' player is totally on the table.

> On the table? I think we can call it confirmed at this point. Please, let it be true...

> People tend to focus on his personal performance, but his equipment is also pretty insane.

> Caladbolg!

> Enrei Kagura!

> Angalta!

> The problem of having too many weapons with special moves.

> Kagura-neesan, seriously...

> I really love the [Asobinin]-quality surprise weapons.

> Angalta is the [Angalta, God-Wedge Sword-King], right? A Terror from a hidden boss is just insane.

> That makes five confirmed ones now, huh...

> The most 'normal' one being an absurdly huge battle axe is just messed up.

> Isn't it the katana?

> The Sword Saint's disciple, a masterpiece you can recognize by sight, a weapon that clashed with an Extra and didn't even flinch... It was obviously custom-made by the Sword Saint herself. What I'm trying to say is, there's no way it's normal.

> If you only look at the fact that it probably doesn't have any special effects, you could maybe, possibly, potentially call it normal. But its specs are another story.

> What even is a player-crafted weapon that can clash head-on with an Extra...

> While everyone's distracted by the flashy weapons, I didn't miss that brooch.

> Milmarinus, the Fairy of Blue Jade.

> The stun and release effect at the end... that means what we think it means, right?

> A jewel infused with magic... meaning, they're close enough for her to offer one of her eyes... so...

> If even I'm this shocked, her followers must be screaming bloody murder.

> It'd be nice if it just ended with screaming bloody murder.

> He's a ranker and that strong, so of course he's gonna be popular, but still...!

> Just being Ui-sama's one and only disciple is enough to make me die of envy...!!

> And now he's going to steal the idol of the common folk too, that damn Acrobat!!

> Nia-chan isn't exactly common folk though.

> The former 5th seat of Vestol is a bona fide celestial. Show some respect, you plebs.

> She's a legit bugged character who's top-tier in both jewelry crafting and tailoring.

> And, of course, the comment section for this video is also flooded with off-topic stuff.

> It's not that they're not talking about the content, it's that they *can't*.

> The more you try to analyze it, the deeper the mystery gets. It's a total rabbit hole.

> Well, at this point, we have no choice but to hear it from the man himself, right?

> Looking forward to Haru-shi making more public appearances after tonight's after-party.

> Speaking of appearances, what was with hiding his face with that hood?

> Who knows... for dramatic effect?

> I was wondering what kind of face he'd have, so I was a little underwhelmed when a pretty normal-looking guy showed up.

> He's got a pretty plain face for someone over there, right?

> 'Plain' is going too far. I'd say he's in the handsome category.

> You've all just gotten too used to the handsome men and beautiful women of the virtual world. If you call that a plain face, this old man is gonna look in the mirror and cry.

> Well, the template for guys over there is pretty boy, handsome young man, hot old guy, cool old guy, or musclehead. A moderately handsome young face is definitely rare.

> I actually don't mind it, feels like he's not putting on airs.

> I get that.

> It's nice that he seems so natural.

> The fact that he smiles so genuinely gets him major points.

> I see, and that's how his female follower count grows.

> Yep, guilty as charged.

> That damn Acrobat...

> I'll never forgive you for Nia-chan, you damn Acrobat...!

> Judging by his smile at the end, the Princess might have fallen for him too.

> Huh?

> Oh?

> What?

> Don't even joke about that.

> You crossed a line.

> No.

> Nope.

> Unforgivable.

> I'm about to snap.

> lol they all got triggered instantly. lmao

> C'mon, dude, she's the world's princess.

> Seriously, just leave Iris-sama out of it. People will die.

> Not just Iris-sama, the Sword Saint too. People will die.

> I don't know about the Princess, but the Sword Saint probably has a high opinion of him. It was a famous story that she wanted a disciple but...

> There's zero info about their interactions, so it's hard to say, but for her long-awaited disciple to achieve such a massive victory in his debut... at the very least...

> At the very least?

> Hey, at the very least what, spit it out.

> Well, you know. It seems like he'd get a lot of praise...

> Praise.

> Hmm...

> Getting praised by the Sword Saint-sama...

> ...I don't know why, but I'm starting to get pissed off.

> Urgently seeking: A method for regular players to defeat the [Acrobat].

> Wanted: A plan for Crown's punishment.

> LFP to defeat the Acrobat @35.

> lol

> The fact that they all posted LFP at once is hilarious.

> Don't try to go hunt him with a full raid party at the end, geez.

> To challenge the guy who beat the [Sword Queen] out of sheer jealousy... you fools are true heroes (idiots).

> He didn't win!! You can't get that part wrong!!

> He didn't wiiiin, it was a draaaaaw!!

> A suicide charge doesn't count, so it was basically Iris-sama's victory!!

> Well, Istia won the war itself though.

> The Princess's hardcore followers are running wild everywhere...

> There are just too many of them...
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    Secure That Youth

    "—So yeah, that's the situation for now. What you 'pulled off' was so huge that your face hasn't become a big topic of conversation."

"Though you are getting popular in some circles. The hairstyle and all those effects you had on probably helped. It was just *plausible* enough that the suspicion of it being your real appearance hasn't really taken off."

"The fact that you're above average was also a big help. It ended up being judged as a plain face by their standards."

"Seriously. Man, it's amazing how much of a different impression you get from just a pair of dorky glasses."

"Also, Nozomi. I've been meaning to tell you, but your usual hairstyle doesn't really suit you."

"Seriously. Your big sis will give you a cool new look, so it's time for a makeover."

"Can you stop casually throwing in insults?"

They must have sensed that after yesterday, I wanted to avoid any and all forms of media, let alone searching for myself. My friends gathered information from all over the internet and shared it with me, carefully sugar-coating everything.

I wasn't happy about my master-level disguise getting trashed in the process, but I couldn't bring myself to complain right now, even if I offered a small retort.

*This is one hundred percent for your own good*—Toshiki's words were true. This little kidnapping drama of theirs was, without a doubt, entirely for my sake, a friend they had only just met...

"Man, you scared the hell out of me... We couldn't get in touch, so we thought you were down for the count. We staked out the place 'just in case,' and then you come running up with that carefree look on your face."

"I kind of had a feeling, but Haru-kun, you're a bit of an airhead, aren't you?"

...And so, they had apparently been waiting for me since noon, just in case I carelessly showed up at the university, ready to intercept me—

"In the end, you haven't been identified, right? It doesn't seem like there's any major search going on... so you should be fine for now, right—what are you doing??"

Just as I was talking seriously, Shoko cut me off with an "uh-huh, sure" expression and started messing with my bangs.

"Mizuki, explain it to this clueless boy."

In place of Shoko, who was now completely absorbed in playing with my hair as if she couldn't hear me, Mizuki—who had been sipping the tea Fuka-san, Kaede's older sister, brought for us a few minutes ago—nodded and began to speak.

You look incredibly elegant, you know that? Just what I'd expect from a rich girl's best friend(?).

"If it were already too late, we wouldn't be meddling like this. It's because we can still do something that we're lending you our strength to ensure you're absolutely not found out."

It's not that I'm taking this lightly. But it's also true that I haven't been able to accurately gauge the sheer scale of the 'situation.'

...Or rather—

"I can tell just by looking at you—you still haven't grasped the reality of it, and you're confused... aren't you?"

"..."

Her intelligent eyes pierced through me from behind her glasses, and all I could do was raise my hands in surrender—well, one of them wouldn't go up. I wonder how long Kaede-san plans on holding me captive?

"It can't be helped."

"You said you didn't know much about [Arcadia], and you were serious, right? To suddenly get thrown into the world of rankers and the Four Pillar War, it's no wonder your head can't keep up."

"An overnight superstar, you know. There's no way you could find the perfect solution right away."

Sigh... Okay, yeah. Can I say one thing?

"Are you guys... too nice?"

They didn't blame me for my ignorance or incompetence. Instead, they all chimed in with words of support. I couldn't help but be moved.

I'd always thought they were good people, but I never imagined they'd go this far for a new friend...

As I trembled slightly, a wave of emotion welling up inside me, I heard an "Ah," and Shoko ripped out a few strands of my hair. What are you doing to another person's scalp???

"Well, it's not so much that we're 'nice,' but..."

"It might be too soon to raise our likability score, you know?"

"We have our own clear 'ulterior motives,' you know."

This time, they all replied in turn, but—my sensibilities are those of a normal person too. I know what they're thinking.

"...A friend you just happened to meet suddenly becomes a celebrity overnight."

When I gave them a deliberately pointed, half-lidded glare, Toshiki quickly averted his gaze.

"And on top of that, an Arcadia player, which is right up your alley."

Shoko, who was probably trying to figure out a new hairstyle for me, started whistling, pretending to be absorbed in my hair.

"Something like that—it would be a waste not to get involved as much as possible... is that about right?"

"I won't deny it, and I can't. No matter how many reasons we list, in the end, we're treating you like an event. You can be angry if you want."

Those brutally honest words came from Mizuki, who never wavered from her dignified demeanor... and in response, all I could do was let out a sigh of resignation at my friends' refreshingly straightforward reactions.

"Haha..."

Haah...—Alright, I give up. I like these guys.

"...Like I'd be angry. If I were in your shoes, I'd totally use such an interesting person as fodder for my youth."

In other words, the act of treating me like an event is canceled out by the get-out-of-jail-free card known as youth. What remains is only the goodwill I feel toward the friends who offered their help without a moment's hesitation.

When I jokingly delivered the not-guilty verdict, their relieved expressions were so obvious that my affection for them skyrocketed.

Perhaps it was the conviction that I had clearly found 'allies' in the real world, but I felt the thread of tension that had been pulled taut since I left my room this morning finally begin to loosen, just a little.

—...Alright, now then, shall we try to resolve the situation over here?

"Um... Kaede-san? Seeing as we've reached a mutual understanding and reconciliation, I think it's safe to release me now. I'm not going to try to escape at this point."

I turned my eyes to my left. To the resident of this mansion who had been gripping my arm, stock-still and silent, ever since we sat down on the sofa.

Her face was hidden by her soft, light brown hair, but I figured she must have her own motives—...motives... huh...?

"...Kaede?"

Still no movement from the young lady of the Shijo household. I called her name a few more times, shaking the arm she was holding to get a reaction, but...

"Haru-kun."

"...Yeah?"

As I slowly began to grasp that the situation was a little more... unexpected than I thought, Mizuki's voice—unusually unconcealed in its emotion—informed me of her condition with heartfelt *exasperation*.

"That girl—she's been in contact with her *favorite* for too long. She's passed out."

In that moment, my image of her as a 'gentle and pure-hearted young lady' came crashing down.

"—————————...Huh???"

And Shijo Kaede was officially categorized as the group's number one 'interesting person.'



    Chapter 244

    Unraveling the Threads

    —Shijo Kaede is an Arcadia otaku.

In and of itself, that's nothing unusual. That 'hobby' has become so commonplace worldwide that it's no exaggeration to say it's an extremely ordinary interest.

However, even among otaku, there are different tastes.

Even if one chooses to be a spectator, watching the virtual world from the outside, one can choose to observe the peaceful landscapes of another world, the thrilling adventures, or the stage of blood-pumping conflict.

Or—one can choose to fix their fervent gaze upon a specific 'someone.'

As for which type Shijo Kaede is, it's the fourth one. She is a typical fan who focuses on a single favorite. And the object of her love and passion was none other than my master.

The second seat of the Eastern Faction Istia, the [Sword Saint] herself.

Then again, that in itself is not particularly unusual. The followers of that 'God of the Blade' number in the hundreds of millions across the globe.

But if there was something a little special about her, it was this:

Her passion as a fan was just a little bit deeper than the average, and—...by some twist of fate, the 'Sword Saint's Disciple' had appeared right before her very eyes.

—Now, for a question.

Question 1: When a 'friend' suddenly transforms into a 'disciple,' a being who is now potentially the closest person to one's ultimate favorite, what happens to the passionate otaku?

"I'msorryI'msorryhowcouldIbesoboldAcrobat-samaasforyourperformance lastnightitwasabsolutelyamazingandwonderfulandbythewaywhatisyourrelationshipwithUi-samaSwordSaint-samaifImaybesoboldastoasknoIhavenointentionofgettinginyourwayatallinIactIearnestlyhopeyoutwohaveaharmoniousmaster-disciplerelationshipwhichmeansthatlastnightyouhadakindofniceatmospheregoingonwithIris-samawhat'sgoingtohappenthereohmygoodnessI'msorryI'msorrylikeanoseyneighboraskingallthesethingshowindecentofme—...!"

Answer: This happens.

"What is this...?"

"She's been smitten by the you from yesterday. She's completely become a fan of both 'master and disciple.'"

While Mizuki and I shot her looks of confusion and exasperation respectively, Kaede remained prostrate on the sofa, completely bugging out. She did take off her slippers, though. Good girl.

"Um... Kaede?"

"YES, WHAT IS IT?!"

"..."

Don't look at me like it's the 'greatest joy imaginable!' just because I called your name... You're a Shijo, after all... Ouch, how did you know, Mizuki-san?

I couldn't tell if Mizuki's jab to my side was a retort to my stupid thoughts or a prompt to 'hurry up and deal with this,' but... either way, I opened my mouth to try and fix the broken young lady.

"First, no '-sama,' okay?"

"Th-That's... such an unreasonable request...!"

"What character are you playing now?"

This is actually kind of funny, so cut it out.

I gestured for Mizuki to help Kaede up, and met the young lady's eyes as she lifted her face—whoa, she's bright red...!

"Oh, for crying out loud...!"

Being on the receiving end of such a direct reaction is embarrassing for me too. I let out an exaggerated sigh to cover it up, averting my gaze slightly... and decided to just get to the point.

"The person in front of you right now isn't your 'favorite.' It's Haru-kun, who became friends with Shijo Kaede-san half a month ago—now then, is Kaede-san, a follower of the [Sword Saint] who embodies purity, integrity, gentleness, and sincerity, the kind of troublesome fan who would ignore a player's real life—Gahk?!"

"I'm not, I'm sorry!"

A headbutt from the young lady, who had misjudged the distance, landed a critical hit to my solar plexus.

If this were the virtual world, my [Crimson Rabbit Brooch] definitely would have activated—as that stupid thought crossed my mind, I was KO'd. Kaede clung to me, her face flushed as she panicked.

"H-Hey... you okay?"

"...ngh..., ..."

I tried to say I was fine, but no sound came out. Not bad, young lady... That was, without a doubt, the hardest hit I've taken all day, including yesterday....

"Kaede, calm down already."

While Mizuki pulled her friend off me—who was on the verge of mounting me—and soothed her, Shoko, with a highly amused look on her face, helped me up.

I get it, so I won't complain, but the favor of helping me up is cancelled out, you hear?

Now, once she had calmed down thanks to her best friend's soothing pats—

"Kaede."

"Y-Yes..."

"If you keep acting like that, I'm calling you 'Shijo-san' from now on."

"...! ..."

I said it with a deliberately cold and curt tone—and perhaps reflecting on her own outburst, she blushed a different shade of crimson than before, her face filled with embarrassment.

"I-I'm sorry... Haru—k-kun."

"Okay, let's keep getting along, Kaede—if it feels weird because it overlaps with my other name, you can all just call me by my first name from now on."

"Got it, Nozomi-kun."

"Okey-dokey."

I offered the suggestion with a wry smile at Kaede's obvious hesitation in saying my name, and Mizuki and Shoko adapted instantly, as expected.

As for the girl in question—

"...I-I'll... practice."

The young lady, who had apparently never called a boy by his first name before, covered her face with both hands and collapsed, as if to say, 'everything is so embarrassing.'
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    The Nail That Sticks Out Gets Bound

    "Mmm... grading time!"

"Looks good, doesn't it?"

"Not bad."

After a while, once things had finally settled down, I found myself subjected to a full makeover.

My hair, which I had previously just haphazardly held in place with spray, was thoroughly restyled. To top it off, I was made to change my glasses, at which point I received a 'passing grade' from each of them.

My hair... well, that's fine, I guess.

"These glasses are a hard pass, though—"

These weren't just the oval-shaped glasses I'd previously deemed 'incredibly unflattering.' No, these were the round-shaped ones I had personally classified as bizarre.

Round-shaped, as in, John Lennon glasses. Only an incredibly handsome man, a fashionista, or an intelligent girl like Mizuki—the one who provided them—could possibly pull these off—

"They work."

"They totally work."

"Not bad."

"You really think so...?"

Unlike my fake glasses, these were prescription, so they pressed on my eyes with an unfamiliar feeling. I took them off and muttered my doubt. After wiping them down with a cloth, I returned them to Mizuki, who put them back on without a second thought.

...The fact that she had no reservations about touching something I had just handled, I'll take that as a positive. If it were anyone but me, you'd be making them misunderstand things, you know.

"We need to make it as quirky as possible without being unnatural. You have a plain... or rather, a smart-looking face, so nothing you put on will clash."

"I'm being... complimented. I think."

"That was a straight-up compliment. Nozomin, isn't your self-esteem a little too low?"

"Well, I have my own reasons—Nozomin???"

"Anyway, your face should be fine for a while. If you just need to keep it under wraps until you can get your head on straight, there's no need to go to extreme lengths to stay hidden forever, right?"

That's true.

There's a limit to how much you can disguise yourself. I really don't want to go as far as dyeing my hair or shaving my head in the real world.

By the way, I would very much like to address the nickname 'Nozomin' that Shoko just casually dropped—

"Alright, next up is what to do with yourself from now on."

"Right... —Nozomi-kun, what are your plans for university?"

...But as the conversation shifted to the next massive topic, I lost my chance to question the mysterious nickname.

In this day and age, where the virtual world is widely prevalent—no, widely accepted—the existence of a top-tier [Arcadia] player has, much like 'streamers' a generation ago, come to occupy a top spot among dream jobs.

Being recognized as a 'profession'—means that the position comes with profits and income.

The forms this takes are diverse, and I don't know the specifics myself, but the basics involve getting 'sponsors' in various ways. Apparently, some even use their name recognition to start their own businesses, but such powerful individuals are a tiny minority.

For example, Irori—Nate Mitake's—major modeling career is sponsor-related work, and in a more unconventional case, Ui-san's 'book' is something similar.

When you reach the absolute top, the Title Holders, it's common to have some source of income based on your popularity in the virtual world.

And when that popularity isn't just domestic, but literally global... the profits you can earn swell to a scale beyond imagination.

To live by playing—it's no wonder that the celestial players who embody this in the modern age have become objects of admiration.

Whether that dream and admiration are realistic, however, is another story.

So—what happens to the [Acrobat], who has suddenly risen to prominence?

Roughly two months since his virtual world debut. In that short time, he's racked up one incomprehensible victory after another, and to top it off, he even managed to best the strongest player in Arcadia, the [Sword Queen].

Would the world—would the countless corporations scrambling to get close to popular players—leave such a person alone?

"You know, it wouldn't be surprising if you became a billionaire someday."

"..."

"It's not that it wouldn't be surprising; it's practically a given."

"It wouldn't be strange if major corporations were already making moves to sign him as we speak."

While I fell silent, Mizuki and Shoko reinforced Toshiki's words.

"Of course, you can refuse. But the best option is to not be found in the first place... At the very least, you shouldn't be walking around in public for a while."

Mizuki's follow-up was less of a suggestion and more of a 'conclusion.'

In any case, the situation has already exceeded the capacity of a mere commoner like me, who lacks both knowledge and resolve. If I were to be caught by someone while wandering around alone... well, even an amateur like me can imagine it wouldn't end well.

And ultimately, there's the question of whether I can continue my university life under these circumstances—or rather, whether I even need to.

From now on, the [Acrobat] of Istia will likely have an enormous 'value' attached to him. That's a given, whether I want it or not.

And of course, the profits generated from that value will come rolling into my hands... and there's the question of whether there's any meaning in continuing as a student while earning an income that rivals that of a top athlete.

It's not that my studies are being belittled.

It's that the virtual world is just too heavy.

"...Are there any famous rankers who are still active students?"

"If you mean maintaining a normal life as a normal student, there's only one. But 'he' is an exception, and it's more about keeping up appearances since he's still in compulsory education."

Mizuki, who has the broadest and deepest knowledge among the four of them, is truly a lifesaver. She answered my question without hesitation, then lowered her eyes in thought and continued.

"The [Sword Queen] Iris, the [Sword Protector] Irori, the [Right Wing] and [Left Wing]—there are quite a few rankers who rose to prominence while they were still students, but I don't think any of them graduated normally. As far as I know, at least, there's no one whose activity history suggests they were attending school regularly."

It seems no one has heard of anyone dropping out decisively either, but none of them chose to 'continue attending normally.' Or rather, they couldn't, is probably more accurate.

"The 'expectations' placed on them—and the 'responsibility' born from trying to meet them—are too great. I don't think it's possible to manage that alongside your studies."

"Heh, that's just like that hero stuff, isn't it? With great power comes great responsibility."

Toshiki's interjection was undoubtedly out of consideration for me. His joking tone couldn't hide his good nature.

"You can refuse... but still, right?"

Even with my lack of knowledge, I was desperately trying to wrap my head around it. As Mizuki said, whether or not to accept those who approach me is, of course, up to me.

However, as the saying goes, it's best to swim with the tide—

"I don't have any specialized knowledge either. So I can't say anything irresponsible, but... I can't recommend it. For your own safety, you should join a 'large organization' as soon as possible."

*That's what I think*—Mizuki's conclusion sounded like nothing but the absolute truth to me.

"Aaargh..."

Here, in what was likely the 'safest place in the real world' for me right now, surrounded by friends—

"So... freaking..."

"...annoying...!"

I, who had journeyed through the virtual world with nothing but the desire to enjoy a game, was now bound by the shackles of the real world.

I let out an extremely dejected cry and leaned back on the sofa... listlessly, I stared up at the ceiling.



    Chapter 246

    Interlude

    "—Yes, I see. Tomorrow, then... No, not at all. Thank you for taking my call on such short notice."

In a small office, a man ended the call.

He let out a deep sigh and started to lean back in his chair—before remembering the other presence in the room and straightening his posture.

This was someone with whom he would have some dealings from now on, someone with whom he needed to share various things and build trust by setting aside formalities... yet, as he received the gaze of a girl a full size smaller than himself, he found himself consumed by a level of nervousness he'd never experienced in his entire life.

"—...How did it go?"

It was their first time meeting today, so she was just as unaccustomed to this as he was. However, the tension on the beautiful face of 'her' as she sat on the guest sofa was minuscule compared to his.

Players who regularly fight literal monsters in that other world—and warriors who are their equals or even superiors—tend to have an extraordinary mental toughness.

Those who routinely throw themselves into adventures over there often possess a level of courage and adaptability that exceeds normal standards.

This was even truer for the top-tier players, including the Title Holders—and for 'her,' who would likely become their true 'representative,' he couldn't help but think that she would hardly feel nervous in front of most people.

"It wouldn't be right to be too forceful... so we've taken a more amicable approach. It will be 'tomorrow,' at the earliest."

If that was the case, then the slight tension in her red eyes was not directed at him. That emotion was surely directed at 'that young man' who undoubtedly occupied her thoughts right now.

Just one day... but she had been told of the inescapable need for 'patience.'

Her eyes, narrowed with impatience, and her lips, pursed slightly, unable to hide her dissatisfaction—all were manifestations of her feelings for that one 'young man.'

"I see."

Thinking that he could see through to her inner thoughts, her feigned indifference, as if to say 'I don't mind,' seemed almost cute... but it was still too soon to risk such a lighthearted comment.

"As planned, once all the procedures are finished... well, I'll contact you as soon as all the preparations are in order. Until then, please wait patiently."

"...I understand. Thank you."

The empty coffee cup clinked against the desk as 'she' nodded and stood up.

"Thank you for the coffee. And again—I look forward to working with you."

"...The pleasure is all mine. I can't thank you enough for your offer of cooperation."

He had to admit, it took a considerable amount of courage to shake the small hand offered to him... but a grown man couldn't show such a pathetic side to a younger woman.

As he returned the handshake with his trademark poker face—'she' offered him a smile that was still just a little clumsy.

"I'm much younger than you. You don't need to use formal language either, Chitose."

She was following the agreement they had made beforehand to dispense with formalities. In response, the man called Chitose,

"...Understood. I look forward to working with you too, Princess."

From his facial muscles, which threatened to stiffen with tension if he wasn't careful, he managed to squeeze out the words—and he and the black-haired girl he called 'Princess' exchanged mutually awkward smiles.



    Chapter 247

    A Message from Four to Four

    "—Alright, that's it. If you say that again, I'm going to get really angry."

"Eeeh...?"

An unbelievable, joke-like, extraordinary day that she hadn't even imagined yesterday. The sudden, dramatic turn of events, like a scene from a story: 'hiding a friend who became a world-famous celebrity overnight.'

Kaede slipped away from the circle discussing 'his' future to prepare snacks and more drinks for the long haul ahead—and shot a cold glare, uncharacteristic of her, at her clingy older sister.

"We're not lovers, and I don't have a one-sided crush. That would be far too presumptuous... that's not it. Nozomi-kun is just a dear friend."

It was probably the first time her sister had seen her interacting with a boy like that, so it was understandable that some misunderstanding arose.

But if she said 'that's not it' once, she wished her sister would just believe her.

They weren't lovers, nor did she have any romantic feelings for him—after last night, that was the only 'truth' in her heart.

She had thought he was a wonderful person.

She had thought he was a charming boy.

But her feelings hadn't developed into anything special; that was the simple fact. On top of that, he had now become more of a 'favorite' than a friend, so—

"I can say with certainty that Nozomi-kun and I will never be in *that kind* of relationship."

Someone she wanted to watch over. Someone she wanted to cheer for. Someone she wanted to see succeed—and Kaede's desired position in all of this was none other than on the 'outside.'

Despite having the means to make it happen if she wished, she chose to be a spectator rather than a player in that virtual world. That was the proof.

Kaede simply wanted to watch that dream-like world... to watch the adventurers who journeyed there, from the outside. To watch, to cheer, and to receive just a little bit of their 'passion.'

That was her way of interacting with [Arcadia].

And now that Nozomi had entered that framework as [Haru], Kaede would not cross the line she had drawn for herself.

She wouldn't deny those who dreamed of *that sort of thing*... but at the very least, Kaede had no desire to insert herself between the hero and heroine of a story—

In other words,

"It's not about me! It's about whether it's Ui-sama or Iris-sama...!"

Without a thought for anything else, the most important thing to her right now was who the heroine of her favorite protagonist (Haru) would be—

"...I don't quite understand, but, Kaede?"

"What is it now, I'm busy...!"

Her sister, slightly taken aback by her younger sister's unusual excitement, gestured with her finger. When Kaede looked in that direction—

Her sister must have brought it in from the entranceway where she'd left it. On the living room sofa, inside her bag, the screen of her phone was lit up, announcing an 'Incoming Call.'

These days, hardly anyone would just call out of the blue.

Her family and friends would all just send a message unless it was an emergency. And since she had no part-time job experience, the only people who would contact her, aside from school-related matters, were—

"—..."

A bad feeling washed over her, and she scrambled for her phone before the call could end.

Sure enough, displayed on the screen was—a familiar number that the well-behaved young lady had dutifully saved.

The contact name displayed was the name of the university she and her friends attended.

—*What could it be?*—Before she could even form the obvious question, an unidentifiable, indescribable anxiety filled her chest.

She had already notified them of her absence for the day. So why was the school contacting her now?

"...! H-Hello?"

She decisively tapped the call icon and brought the phone to her ear. Her sister, though nosy and attention-seeking, was not without sense. As Kaede started the call, her sister quietly moved away, and Kaede sat down on the sofa.

*"—This is Kunori from the university. Am I speaking with Shijo Kaede-san?"*

"—...Yes, this is Shijo."

A woman's voice she had never heard before. But a name she recognized. Flustered by the call from such an important figure, she exchanged a greeting or two—

"...!"

Kasuga Nozomi—as expected, his name came up in the conversation, and she instinctively held her breath.

—He has been absent from his lectures since this morning.

—We can't get in touch with him.

—Do you know his whereabouts?

The flow of the conversation was exactly as she had anticipated.

In other words, it was probably *that kind of thing*.

It was unlikely that the university—an educational institution—would get involved in capturing a player.

So, if she were to make a very convenient assumption... the school, having caught on to the situation early like them, had moved to protect one of its students.

On the other hand, the more realistic assumption was—they were 'forwarding' a message from *somewhere else*.

Either way, it wasn't a bad thing.

But if it was one of those two possibilities—then it meant that others, besides themselves, knew Nozomi's true identity.

"..."

Again, there were no 'bad guys' in this exchange.

The feeling that she was being interrogated for some reason,

The way her throat was inexplicably dry,

Her restless heartbeat—all of it could be called meaningless, self-imposed tension.

But still,

"U-Um...! Why are you asking me?"

Before deciding whether or to reveal his location, first finding out the purpose of the call would be for his benefit—with that thought, Kaede voiced her question.

*"Shijo-san and Kasuga-san are in a close-knit group—"*

"Y-Yes."

*"We received information that you are not just friends... but are in a relationship."*

"Wha—"

An utterly unexpected, massive surprise attack.

*What?*

*No, we're not?*

*Where did you hear that?*

She consciously swallowed the shock that almost escaped her lips in her surprise.

"That, is.........—yes, that's correct."

Shijo Kaede was not a fool. Thanks to her upbringing, she had some confidence in her ability to think on her feet and other such things.

"Is there something you need from Haru-kun? He's tired after yesterday, so if it's alright with you, I can pass on a message."

There was no point in hiding it now. Assuming the school was fully aware of his situation—and even if she was jumping the gun, she chose her words carefully so that she could easily cover her tracks.

At the very least, this would allow her to determine if they really knew or not.

And if they did know about him, then any related business would have some degree of confidentiality. To find out, being just 'her' wasn't enough.

But with her previous words, if she could make them mistakenly believe that Shijo Kaede was his 'very close girlfriend' who understood his situation completely—

*"In that case, would you mind taking a message?"*

"Yes, of course."

The position of being the girlfriend of a player who was being sought after by some organization. Add to that the credibility of the 'Shijo' name... revealing a message of that level, even a confidential one, shouldn't be too difficult.

And so, the young lady, who had succeeded in her little scheme more easily than she had expected—

*"To Kasuga Nozomi-san—there has been a request for an arrangement from 'Yotsuya Development.'"*

"————.........Huh...?"

At the name of the 'other party' spoken through the phone, all she could do was let out a stunned voice... and from her limp hand, the phone slipped and fell with a small clatter.



    Chapter 248

    Flight from Reality

    "――――………………………………My lady?"

"Please, don't say anything."

Monday arrived after a quiet family weekend. As usual, it was just the two of them at the dinner table.

The main dish for the evening was rolled cabbage. The young girl, who possessed more than a little enthusiasm, dexterity, and a quick mind for learning, had already been granted the seal of mastery in cooking from her self-proclaimed maid and ‘master’—

—and she was now desperately averting her eyes from the ‘Soup of Cabbage Wraps and Meatballs’ that was so majestically served on her plate.

Generous, dice-cut fresh tomatoes brightened the soup, and a sprinkling of onion chips and parsley flakes gave it a *proper* look, but… this was,

"Well… it's not *wrong*, I suppose. They *are* properly *rolled cabbages*."

"Ugh…!"

Even the unflappable Itsuki had nearly burst out laughing when the girl started simmering the cabbage rolls, completely forgetting about the ground meat she had so carefully prepared.

*Well, these things happen,* she thought. Seeing how much of a mess the girl had been all day, Itsuki had a feeling she was going to mess *something* up when she volunteered to make dinner as a distraction.

She must have been too excited to sleep last night. She overslept and missed preparing breakfast—something she normally pouted about if Itsuki handled it—and then left for school without her bag.

She had apparently managed to act “normal” while she was out, but the moment she got home, she fell asleep on the sofa without even changing. When Itsuki gently chided her and urged her to rest in her bed, she had walked off in a daze and promptly collided with the closed door.

It was obvious that her mind—or rather, her heart—was in turmoil, but this was a bit much. If Itsuki could rewind the day with a camera in hand, she wouldn't hesitate to offer the contents of her useless bank account to the gods for the chance.

"Are you sure you'll be all right seeing your Knight tonight in this state?"

"...!"

At that single, deliberately pointed remark, the girl—Sora—jumped. In a motion so fluid it was almost artistic, the meatball she had scooped onto her spoon tumbled off.

*…Under normal circumstances, such a breach of etiquette from a 'young lady' would warrant a stern lecture, but fortunately, neither the table nor her clothes were soiled. I'll let it slide for today.*

Across from the older-sister figure who had swallowed her meddlesome comment, the “younger sister” eventually set down the spoon she had been waving around helplessly and looked down with a sorrowful sigh.

"Will I be okay seeing Haru… I wonder…"

*I can say with absolute certainty that you will not be okay,* Itsuki thought, swallowing those words as well before taking a whole 0.3 seconds to formulate a response.

"Just go hug him and kiss him like you always do."

"…………I'll do my best."

While secretly teasing the girl who was finally starting to get swept away by her own emotions, the self-proclaimed maid, watching over the young mistress who had begun to show such irresistibly cute expressions, started to enjoy the handmade meal with a wide smile.



    Chapter 249

    Self-Inflicted Blood Rain

    I returned from reality—or whatever you want to call it. Ha, not funny.

The current time is 6:00 PM, real-world time. After that, Kaede came back to my room and dropped another bombshell, which led to a debate about how to handle the now even more complicated future… and just like that, the time flew by—

For now, the plan is set for tomorrow. I'll be turning myself in to the most powerful company in Japan—no, in the *world*.

To Yotsuya Development—in other words, to the creators of this virtual world… of [Arcadia].

Right, time to shut down my brain—No, wait… how am I supposed to keep up with this?!?

Why?! Just why?! I was prepared to get a call from *somewhere*, but why?! Why the developers!?!?

It makes absolutely no sense, and the sheer unpredictability of it all is terrifying. Am I going to make it home alive tomorrow? I’m not gonna get *erased* or something, am I???

Ever since Kaede burst into my room in a panic and mentioned the name ‘Yotsuya,’ my memory has been a bit of a blur, to be honest. I'm sure everyone else who was there in that chaotic scene feels the same way.

Even Mizuki, who was kind enough to drive me home, left with a slightly glitchy farewell. 'Take care,' she said.

…………Wait, that's not what she meant, right? She wasn't saying her final goodbyes, predicting my disappearance tomorrow, was she?

Alright—when faced with a situation that's pointless to think about, impossible to deal with, and beyond your control, what should a wise person do?

There are probably many theories, but I always do *this*.

"Forget it."

That way, I can extend my moment of happiness. If the future is already set, there’s no point in crying, screaming, or struggling against it.

Some people might find meaning in the struggle itself, but I don't. I'm sorry to say it, especially when my real life is starting to feel like another world, but right now, I'm still completely hooked on *this* one.

This is a true escape from reality—and again, it’s not funny.

And speaking of not funny, *this* isn't funny either.

――――――――――――――――――
◇Status◇
Title: Acrobat
Name: Haru　 Lv: 100
STR (Strength): 300
AGI (Agility): 350
DEX (Dexterity): 100
VIT (Vitality): 0 (+50)
MID (Spirit): 0 (+350)
LUC (Luck): 300

◇Skill◇
・Gandharva
  《Blink Switch》 + 《Combo Accelerate》 ⇒ 《Construction》 Up!
  《Flip Stroke》
  《Whirlwind》
  《Exchange Voltate》
  《Greed's Precept》

・Active
  《Reflect Blowarl》
  《Breath Moment》
  《Ignition》 ⇒ 《Rocket》 Up!
  《Floating Leaf》
  《Fatal Leak》

・Passive
  《Embodied Protection》
  《Awakening Blow》
  《Heavy Attack Manipulator》
  《Adamant Sky Dash》
  《Rabbit Run》 ⇒ 《Hare Real》 Up!
  《Fataless Jumper》 ⇒ 《Land Insulate》 Up!
  《Floating Star》
  《Trickster of Zenith》
  《Dangerous Light, Fast Recovery》 New!
  《Cutting Body, Unyielding Advance》
  《Guardian's Cradle》

《Telepathy》

◇Arts◇
【Kesshiki Ittoryu】
  《Flying Water》
  《Striking Iron》
  《Heavenly Snow》
  《Withered Flame》
  《Seven Stars》
  《Thunder Peak》
  Oral Tradition: 《Bound Wind》
――――――――――――――――――

Four skills evolved, and one new one acquired. It might seem a little underwhelming after all those intense battles, but skill growth from PvP in this game is inherently slow.

Considering it’s close to the growth I saw during my half-month training session with Ui-san, this much progress in a single day is actually quite remarkable.

…If only the *nature* of that progress was something I could honestly be happy about, I wouldn't be groaning with such a complicated look on my face.

The 'after-party' tonight is scheduled for 9:00 PM real-world time, same as the start of the war last night.

Maybe it's still an awkward time, or perhaps this place just isn't used as a hangout spot much. After logging in, I found myself alone at the empty Round Table, staring down my status screen.

Seriously, what am I going to do about this? The majority of my evolved skills have transformed into monsters I have no idea how to control.

[Fataless Jumper], now renamed [Land Insulate], which received a straightforward buff, seems like an absolute honor student in comparison.

Well, relatively speaking, I guess. Its original effect—'adds a critical hit chance to jumps'—was already pretty nonsensical…

But still. I might actually be *weaker* now.

What the hell is this ultimate time bomb called [Rocket]? Honestly, I'm at the point where I just want my semi-partner, [Ignition]-kun, back.

"…This is bad."

Heading to tonight's after-party like this is probably a terrible idea.

I mean, I have no idea what we'll be doing, but it's almost certainly—no, *definitely*—not going to be a well-behaved gathering from start to finish.

I'd bet anything on it. They're going to demand some kind of 'performance' and force me to do something reckless.

Like, for example, a rematch with Irori under the guise of 'entertainment.' And if that happens, the only thing I'll be able to showcase in my current state is pure, unadulterated shame.

I'm not even sure how many people will show up, including my reclusive master… but at the very least,

"After yesterday, I can't show up looking pathetic…"

Not to one person, at least—my partner, who I've already promised to meet tonight.

I closed the status window, stood up from my chair, and raised the 'Key' to open the portal. What kind of reaction would I get from people when I stepped outside in the virtual world…?

"…Alright."

Trying my best not to think about it, I stepped into the light.



    Chapter 250

    The Atmosphere

    And so, here I am, after more than two hours of *adjustments*.

Somehow, despite showing up without a disguise, deciding it was pointless at this stage, no one ended up talking to me.

Somehow, due to a *minor* unforeseen circumstance, two of my armaments became unusable.

Somehow, a message I sent to *someone* who logged in a while ago has been on 'read' for nearly an hour, and I'm being seriously ignored… but for now, I'll just put a lid on all of that.

"C'mon, what's wrong, you little runts?! Runnin' out of steam already? You're slowin' do—*BOOM!?!?*"

Having made my way to the [Spiral Crimson Tower], I was, in truth, losing my mind.

My avatar, which had been zipping through the air, was blasted from all directions, exploding into pieces for the umpteenth time—and then,

"—Hah, let's go again!"

Death, revival, and another charge.

The improved jump enhancement of [Land Insulate] and the 'reduced wind-up' effect of [Hare Real] worked in perfect concert, launching my avatar into the air with little more than the faint sound of a foot pushing off.

Instantly, a swarm of familiar crimson bullets closed in. The number of projectiles heading for the idiot who had leapt into the open central shaft instead of taking the proper spiral staircase was estimated to be in the triple digits.

After my first clear, the [Ruby Bullet Rabbits] had become enemies I could toy with, a reliable source of income. But that was only when I fully utilized the patterns I had *memorized* for the standard route.

Thinking back, I probably only conquered this tower because the gift of 'memory' was working so effectively. If you can memorize every single appearance and attack pattern along a fixed path, then yeah, of course you can clear it.

However, even if I can memorize it all—

"Ah, wait, hol—*BOOM!?!?*"

—when faced with a number of bullets coming from every direction that is physically impossible to dodge, it's just a losing game.

Logically, my repeated attempts to retry this death trap would make me look like a madman. So why do I keep doing it? Because I'm not being logical, of course.

At least, this time, it's not about me.

It's the new skills that have taken root in my avatar. Every single one of them is completely unhinged.

—Allow me to introduce new skill #1, [Hare Real].

It retains all the previous effects of [Rabbit Run]—assisting with running and jumping, reducing wind-up motions, and boosting DEX at max speed. It was basically a grab bag of everything a high-mobility warrior could want. On top of all that, it gained a new ability.

And that ability is—the power to *hit the void* while airborne.

"Hngh—there!"

A hand that looked like it was cutting through the air instead pushed firmly against an invisible wall, shifting my posture.

It's an effect that would make most people tilt their heads in confusion just hearing about it. If used correctly, it allows for instantaneous mid-air evasions that defy all logic, *like this*.

"Grr… Wha—!?"

But then my foot unintentionally snagged on the void, and I lost control of my body with a lurch.

And if you misuse it, *like this*, you'll throw yourself off-balance and—

"—*BOOM!?!?*"

—this happens.

The problem is, this skill 'misfires' way too often. It's supposed to be activated instantly via thought command… but it's like the sensitivity is cranked up too high, and it reacts to the slightest waver in my thoughts, resulting in it trying to *kill me*.

I can use the effect up to four times per jump—once for each limb. Since it's a passive skill, there's no cooldown; the count resets every time I touch a surface. And it doesn't have to be the ground; walls and ceilings work too.

Through sheer repetitive use, I've managed to gradually reduce the frequency of misfires, but I don't think I can master this thing in a day or two.

If it had an ON/OFF switch, I'd slam the OFF button without a second thought. But it's a passive skill, so I'm stuck with it. Hahaha—damn it all…!

Also, it's just a 'hit,' not powerful enough to produce a full-on air jump. It's just enough to shift my position or change my posture.

I know it'll be insane once I master it… but man, this is tough. For all things mid-air, I used to—well, let's not get into that.

I scattered into pieces and continued. Taking full advantage of the merciful system that waives the death penalty inside dungeons, I began my endless retry, take… who even knows anymore.

As for [Hare Real], I feel like I can probably come to an understanding with it soon enough. The real problem is this one—

The evolved form of [Ignition], the signature skill of the Acrobat and the cornerstone of my strategy.

"[Rock—"

My vision filled with killer rabbits. I set my course for a gap between them—and in that instant, a crimson flash shot through my avatar.

*Target charge: ten percent. The wind-up should be… about this m—*

"—eeeeeeee*t*]!!!??"

*Thwack!*

*Thud!*

*BANG!!*

Literally, a self-destruction so fast you couldn't even see it.

The future brought about by the power I finally obtained—to kick the void and run through the sky—was…

…a fluid death, followed by a merciless respawn.

"Damn it all…!!"

There's no way I can control this thing! Give me [Ignition] back!

No matter how much I beat the floor or scream, what's lost is lost.

People gave me strange looks for all the self-harm, but I never once took you for granted, and this is how you repay me…!

New skill #2, [Rocket]—its name is an annoyingly accurate representation of what it does. It's none other than Arcadia's first-ever 'air jump' skill.

It inherits the specifications of its predecessor, [Ignition], as an active skill with a self-harm cost and no cooldown… so far, so good.

Unlike its previous form, the cost is now paid automatically, which I can appreciate. There's a risk of misfiring, but this one's sensitivity isn't as haywire as [Hare Real]'s, so it's controllable.

However, that's only limited to its activation. As for the main air jump itself, I might have to throw in the towel for now.

To put it simply, the mechanics of [Rocket] and the ability of [Hare Real] are… well, they're clashing, creating a monumental disaster.

Activation is automatic via thought, but power adjustment is manual via physical movement. And that power adjustment is where things get messy—

"Dammit…! Too much power again!?"

Exactly ten percent. If I could adjust the cost to the same line as its predecessor, the output would be almost identical to my old zero-to-one-hundred acceleration.

It doesn't rely on [Panga Fool] and allows for a pure air jump. On paper, it's a complete upgrade to [Ignition]—

—but the mechanic of *determining output based on the strength of the action* after activation creates a miraculously unnecessary synergy with [Hare Real]'s 'reduced wind-up effect.'

Even an action as light as kicking the air with my toes outputs not just ten percent, but closer to fifty—and even if I manage to avoid slamming into a wall and dying, the cost equivalent to the output is mercilessly taken from me.

By the way, it can output one hundred percent. Not that I'd survive without the power of my unique title, 'Acrobat,' and its skill [Crown Crown]. Hahaha—damn it all!!

"No, seriously…! Do you hate me, gods, Buddhas, and system-sama!?"

And to top it all off—

"I can't even do my 'switch jump' anymore!!"

Inside the crimson spire, a single cry—one hundred percent desperation—echoed.

And so, the Acrobat, who had been given wings only to have them torn away… remained unaware that, as always in the face of adversity, the corners of his lips were unconsciously turning up into a smile.

As he raced through the crimson frenzy, time too refused to stand still, passing in the blink of an eye.



    Chapter 251

    A Change in the Air

    "—……………………Okay."

It's a little past thirty-one hundred hours—no, it's not that the endless cycle of respawning has driven me mad.

The virtual time runs 1.5 times faster than reality, so it's a perfectly normal time, just before 9:00 PM in the real world.

Having given up on the adjustment work that had seen me blown to bits by the Ruby Bullet Rabbits countless times… or rather, having reached a state of enlightenment through resignation, I let out a detached mutter.

"Impossible."

There are things people can do if they try, and there are things they can't do no matter how much they struggle.

In other words, what's impossible is impossible. The current state of my half-collapsed skill build is not a problem that can be solved by my personal player skill alone.

Fortunately, my friends list has grown significantly thanks to the Four Pillar War. And since most of them are top-tier players, I can probably expect a piece of advice or two.

So, for now, I'll put my aerial mobility, which has been effectively sealed, on hold. In the worst-case scenario, if I stay on the ground, [Hare Real] won't misfire… and I'll figure out how to handle any unreasonable demands if and when they actually happen.

—And so,

◇【H&N】Talk Room◇

【Haru】: Hey Nia-chan

【Haru】: I need a bit of your time, you busy?

【Haru】: Let me know when you're free

――――――――……

――――――……

――――……

What is going on with her… The talk room's settings let me see if a message has been read, and even though all my messages have been marked as read, I haven't gotten a single reply.

Her friends list shows her as online, and no matter how busy she is, she should be able to send a word or two back with a quick thought command—

"Hm?"

Should I just be puzzled, or should I be worried? As I tilted my head, the system sound for an incoming message finally arrived.

【Sora】— 'I'm waiting at the usual place.'

It wasn't the 'reply' I was expecting, but the sender was another important person I was waiting for.

I wonder, is the usual place the same one I'm thinking of?

What kind of expression will she have on her face when we meet, she who had watched over me during last night's madness?

As I pondered these things, I felt my cheeks naturally relax into a smile… Not wanting to keep my partner waiting, I jumped into the dungeon's teleport gate to rush to her side.

◇◆◇◆◇

—*Maybe I should just feign illness and run away.*

Having logged into the virtual world to fulfill the previous day's promise, Sora was the very picture of restlessness.

Without having to arrange it, she had naturally made her way to their usual tavern in the Istia district as a meeting spot.

Fortunately… or perhaps I shouldn't say that, but there were no other customers, so no one was giving her strange looks as she stood there, too fidgety to even sit down.

The elderly NPC owner was thankfully pretending not to notice, but she was aware that under normal circumstances, her behavior would have immediately earned her a concerned, "Are you okay?"

She didn't know what kind of face to make when she saw him.

To see the person who, in the span of a single day, had become arguably 'the most famous person in the world right now.' Her partner, who had run and run until he had finally reached a place so far beyond her grasp.

Knowing him, she had imagined he would pull off some amazing feat that would surpass all her expectations—

—but reality had betrayed even that prediction and soared to the heavens.

All day today, it felt like she had heard his name everywhere she went. On the way to and from school, inside the school itself, everyone's conversations, regardless of who was speaking, were about 'last night.'

And the 'core' of that topic was, needless to say,

"…………—"

The word she whispered never formed into a sound.

She couldn't get a grip on her emotions, couldn't even read her own heart. She didn't know what the biggest feeling inside her was right now.

Confusion? Elation? Anxiety? All of them seemed right, and none of them seemed right. The only thing she could say for sure was that, in the end—

""――――――――""

—there was no way to know the answer other than to see him face-to-face.

Her breath caught in her throat as the young man who pushed open the tavern door met her eyes. She couldn't even tell what kind of expression she was making, and as she fought the urge to look away, he—

"Good evening, Sora."

—smiled at her, just *like always*, and to Haru—

"G-Good eveni—"

—her feet moved before her mouth did, as if pulled by a powerful force.

◇◆◇◆◇

"—Woah…"

"Oof?"

Just as we exchanged greetings, I caught Sora's avatar as she charged at me full-tilt. To have closed the distance without me sensing her approach, even after my training with the Sword Saint, that was quite the impressive rush.

I caught her shoulders with both hands to absorb the momentum, but my body still swayed as her head bumped against my chest. I should probably praise my VIT: 0 self for not falling over.

"Huh…? Ah, uh, eh…?"

What on earth just happened? I looked down to see the same question written all over her face… Sora-san, didn't you just smack your forehead hard against the [Crimson Red Ruby] under my clothes? Are you okay?

"Uh… what's wrong?"

I called out to the seemingly confused Sora and gently pushed her shoulders to create some distance—to push, to push, push… some distance…

"Sora-san???"

"N-no…! This isn't me, something's strange…!"

She wasn't moving away—in fact, she was pressing her body even closer. I gave my partner a bewildered look, which was more of a 'Could you please not?' kind of look, but all I got back was a voice filled with equal confusion.

On top of that, she grabbed my clothes as if to say 'I won't let you go,' making it impossible for me to forcibly pull away. Another five centimeters up and she would've had me by the collar.

*That might have actually been better for hiding my embarrassment,* I thought, my mind escaping into nonsensical tangents as I gently patted the head below me to calm the panicking Sora.

I was honored that this level of physical contact was permitted between us, so… I watched the girl, who flinched for a moment but then allowed my patting while tilting her head at her own actions—

"…………Ah, a table for two, please."

—and gave a forced smile to the owner, who had been staring at us from the side while wiping a glass, holding up two fingers.

The elderly NPC, who rarely showed any expression, just snorted and gestured to the tables as if to say, 'Help yourselves.'



    Chapter 252

    Is My Date an Angel or a Bomb?

    —And so, the next day after the Four Pillar War. The customary get-together, dubbed the 'after-party,' is a festive uproar that's held every time, regardless of the previous day's wins or losses.

The venue is the [Otherworldly Underground Castle - Ruvalest], which also served as our wartime base. While I was on my way, I messaged Goldow about various things and found out that all players who participated in the war were invited.

Additionally, title holders with VIP status are each given one guest invitation, so the total number of attendees is three hundred plus alpha, making it a fairly large gathering.

And I, too, had been told I could bring one person, regardless of their faction, so I had invited Sora in advance.

I owe a great debt to my master and my two artisans, but this was a 'one-choice' situation… In fact, if I had neglected my important partner, I'm sure the other three would have scolded me. I'm confident my prediction is correct.

As for the format of the after-party, it's not some elegant buffet-style party in a ridiculously spacious entrance hall. Apparently, it's normal for it to be a big ruckus with drinking and singing.

There's even something like a 'stage' set up against the wall, so there might be performances and other events. If there's a magic show unique to this virtual world… no, this other world, I'd definitely like to see it—

"What do you think, Sora-san?"

"—...! ……P-please look forward…!"

In a hall where the cacophony had vanished as if it were a lie, though not quite to the point of complete silence, my partner, who was hiding behind my back and shrinking herself smaller than ever before, pleaded in a voice as faint as a mosquito's buzz.

It was five minutes to nine, right on time for the gathering.

As I teleported into this place from that spatial rift, I was greeted by a roar of cheers so loud I thought the sound pressure would blow me away.

I couldn't make out a single word, but there was no doubt it was a welcoming reception. Familiar faces and new ones alike all rushed towards me—and then, a few seconds later, they all froze.

Their countless gazes were fixed on one point.

"H-heuuu…!?"

On the single girl hiding behind me, and no one else.

Sora is not so naive that she wouldn't understand what it means to appear in this place as the guest of the 'Acrobat.'

And yet, when we met before the war last night, it was she who had agreed to my invitation. She had been fidgety ever since we met today, but not once had she spoken of backing out.

As always, she must be conscious of her desire to 'stand by my side.' I can't help but be moved by her devoted figure, who shows no sign of running away even when frightened.

—Anyway.

"[Construction]."

Keeping my left side shielding Sora, I took a step forward and, with my evolved weapon-switching skill, summoned a massive black rock battle-axe to my right hand.

"Wha—"

"Huh?"

"Eh!?"

A battle-ready stance with no warning. Of course the crowd surrounding us was surprised, but—

"Wh-… Haru!?"

—it's no wonder the voice of surprise from behind me belonged to Sora. Before my partner's hand, wavering for a moment between confusion and admonishment, could reach my back—

"—Hoooooooooo!!"

A flash of power, an impact, and then a roar and a shockwave. The [Giant's Hand Axe], striking the indestructible floor of the castle, sent a shower of sparks into the air.

Even for a group of seasoned veterans, being hit with a surprise like this without warning when they're all relaxed for an after-party would surely startle them.

…It's not like that, okay? I swear I wasn't trying to intimidate them with a 'How dare you gawk at my partner' kind of threat.

In any case, after confirming the reactions of the not-insignificant number of people who recoiled or jumped in surprise, I turned to the now completely silent hall and—

"H E Y  E V E R Y O N E, G O O D  E V E N I N G!  Y O U  H A V I N G  A  G O O D  T I M E?!"

—let out a meaningless shout, just like that time with the 'ladies and gentlemen.' As I swept the gazes that had been on Sora completely onto myself, I scanned the crowd for the face I was looking for… and when our eyes met, I gave the person I was looking for a full-force wink.

And as expected, 'he,' who looks like the very embodiment of recklessness but is surprisingly considerate, gave a wry smile and—

Following the roar I had created, a thunderous clap echoed through the hall. The crowd, stunned by the antics of some acrobat, was taken by surprise and turned in unison towards the source of the sound—

"Havin' a good time? The party ain't even started yet."

The golden-haired titan who now held the attention of the crowd—the General Commander, Goldow—erased his wry smile and laughed heartily, the corners of his mouth turned up in a grin.

"Well then, let's get this started—alright you lot, raise your cups! If you don't have one, raise your fists!"

A smooth opening address. As I sent a silent thank you to the commander for understanding my intent and drawing the attention away, I turned to my partner who was frozen behind me.

I gave a smile to the girl who was blinking in confusion at the rapidly changing situation—

"Here, Sora-san, you too."

Taking advantage of the fact that almost no one was watching, I took her hand, which had missed its chance and was hovering in the air. I took her hand, and then—

"Keep it going! T O  I S T I A ' S  V I C T O R Y!!"

"""""T O  V I C T O R Y!!"""""

—As always, a roaring cheer that gets into the spirit of things.

And in this place, there's no one who wouldn't get into that spirit.

The partner whose small hand I held let out an adorable squeak of "Hya!" overwhelmed by the commander's address and the subsequent roar of three hundred voices.

"To victory!—you know?"

I smiled as I raised our hands together, and somehow… with the added note of a slightly forced smile, I succeeded in drawing out a smile from her.

Excellent—since we're here, let's have some fun.



    Chapter 253

    The Unveiling

    A get-together where regular players and title holders mingled… However, some degree of separation was necessary to maintain a minimum level of order.

The venue was generally divided, with the regular players in the main hall and the Ten Seats members in special seats on the second floor, connected by an open atrium.

It wasn't a strict rule, but it was an unspoken agreement that only title holders were allowed on the second floor.

Therefore, for interactions, the title holders would descend to the lower floor, and anyone who came down was fair game—that was the custom established over the past three years.

However, that was just the *general* rule. If someone was invited by a member, there was no problem with them stepping onto the upper floor.

Thus, without a second thought—or rather, practically dragged along—Sora was now, as usual, behind me… except this time, that wasn't the case.

"Here, here, Sora-chan, I recommend this one!"

"Here you go."

"Ah, than… thank you so much…"

My partner, seated at one of the several table sets scattered around a large central table laden with various snacks, was wide-eyed and flustered as she was fawned over by two tiny figures.

I don't know why, but they'd taken a huge liking to her.

The red one (Mi-na) was darting around her, recommending all sorts of strange food and drinks, but the blue one (Ri-na), despite having met Sora only minutes ago, had naturally claimed her lap as her own.

Going by their avatar appearances alone, they could pass for an older sister and her twin younger sisters, and the scene itself was purely and utterly heartwarming—

—but the difference in their titles… or rather, their positions, was a bit…?

"No, no, no, I told you, you don't need to be so formal."

"You can just call me by my name."

"Eh, ah… um, well…!"

Even for a genius girl acknowledged by the Sword Saint herself at first sight, Sora, who was not only a non-title holder but had yet to even appear in public, was, in no uncertain terms, a regular player.

Surrounded by the high-ranking 'Eastern Wings,' she looked so flustered it was almost pitiful. And those two, just how fast were they trying to close the distance?

What was even more unexpected was that Ri-na, who was usually the calmer of the two, seemed to be acting out of character. Did she fall in love with my angel at first sight? If so, I guess it can't be helped.

…And so. What was I doing, not even trying to protect my partner in this situation?—

"Look, I'll say it as many times as I have to, there's nothing shady going on here."

I was sitting straight-backed, seiza-style on the floor.

A heavy weight had been politely placed on my lap, and I was being subjected to the punishment of 'teasing' in the name of good fun. I kept getting distress signals from Sora, but I was the one who needed help.

Aside from the two who were engrossed with Sora, the rest of the members were almost all gathered around me.

Irori and Goldow, who weren't even trying to hide their smirks.

Tetra, my senior and junior, whose poker face couldn't hide the fact that he was laughing on the inside.

Hinayo-san, the only one who looked slightly apologetic, but was still not stopping her curious 'interrogation.'

And Genkotsu-san had already bailed and was participating in an arm-wrestling tournament on the first floor.

Damn it, I have no allies…!

"Okay, let this be the last time—I met Sora on my first day in the virtual world. We bumped into each other in the Istia starting area forest, formed a party, and just kept going. We went through all sorts of tough situations together, like secret raid bosses and hidden area boss clears, and somewhere along the way, we developed a sort of unspoken bond, like indispensable partners, you know? So signing a partnership contract was just a natural progression, and that's how we got to where we are… The end."

I hadn't told a single lie, and there was nothing more to tell. My audience didn't look convinced in the slightest, but I didn't care.

"That's, um…"

"A duo made of miracles and absurdity…"

"I'm aware. But well, that's the whole story."

I gave a wry smile to Hinayo-san and Goldow and rolled the mysterious black ingot I had been holding onto to the side. It felt like it weighed around two hundred kilograms, but for my STR: 300 self, it was nothing.

I stood up and headed towards my partner, who was being pestered by the little ones.

No matter how much I was teased, I was the only one Sora could rely on in this place where she knew no one… I stood beside her chair, and my partner's face visibly relaxed in relief.

*I won't leave you alone for long, so don't worry, okay?*

"So, this is my partner, Sora-san—once again, please take care of us both."

"Ah… n-nice to meet you all…!"

As we bowed our heads together to mark the end of the introduction, we were met with a few half-hearted claps. I don't mind the casual vibe, it's all good.

"Yes, yes! It's a pain to be all cautious and tiptoe around, so can I just get straight to the point and ask something?!"

Just as I finished explaining how we met, it seemed the Q&A session wasn't over yet. Mi-na, who had taken her partner back from Sora's lap, raised her hand energetically, and there was only one possible answer.

"No."

"Okay, got it!—So, are you two actually dating?"

"Hehweh!?"

"I thought so, but you really don't listen, do you???"

It seemed the right to refuse to answer had never existed in the first place.

I was prepared to be teased and had an answer ready, but as for Sora, her face instantly turned bright red, much to the delight of everyone around us.

However, we were both aware that we looked like a couple. We had made a contract with the mutual understanding that 'we'll just clear up any misunderstandings as they come.'

So—

"Sorry to disappoint, but we're not a couple. Sora and I became partners on the condition that we wouldn't get into *that* kind of thing, so please spare us the speculation."

I stated it flatly, and Sora nodded desperately beside me—fortunately, there was no one here who would be so persistent as to keep pressing the issue.

"Hmm… so you're just really, really good friends, huh."

The one who seemed most likely to be unable to read the room, the red one, was surprisingly understanding. As expected of the players of Arcadia, who are full of common sense, unlike what you'd expect from an online game, and even more so of those who stand at the top and are constantly in the spotlight.

"Yeah, that's right. We're just really, *really* ridiculously good friends."

—And so, the problem wasn't with *them*, but with *us*.

*Okay, Sora-san, you can't be blushing there. Your innocent reaction to my words is adding points to the infinitely cute category, but they'll just tease us endlessly, you know?*

As I sent that thought to her with my gaze, relying on our usual 'telepathy,'

"Hmph…—!"

—what I received in return was a disciplinary swat, as if to say, 'It's your fault!'



    Chapter 254

    Outside the Celebration

    ◇【H&N】Talk Room◇

【Haru】: Hey Nia-chan

【Haru】: I need a bit of your time, you busy?

【Haru】: Let me know when you're free

――――――――……

――――――……

――――……

How much time had passed since that first message arrived?

Even though she *knew* she *couldn't reply*, she hadn't been able to resist opening the chat. Now that she'd left him on read, effectively ignoring him, would he be angry with her?

She thought in circles, but nothing about her situation changed—

"…………I can't do this anymore…"

The words that slipped from her lips were the same meaningless complaint she had uttered countless times before.

Open, close, open, close… Repeating the infinite cycle once more, she glared at the chat window before closing it and slumping powerlessly onto her desk.

"—'I can't do this anymore,' is my line, you know."

A soft voice came from the side, poking at the blue-haired girl who had become one with the desk—but while the quality of the voice was soft, the words themselves were laced with as much sharpness as she could muster.

"Just how long do I have to play babysitter to a lovestruck maiden (lol) who's just holing herself up and moping around? As you know, I'm a pretty busy person."

"But…!!"

With an angelic smile and an aura that could silence a crying child, the Archiver, Mitsueda Hiyori—also known as the West Faction player Hiyodori—loomed over her.

In response, the artisan player who was now caught up in the whirlwind of public attention let out a textbook whimper.

"Just send him a reply, anything. You can just say 'I'm busy right now' or 'Maybe some other time' to buy yourself some time, right?"

"I can't! There's no way! He's messaging me so normally, it's crazy! He needs to realize his own position, I can't understand him…!!"

"I'm the one who can't understand what's so hard about replying to a chat message, and you're just as bad, Nia-cha. Make up your mind, are you going to cry, get angry, or smirk?"

"I'm not smirking!!"

"Look in a mirror."

She understood the turmoil her friend was in, trapped in this endless frenzy, but being made to listen to her endless complaints was getting to be too much.

No matter how much this friend occupied the 'top priority slot' in Hiyodori's life, what was annoying was annoying, and what was frustrating was frustrating.

"It can't be helped! The guy I have a crush on became a global celebrity overnight! What kind of situation is that?! The scale is way too big for a first crush!"

"I've heard that dozens of times… Are you really admitting it's your first crush?"

At the interjected jab, Nia choked for a moment, "Mgh!"—but the hesitation was, as expected, only for a moment.

"I DON'T CARE ANYMORE! YEAH, I LIKE HIM! WHAT ABOUT IT!?"

"Wow…"

Just as she said, it was as if she couldn't care less about being embarrassed anymore.

Slamming her fists on the desk, she screamed her feelings, her face flushed as red as it could possibly be as she panted for breath.

"I like him! Yeah, I do! It's impossible not to, it can't be helped! His face and personality are my type, he's easy to get along with, considerate, and kind, and his face is my type! And on top of that, he's super strong, a title holder, and he was so cool yesterday! He was cool, wasn't he!!?"

"Y-yeah, he was amazing."

Taken aback by her explosive outburst, Hiyodori leaned back in her chair and chuckled. *'She said 'his face is my type' twice,'* she thought.

It was true that by real-world standards, he was a handsome young man… but this was the power of love at first sight. She really must have been into him, Hiyodori thought with a nod of understanding.

"But that's all the more reason, isn't it? Now that you've realized your feelings, you have to act carefully so he doesn't come to dislike you."

"A-act… ……………………There's nothing to act on…"

Just as quickly as she had puffed up, she deflated. Nier slumped back into her chair and hugged her knees, pouting—

"We're completely… out of each other's league now…"

—and with that, she buried her face in her arms.

"……………………It's been a while since I've seen *that*."

"…Shut up."

It was her go-to pose when she was down as a child, a classic that everyone has.

This time, with a smile that said 'You can't be helped' rather than a wry one, Hiyodori stood up and walked over to her curled-up friend without hesitation.

They had been friends for over ten years. She knew that for her, that pose was not a sign of 'rejection,' but of 'wanting to be pampered.'

As she gently stroked the vibrant, spiky blue hair, so different from her real-life hair—Nier, in turn, leaned against her friend without reservation.

"You were a former title holder too, Nia-cha. It's not like you're out of his league, right?"

"The West's titles mean something completely different from the others…"

"From the perspective of a 'regular player' like me, it doesn't seem that different, though."

Even as she said that… Hiyodori, as a veteran player, if not in terms of skill, understood that her friend's words were not entirely off the mark.

The rankings in the West Faction, Vestol, were different from those of the other factions, which represented absolute individual strength. They were more like a 'seasonal ranking' that was almost completely reset at regular intervals.

For those who managed to maintain their rank repeatedly, like the current top three, it was a different story. But simply having your name on the list didn't put you on the same level as the title holders of other factions.

And on top of that, there was last night's event. The words 'out of his league' might not have been an exaggeration… but still.

To put the brakes on your feelings because you're worried about your respective positions—

"—Have you gotten *serious* about him?"

"—…"

"That's great. I'll support you."

It's because you think not only of yourself, but of the other person.

And to consider *stepping back* for their sake—that's something you can't do unless you care more about them than you do about yourself.

"Hey, Nia. If you want to give up, I think that's fine. But…"

—But, surely, you're too *infatuated* to give up that easily, aren't you?

So much so that you'd curl up and hug your knees like a child.

"If you're going to get serious and not give up, I'll cheer you on with everything I've got."

"……………………"

She remained silent for a few dozen seconds, leaning against her.

"…………If I get serious…"

Still with her face buried, the voice Nier let out was much more fragile than expected.

"…I'm… *that*, you know?"

"…Yeah, I know."

"It's not about our positions or anything… It's just, you know…"

"Yeah."

"It'd be tough, in a lot of ways…"

"The one who gets to decide that isn't you, it's him, right?"

It was a conversation between two people who shared a certain 'circumstance.'

Understanding and acknowledging that—Hiyodori's words to her friend, suffering from her first love, remained unchanged.

"I *get* it, but—even with all those insecurities and anxieties, if you still can't give up that easily… doesn't that just mean he's worth it?"

"………………"

"If that's the case, then I think… it'd be a waste not to try."

Her head lifted slightly, and her blue eyes peeked out. When Hiyodori met her gaze, she immediately looked away shyly, as always.

But—

"……………………You think he'd be put off?"

"I wonder. And are you planning on leading with that?"

"W-well, yeah… I can't just spring that on him later."

"Hmm… Why not just make him fall for you so hard that it won't matter?"

"I can't do that…! And besides, f-fall for me… I don't even think he's aware of me in that way…"

"No way, that can't be true. You need to be aware of your own charms, Nia-cha."

"Even if you say that…!"

But whenever there was something she couldn't back down from, she would always complain and whine, but she would never give up.

Because she understood that part of her nature so deeply—

"Ah, alright, alright, I get it. Just send him a reply already, will you?"

"Ugh… wh-what do you think I should say…?"

"………………"

"Hey, don't give me that annoyed look! You said you'd support me!!"

—Even if this 'first love' was fraught with more than its fair share of difficulties.

The option of not giving her a push was never on the table to begin with.



    Chapter 255

    The Party in Full Swing

    【Nier】— 'I'm so sorry, tomorrow for sure!!!!!'

"Ngh."

As soon as I opened the message, its contents slammed straight into my brain, and a strange sound escaped my lips. It was fifty percent her usual style, and fifty percent relief that I had finally gotten a reply.

The fact that she had just assumed we would meet tomorrow without even checking my schedule made me feel like something was definitely off—

"What's up?"

"Oh, nothing…"

Goldow, who had been leaning against the railing of the open atrium and watching the commotion below, tilted his head at my sudden utterance. I waved a hand as I closed the window, a wry smile spreading across my face internally.

*Am I even going to be able to log in tomorrow?*

All I had was a summons—or rather, an 'invitation'—and with no idea what Yotsuya Development wanted, I couldn't predict what would happen.

…The question of whether I should just show up in such a state was moot; the other party was on a level where concerns about trust were irrelevant.

I mean, they had the *university chancellor* personally contact me just to get a message to a single student.

Whatever my standing in the virtual world, in reality, I was just an ordinary citizen with practically no right to refuse, at least mentally—well, in the first place, as a player of [Arcadia], the option to ignore a request from Yotsuya was unthinkable…

"Hey, Goldow."

"Yeah?"

"She's an amazing singer."

A deliberately forced change of subject. As I leaned against the railing beside him, my gaze fell on the small girl standing on the stage below.

*You're looking pretty good up there, Miss Red.*

"As expected of a *real-life idol*, huh."

"Hah, all I ever see is her goofing around here, so it feels weird, doesn't it?"

Well, considering she looks like that in real life too, I guess I can see it… and with her twin-like partner, it's no wonder they're a popular duo.

Apparently, they've even performed at the Budokan. They're actual celebrities; my knees are shaking.

By the way, her partner, Ri-na, the 'cute one of the Twin Wings,' is once again on my partner's lap. Since Sora's shyness only lasts for a very short time after meeting someone, she must have gotten used to being clung to for over an hour now.

I can still see a hint of hesitation, but the sight of Sora doting on the little blue girl, looking somewhat happy, is already like that of sisters. I'm impressed she possesses both older and younger sister attributes.

"But still… nowadays, your standing in the virtual world usually takes precedence over any real-world position—how's it going on the *other side*?"

He tilted the mug in his hand and asked lightly.

Talking openly about real-life matters in a virtual world (a game) is a breach of etiquette—but his voice was so full of camaraderie and concern that such things didn't matter.

"…For now, I guess I'll just have to go with the flow."

"Gahaha! Well, that's how it is for everyone at first."

A hand slapped my back, and my avatar swayed violently.

I've been treated like this often, but thinking back, even from the very beginning—when we met in the arena where I fought Irori—I've never found this slightly rough impact unpleasant.

I stumbled but managed a vague smile in return, and Goldow, after draining his bitter drink, laughed heartily and pulled something from his pocket.

"—Here, take this."

"Huh?"

When I took it, I saw it was a small, folded piece of paper—

"Hey, this is…"

"Memorize it well, and then get rid of it. You're good at 'memorizing,' right?"

I looked up from the characters written on the opened paper, stunned, and the large hand came down on my shoulder again, patting it firmly.

"Well—if you're ever in real trouble, you can count on me, Haru."

With those words, he gave a wave and his massive back descended to the floor below. I watched in a daze as the charismatic giant was instantly swallowed by a wave of welcoming people.

I was left with a single, roughly torn piece of paper.

Written on it was his real-world contact information.

"…………Is it possible to be too cool?"

I honestly felt like I was about to cry. When you're feeling weak and someone offers you the perfect kindness, your tear ducts just…

"—Well, it's no wonder he's so popular, right?"

"There you are, you title-fraud samurai."

As usual, I shot a merciless side-eye at the blonde who had appeared beside me without a sound.

He might be trying to look thoughtful with two glasses in his hand, but the smug smile he's not even trying to hide puts him in the negative, that bastard.

"Good evening—how are you, Lord Fourth Seat?"

"Hmph—not bad, Sir Seventh Seat."

The sarcastic exchange was something we were more than used to. I curtly accepted the offered champagne glass, and Irori, who had taken the place of the now-third-ranked member, leaned his back against the railing in a relaxed manner.

"I didn't know the titles themselves could change."

"Still haven't done your homework, have you? This is the first time it's happened."

Rank #7, [Sword Protector]—now Rank #4, [Peerless], Irori.

In the Four Pillar War, after I left the stage, Irori's final achievements were the defeat of three title holders, including the [Heavy Tank], and the capture of the South Faction's base.

The new tactics he had unveiled, focusing on 'offense' rather than his previous 'defense,' had earned him a valorous reputation worthy of moving up in the ranks and changing his title—but there was just one thing that bothered me.

"Can I give you my honest opinion?"

"No."

"[Peerless] is just a bit too strong of a name, it makes me laugh."

"Do you want to be sliced to ribbons, *Crown*?"

I flinched at the immediate counterattack, and unfortunately, I was the one who faltered.

—'Acrobat (Crown),' 'Clown (Crown),' 'Magician (Crown)'… and 'He Who Usurps the Throne (Crown),' among others.

The nickname 'Crown,' born from the terrible reason that 'Kyoukugeishi is hard to say,' had taken on a life of its own, and the numerous ridiculous当て字 (phonetic equivalents) it had spawned were dealing a fatal blow to my psyche.

The worst one I'd seen was 'The New King Who Inherits the Crown from the Queen'—they were totally messing with me. Stop playing with my name!!

"Stop it, this pointless conflict will lead to nothing."

"You're the one who started it."

He chuckled at my immediate surrender, and true to his earlier words, he didn't seem to be in a 'bad' mood. As he watched Goldow and Mi-na's mismatched duo storm the stage below, Irori's expression was even calmer than usual.

"You didn't invite her?"

I asked suddenly, and his reply came not in words, but in a glance.

"I thought for sure you'd be escorting her."

I didn't need to specify 'who.'

"Hah, that's too great a role for me. Besides, Sensei isn't fond of noisy places."

"That's… well, I guess so."

If she did come, she'd probably just be smiling serenely as always, but in terms of whether it suited her nature or not, it would probably be the latter.

There was also probably the reason that if Ui-san showed up, the commotion downstairs would undoubtedly spiral out of control… It seemed more like the Sword Saint to want to avoid causing a huge scene because of her presence, rather than her simply disliking it herself.

"So, you should go see her yourself as soon as possible."

"Yeah, as soon as I can get in touch with her."

Unfortunately, my master still showed no sign of logging in. It was probably something in the real world, but it was unlikely I'd be able to see her today.

In fact, on second thought, the idea of a real-life Yamato Nadeshiko like Ui-san logging into a game every day was probably the more irregular thing—…huh?

"Are you being called?"

"…………No, I don't hear anything—"

"I R O R I i i i i!"

"G E T  D O W N  H E R E  I R O R I!"

*Yeah, you're definitely being called. It seems they've already chosen the next 'victim.'*

"……………………"

"Go on, get down there. I'm sure a handsome guy like you is a good singer, too."

"You'll regret this… The next victim is you…!!"

Ooh, scary. But what he doesn't know is that thanks to my part-time job, I'm used to singing my heart out in front of large crowds.

As I watched the sorrowful back of the hakama-clad man descend the stairs, leaving a trail of resentment behind him—

"Hey there, senpai."

"Are you guys taking turns like a wanko soba challenge or something?"

Tetra had naturally slid into the spot next to me, and a tired smile, not quite a chuckle, escaped my lips.

Sora seemed to be having fun too, with Hinayo-san having joined her at some point to form a trio of beautiful sisters. I was grateful that they were getting along with my partner and I—

"Well… I don't really have anything to talk about, but are you interested in the 'Crown Kanji Ranking' I found online?"

"What the hell are you looking up, you got too much time on your hands?"

"Not really. If I had to say, I guess it's to vent my frustration at somehow being demoted back to Rank #9 (Ninth)."

"Don't take out your frustration on your senpai (kouhai)!!"

No, really, I'm so grateful, damn it all…!


――――――Ranker's Title――――――

  ◇First【Lawless Heaven】―――【Tengen】◇

  ◇Second【Sword Saint】―――【Ui】◇

  ◇Third【General Commander】―――【Goldow】◇

  ◇Fourth【Peerless】―――【Irori】◇ Rank UP!

  ◇Fifth【Left Wing】―――【Mi-na】◇

  ◇Sixth【Right Wing】―――【Ri-na】◇

  ◇Seventh【Acrobat】―――【Haru】◇ Rank UP!

  ◇Eighth【Scorching Gaze】―――【Hinayo】◇

  ◇Ninth【Undying】―――【Tetra】◇ Rank UP!

  ◇Tenth【Twin Fists】―――【Genkotsu】◇

――――――――――――――――――――



    Chapter 256

    A Soothing Pilgrimage

    —After four or five hours of revelry, the victory celebration for the Four Pillar War came to a close.

…However, it was unlikely that the players, whose excitement had been building since the previous day, would all quietly disperse.

'Let's gather somewhere and chat,' or 'Let's go raid a nearby dungeon'—most of them were planning after-parties of various sizes, ready to make a night of it.

Of course, I, too, had received many invitations, having been mercilessly teased by both regular players and title holders throughout the primary party, forced to sing a medley of my favorite virtual singer's songs solo on stage, run around as a target for some superhuman-level pitching game, and perform an acrobatic show in response to the unreasonable demand of 'do something interesting'—

"—And yeah, that's pretty much how it went. They showed me no mercy with their 'affectionate' teasing."

"Fufu… I'm glad to hear you enjoyed yourself."

Midnight, real-world time. After bowing my head to the numerous gracious invitations, I left the venue and made my way through the now-familiar bamboo forest to my master's dojo.

The reason being that I had received a login notification from the Sword Saint, who was now sitting beside me on the usual veranda, smiling as she listened to my stories about the after-party.

If that was the case, could it be that she had anticipated the end time and set aside this time for me from the beginning?—As her disciple, it was only natural for me to flatter myself with such thoughts.

So, I sent her a message to greet her and confirm, and it seemed my self-consciousness was not misplaced after all. I gladly accepted her invitation and came to visit.

By the way, I had invited Sora as well, but she politely declined.

Well, it was already late—or rather, this time, she had probably correctly sensed the nature of this visit as a report on my battle results to my master and had shown proper 'consideration.'

After I finished my report on the after-party and various other things, we fell into a comfortable silence for a while.

The expression I glimpsed from the side was as serene as ever.

The tea she had brewed herself tasted as warm as ever.

The voice I heard when we spoke was also the same as ever—but her words were few. Her gray eyes, turned towards the sky, quietly reflected the stars.

As expected, I still can't interact with her as easily as I do with Sora. It's difficult for me to read her inner thoughts to the point where you could call it telepathy.

…However,

"Haru-kun."

"Yes."

My master, without any need for me to try and guess her thoughts—

"From the bottom of my heart… it was a splendid performance. You did very well."

—is a person who conveys her feelings in words, without hiding them.

Her already small frame looks especially tiny when she's sitting in seiza. And yet, when she smiles so softly, she always seems so much larger—

"…It's all thanks to you, Master. Thank you again, for everything."

When we have these formal exchanges, I still can't bring myself to look her directly in the eyes. Even after becoming her disciple and deepening our relationship—my perception of her as a celestial being never seems to fade.

"Haru-kun."

"Yes."

Again, however.

The part about Ui-san that is truly captivating, and the part that leaves me utterly at a loss is—

"As a reward for your hard work, how about a lap pillow?"

"…………I must respectfully decline."

A half-joking, playful remark.

Seeing my reaction, she smiles mischievously and says, "That's a shame." It goes without saying that this 'mischievous' side of hers, with its devastatingly destructive power, is what gets me.

"Well then, let's try something else—may I have your sword?"

"Huh…? Of course, yes. By all means."

Perhaps it was all just a joke from the beginning. I handed the summoned [Samidorizuki] to Ui-san, who had given up on 'pampering' me more easily than usual.

I watched her, wondering what she was up to… It seemed she wasn't interested in the sword itself, as she began to untie the decorative cord on the pommel—

"There, it's done."

In place of the fresh green, a new gray and vermilion braided cord was now tied there. I don't know much about these things, but it seems not only the color but also the style of the knot has changed.

"It's not much… but it's a small good luck charm, from my heart."

She said, holding out the sword to me as I peered at her handiwork—…along with the time she gifted me [Samidorizuki], I had discovered another one of her 'unfair' qualities.

Which is to say, well—

"Please, accept it."

"—…Th-thank you, very much."

Forgive me for saying so, but it's so earnest, it's—

*For the giver to have such a happy smile on their face… that's just not fair, Master.*



    Chapter 257

    Under the Night Sky

    —In the virtual world of Arcadia, there are no 'constellations.'

This isn't simply because no one has defined their shapes or names… but because every single star in the sky moves about *freely* and *whimsically*.

They don't follow regular orbits; they draw closer, move apart, and sometimes even disappear. It is factually impossible to observe them accurately.

Thus, in this world, the concept of constellations does not exist.

"――――――…………"

Only one thing paints the night sky with an unchanging figure: a great, silver moon.

A perfect, enormous circle that watches over the countless players from above, day and night, without waxing or waning.

Come to think of it, she might have never taken the time to slowly gaze up at its form in the night sky.

Leaving the city of the [Garden of Divine Creation], she had wandered to an unfamiliar place. Sitting on a round rock placed in the center of a small spring, the girl quietly gazed at the sky in the darkness of the night.

More than an hour had passed since she had parted with her partner, who had gone to see his master. There was no particular reason, no specific thought in her mind… it was just a feeling.

Perhaps she had carried the warmth with her from the banquet, where she had been unexpectedly welcomed and had enjoyed herself far more than she had anticipated.

She didn't feel like returning to the real world just yet… but the option of accepting an invitation to an after-party without her partner was also out of the question.

So, after seeing him off with a face that said, 'I'll be logging out soon,' she had ended up wandering to a place like this on her own.

"…………Maybe I should have gone with him."

She murmured without changing her expression, then rested her head on her arms, which were wrapped around her knees, and closed her eyes.

—The quiet babbling of the spring was pleasant to her ears.

"…………—"

When her eyes stopped reflecting the night sky, only one thing appeared on the back of her eyelids. She had already given up trying to stop herself from calling his name without a sound.

*It's become a matter of course,* she had no choice but to admit.

Those eyes that looked straight at her, and only her.

That voice that called her name, sometimes innocently, sometimes gently.

That hand that would catch her clinging fingertips, as if it were nothing.

Having him by her side was now, simply, a matter of course.

An awareness of him as a member of the opposite sex—…honestly, she couldn't ignore that either.

But more than that, more than anything… just, to be by his side.

She wouldn't ask for anything else, she just wanted to be by his side, wanted him to be there—two months ago, she would never have imagined she would come to feel this way about a boy.

Setting aside troublesome emotions like 'like' or 'love.'

He was simply someone she wanted to be with, always.

In a game, for just two months. Some might laugh at her for becoming so *dependent* in such a short amount of time—

—but whether she should be proud or exasperated… whatever anyone said, she would probably be able to smile back at them with her head held high.

*My partner,* she would say, *is the kind of person who can move the world in just two months.*

The clear sound of a bell rang out, mingling with the sound of the babbling water.

It was a call meant only for her, a call that could not be heard in the spring, the night sky, the stars, or the moon. A call from 'someone.'

The girl, with her eyes still closed, let her cheeks relax slightly—'permission' was granted, and the 'path' was connected.

And so—

"—All alone this late at night, little lady?"

The sound and light of teleportation.

The presence that appeared beside her was a familiar one—the voice that reached her ears was none other than *that voice*.

Feeling embarrassed at the thought of him seeing her smiling lips, she buried her face in her arms, pretending to be sulking.

"Someone left me behind."

"I did invite you, though."

"I wasn't going. Even I can tell whether I'd be intruding or not."

"Hmm… Even so, I think Ui-san would have been happy if you had come along."

"You really are something else, Haru."

"Wait a minute? This time, I don't think I did anything wrong."

"Hmph… it's fine. I was just being considerate as a fan."

"Ah, I see…? By the way, it's pretty cool here, are you not cold?"

"I'm fine. The outfit Nia-san gave me seems to have a temperature regulation effect."

"Nia-chan's quality is on another level…"

The conversation trailed off, and a presence settled down right beside her.

The 'distance' he chose was not his own, but one that respected her wishes—which meant, it was a distance where her fingertips could reach him if she just extended her hand.

Always—

Always, always, always, always—always, this person,

"Well…—Good evening, Sora. It's been a little while."

—when she needs him, with the smile she wants to see—

"…Good evening, Haru. It has been a little while."

—is by her side, as if it's the most natural thing in the world.

*What an unfair person,* she thought, and bumped her shoulder against his in a silent complaint… He took it without a word, simply staying by her side naturally.

…She was aware that another one of those emotions she couldn't ignore was piling up.

Letting out a sigh, the girl buried her face deeper—as if to hide her blushing cheeks.



    Chapter 258

    Looking Up at the Moon

    She had apparently come just for me. After parting ways with my dear master, I was thinking it was about time for me to log out as well, considering what tomorrow held. That’s when I was shocked by a habitual glance at my friends list.

My partner's name, who I had been so sure had already logged off, was still marked as online. For a moment, I wondered if she’d gotten an invitation for an after-party from someone like Mi-na, but considering the late hour and Sora’s personality, that felt slightly off. Then, the lonely expression she’d worn when we met earlier crossed my mind.

*Is she by herself?* Once that thought occurred to me, I couldn't just leave her be. At the same time, I figured it would be annoying to check in with a message, so I decided to use my partner’s prerogative.

It was one of our partner skills—《Meltraction》. A skill of instantaneous teleportation that each contractor can use only once a day. Although it has a few restrictions, like the once-a-day limit and the inability to teleport into battlefields or dungeons, it's a convenient tool that allows for an immediate rendezvous at no cost. Incidentally, it fails if the request is rejected. Which means, since I was able to jump, I could assume I wasn't being a bother.

"So, what were you up to?"

It was less of a question and more of a way to start a conversation. Sora, who was hugging her knees with her face buried in them, looked up at me, her eyes peeking through the gaps in her flowing hair.

She’s often been so flustered she shuts down, but this might be the first time I've seen her like this. Her calm speech and demeanor usually make her seem more mature than her appearance suggests… but tonight, she seemed her age, or perhaps—

"...I was looking at the sky."

Her movements conveyed a stronger sense of innocence than usual. And yet, her voice was quieter than ever before.

I feigned ignorance as to why I instinctively looked away and offered a smile back.

"...Even for a girl who can create tornadoes with a sword, I can't say I approve of walking around alone at night."

"Fufu… it's okay, you know."

If I were being considerate of her as a member of the opposite sex, this distance was a little too close. But having sat down at this distance myself—I no longer had the option to run away.

"—Because I know someone will find me."

A subtle warmth clung to my fingertips. Though shyness was still present… her small hand, which had at some point abandoned its reservation, firmly grasped my ring and pinky fingers.

Well, I did give her a 'permanent free pass.' A man must be true to his word.

"I didn't exactly find you, you know? As proof, I have no idea where we are."

"Ehehe… I don't know either."

"This isn't an 'ehehe' situation. I can't see the city lights. Aren't we super far from a safe area?"

"I wonder. I ran for about thirty minutes."

"I see. So we're talking more than just a few kilometers here."

I have to be true to my word, but… well, how do I put this? I’d really appreciate it if you didn't *squeeze* my hand like that, you know?

It's not like I'd harbor any improper feelings in an instant, but I am a man, and such unabashed skinship isn't exactly good for my mental well-being—

"Haru."

"Hm?"

When I turned at the sound of my name, her amber eyes were reflecting the surface of the spring. For some reason, her profile looked more mature than the girl I was used to.

"..............................I..."

"Yeah."

What emotion was it that caused the strength in her fingertips to increase?

As if choosing her words—or perhaps, composing her heart. I looked away from Sora, who was slowly beginning to spin her words, and let my own eyes fall upon the same scenery as hers.

"In the real world, I can't be of any help to you, Haru."

"Yeah. But—"

I'll say it as many times as it takes: that's not something Sora needs to worry about.

I was about to say so as if it were the most natural thing in the world, but—

"But, still—I don't want to have any regrets."

I was cut off by the heat transmitted not just from her fingers, but from her firmly grasped hand, and by a voice that sounded as if it had broken through something.

When I glanced to my side again, the girl's eyes were no longer reflecting the spring. Instead, I could see my own face, which, after suppressing all sorts of emotions, was now displaying an indescribably foolish expression.

"We made a promise to the moon, didn't we? That we'd be together, no matter what."

I couldn't respond to the amber glow that stared at me so directly, so intently. As I managed a faint nod, she said,

"So… so, please—be my partner, always."

I couldn't look away from the girl who was pouring her heart out to me with all her might.

"For that to happen, please make one more promise. If something tries to change you… and if that's not what you want..."

I had seen so many of her expressions before.

"Tell me."

A naive face, a cute face, a dependable face, a dignified face—and now, another one.

"I may be powerless myself, but even so, I will absolutely—protect you."

With an expression I'd never seen before, she offered a serene smile.

Honestly, I couldn't grasp Sora's circumstances or the meaning of her words at that moment. But—

"...Uh, well."

Completely overwhelmed by the atmosphere, there was only one answer I could give in that place.

"O-Okay...?"

When I nodded back in my bewilderment, Sora let out a soft chuckle—and the girl, who had closed the distance just a little more, leaned into me as if relieved.

As always… whether she knew it or not, she really knew how to play with a man's heart.

◇◆◇◆◇

"————......................Haaaah..."

『—Have you finally made up your mind?』

Echoing through the observation chamber—the monitor room—was a weary sigh of resignation. And alongside it, a cheerful voice that felt somehow merciless.

"...Even if you're going to flaunt it, I wish you'd pick a better time and place."

『Unfortunately, "consideration" is not my area of expertise. I currently have no interests beyond fulfilling the `wish` entrusted to me.』

"Good grief… I suppose I'll have to hold out hope for the future on that front."

『You are free to hope all you like—may I have your answer?』

"You don't need to ask. Surely you can read my thoughts, can't you?"

『I repeat, "consideration" is still not my area of expertise.』

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

Even though he knew it was a losing battle, he couldn't help but feel a pang of longing for a little more understanding.

With a grimace, Yotsuya Togo gazed at the two shadows huddled together on the giant monitor—

"There's no other choice, is there... My mind is made up."

And as he heard the 'answer' uttered like an exhale,

『——————』

The other 'voice' let out a satisfied breath and—its presence vanished.

---

The stage is set.



    Chapter 259

    To an Unconventional Reality

    —Yotsuya Development, the creators of the virtual world. It could be said that in this day and age, there is no one who does not know of this world-renowned small enterprise.

Three years… no, if you go back to the announcement of VR technology, it would be about four years ago. A small group of just a few people, who suddenly started a business. It took less than a day for the technological revolution they championed to capture the attention of the entire world.

No one could doubt Yotsuya's words, as they publicly declared the backing of multiple national governments, and the realization of a virtual world was hammered into people as a truth of almost violent proportions.

The announcement of virtual reality technology. And the presentation of the VR device, [Arcadia]. Various opinions were raised around the world when their words came to the conclusion that this ark of the future was merely a device for providing entertainment (games), but….

In the end, there was no one on earth who could complain to Yotsuya, which the 'world' had openly shown its stance on 'protecting'.

The ordering and production of [Arcadia]. And the service launch of the VR game, 'Arcadia'. The small enterprise that took a step no one could stop now continues to walk an unrivaled path as the world's most authoritative 'small group'—

"————...Um… yes, I'm well aware of that. Yes."

"Oh my, my sincerest apologies."

I was sitting on an incredibly comfortable, plush, large sofa that could rival the ten seats at the Eastern Round Table. The tea, even without holding the cup, sent a fragrant aroma wafting up with its steam, and the nameless sweets were something I could tell were expensive at a single glance.

And then there was the dignified woman in her forties sitting on the sofa across the table, and the man in his fifties standing by the wall beside her. Both of them were beaming.

Now, I may have been called 'ignorant' more times than I can count in the last two months, but I'm merely ignorant of the virtual world's customs. Apart from information related to the game world of Arcadia, I have at least an average person's knowledge of the great Yotsuya Development.

So, when I politely indicated that a detailed company explanation wasn't necessary, the woman in front of me—the university's Director Kunori—gave an elegant laugh, her mood remaining exceptionally good.

By the way, the man standing is the university president... or was it the chancellor? I'm not familiar with the structure of universities, so I'm not sure, but judging by their behavior, Director Kunori is clearly the more important person.

"My apologies, I seem to have gotten carried away… Oh, please, have some sweets. They're a recommendation from a shop I'm quite fond of—"

"Ah, no, yes, thank you…"

............And as for why I'm being treated to such reverent hospitality, complete with tea and sweets, by a super-energetic royal madam—

Well, there's really only one reason for it.

"I'm sorry for the wait, Haru-san. The other party should be arriving shortly."

"Ah, no, yes, that's fine…"

While responding meekly to the words of the president-or-chancellor, I took a sip of tea. I was so on edge that I couldn't appreciate the taste; honestly, the only impression I got was 'hot.'

So, here I am, waiting in a place set up by the university as a go-between, waiting for the other party—the messenger from Yotsuya Development.

On a side note, Mizuki, who had offered to drive me here, once again waved at me with a distant look in her eyes, saying, "Stay safe." I'd appreciate it if you'd refrain from these proactive 'final farewell' gestures.

At any rate, I had been waiting in this strange space for a good fifteen minutes. Just as I was starting to think I couldn't handle any more mental exhaustion before the main event,

"————hk..."

A knock echoed through the room.

Unlike me, who reflexively held my breath, the two of them were, despite their high spirits, remarkably calm. While the president/chancellor (?) headed for the door, I followed Director Kunori's lead as she rose from the sofa and hastily stood up myself.

Peeking through the gap in the opened door, I saw the figure of another woman I didn't recognize. Judging by their exchange, she seemed to be an escort; the real guest of honor was the one who appeared from behind her—

"—Excuse me."

—this person, I presumed.

Ushered into the room was a young man in his mid-twenties. His suit fit him so well that he seemed to be the very embodiment of 'an ordinary salaryman.'

He had clean, short-cropped black hair and eyes of the same color. Overall, his features were rather plain, but... his incredibly composed gaze gave a sense of his caliber.

He was ordinary, yet somehow not. Unfathomable—that was my slightly rude impression of the man who met my eyes and stared at me intently.

While I stood frozen, the man looked away from me and exchanged words with Director Kunori. After a brief exchange of greetings, welcomes, and thanks—

"Well then—it's a pleasure to meet you, Haru Kasuga-kun."

Only the two of us remained in the room.

As I mechanically responded to the unhesitatingly offered right hand,

"I am Chitose Kazuha, Assistant to the Representative of Yotsuya Development."

He was likely the number two at the world-famous Yotsuya. Assistant Representative Chitose smiled refreshingly, then looked straight into my eyes and said,

"—I've come to pick you up, Acrobat-kun."

---

This is the same guy who was a nervous wreck in front of the princess!!!!!
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    A Distorted Normality

    A normal young man—that was Chitose's first impression of the Acrobat, Haru Kasuga.

He was calm for his age and a keen observer of people. However, if asked whether he had the same 'special aura' as the Sword Queen or other renowned rankers…

"—............"

The answer was no.

He glanced at the back seat in the rearview mirror. The young man sitting there quietly looked, as expected, like nothing more than a 'normal' university student.

Chitose knew every single one of the Acrobat Haru's battles. That was precisely why he was inwardly perplexed by the difference between the young man here in the real world and the one in the virtual world.

"I had you looked into to a certain extent. My apologies, but it's part of my position."

When he deliberately threw out those words so suddenly, the young man naturally looked surprised—

But the look of bewilderment lasted only for a moment.

It seemed his perceptiveness and quick thinking were the same here as they were over there. After another moment's hesitation, the young man opened his mouth, watching Chitose's expression as he waited for him to continue.

"In that case, you probably know about that thing from my high school days too, right?"

Though he was visibly tense, he seemed to have enough composure to crack a joke. Was he unfazed… or was he just good at putting on a front?

It wasn't entirely natural, but he managed to put on a smile that was only slightly awkward.

"'That thing,' you say… —Juggling your reckless part-time jobs and your studies. What's astonishing is that you didn't lose heart, you didn't break your body, and you continued that for three years, right on the very edge of healthy."

"W-Well… whether it was 'healthy' or not probably depends on your point of view."

"Well, you did pass the [Arcadia] screening at least. It's certain that even after pulling off such an impossible feat, you didn't suffer any mental or physical abnormalities—you've got some serious grit."

"Uh… thanks?"

He felt 'obsession' might be a more fitting word than 'grit,' but he chose his words carefully.

And then—

""————————""

Their eyes met for a brief moment in the mirror, and Chitose cut off his next words.

*—Stop right there.* That's what his eyes had communicated with undeniable force.

Chitose—they—knew Haru Kasuga's past.

There was no conventional morality involved, no consideration for a 'person's' privacy. With nothing but permission from on high, 'Yotsuya' observed its 'players'.

To be involved in this work, Chitose had cast aside more than half of the common sense one should uphold as a human being. If he were bound by guilt or ethics, he could never be a subordinate to God.

Therefore, Chitose knew the roots of what made him who he was.

That was why—

"We'll be there soon. Do you prefer tea or coffee?"

"Ah… coffee, I think."

—the very fact that he was able to act like a normal young man right now...

"Then I'll have them prepare some good coffee."

...seemed to be what made him a 'distorted one,' on par with the 'special ones.'

---

This is basically an interlude, so another chapter later today.
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    A Chain of Encounters

    I had been told from the start that they were 'coming to pick me up,' so leaving the university in a hurry as soon as we exchanged greetings wasn't unexpected. The fact that they had looked into me beforehand was also to be expected.

After all, I had already provided a certain amount of personal information when I ordered [Arcadia]. I had no particular feelings about them doing a little extra background check.

At least, not as long as they didn't rudely pry into my past.

If there was anything unexpected in the developments so far, it was firstly that Chitose-san—a man of high rank, likely the number two at Yotsuya, with the title of 'Assistant Representative'—had come to pick me up personally. Secondly, I had assumed we were heading to the 'Yotsuya Development' headquarters, a building I had visited when I placed my order, but instead, it was a small office nestled quietly in a corner of the city.

And most of all—

"Is it to your liking?"

"............Yes, it's delicious."

—I was being shown to a sofa in the office, told to 'please wait a moment,' and after waiting a few minutes for Chitose-san to return, I found myself being doted on quite intensely by a maid with the most dazzling smile I had ever seen.

As promised, they had prepared delicious coffee for me, and as I was swept along and treated to it, I was putting on a grand display of awkwardness in front of a being I was encountering for the first time in my life.

Her slightly light-colored black hair was gathered up with a barrette. Her slender frame was clad in... well, I wouldn't know the specific type, but it was a very orthodox style of maid uniform.

This maid—no, the maid who introduced herself as Natsume, apparently did work that was half-secretary at Yotsuya.

What 'half' meant was a mystery. Should I think of it as a 50/50 split of secretary and maid? Her first greeting was 'My name is Natsume, a maid,' so it seemed likely that the latter portion was even larger than half.

Now, if she were just a maid (?), it would be one thing, but she was also incredibly beautiful and mysteriously forward, which made it hard to relax. With her elegant, almond-shaped eyes that weren't quite sharp, she was looking at me with great curiosity.

Behavior that would normally be considered rude to a guest was exquisitely transformed into a 'charming friendliness' through her atmosphere, tone of voice, gaze, and conversation skills, which made her impossible to deal with. Her type was different, but in the sense that she made me certain I couldn't win against her as a person, I knew someone similar—none other than my own master.

Anyway,

"—How old are you?"

"—What are your hobbies?"

"—What are your favorite things?"

"—What do you do on your days off?"

"—Do you like board games?"

"—Do you have a significant other?"

Yeah, um—could you please spare me the machine-gun-like interrogation reminiscent of a matchmaking interview? And what's with the random 'do you like board games' question thrown in there?

"Do you have a significant other?"

Why did you ask twice? Is that important?

"I do not."

"Then, have you had one in the past?"

"I have not."

As I repeatedly denied it with a sullen face, Natsume-san smiled, looking utterly pleased. Are you trying to pick a fight with an unpopular, average guy?

Besides, if she's in a 'secretary' position, she should have access to my information... right?

It wasn't quite a suspicion, but as she probably sensed my inner thoughts from the way I tilted my head, her smile changed color slightly—but she didn't offer an answer.

Without warning, she reined in her 'chatter,' and just as Natsume-san stepped back toward the wall—a knock echoed through the room.

I hadn't been paying attention, but I realized that no outside sounds could be heard in this office. The soundproofing must be exceptional... no, wait, how did she sense that beforehand? Does this person possess some kind of master skill like Aura Reading?

It wasn't a knock asking for permission to enter, but probably a consideration for me inside the room. The door opened without waiting for a reply—and a middle-aged man with black hair and black eyes appeared.

I knew in an instant, without even making eye contact. He was most likely—

"—Well, hello. A pleasure to meet you. You must be Haru Kasuga-kun."

"Y-Yes, a pleasure to meet you."

I reflexively stood up, and just as my body was about to freeze, I spurred it on to bow—only to be stopped by his 'gaze.'

Seriously, what is this? The space directly in front of me is tingling.

He was somewhat short, but the dignity he held was so immense that it would be shocking if you noticed his height. A calm gaze, a calm tone of voice, a calm demeanor... and yet, the hand he so coolly extended felt, frankly, terrifying.

I managed to shake his hand out of half fear, half defiance. Swallowing the tension that threatened to make me tremble, I extended my hand, and he smiled calmly again—

"I am Yotsuya Togo, the representative of Yotsuya Development."

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

As expected, the man announced the name I was anticipating and gripped my hand firmly.

"Thank you for responding to our sudden contact—I was looking forward to meeting you, Crown-kun."

As he said this, the smile he showed was confident, bold, playful, like that of a mischievous child. As I saw this slightly unexpected expression on Mr. Yotsuya, I managed to force a smile in return and said,

"In real life, I'd really appreciate it if you didn't call me that..."

—because it's embarrassing, I added, in a deliberately joking manner.

His dignity surpassed my imagination, but... thankfully, it seemed he wasn't the 'terrifying celestial being' I had arbitrarily pictured.

Mr. Yotsuya nodded at my words with a "You've got a point," and laughed in a relaxed manner.

...........................But, if I could just say one thing?

————Isn't your grip a little too strong?



    Chapter 262

    What Is Sought

    "Well then, I shall take my leave."

"Ah, thank you, Itsuki-kun."

With a bow so graceful it was captivating, Natsume-san excused herself, and once again, it was just the two of us in the room. Before me, as I returned to my seat on the sofa, sat a man who was one of the world's most powerful figures.

It just didn't feel real.

I've been through many similar situations in job interviews for part-time work, but I never dreamed a day would come when I'd face off against such a big shot.

"Now then, where should we begin?"

—In any case. Now that I'm actually in this situation, there's no point in shrinking back uselessly.

Excessive self-assertion might earn a laugh, but having no self at all is also a problem.

"...If you don't mind, could you first tell me the reason you contacted me?"

So, I swallowed my nervousness and didn't hesitate to speak. I wasn't here for a job interview or a recruitment activity. Though our positions were different, judging by Mr. Yotsuya's atmosphere, I should be allowed some freedom of speech. If he gets angry by some chance, I'll just prostrate myself on the spot.

"I see, you've been waiting for the details."

Judging by his understanding expression and easy reply, it seemed my approach wasn't wrong, thankfully.

"There's no point in beating around the bush, so let me get straight to the point—Haru Kasuga-kun. We, as the Acrobat Haru, would like to form a contract with you."

That was one of the things I had expected him to say. And at the same time I understood, it was a development that contained a massive question.

"This 'contract'... am I right to assume it's what one would normally imagine? That is, similar to the ones with other influential players..."

"You're mostly correct in that understanding. To put it simply, we would become your sponsor and, at the same time, act as your 'shield.'"

Well, that's one invincible shield that the entire world couldn't even budge... but there's one fatal flaw in that logic. Simply put—

"The developers of a game making a contract with a player of that same game... I mean, what exactly leads to that?"

Aren't there so many problems with that, it's an absolute taboo? That's what I honestly couldn't help but think. Above all else, the 'Gods' of development should never, ever show favoritism to an individual player.

I also couldn't think of any reason why Yotsuya would go so far as to break such a taboo to hire me. I could understand the other companies that, to put it bluntly, were swarming to get a piece of [Arcadia]'s near-infinite commercial value. But what merit would Yotsuya Development gain from signing a contract with me?

And even if there were a merit, would it be worth the demerit of even slightly damaging their unshakeable credibility?

Even after sleeping on it, a satisfactory answer still eluded me.

"Your question is a valid one. However, I'm afraid there's too much confidential company information involved. I can't explain everything at this point."

Therefore, I may not be able to give you an answer that satisfies you. With a glance that conveyed this, Mr. Yotsuya prompted me to nod in return, signaling for him to continue.

"Well then—first and foremost, it is to protect you."

"—............"

I was a little surprised that *that* came first. It felt rude to interrupt, so for now, I swallowed my reaction.

"Forgive my bluntness, but regardless of your history, you are an extremely ordinary university student. While there are a few exceptions, your circumstances are completely different from other influential players, most of whom have spent years building up their skills and status."

"...Well, it's true that neither my status nor my mindset has caught up yet."

When I said that jokingly, he replied with a smile, "Exactly," as if it were a matter of course, which was a subtle relief. I found myself naturally thinking he was a good person.

"If the attention you were receiving was only moderate, it would be a different story... but in your case, your battle record and the buzz you've generated are too significant. I can say with almost certainty that in the future, you will be inundated with troubles that a person within the scope of an ordinary citizen cannot handle."

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

Even though I had already accepted this fact, having it laid out before me by someone in such a definitive position really hits home...

"However, we pride ourselves on our responsibility as the ones who brought [Arcadia] into the world. We cannot stand by and watch you, a player enjoying the virtual world, be devoured by the public."

"That... is an incredibly kind sentiment, but even so, is it necessary for the developers themselves to intervene directly..."

They could surely use their power as Yotsuya to request another company to protect me without fail. But the fact that they aren't doing that must mean—

"That is, of course, because we have our own reasons for wanting to take you in directly."

—so it would seem. There was a second reason related to the first.

Still, to 'take in'... that's quite direct...

"Unfortunately, that is one of the things I cannot discuss."

But—he cut himself off and took a sip of coffee.

I followed his lead, and we both took a momentary break. Placing our cups down at almost the same time, he boasted about his mysterious maid with a proud look, saying, 'She's quite skilled, isn't she?'

Is he trying to be charming?

"In any case... I can tell you what we 'desire' from you."

"Desire?"

Does such a thing even exist? As I let my doubt seep into my voice, Mr. Yotsuya showed me a gentle smile and began to speak with composure.

"—We want you to focus on conquering that world, without being disturbed by anyone. What we... what I ask of you, boils down to that single point."

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

I was at a loss for how to respond to those words. Seeing my confusion, Mr. Yotsuya smiled and said, "Let me put it more simply"—

"We want you to aim for the game clear of [Arcadia]."

As if announcing a long-cherished wish, he presented another seed of confusion.
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    Endless Questions

    "Game, clear...?"

In response to Mr. Yotsuya's words, the question that escaped my lips was twice as bewildered as before.

In online games—especially in the MMO genre—does the concept of a clear in the sense of completion even exist? Generally, the 'end' of an MMO is either the termination of service by the developers or a player's personal graduation, right? At least, I don't know of any other examples.

—But, thinking about it again, although there is a monthly connection fee, [Arcadia] is technically a 'buy-to-play' game. Considering that, it is indeed fundamentally different from the so-called MMOs that are 'infinitely updated'... which would mean...

If Mr. Yotsuya, the representative of the development and operation, says it 'exists,' then [Arcadia] must indeed have a game clear—that is, an ending.

"I'm pleased to see you react with such a sad expression."

Whether it was written all over my face or he had read my mind, I couldn't help but return an ambiguous smile to Mr. Yotsuya, who was smiling somewhat happily.

"Haru-kun, how do you perceive that world—[Arcadia] as a game?"

"...? As a game, how... Do you mean in terms of genre?"

He gave a single nod in response.

What genre...? I could only think of one, of course.

"Well, an MMO... an MMORPG, I suppose?"

I added a question mark just in case, but this was less my own answer and more the common understanding of the world. A VRMMO—something that had been the subject of countless works of fiction as a 'fictional existence' until [Arcadia] came along.

"A Massively Multiplayer Online Role-Playing Game... In terms of the literal meaning, there is indeed no more accurate description."

More than accurate, I wondered if any other words even existed to describe it. I couldn't quite grasp where this conversation was headed.

"Have you played any other online games, any other MMOs besides [Arcadia]?"

"Yes, a few."

"Then how do you think it compares to them?"

"It's a god-tier game."

I said it so smoothly on impulse that I had to put on the brakes and choose my words more carefully.

"It's not so much a comparison... as it is that there's no comparison to be made. The vastness of the world, the complexity and precision of the systems, the NPCs who are indistinguishable from people, even the monsters behave as naturally as real creatures—honestly, everything about it is on a different level from existing games."

And that's even without considering the fundamental difference of VR. The overall quality of the game, crafted with unparalleled technology, is truly a masterpiece—

"Then let me rephrase. In the MMORPG genre, players often seek fairness above all else, don't they?"

That was probably not about the 'literal meaning' he mentioned, but...

"In an MMO, there should fundamentally not be a single 'special' individual among the players."

...it was about the image of the concept of a VRMMO.

"Of course, strong players will emerge in any game. But they are, at most, 'outstanding individuals,' and should not be 'special individuals.'"

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

Ah, that—I had a feeling I knew where this was going.

"The players you know well, like the [Sword Queen] and the [Sword Saint], and those who rank among the factions. Not all, but many of them are undeniably 'special individuals.'"

In other words, they are beings that should not exist.

"And—the [Acrobat], you, are one of them."

It was, so to speak, a shift in perspective. A part I hadn't even considered, so engrossed was I in that virtual world.

"Now... if we were to call a world that tolerates their existence a VRMMO, can it truly be called the 'god-tier game' you speak of?"

What he was referring to was, in essence, the matter of game balance.

The fundamental premise of online games. Equal opportunity, to put it nicely; the exclusion of individuality, to put it badly.

If I were to consider it from that point of view, [Arcadia], which allows for not only the outstanding talents of individual rankers but also numerous 'special existences' like `Anima` and `Terror Armaments`—

—viewed as an MMORPG, might not be a 'god-tier game' after all.

Or, tilting my perspective even further—

"It wasn't developed as an MMO in the first place... or something............"

...............Um, how should I interpret that smile???

"That's the second thing I can't tell you yet—now, let's get back to the topic at hand."

"Right..."

But the more we talk, the more mysteries seem to pile up...

"I'll have to omit the specific details, but in any case, [Arcadia] has the concept of a game clear—you know about the `Colored` monsters, don't you?"

"To some extent."

By some twist of fate, I've already had dealings with two of them.

"It's already known information on the player side, and you'll come to know it soon enough anyway. With that in mind, let me tell you myself that the extermination of those 'Colored' monsters is the grand quest in [Arcadia]—in other words, the path that leads to the game clear I am asking of you."

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

"I hope you'll forgive me for spoiling it like this. As I said, it's already known information, and it was something you were scheduled to be informed of tonight anyway. The fact that it's related to the game clear... you'll have to overlook it as a necessary minimum disclosure of information."

"No, well... it's not like you spoiled the story or anything..."

I wasn't so much shocked as I was genuinely surprised.

What with the 'White Throne,' the flavor text and incantations of my armaments, and the 'Red Circle' that keeps making its presence known. It's something anyone could guess, that those things are important existences in the world of Arcadia.

More important than any of that is the fact that—

"..................Can we even beat those things, as things stand?"

"I'll have to offer no comment on that."

Ah... thank you for your consideration regarding spoilers.

But if my memory serves me correctly, didn't Iris and an over-raid of more than a hundred people get instantly wiped out by the 'White Throne'?

I don't think my involvement alone will change the situation, and before that, I must not forget that none of my questions have been answered yet.

Why on earth would the game's developers entrust the game clear to an individual player—but that must be precisely the core of it.

Whether I asked with my eyes or with my words, I felt I wouldn't be able to draw out an answer. So, well... as far as I can imagine—

"Is that, perhaps, all you can say?"

"Yes, that is all."

And so... it seems that is all the information he can disclose to me.

Ha, I see. This is a problem—I have almost no material to use as a reference.

There are two reasons why Yotsuya Development wants to form a contract with me. The priority seems to be reversed, but to summarize, it's 'We want to protect you directly so you can aim for the game clear without being disturbed.' However, he can't tell me the intention or reason behind that conclusion...

With this, how on earth am I supposed to judge whether to accept the contract or not?

"Ah... well then............For reference, could you tell me what would happen to me in each case, if I 'accepted' and if I 'declined'? As much as you're able to say is fine."

Taking the now-cooling coffee in hand, trying to soothe my head that had been bombarded with nothing but mysteries and confusion, I requested the next explanation with what I myself felt was a tired voice—

Mr. Yotsuya nodded with a "Of course," and looked at me with what seemed to be pitying eyes.

...I know you don't mean any harm, but I have to say it.

This is your fault too, you know.



    Chapter 264

    One More Request

    —An hour had already passed since the start of our meeting.

Although I was hinted at a plethora of mysteries at the beginning, thankfully, the subsequent exchange wasn't filled with 'company secrets.' After going over the contract details, my treatment, and discussing what my future actions should be, the result was—though it seemed decided from the start—that there was really only one option.

"—I look forward to working with you."

"Likewise, I'm counting on you."

The handshake we exchanged was a sign of our agreement. After aligning our intentions, I had decided to enter into a contract with Yotsuya Development.

Well, it wasn't so much a decision as... frankly, there wasn't a single reason to refuse. Even considering the abundance of secrets.

First and foremost, the trust and power that Yotsuya as a company has built up are just too immense. To be under its protection while I continue to exist in the virtual world is equivalent to obtaining an invincible shield—though it seems some 'craftiness' is required for the public image.

What I'm providing is, just as Mr. Yotsuya said, simply an 'active stance towards clearing the game.' Since that was already my plan, it's no exaggeration to say I'm giving up practically nothing.

In return, what Yotsuya Development will provide is... 'a shield' and various other things.

Somehow, the thought of contacting my parents with all this information is just too terrifying. My mother might be fine, but I wonder if my timid father won't have a heart attack.

"Well then—we've been talking for quite a while. There's no need to cram everything in at once, so let's set the difficult matters aside for now."

"Yes, that's true. I also need to talk to my parents, so I'd appreciate it if we could leave it at that for today..."

Frankly, a matter of this scale would easily overwhelm my parents' capacity. It's unavoidable that it will be more of a report on a decided matter than a consultation.

"If you'd like, could you give me your parents' contact information? After you've reported to them, I'd like to greet them as well."

"Ah... w-well then............Yes, please do."

..................Right, I'll just give him the contact information for the absolute powerhouse of the Kasuga family, my mother. I can't afford to lose a parent to an unforeseen accident before I've even had a chance to be a good son.

I also gave him my own address and message ID, and received his contact information in return—and the name 'Yotsuya Togo' was now etched into my phone's address book.

This is seriously a dizzying affair. I wonder how much time it will take for this reality, where I've stepped one foot into another world, to feel real again...

"It's getting late. I'd like to have lunch together to build some rapport, but... actually, there's one more thing I need to talk to you about."

As I was indulging in a bit of escapism with a distant look in my eyes, Mr. Yotsuya, who had been fiddling with his phone, spoke up again. Since he was the one who said the difficult conversation was over, this must be a completely separate matter from the contract.

...But I wonder, what other business could the representative of the great 'Yotsuya Development' possibly have with me?

"First, I'd like to ask—Haru-kun, you don't happen to have a girlfriend right now, do you?"

"Huh, no, I don't..............................EXCUSE ME???"

Hey, not again. First Natsume-san (the maid), and now there's a mysterious demand for my relationship status?

"Um, what's the meaning of that question?"

"Even if you don't have a girlfriend, you don't happen to have a woman you're interested in, do you?"

"Wha, what...? Um, no, not at the moment."

"Is that true for both the real world and the virtual world?"

What on earth am I being interrogated about by a middle-aged—a mature man I've just met?

"...At least for now, I'm not actively looking to be in a relationship."

"I see, that's good."

Nothing about this is good for me.

"Actually, I have a daughter."

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

Ah, I get it. This man is more himself when he's like this, isn't he? He's got a slightly pushy, my-pace kind of vibe, the type who pulls others into his flow.

Though our status and standing are worlds apart, it reminds me of the owner of the izakaya where I worked until last year. I wonder if he and his daughter are doing well.

"I see, you have a daughter..."

Mr. Togo's name is famous as the representative of Yotsuya, but there shouldn't have been any detailed information about his family situation. At least, the information I crammed into my head overnight yesterday didn't include the existence of a 'daughter.'

Is he simply keeping it under wraps, or is he forcibly suppressing the information—

"Regarding that daughter, there's something I'd like to request of you, separate from the contract."

"...I'm listening."

When he puts it like that, I have no choice but to nod. Honestly, I sense trouble, but since I'll be under his protection, I need to repay the favor where I can. I should probably accept this request, as long as it's something I can do.

"My daughter's existence isn't widely known to the public, but it's not as if no one knows about her. Even if we can prevent the spread of information, we can't protect her from everyone's eyes."

I see, so he's hiding her while forcibly suppressing what he can.

"Because of that, she inevitably gets caught up in unnecessary entanglements. It's unfortunate, but she's had to endure a lot of hardships."

'Entanglements' that befall Yotsuya's only daughter—... When I hear about the troubles that a celestial being's daughter has to endure, one thing comes to mind.

"Is this, um, marriage proposal-related?"

"Yes, it is marriage proposal-related."

I wish he would spare me the fierce expression he's showing for the first time, as if to say 'How detestable.' But if he says it's unfortunate, a natural question arises—

"In that case, couldn't you just... do something about it?"

It should be simple, for Yotsuya.

As I lightly voiced my thought, Mr. Yotsuya gave a bitter smile in response.

"This also involves some complicated circumstances... but to put it simply, it's difficult. At least, for now."

"I see."

...Is that so? This is another one of those 'company secrets,' isn't it? It's not something I need to pursue, so for now, it's best to let it slide.

"Well, I understand that your daughter is in trouble due to some unfortunate circumstances—so, what is it you want to request of me?"

Let's set aside the complicated circumstances for now. In any case, I can't say anything until I hear the details of the request. So please, if you could, just tell me quickly.

That gaze, as if bracing for the worst, is giving me a bad feeling—

"I want you to lend me your name."

"...My name?"

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

"..................For what, exactly?"

This is a huge gap from the dignified figure I've seen so far—somehow, a look of weakness on Mr. Yotsuya's face makes my wariness grow. Is it a premonition, or perhaps a revelation from the heavens?

I came to a certain conclusion, and I could feel my cheeks twitching. Namely—

"Haru-kun—would you be willing to become my daughter's 'fiancé'?"

"————......................................................What???"

—the conclusion that this 'request' would be something unbelievably outrageous.

And indeed, what flew from Mr. Yotsuya's mouth surpassed even my predictions—and to me, who could only respond with utter bewilderment, he too wore an expression that seemed to say, 'I'm at a complete loss.'

*Just kidding*—I waited silently for those words.

But the 'request' that had been uttered was never, ever retracted.



    Chapter 265

    Touching, and Meeting by Chance

    "—As my daughter's fiancé, would you be willing to lend me your name?"

The repeated words, their meaning unchanged, once again struck my thoughts.

Even though I had sensed something outrageous was coming, being presented with a request from such an unexpected direction left me unable to give a satisfactory response.

*What is this person saying?*—While trying to calm my mind, which was on the verge of confusion from natural doubt and surprise, I understood from Mr. Yotsuya's expression that this 'request' was at least not a joke.

In that case, I needed to think.

If he's serious, not joking, about me becoming his daughter's 'fiancé,' what is the reason?

Is this Mr. Yotsuya's decision alone? Or has his daughter already agreed to it?

This is probably not a matter to be taken lightly or joked about. Judging from Mr. Yotsuya's demeanor, he seems to cherish his daughter very much.

Only daughter, can't protect her from all eyes, unnecessary entanglements, forced to endure unfortunate hardships, marriage proposals, a detestable expression, even Yotsuya can't protect her at present, lend me your name—

He said it. He contacted me, first and foremost, to protect me.

It's unnatural to suddenly throw another burden at someone you've decided to protect. Is it because he loves his daughter... a matter of priority?

Probably not—he may have a slightly pushy and self-paced side to him, but he is still 'Yotsuya Togo.' I've gathered that at his core, he is a thoughtful person who walks the path of righteousness with immense power and pride.

————Ah, so that's what this is.

"A fake engagement to protect each other, is that it?"

"————......You truly are full of surprises."

I'm honored by the praise, but the pieces to reach that conclusion were all there.

To set up a fiancé to reject marriage proposals. It's an extremely simple countermeasure, and I have to admit that I'm currently very convenient for that role.

A true 'out-of-nowhere' irregular. In inverse proportion to my skyrocketing status, I still have no entanglements, an entity without a front or a back.

However, the buzz... it's strange to say it myself, but for the daughter of Yotsuya—no, precisely because the other party is the daughter of Yotsuya, I, who have garnered attention akin to a top star in the virtual world, should be able to create a certain sense of 'plausibility.'

Marriage proposals that can't be rejected for some reason... surely no fool would try to pick a fight with the great Yotsuya Development even after knowing she has a fiancé.

If you can't refuse, just create a reason to block it from the start.

And it's not just his daughter who would be spared burdens and hardships by this. On top of my status as the ranker [Acrobat], 'the fiancé of Yotsuya's daughter'—few would try to mess with such a dangerous opponent.

In other words, it's a mutually beneficial relationship where I also stand to gain.

In addition, the fact that he repeatedly emphasized the phrase 'lend me your name' means—

"That's about the only conclusion I could reach..."

And besides, it's hard to believe he would truly entrust his cherished daughter to a man he just met—that was also part of my reasoning.

"...You are a sharp one. You think for yourself and come to conclusions, and you're very good at it."

"That's, um... I'm flattered."

Lately, I've been subjected to the sweet praise of my doting master, so I've become better at accepting compliments from others—but still, receiving such direct praise to my face makes me feel a bit awkward.

While I pathetically shrank back, Mr. Yotsuya nodded, deeply impressed after hearing my speculation.

"As you say, this request is for you to play the part of a 'fake fiancé.' We've been discussing this for some time, and my daughter has given her consent."

Ah, that's... regardless of whether I accept or not, that's a relief for now.

Though, I never thought he was the type of person who would disregard his daughter's wishes in the first place.

"You say I'm just lending my name, so it's not like it's going to be publicly announced, right? Since your daughter isn't widely known in the first place."

"Yes, that's also correct. The knowledge of the engagement will be limited to the shrewd—pardon me, the capable and powerful heads of large organizations who might know of my daughter's existence."

If any fool still doesn't back off, then he'll finally abandon all mercy. As he declared such a terrifying thing, Mr. Yotsuya's expression was simply that of a doting father.

"In addition, I give you my word that your name as the fiancé will not leak to the 'outside.' On the name of Yotsuya, you can place your full trust in that."

And yet, he can also show such an incredibly cool side, so he's not to be underestimated. I wonder how many people in the world can say 'trust me completely' without a hint of hesitation.

"So, what do you think?"

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

Well... even if it's convincing and trustworthy, the answer is no if you ask whether I can easily nod to such a proposition. It may be a fake, a pretense of mutual support, but it's difficult to accept a fantasy like 'fiancé' with a simple 'yes, please.'

I'm just a modern, average person, you know. Time and again, my mind just can't keep up.

"..................Um... would it be possible to meet your daughter once?"

At least, with someone whose name and face I don't know... I tried asking for a meeting. I doubted he would refuse, and this should buy me some time.

With that in mind, I voiced my request—and Mr. Yotsuya showed me a wicked smile that was hard to describe.

Not a bad feeling... but rather, I felt a strange, indescribable sense of unease. While I was feeling this, a控え目な knock on the door echoed through the room.

"..................Mr. Yotsuya?"

"It would be unreasonable to ask for an answer before you've even met, even if it is a pretense. I have at least taken that much into consideration."

"...Did you, perhaps, call her just now?"

Remembering the moment he was operating his phone mid-conversation, I asked, and Mr. Yotsuya muttered, "You really are observant," and smiled.

However, I had no leeway to smile back.

I did ask to meet her, but I didn't ask for it to happen so immediately. My main intention was simply to buy time, and I hadn't prepared myself in the slightest—

...Even though I wasn't ready, the knock came again.

"Well then, shall we?"

*No, we shall not*—but at this point, I couldn't possibly say that.

As I braced myself and nodded, Mr. Yotsuya nodded back grandly and headed for the door.

As I rose from the sofa to greet his daughter, who was probably already on the other side of the door... I was bewildered by a certain emotion that was welling up in my chest.

Not nervousness, not fear.

What was this feeling that the 'presence' I felt from beyond the door was bringing me—

As my eyes met with Mr. Yotsuya's, who had turned back, he pulled the doorknob as if to show me the answer.

"—Excuse me."

And then, a single girl appeared.

A picture-perfect young lady, her still-childlike features filled with a graceful expression.

As she gave a beautiful bow, her smooth black hair swayed—and my eyes met her sky-blue ones.

"————————————"

"A pleasure to meet you. I am Yotsuya Togo's—... daughter... of.................."

I, who had lost my voice, and the girl, whose words had trailed off.

Unlike in the virtual world, I couldn't precisely read what was reflected in those eyes. But just as I couldn't look away from her, it was certain that she was also looking at me—

"—Hk..."

As if her strength had left her, her slender knees buckled—just as I had expected. That's why I, who had already started moving, caught the girl in an instant.

I hope you'll forgive me for extending a hand before her father, who was right beside her. Because just as a daughter is precious to her father—

"No way... it can't be————"

—I, too, am familiar with a precious existence.

I hope you'll overlook the difference in our years of acquaintance... but more importantly, let's focus on her, who is muttering in bewilderment in my arms.

"—Hey."

"Hk..."

Hearing my 'voice,' the girl, who had fallen even deeper into confusion, held her breath.

Nervousness, bewilderment, confusion, I felt them all just as she did—but there was something I absolutely had to confirm right here, right now.

Namely,

"Is this, by any chance, a dream?"

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

—simply whether this moment was reality or not.

With a deliberately theatrical, joking tone I had shown to 'someone' countless times... whether consciously or unconsciously, her stunned cheeks...

In any case, I had succeeded in putting a faint smile on them.

"...I wonder. At least, I don't remember logging in."

"I see, so it doesn't seem to be the virtual world either."

The voice that reached my ears, so full of emotion... I felt bad for her, but it put me at ease to an incredible degree.

For now, let's put all emotions, including surprise, on the shelf—

There was only one thing I could say right now.

"I'm happy to see you————Sora."

"Hk...—This is... hk, not fair... honestly............!"

Even with different eyes and hair, even with a different aura about her.

The girl I had met in the real world was the same 'partner' as always.

As always, with an angry face that wasn't scary at all—Sora mercilessly pounded on my chest.



    Chapter 266

    Quits

    "—Just as planned. Let's go."

"Leave it to me."

In the parking lot of the hideout-office, camouflaged as a multi-tenant building, Chitose, who had been waiting in the car, started the engine at his employer's command.

"I'll ask just in case, but are you sure about this? Leaving them alone together so suddenly."

Glancing at Togo in the rearview mirror, Chitose saw that his expression was, unexpectedly... no, just as expected, serene.

"It's too late for that now, isn't it? They've already spent a much denser time together in reality. The time for making a fuss has long since passed."

*It can't be helped now*—he says, feigning reluctance with a sigh, but such deception is, as he says, 'too late' to work on Chitose.

"You've grown quite fond of him, haven't you?"

At first, he had frowned with a mix of confusion and various other emotions. But as he followed the two of them on their 'adventure' day by day—albeit only the parts 'she' allowed him to see—Chitose knew that the emotion in his eyes had changed.

"............It's not a matter of fondness, I'm simply grateful."

As someone who knew a part of the circumstances they—Yotsuya—were dealing with, those words, which seemed to come from the heart, resonated with him quite a bit.

"When he—when Haru-kun is by her side, that girl can just be herself... I would only bless it, I have no intention of getting in their way."

"...I feel the same way—but Sora-chan's real troubles start from here, don't they?"

"That is a problem that cannot be helped."

On this matter, Chitose and Togo's opinions were in perfect agreement. The two adults, knowing the young man's nature from his 'past'—

"The real-life Haru-kun will be a much tougher opponent than the Acrobat in the virtual world."

"...I have no doubt that's true."

—let out sighs with indescribable expressions, anticipating the turmoil that lay ahead.

◇◆◇◆◇

—That old man, Yotsuya Togo, had the nerve to leave us two alone and make a dashing exit.

He whispered something in each of our ears so only we could hear, then gave a big smile and said, 'I'll leave the rest to you young people.' I never thought I'd hear such a cliché line in my entire life... and the words he left for me were also a huge problem. I'm starting to have no idea what's going on in his head.

—And so, as we were left alone in a flash, there was no one but us to move this situation forward.

On top of that, Sora-san has frozen up again, so I can only rely on myself.

"For now... shall we sit?"

"Y-Yes...!"

I called out to her, and while watching her, I returned to my original seat—and right after I sat down, I felt one side of the sofa sink, and I nearly looked up at the heavens.

"—............Sora-san."

"Yes...?"

"Why are you next to me?"

"————W-Wha, m-my...!? No, that's not—!"

She shot up and quickly retreated. Her face bright red, the girl took a good distance, then started performing a strange pantomime, her eyes darting around frantically.

There's no doubt that if we were in the virtual world, her pupils would be spinning and smoke would be rising from her head.

"—...Hk, ah... R-Right! Tea! Coffee! Shall I make some for you?!"

"Pfft...!"

"Hk............Uuu..."

Her extreme panic was so adorable that I couldn't help but burst out laughing. As Sora collapsed from the continuous damage, I apologized with a 'sorry' and requested coffee, and the girl, her face still red, turned away and left the room.

She didn't abandon me; she probably just headed for the kitchen like Natsume-san had—and with that, I finally had a moment to breathe.

"..........................................This is insane."

In front of Sora, I had been pretending to be my usual self, but my mind was currently being battered by the biggest storm in its history.

What was so insane?—Well, for starters, I had honestly thought Sora was older than me.

I knew the data that the average age of [Arcadia] players was in their late twenties, and the ratio of student players was less than ten percent. That was part of the reason, but not all of it. Although I had felt a certain childlikeness or innocence in her from time to time, her demeanor and speech were so calm that I thought my perception was just being influenced by her girlish avatar.

And yet... wait, she's definitely younger than me, right? First of all, she's wearing a uniform. A blazer with a refined, calm design, and a distinctive bright skirt with a yellow check pattern. It was the uniform of some high school I'd seen a few times since moving to Tokyo.

High school student? Sora-san was a high school student...??? I had thought she might be a university student heiress like Kaede, or even a capable office lady...!!

And more than anything else—

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

Swallowing the words that were about to escape my lips, I collapsed onto the sofa and looked up at the ceiling.

That's impossible. That's a foul.

—The fact that her appearance was the same in reality is a crime-level forbidden card.

Having seen countless beautiful women and girls in the virtual world, I had begun to feel a certain level of immunity. Today, it was proven that my immunity to the opposite sex was limited to the virtual world.

I mean, it's insane... when you think about it calmly, what kind of divine face can be judged as a beautiful girl with both black and blonde hair without any sense of incongruity???

Honestly, I was just as surprised as when I first met Iris. Sora-san has the kind of combat power that would make any idol run for the hills...

No, calm down... if I panic and go wild here, all the trust I've built up will be for nothing. Since we've had this miraculous encounter in reality by some twist of fate, I want to build a casual relationship with my one and only partner in both worlds.

Right, think of it the other way—if she's such a celestial beauty, then I won't have to worry about getting the wrong idea. I just need to remind myself each time that our looks are completely mismatched. Otherwise, I'd probably be a nervous wreck in seconds. No doubt about it.

"............—The case of my partner being way too cute in real life, too."

The raspy whisper that finally escaped me dissipated before reaching the ceiling—and to its echo, which sounded like the title of some fictional work, I added a dry laugh.

It seemed the encroachment of fantasy would show me no mercy.

◇◆◇◆◇

"————Nnngh...!!"

During the free time while the water was heating up—letting out an indescribable 'cry,' a girl's figure could be seen gently headbutting the refrigerator.

If she wasn't careful, her complaints about a certain person (her father) would become endless, so while keeping her lips sealed, Sora desperately willed the heat lingering on her cheeks to 'go away.'

Fiancé—the discussion about the fake engagement had been going on for some time.

The endless marriage proposals, the way people looked at her, were nothing but terrifying for the girl. It was supposed to be a 'breakthrough' that she not only agreed to but had even wished for herself—but.

"I didn't hear about this... something like this...!"

In the first place, she wasn't even supposed to meet the 'other party.' The plan was for a trustworthy person her father had chosen to take on the role, and they would become a temporary shield without even meeting, just a relationship in name only—that was supposed to be the promise.

That's why today, when she suddenly received a message saying 'I'd like you to meet the fiancé candidate,' she had been truly angry, even as she replied with 'I understand.'

On the way here, she had complained endlessly to Itsuki, who had come to pick her up, and once she arrived at the office, she had even resolved to put on an iron mask and respond with an uncharacteristic act of rebellion.

And yet—

When she opened the door, 'he' was there.

His hairstyle was different, he was wearing glasses, his eyes were not black but a gentle chestnut brown. But he was the same.

His face, his voice, his smile—

"—Hk..."

Apologizing to no one in particular with a 'I'm sorry,' she opened the refrigerator and crouched down.

If Itsuki saw her, she would probably be scolded for 'wasting electricity' or 'being unladylike.'

But if the cold air pouring over her didn't cool her head down a little—she didn't think she'd be able to face her partner (Haru) again.



    Chapter 267

    The Second Contract

    "S-So, how is it...?"

"It's delicious. You made this by hand, a drip brew, right? That's quite impressive."

As I offered my wholehearted praise, Sora visibly relaxed, her shoulders slumping in relief.

Watching her, I felt a mix of guilt for causing her so much stress and happiness for her thoughtfulness. In truth, it was genuinely impressive. Having been taught a thing or two at a cafe run by a coffee-crazed owner, I had some confidence in my palate. This was on par with what the self-proclaimed maid, Natsume-san, had made, and I certainly didn't know anyone her age who could produce such a rich flavor. You could open a shop, Sora-san.

I wondered what beans she used for this blend. Although I could tell the difference in taste, I didn't have enough knowledge to decipher the components without any hints—

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

...And so, the thirty seconds I had bought by focusing solely on the taste of the coffee came to an end. An indescribable atmosphere filled the space between us as we sat facing each other again.

I couldn't just stay silent, but what on earth was I supposed to talk about—

"U-Um..."

After a while of us both looking at and away from each other, just as I was about to open my mouth without any clear thought, it was the girl who broke the silence.

"I'm still very confused... you see. I understand the situation, but I haven't been told at all how we got here..."

"Ah, well, I can imagine..."

If she had been told beforehand, she wouldn't be this bewildered. This was most likely a grand surprise from Mr. Yotsuya for the both of us. And so, although I didn't have the full picture myself, I tried to explain everything I could to Sora—

"————Father...!!"

—and the result was this furious young lady of the Yotsuya household.

"N-Now, now... I'm sure Yots—Togo-san's character, he probably didn't mean any harm by it..."

Somehow, he had a similar vibe to Goldow? He's strict when he needs to be, but takes every opportunity to be playful. That's the impression I got.

"Yes...! But that's not it.................. Um, you see... first of all, why do you think he knew about us?"

"Huh? Well, that's..."

That's............Huh, now that you mention it, why?

No, there's no 'why'; the only possible reason he would know about our relationship is that he was 'watching' us, but—

"............Wait a minute? It's that, right? The contract I had to sign when I ordered [Arcadia]... what was it again?"

Something about consenting to provide play footage to the developers for the purpose of game data collection...

"————————————"

It wasn't just that Mr. Yotsuya knew about us. It was the source of his trust, the reason he could leave his beloved daughter with me, whom he had just met in real life for the first time... The 'certain possibility'—or rather, the 'certain truth'—that Sora was truly angry about, far more than any surprise, came to mind.

I was speechless, broke out in a cold sweat, and almost dropped my coffee cup.

"............I don't want to think about it, but..."

"...Yes?"

"He saw everything, didn't he...?"

There was no reply, only Sora's quiet smile—

"I'll be having a word with him."

"Ah... yes."

Seeing her chilling smile, I offered a silent prayer for Mr. Yotsuya in my heart—

...Actually, no, there's no need for that. Please, give him a thorough scolding.

Anyway.

"If he knew everything and still acted like that, then I guess I should be grateful."

"...Isn't that a bit of a stretch, even for looking on the bright side? This is a blatant disregard for our privacy."

"Well, it is within the rights of the developers that we, the players, consented to... At the very least, it means he trusts me enough to entrust his daughter to me, right?"

And not only that, but to go so far as to offer the title of 'fiancé' as a request from his side. 

"That's something I'm genuinely happy about."

"Hk—...Is that, so?"

Leaving aside the depth of that trust, there's no greater sense of security than the fact that I've been acknowledged. In this world too, I can stand beside her—an unbelievable, miraculous piece of good fortune.

"..................Haru, you..."

"Hm?"

She put down her cup, picked it up, and put it down again. Her eyes shifting restlessly, Sora began to speak hesitantly.

"What do you... think...? About... um............Hk."

Seeing her struggle to speak, her hesitation unshakable—I wasn't so dense that I couldn't figure out what she was trying to say. And Sora wasn't so dense that she couldn't tell I had figured it out.

It was embarrassing, but thankfully... it seemed our telepathic connection was alive and well in the real world, too.

Seeing my face, she clammed up even more, so in her stead,

"Will this be enough to protect you?"

I asked, trying to sound as casual as possible. The girl, who had lowered her gaze and was trembling at the lips, took a gulp of coffee as if to build up her courage—

"—Father told me."

"...And what was that?"

"He said... 'I will absolutely protect you'... that this is my chance to fulfill that promise."

"Hk—Ha, haha..."

That was probably about last night—it seems I really should assume that he knows everything.

It's both reassuring and makes me want to crawl into a hole... but if I've been acknowledged even after he knows everything, then perhaps the wisest thing to do is to just accept it and feel 'relieved'.

"Well then, I guess it's the same as in the virtual world after all."

"Hk..., ............Are you sure about this, really? Won't you regret it?"

"I think that's my line."

"That's not true. There will absolutely be a lot of trouble."

"Isn't that the same for both of us?"

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

Words ceased, and her sky-blue eyes wavered.

Because we already understood each other's hearts.

What we were waiting for was not an answer, but for each of us to find our resolve.

"...Haru."

"Yeah."

"Will you protect me?"

"If you'll protect me."

Not one or the other. Because we are already equal partners.

The smiles we exchanged served as our second oath, following our partner contract.

"Well then—I'm Haru Kasuga. It's a pleasure to meet you."

"Hk—...... I'm Sora Yotsuya. The pleasure is all mine."

The hand that grasped my outstretched one felt just a little warmer than the small hand I was used to.



    Chapter 268

    Another Fine Day

    "Well then, um... I'll see you later."

"Yeah, see you later."

We were in the ground-floor parking lot of a small, two-story office building.

I averted my eyes from the surreal sight of a maid gripping the steering wheel as if it were the most natural thing in the world, and exchanged a temporary farewell with Sora, who was peeking out of the rear passenger window.

The "fake engagement" was something we had both agreed upon, but everything was happening far too quickly. Neither Sora nor I were mentally prepared to transition from deepening our bond in the virtual world to doing the same in reality just yet.

So, for today, we decided to part ways for now.

Her school uniform on a weekday afternoon told me she had likely slipped out during her lunch break, so she would be heading back.

As for me, while it wasn't an emergency, a certain 'big job' had come up, so I'd be skipping my university classes. When I called Kunori-san to let him know, he somehow ended up persuading me to take the whole week off.

He said something along the lines of, *'Don't worry about trifles like attendance days or credits. Just take your time and get settled until things stabilize.'*

It was… how do I put it? While I was truly grateful for the consideration, it made me feel the presence of a certain kind of "power" I'd rather not think about.

Well, that aside. After warmly seeing off Sora, who was giving a small wave, I got into the other car that was waiting nearby—

"Thank you for your help."

"Of course, my pleasure."

I bowed my head to Chitose-san, who was in the driver's seat and would be looking after me. Apparently, he was going to help me with my 'big job'…

"Alright, shall we head straight to your apartment for now?"

"That's fine, but… what about all the paperwork and procedures?"

Considering how the university had responded, I could already guess the answer… but when I asked just in case, Chitose-san smiled as if it were obvious—

"Of course—someone other than you will take care of all the tedious details."

"...Yes, sir. I'll leave it to you."

And there it was. Seriously, this over-the-top VIP treatment was making me tremble.

If that was the case, I'd leave all my real-world troubles to Yotsuya-sama, who had offered to be my 'shield'… and I would simply do as I pleased and fulfill my 'duty'.

In other words, the 'big job' I needed to handle immediately was—

"Ah, but… the big stuff, like the refrigerator and washing machine… two of us won't be enough for those."

"We've prepared the latest models of all appliances, but would you like to swap them for your personal favorites?"

"No, thank you, I'm quite alright."

It had been just under two months since I started living alone.

In the blink of an eye, I was 'moving out' of my beloved castle (my room), which I had just started to grow fond of.

◇◆◇◆◇

"If you say another word, I'm going to get angry."

"Oh, how scary. So, what did you think of meeting your knight in the real world?"

"I-tsu-ki-san?"

She knew full well this wasn't a situation where a request like *'please just leave me be'* would be honored. As always, her threat, which carried no real weight, was casually brushed aside, and Sora hugged the bag in her lap to block Itsuki's gaze from the rearview mirror.

"There's no need to be so angry, is there? It was all for the best, wasn't it?"

"That's why I'm so flustered…!"

"Hee hee, so you admit it was all for the best?"

"Hmph… I'm done with you!"

She was being teased—but Sora knew it wasn't *just* that.

Still, her heart just couldn't keep up. That was the real reason she'd made the decision to return to school, even though she didn't truly feel like it.

She just needed a little time to cool down and collect herself before they spoke again in the virtual world.

By doing so, they could go back to being their usual selves… That's what they had told each other as they parted with a 'see you later'.

Therefore—

"Next time, I'll be truly angry. So please, leave me alone."

Sora turned her head away with a huff and fixed her gaze out the window, a clear sign of her continued resistance. However, against the woman who was like an older sister and knew her so well, such a pose of anger—

"My, my, how frightening. You must be glad he wasn't some much older man, hmm?"

"I-TSU-KI-SAN!!"

—was utterly useless, a fact she had already resigned herself to inwardly.

◇◆◇◆◇

"—...Are you serious?"

"I'm serious. Don't think of it as a loan; feel free to use it as you please."

Several hours after returning to my room and beginning the task of sorting what to keep and what to toss, I found myself standing utterly dumbfounded before an unbelievable sight.

I didn't have many belongings to begin with, so the moving preparations were finished in a flash. I'd been told they had prepared all the necessary appliances and furniture, so I had no lingering attachment as I bid farewell to the cheap items I'd bought under the motto 'if it works, it's good enough'.

As a result, my luggage consisted of just small items, including clothes and daily necessities.

To be honest, I only worked directly for about thirty minutes. The rest of the time, I just killed time outside while my [Arcadia] console was being transported from my old room to the new residence.

I found myself with free time around two in the afternoon… and since I had somehow missed lunch, Chitose-san invited me to a little get-together for just the two of us.

—*Anything you'd like to eat?*

—*I'll leave it to you.*

And so I left it to him.

The result was being taken to a sushi restaurant where the prices weren't listed on the menu, and I, naturally, did my best impression of a cat on a leash.

…Just kidding, of course. Thanks to our mutual efforts—no, thanks entirely to his monstrous communication skills, I had completely warmed up to him over a single lunch.

Before I knew it, my guard was down, my hesitation was gone, my formal language was gone…

To think he could get me to speak casually to an older man without even citing the 'protocol among rankers'… he was no ordinary person. It definitely wasn't because I was won over by the taste of non-conveyor-belt sushi.

Anyway, that aside.

"I mean… I think about five of me could live here… don't you?"

The space spread out before me was a ridiculously huge living and dining room. I wasn't even sure how many tatami mats it was. I'm not kidding; the floor space of the kitchen alone looked like you could live a full life in it. The layout was just insane.

"Better than being cramped, wouldn't you say? If cleaning becomes a hassle, you can just hire a service."

"A cleaning service???"

What was that, some kind of spell from another world?

Incidentally, this place was, in and of itself, a different dimension of a luxury apartment.

"Um, the rent is…"

"Do you think I'd make you pay? If you'd like, I could even have the apartment gifted to—"

"No, no, no, no, no, no, no, no, no, no, no, no!!?"

This makes no sense…! This is beyond VIP treatment…!

"W-wait a minute. Forgive my rudeness, but this is starting to sound shady, even for the great Yotsuya. You're seriously not going to ask me to do anything weird, right?"

"Well, at the very least, I doubt you'll get a request any weirder than 'become my daughter's fiancé' on the day you meet."

"Yeah, but… I'm going to be receiving a 'contract fee' on top of all this, right? And all that's required of me is to play a game…"

It was just too convenient for me. To the point where it was terrifying.

"I understand how you feel, but you'll have to accept it. At the same time—by placing yourself in an appropriate environment, you need to build your self-awareness."

"Self-awareness…"

"Yes, self-awareness. The world is demanding that you be that way."

"……………………"

It's making me dizzy, honestly.

"…I'll do my best, bit by bit."

"Please do. We'll provide you with our full support."

How grateful I am… I'll have to trust that confident expression, which shows not a hint of reservation, and rely on him completely.

"Now then—following our director's lead, we'll save the difficult conversations for another day. I'll contact you, so Haru-kun, you should focus on resting your mind and body while trying to get used to your new environment."

"Got it…"

After I replied in a hoarse voice, he offered a smile and a light 'see you' before departing—

"……………………"

Left behind in my ridiculously spacious 'new home,' I stood stunned at the entrance to the living room.

What is this massive space? You could probably play futsal in here.

"Easy for him to say 'get used to it'…"

I didn't have the right to refuse for security reasons, which is understandable, but I wish they had shown a little restraint and found a place more suited to my station…

—*An appropriate environment.*

—*The world demands that you be that way.*

Again and again, I'm swept away by a great wave while my heart struggles to keep up—

"…Well, for now, I guess."

The most immediate priority was unpacking my few cardboard boxes and other luggage.

First, to put away the items I'd taken from my old refrigerator, I squared off against the stupidly large, sparkling new one.



    Chapter 269

    To the Next Tier

    "—...and that's pretty much what happened."

""— — — — — — — — — —""

After an explanation that lasted nearly an hour, I finished.

Averting my gaze from the utterly dumbfounded faces of my parents on the other side of the screen, I took a gulp of barley tea to moisten my parched throat.

The time was just past six in the evening. After getting word from both of them that they were home, I had started a video call and explained everything that had happened from the time I started playing [Arcadia] until 'now'.

My mother had asked, 'Are you really Haru?' more than a dozen times.

I had heard my father mutter, 'Is this real?' an uncountable number of times.

They had figured out that I was Haru during the Four Pillar War two days ago, but things had been hectic and the situation was still up in the air, so I'd had to put them on hold for nearly two days.

When they finally got to hear the story, they were bombarded with one otherworldly development after another, leaving them, as a result, perfectly speechless and stunned.

Well, of course they would be.

"Sorry for telling you everything after the fact, but I hope you can understand that it wasn't exactly a situation where I had a lot of choices…"

"Yeah, this… this isn't something consulting us would have helped with, is it?"

With an indescribable expression, my father said, 'We're out of our league,' as he rubbed the bridge of his nose and slumped back into his chair, utterly drained.

"…In any case, Yotsuya-san promised to protect you, right?"

"That's for sure. He's the father of someone I trust more than anyone, so for now, I think we can trust Togo-san."

Incidentally, I didn't mention the part about being her fiancé.

Considering it was a ruse to ward off those bothering Sora, I figured there was no need to needlessly increase the amount of information they had to process.

If I were to tell them, it would be proper to get Togo-shi's permission to share that information with my parents first.

"What are you going to do about university?"

"It's not decided yet. Kunori-san… um, the chairman, he told me to 'prioritize getting the situation settled first'."

For now, I have to start by getting used to my new environment.

This apartment building apparently contains not only a convenience store but also a restaurant and even a fitness gym. Ostensibly, it's a regular (?) luxury apartment building, but in reality, it's a VIP-exclusive security building under the influence of Yotsuya Development.

They've set up an environment where one can live healthily without ever needing to step outside… In other words, as long as I stay cooped up, my immediate safety is guaranteed.

By the way, there are only four residents, including myself and Chitose-san. That's beyond extravagant.

"For my part, I'd like to continue attending if possible, without quitting or anything. …But honestly, I can't really predict what's going to happen from here on out."

"Well, that's true…"

Seeing their anxious faces on the screen filled me with an indescribable guilt—but as Togo-shi had said, this was a development that ordinary people were powerless against.

Me, desperately trying not to be swallowed by the torrent, and my parents, who can only watch from the sidelines… It might be an exaggeration, but we were probably both on pins and needles.

"Anyway, next, Togo-san… Yotsuya will be contacting you to introduce himself, so please handle it then."

""…Which one of us?""

A smile unconsciously escaped my lips as I watched the two of them ask in unison, their voices filled with trepidation.

"Mom, of course."

"…Well, I suppose so."

"…I'll leave it to you."

My father's 'flea-sized heart' was common knowledge in the Kasuga household. And that's fine. Our family has always operated on the principle of 'strong mother, gentle father'.

"Well then… I'll be in touch again soon."

The existence of family, whom I could trust unconditionally, was truly a salvation.

'I'm sorry for making you worry,' I apologized in my heart—and continued to talk with my parents for a little while longer, the first time in a while.

◇◆◇◆◇

"—And so it's 'work' time, let's go."

Drive on—and welcome to the virtual world of Arcadia.

The chaos isn't limited to the real world. As someone who's gained a mission and aims to push even further in my conquests, I'm resolved to tackle this world with more effort than ever before.

Therefore, I can't neglect the tasks on this side either. From fixing the imbalances in my skill build to resolving issues with my armaments, I have a mountain of things to do.

…I called it 'work,' but it seems I don't really need to think of it that way. Even without being told, even without being asked—my stance of simply 'having as much fun as I can' has never wavered and likely never will.

As part of my login routine, I check for messages… Okay, looks like I'm free to move around for a while.

Other than my plan to meet up with Sora at night, I have no other appointments. In that case, the task I should tackle immediately is—

"Wonder how you're doing, boss."

One of the armaments that's developed a problem—my [Anima], which is on the verge of 'evolution.' I think I'll go have him take a look at it.

"—It hates you."

"Not again…!!"

At the workshop of Halzen, the NPC craftsman I hadn't seen in a while.

After receiving his frank assessment just five seconds after handing over my [Anima], I sank to my knees, utterly crushed.

"Incidentally, why? It can't be because I threw it this time, right…?"

It seems the store-bought straight sword I used before acquiring my [Anima] came to hate me, probably because I carelessly tossed it around so much.

However, my current beloved sword, the [White-Flawed Straight Sword], is a weapon designed for throwing in the first place. If it hates me again, there must be a different reason—

"…I don't know what you've been up to, but it's saying that it was used more as a tool than as a weapon. That's what it's telling me."

"I am so sorry."

Indeed, I might have used it more as a tool, or rather, a foothold.

It's all because I got my hands on super-spec weapons like [An-ri Galta (Prologue: The Wedge-Fragment that Sings of Eternity)] and [Parabellum Bullet] so quickly—that's my excuse, but if that's what it's saying, I can't really argue.

To be constantly kicked around without ever getting a chance to shine… yeah, even a weapon would get pissed off. …Or rather, can he really understand all that? This buff old man is amazing.

Smithing is about reading the iron—was that it? If possible, I'd appreciate it if he could communicate as smoothly with humans (me) as he does with iron.

"Well, aside from its feelings toward me… for it to be like that means it's met the conditions for evolution, right?"

The [White-Flawed Straight Sword] I pointed at—resting in the craftsman's large hand—was emitting a light that seemed to seep out from within.

It wasn't just a visual abnormality; system-wise, it was also marked as 'Unequippable'—and as far as I knew, this without exception meant it was in a 'standby state for evolution to the next tier'.

"Yeah, that's right. This one can move forward."

"Yes…!"

And so—the [White-Flawed Straight Sword], whose lack of specs had me worried about its role, was finally taking its next step.

The 'tier,' an index of an [Anima]'s enhancement level, changes its upgrade content depending on whether the level is odd or even. Odd numbers mean 'acquisition of new abilities,' while even numbers mean 'enhancement of existing abilities.'

In that case, this time it would probably be a simple spec enhancement. I might not be able to expect a dramatic improvement… but well, it's one step at a time. Let's aim for the top, step by step, partner.

"Someday, we'll get strong enough to get revenge on *his* 'katana'… right? So, um… what should I do with this?"

Enhancing an [Anima] sometimes requires materials, and sometimes it doesn't.

In the former case, you bring the [Anima] in its evolution standby state to the designated NPC craftsman to receive a quest to obtain the required materials.

In the latter case, it is simply reforged using the 'experience' accumulated in the [Anima].

This also seems to be skewed based on whether the tier is even or odd. It seems that materials are usually required for odd-numbered tiers, where new abilities are acquired…

"If you need any materials, I'll dash off and get them right now."

With a full-throttle dash of over five hundred kilometers per hour—

"Not necessary."

—but, as expected, it seemed a pure enhancement was likely this time. The craftsman shook his head as if it were obvious, then placed the [White-Flawed Straight Sword] he had been examining on the counter with a gentleness that belied his appearance.

"Give me that."

Then, just as matter-of-factly—he pointed to my right hand and spoke.

"…………Huh?"

I checked where the craftsman's gaze and forefinger were pointing several times, but he was undoubtedly indicating my right hand. I wasn't holding anything; it was just equipped with the [Meteor Serpent Gauntlet] and the [Spiral Crimson Ring]—

"— — — — — — — — — —"

A bad, feeling crept over me.

"……………………Here you go."

I gently removed the gauntlet from my right hand and placed it on the counter.

As I averted my eyes from his unmoving, massive frame and was about to offer the gauntlet from my left hand,

"The ring. Give it to me."

—a merciless demand was issued.

"…………You've got to be kidding me."

I looked at him with pleading eyes, begging for mercy… but the one making this 'unreasonable' demand wasn't the craftsman, but none other than the [White-Flawed Straight Sword] itself.

In short, the unpredictable and unavoidable reality was this:

—Sad news: My [Anima] is about to eat my reward for solo-clearing an ultra-high-difficulty dungeon.

You have got to be kidding me.



    Chapter 270

    The Second Tier

    It grows and evolves alongside the player—the [Anima], a fragment of the soul.

It has long been whispered that *they* possess a will of their own.

The [Anima] observes its master and manifests a form befitting them. The key is that it is a 'befitting form,' not a 'desired form'; it does not grant a creation that aligns with one's hopes.

Therefore, predicting the direction of its growth and evolution is exceedingly difficult.

Depending on the path a player has walked with their [Anima], even from the same type of 'infant vessel,' a myriad of variations will branch out—

Now, what about my own other self, the [White-Flawed Straight Sword]?

If you trace it back, my [Anima], which originated from a pickaxe… has been subjected to a thoroughly 'unfortunate' existence, though it's not really my place to say so.

The only noteworthy achievements it can claim are mostly from fighting mere grunts.

Against bosses and powerful enemies, it has basically been batted aside… The only moments that could be called highlights were the mysterious system-level favoritism during the [Angalta, God-Wedge Sword-King] fight, and being kicked around and slammed into an unmoving target (the Pillar) during the Four Pillar War.

Considering its dramatic origin, it's easy to imagine how much frustration it must have built up, having never once been given a chance to truly shine.

Based on these facts—I must still be allowed to say this.

"How did this happen???"

"Hmph…"

Hey, don't you 'hmph' me…

Even I didn't expect it to stop being a sword at all.

Unlike its creation, evolution apparently doesn't take much time. It was only a few minutes before the craftsman, who had disappeared into his workshop with the [White-Flawed Straight Sword] and the [Spiral Crimson Ring] he'd confiscated from me, returned empty-handed.

And what was placed before my searching eyes was a single ring.

—Its name: [Everquartz, Sky-Soaring White Crystal Sword].

A ring of matte white, embedded with a sparkling crimson jewel. This was the second-tier form of my [Anima].

Faced with the completely unexpected and incomprehensible evolution of my 'beloved sword,' I couldn't hide my considerable bewilderment—

"— — —Ha, haha… What is this?"

A few seconds after slipping the ring onto my right middle finger, where the [Spiral Crimson Ring] used to be, I was hit by [Arcadia]'s trademark brain-install bombardment. The flood of information that poured in left me with no choice but to laugh.

What is this absurd evolution, as if it were fueled by all its complaints against me?

There are a mountain of things to comment on, but for now—

"Ah… um… ah, like this."

Unlike the quick-change skills I was used to, I didn't 'envision' it but 'called out' to it—and as I did, the ring flashed and vanished from my hand, replaced by the familiar form of a white sword.

The crimson jewel was embedded where the blade and hilt meet, in the diamond-shaped guard. Other than that, its shape hadn't changed much, except that it now had a semi-transparent, spirit-like existence.

Above all else, the most noteworthy thing, more than its appearance, was—the fact that it was floating casually in the air beside me.

From a ring to a sword, floating in the air—there's only one thing that comes to mind, isn't there?

"What the… were you mad that I was envious of Sora's [Anima]?"

When I tried to poke its blade teasingly, the white sword dodged my finger as if in a foul mood. What's with you, you trying to defy your master?

Sorry, sorry. Let's get along, partner.

From [White-Flawed Straight Sword] to [Everquartz, Sky-Soaring White Crystal Sword]—despite being an evolution to the second, an even-numbered tier, its main enhancement was apparently the acquisition of a new ability.

That ability, in simple terms, is 'Autonomous Action'—just as it dodged my poke, it seems to have become a 'living sword' that moves on its own according to the situation.

Are you saying if I don't use you, you'll just make your own spotlight?

Well, now… this is just too unexpected a direction for an evolution.

"It's become as maverick as its owner."

"Hah… I like it. I welcome anything that looks interesting."

I returned the white sword, which was zipping around as if to show off its pent-up complaints, to its ring form on my right hand. Based on the specs popping into my head, it doesn't seem like it'll be easy to handle, but—

I've gotten used to unruly weapons, for various reasons.

It seems to have developed some convenient abilities, probably out of a sense of rivalry with my 'ultimate utility knife' that has now become my main weapon… Well, I'll master them bit by bit.

"Come again. I'll take a look anytime."

"Yeah. Thanks!"

With that, one of my tasks is successfully completed. My next destination is—

[Nier]—*'Are you, by any chance, free right now?'*

—the atelier of my personal artisan, who has been acting strangely since yesterday.



    Chapter 271

    An Indigo Heart Reflected in the Water Mirror

    —When I opened the door, I was greeted by a doll.

Well, not a doll, but a torso? One of those mannequins used for displaying clothes was sitting silently in the chair where the master of the room usually sat.

What is this? This is creepy.

"Um… Nia-chan?"

I did go through the motions of knocking and receiving permission to enter with a 'come in'… but it seems things are even stranger than I thought.

Not knowing what else to do, I called out hesitantly to the headless mannequin—

"G-good evening."

"…………"

The bugged reply came from slightly below. It seemed she was under the desk, but since it was the type with a board covering the leg space, I couldn't see her.

What is going on? What is the correct way to handle this?

"Umm… so………… Are you angry about something?"

"N-no… that's not it, but…!"

"Then, is there some reason you don't want to see me…?"

"…Th-that's not…………, it's not that…!"

—I see. I don't get it. But I get it.

I get that if I continue this strange exchange, this strange situation won't change.

"—Can I come over there?"

"Y-you can't, but…"

"I see—well, if you 'really, truly, from the bottom of your heart, absolutely can't,' then tell me again within five seconds. Okay, one, two, three…"

"Wh-ha… what, wait—!?"

In the first place, I was invited here.

I see no reason to be rejected after being welcomed, and if she had some serious reason, she wouldn't be panicking like this.

I'm aware that I'm placing a strange kind of trust in her, but I'm confident.

As I counted to five and circled around behind the desk—

"Yo. Good evening."

"—Hk…………, …g-good evening…"

The indigo-haired girl, who had been curled up in the gap of the desk like a cat, quickly averted her face and shrank even smaller, retreating further into the space.

Like a cat, or rather, her movements were exactly those of a small, wary animal. As amusing as it would be to just observe her like this—

"Come on out."

"Uuu…"

"None of that 'uuu'. Come on, hurry up."

"I-I get it… I get it, so…!"

My outstretched hand was swatted away—but when I pressed her without leaving any room for argument, Nia finally crawled out. She still wouldn't meet my gaze, but it was a step forward.

I stepped back to watch as she casually tossed the torso that had been sitting on her chair onto the sofa… and the master of the atelier, now settled in her usual seat, turned away with a pout to hide her awkwardness.

Hmm… I think I have a vague idea why she's acting so strange, but what should I do?

In short, isn't this the same situation as before?

Just like the first time I came to see her after becoming a ranker, she's once again at a loss as to how to deal with me after I've pulled off something outrageous.

If that's the case, I can understand how she feels, and I'm hesitant to pry too much. That means, in the end, all I can do is act as I always do without minding it…

"Nia."

"—Hk, ghun!?"

"Ghun???"

"I-it's nothing…! What!?"

It's a bit troubling when she's this sensitive… but no, I won't let it bother me.

Swallowing a wry smile, I took out a single gemstone from my inventory—or rather, the remains of a gemstone, the remnant of a blue jade.

It was a fragment of the [Agaphanthus Amulet] that had saved me at the very end of my fight with Iris.

"You were watching at the end, weren't you?"

"…Yeah, I saw, but…"

"Then you must have noticed, right? It worked perfectly—your 'good luck charm'."

It's a fact that I was able to fight Iris to a draw thanks to Nia.

Of course, she wasn't the *only* reason, but there's no doubt that she provided the indispensable final piece.

And not just that; as I've said before, this indigo color that so often catches my eye has encouraged me time and time again.

As a piece of equipment, it only saw action once, as a one-time use item. But as a 'good luck charm'—an amulet, it silently continued to fulfill its role as a precious item.

"So, thank you. …Haha, looks like I'm even more in your debt now!"

At this point, it's an enormous debt I can't possibly repay.

The number of people I owe a debt of gratitude to, starting with Nia, just keeps growing. I have a feeling the smile that escaped my lips was a bit pathetic… but the feeling of connection isn't a bad one.

—And as I looked up from the fragment of the amulet resting in my palm, I noticed.

At some point, her indigo eyes had been looking at me.

Brimming with some emotion, they held a color that seemed to burn with impatience.

The small light dwelling within them flickered ephemerally.

◇◆◇◆◇

"—Let me see that."

"Huh…? Oh, sure…"

I tried my best to calmly snatch the 'fragment' she was holding so preciously in her hand.

I ignored the heat that felt like a burn, an illusion from our briefly touched fingertips.

Honestly…—you don't have to make a face like that. As long as the 'core' remains, I can bring it back to life as many times as I need to.

"…Um, Nia-san?"

"Be quiet."

But unlike simple 'magic craft,' I can't afford to be careless.

I silenced the unfair, cowardly, and hopeless boy—

The [Milmarinus] opened her 'eyes'.

"—'Reflected in my eyes, reflected on the water's surface, I place my wish upon this indigo gem.'"

She whispered a wish to the fragment of her soul.

Activating her [Anima]—[Celestial Aquamarine, Shimmering Blue Jade Twin Stars].

The 'magic eye' type [Anima], one of only a handful in Arcadia, shone with a fantastical light in the girl's eyes.

And next came the incantation of the magic she would imbue.

"'The protection of water is what I seek in this hand, to sweep away shackles, to exorcise evil.'"

She touched the indigo fragment, which had not yet lost its light, with her fingertip.

"'Bring blessings upon him'—[Seal]."

The incantation and key word were acknowledged by the world, and the fragment and her 'right eye' shone with a particularly strong light—and after the light subsided, in her hand was the 'amulet,' restored to its former, unbroken state.

"Hk…………"

She let out a small breath and glanced to the side, closing her right eye…

"—………………"

There stood a young man, mouth agape, frozen solid.

He doesn't know what's going through my mind, what's he spacing out for? It's all your fault—you looked just a little sad when you saw the broken gift.

…That expression I'd never seen before was somehow cute, and made me happy, and sad,

and my chest ached so much that I just had to act cool like this.

"…Can I put it on again?"

"Hk… Y-yeah."

Receiving his clumsy nod—I stood up and took one step, then two.

I moved to a different spot and repeated the ritual from half a month ago.

"Uh… is your eye, okay?"

"It's fine. It's only for a little while."

With my right eye, which was temporarily blind, still closed, a concerned voice came from above. I replied as if it were nothing and almost laughed.

It wasn't a word so grand as to be described as kind or considerate, just a natural utterance.

But the feelings I had come to realize anew upon seeing him face-to-face were difficult to control. Just that one word was enough to make me feel light and floaty, and I found my own reaction amusing.

I wondered why, so much so that I had to tilt my head in confusion each time.

It was surely an accumulation of small triggers… so much so that I felt anxious that there was no dramatic, story-like reason for it all—

"There, done. I can fix it anytime, so bring it to me if it breaks."

"…………Haha. I'm scared to ask the price."

Even his childish, bashful smile seemed so unfair.

I love this person—my virtual heart was just so, so loud.



    Chapter 272

    A Return to Form

    "Hmm… So, things have settled down for now, then."

"Yeah. Though my mind hasn't caught up at all."

"Well, that's to be expected—oh, which would you prefer, emerald green or topaz yellow?"

"Same as always, I'll leave it to your sense of style."

It was a natural progression. Nia had been worried about my real-life troubles, so I spent some time explaining that I was 'safe,' for now.

Of course, I couldn't tell her the crazy details about 'Yotsuya Development' or the 'fake engagement,' but Nia was always understanding when it came to sensitive topics. She accepted it without a fuss and was now rummaging through her shelves for my 'request.'

"Mmm… It's not a bad feeling when you trust me, but…"

—After showing me that mystical sight and reviving the shattered [Agaphanthus Amulet].

For whatever reason, Nia had completely returned to her usual self… or rather, she was back to how she was when we first met.

Nia's 'strange behavior' wasn't limited to just today.

Every time we met, she had become increasingly and mysteriously demure, her mood unstable as she stumbled through self-destructive bouts of emotional whiplash—recently, I'd even speculated on her 'inner thoughts' and had been feeling a bit flustered myself…

"Mmm, mm, hmm—... I guess with the gems I have on hand, I can only make something temporary at best."

But for some reason, here she was. In a one-on-one situation with me, where she had usually been on edge, she was now completely at ease.

I didn't know whether to be confused or relieved—but,

"If you have a good lead on some materials, I can go get them."

"Hmm… That might be better. I mean, if I were to order something like a [Rusty Onyx], you seem like the type who'd just bring it back without any trouble."

"A Rusty… what?"

"It's a drop from a phantom unique monster called [Livramett Wolf]."

"…First of all, if it's called a 'phantom,' there's the problem of even encountering it."

"By the way, I think it only appeared once, about a year ago."

"Could you please suggest a more realistic 'lead'???"

One thing was certain—as expected, or rather, as it always was.

I didn't dislike this casual back-and-forth with Nia in the slightest.

My first impression of her was one hundred percent 'what's with this girl'… though, well, my assessment of *that incident* was something that could never be overturned, no matter what.

Thinking back, we started with her as an 'annoying body-preening woman,' and yet we've become quite close. Considering that, perhaps we were fundamentally compatible from the start.

"…Hey, you're making a face like you're thinking something rude."

"It's just your imagination."

Brushing off the sidelong glance from the artisan fiddling with her gems, I got to work on my own task.

In conjunction with my request for Nia to 're-evaluate my accessories,' I had decided to make a major change to my stats.

— — — — — — — — —- ◇Status◇ Title: Acrobat Name: Haru Lv: 100 STR (Strength): 300 AGI (Agility): 350 DEX (Dexterity): 100 VIT (Vitality): 0(+50) MID (Mind): 0(+250) LUC (Luck): 300 — — — — — — — — —-

In the end, I completely lost the MID bonus from the [Spiral Crimson Ring] that had been devoured by my evolved [Everquartz, Sky-Soaring White Crystal Sword]. Fortunately, the more important 'authority' it possessed was inherited by the [Anima], so I dodged a bullet—but still, it hurt.

Even considering the power boost from the [Anima] reaching its second tier, a stat reduction equivalent to 10 levels was not something I could just ignore.

To make matters worse, the [Everquartz] itself was a new MP guzzler, which was like salt in the wound. Like the [Parabellum Bullet] and [Fatal Leak]—every single one of them devours their master's magic.

Rabbit Dagger's cost mechanics were a bit special, so that was fine, but… if I were to use [Fatal Leak] and the White Crystal Sword at the same time, my 250 MID's worth of MP would be gone in seconds.

So, well, the conclusion was—

"I have no choice but to do this…"

— — — — — — — — —- ◇Status◇ Title: Acrobat Name: Haru Lv: 100 STR (Strength): 300⇒200 AGI (Agility): 350⇒250 DEX (Dexterity): 100⇒0 VIT (Vitality): 0(+50) MID (Mind): 0⇒300(+250) LUC (Luck): 300 — — — — — — — — —-

"……………………"

—I closed my eyes, swallowed a few choice words, and after a few seconds, took another glance.

— — — — — — — — —- ◇Status◇ Title: Acrobat Name: Haru Lv: 100 STR (Strength): 200 AGI (Agility): 250 DEX (Dexterity): 0 VIT (Vitality): 0(+50) MID (Mind): 300(+250) LUC (Luck): 300 — — — — — — — — —-

…What is with this lack of 'cohesion'? What is this person aiming for???

"…? What, what are you doing—whoaaaa."

A little over a month since my last stat reset, my second status remake had successfully made Nia, who was peeking over my shoulder, recoil in disgust.

As soon as I made the window visible, such a sound escaped her lips, and I, aware of my own abnormality, couldn't say a word in my defense.

This was a decision I had made after careful consideration, but…

"Th-there's so much to comment on… DEX: 0? What are you, in need of nursing care???"

"That's the least of my worries."

"I have no idea what you're talking about."

"I'm starting to lose confidence in what I'm saying too."

Well, in all seriousness, DEX doesn't matter.

Thanks to the advanced Light Arts skill [Adamant Sky Dash], I effectively have 200 anyway… though the effect wears off in less than ten seconds at top speed.

And I get a small boost from [Hare Real], too… though that's the very thing that turns my avatar into an unstoppable runaway express.

—Looking back, what is with this avatar of mine? Is this a joke?

"You've dropped your agility quite a bit too… Are you sure about cutting back on your identity?"

"Well, with skills and 'Matoi' and all, I can still pull off the equivalent of AGI: 500."

"Would you please get serious?"

"Sthop ih, leh go."

Come to think of it, this kind of unreserved physical contact has also been a while.

As my cheek was being stretched… now that I've faced numerous skilled players, there was something I wanted to say loud and clear.

Namely—the retort that 'I'm not the only one who's weird'.

"In terms of speed, Irori and Iris are just as nuts. I know for a fact they don't even have 200 AGI."

"You should realize your basis for comparison has broken through the ceiling, you know? Comparing yourself to weirdos and calling yourself normal just means you're weird, too."

Even so, considering the range of their abilities, they're far more ridiculous. When Iris naturally surpassed my 'Shukuchi,' it was a genuinely terrifying experience.

Stop casually overturning a nearly twofold AGI difference.

"And you called Iris by her name… you called the 'Princess' by her name…!"

That's what you're commenting on?

Well, normally it might be presumptuous, but with her, we had a desperate life-or-death battle from our very first encounter, so… she feels more like a 'comrade in arms,' despite being an enemy.

…I wonder if calling her 'that girl' would get me convicted by some people.

"Well, whatever… Hey, you've raised your MID that much and you still need accessory boosts?"

Normally, Nia's question would be perfectly reasonable. After all, the top priority I've requested for my accessory review is 'boosting my MID stat'.

However, the red-and-white combo that has now happily become a double front is anything but a 'normal armament,' so I have no choice.

Honestly, even with this much—

"My MP has nearly doubled, but I probably still wouldn't last a minute if I went all out with everything."

"Since when did you become a mage?"

"I've always been and always will be a light warrior."

Hey, what's with that look? Acrobat and light warrior are practically the same thing.

"Well, if you're fine with it, then I guess it's okay… In that case, let's see."

Whether she was convinced or not, the fact that Nia could just brush it off suggests that she, too, has adapted to me as a player.

As a customer, there's nothing more reassuring than having the understanding of your personal craftsman—and so, the two of us continued to exchange ideas and iron out the details.

Without reservation, without mercy.

The scales that had tipped in my favor as Nia grew quieter had, before I knew it, tipped back once more—

"Oh, come on, you can do it, right? Compared to a one-on-one with the Princess, that should be…"

"You should realize your own standards are getting warped, too, you know???"

Words were exchanged, and an unguarded smile escaped my lips without my noticing.

The time spent with the artisan, who, like in the old days, often teased me with high spirits—was, for me right now, easy, comfortable, and appreciated.



    Chapter 273

    A Single-Minded Heart

    "—With thiiiis… alright. This should do for now."

"No, this is more than enough. Thanks."

[Heavenly Jade Ring] & [Heavenly Jade Bracelet] x2—the three pieces specialized for stat bonuses, crafted from emerald, provided a total of MID+100, including the set bonus.

In addition, a necklace crafted from the [Resonant Blue Crystal]—the same material used in Kagura-san's [Wheel of Revolution Shield]—called the [Magicrystal Necklace] was put in place, bringing my accessory slots to a temporarily satisfactory state.

As for the handmade cursed object that played a big role in the Four Pillar War against Tiger-kichi, the [Crimson Red Ruby], it has been temporarily retired. This is because the [Ignition] skill it had such wicked synergy with has become something else entirely.

In any case, for better or worse, I have a knack for acquiring self-harm-related skills.

I was planning to ask Nia for a remake after the Four Pillar War anyway, so although the reason changed, returning it for a while was part of the plan.

— — — — — — — — —- ◇Status◇ Title: Acrobat Name: Haru Lv: 100 STR (Strength): 200 AGI (Agility): 250 DEX (Dexterity): 0 VIT (Vitality): 0(+50) MID (Mind): 300(+350) LUC (Luck): 300 — — — — — — — — —-

With this, my total MID value, including buffs, is a whopping 650—honestly, at this point, I'm starting to want some 'magic' of my own…

Acquiring the magic aptitude tree itself is apparently a matter of 'just raise your mind stat and you're good,' but the time it takes to obtain it varies greatly depending on the player's talent.

In other words, waiting for it eagerly is not good for my mental health.

No matter how much the system judges me as 'unsuited,' it seems everyone can learn at least one, so I'll just wait patiently.

"Alright, what's the bill?"

"Hmm… with the exclusive discount, I'd say about five million (5 mega)."

"Is that… cheap?"

Five million sounds like a lot to an ordinary person, but my sense of money has been so warped by the contents of my wallet and recent large payments that I can't tell anymore.

"Well, it's decent? I don't rip people off, so you can rest easy."

"Oh really? Then, what about the mysterious 10M that was added to my partner's outfit cost—"

*Thwack!*

"Did you say something?"

"I didn't say anything."

If you want to maintain a peaceful relationship with a woman, you sometimes need to swallow the unreasonable and let her win—a lesson from Miyoko-san, the 33-year-old, once-divorced ice cream shop manager.

But I just don't get what sets her off…—no, I do get it, but…

But then, the change in her attitude from just a moment ago is still a mystery—

"Hmph… Hmm, so, you're going to meet up with your important partner, right? Are you okay for time?"

The disgruntled expression on Nia's face from a moment ago was gone without a trace.

In the end, unable to truly understand a woman's heart, I couldn't read her inner thoughts—and to be honest, I was being led around by her, as she now changed expressions as rapidly as she used to.

"Well… yeah. I'll be taking my leave for today."

The time in reality was just before seven in the evening. I was scheduled to meet Sora at eight, so if I logged out now and had dinner, it would be just the right time.

"Once I get the materials you listed, I'll count on you."

"You got it. I'll prioritize you, so come by anytime."

"Hk… O-okay."

—My split-second attempt to play it cool should have worked. Nia, who had casually dropped a line that would probably please most people, not just men, was smiling innocently.

Seriously, I've been at her mercy all day.

And… the fact that it's also pleasant is what makes it so hard to deal with.

"Well then, see you later."

"Mm, see you."

A friend, yes—but perhaps because she's a friend, I find myself becoming aware of her as an attractive member of the opposite sex, and it feels both embarrassing and apologetic…

To confess, it felt like I was running away.

I waved to Nia, who had hit me with a 'surprise attack' at the very end, and left the atelier. As I opened the door, I glanced over my shoulder—

Indigo was gone from the chair.

And with the sound of hurried footsteps—delicate fingertips had caught my back.

◇◆◇◆◇

—It's not 'see you later'…!

I kicked away the weakness that shamelessly reared its head whenever I let my guard down, and the hand I hastily reached out managed to catch his back.

—It's not like I'm trying to compete with his partner.

It would be a lie to say I don't feel anxious about their relationship. But seeing the two of them, who so clearly trust each other deeply even from an outsider's perspective, I don't feel any jealousy, strangely enough.

So, whenever I put on an angry face, it's always—one hundred percent me 'taking it out' on him for saying whatever he pleases, oblivious to my feelings.

Yes, taking it out on him.

Oblivious to my feelings—of course he is. I'm not some spoiled child; who could possibly be expected to consider a fantasy like 'love at first sight'?

It's time I admitted it.

The fact that—the one who falls in love, loses.

"…What's wrong?"

Did my surprise attack work? The flustered young man let out a confused voice… but I had no time to rejoice, as I steeled myself to push through a certain 'unreasonable' demand.

My target is an absurdly unconventional being, and my presumed rival is dauntingly powerful.

In that case, I have no choice but to—at the very least, charge ahead without hesitation.

"…………I have one order (request) for you."

The subtext of my words. In truth, it was a once-in-a-lifetime selfish demand that I had no intention of letting him refuse.

"…Uh, um………… if it's something I can do?"

"Yeah… yeah—um, you see. Next time, just once is fine."

It was surely something that, under normal circumstances, anyone would refuse. But this kind, strangely duty-bound young man… probably wouldn't be able to say no.

Why? Because—

"With me—"

I wrapped my arms around his back and held up a single slip of paper in front of him.

—Because this trump card, an 'I'll do anything you say' ticket (a reason he can't refuse), is in my hand.

"—Please go on a date with me."

My feelings are no longer hidden, but singular.

To you, and to my rival—I'm not holding back anymore.



    Chapter 274

    The Heart's Scales

    —, —, —, — —

"—...Yes, this is Kasuga."

"Hey, we just spoke. Have you got a moment?"

"I do, but... is something wrong?"

"Just a little something. It's about the other residents I mentioned... I was planning to introduce you tomorrow, but things have gotten a bit rushed."

"Huh... okay?"

"They want to meet you as soon as possible. So, sorry to ask, but could you spare some time later today?"

"Well... I... It's just, today's a bit... um, I'm supposed to meet up with Sora back in the virtual world again soon."

"Hmm... —Haru-kun. This is, for what it's worth, a piece of advice offered in good faith."

"Yes?"

"It would be best to meet them quickly. I might have underestimated the situation myself, I didn't think it would be like this... If we make them wait too long, I'm afraid the backlash could be severe."

"...Um, who exactly am I supposed to be meeting?"

"Sorry, it's a surp—confidentiality agreement. I can't say yet."

"Hey. You were about to say surprise."

"—In any case, I'd really like you to make time sometime today."

"...Well, I guess that's fine... but I'm going to prioritize my promise with Sora. There are things I need to talk to her about personally."

"That's fine. The other party said that 'anytime is fine,' so."

"The 'other party,' huh... Understood. In that case, it'll be late, but how about around eleven?"

"OK. I'll let them know."

"Ah, yes... please do. Um, well then."

"Yeah, sorry for the sudden call. I look forward to seeing you later as well."

Having successfully secured the appointment, I ended the call with a secret sigh of relief.

A few minutes ago, Chitose had no choice but to reply 'YES' to a certain 'request.' He now stared at his device with an indescribable expression—

"He's gotten himself into trouble again, hasn't he?"

He recalled the listless, somewhat exhausted tone of voice and gave a wry smile.

With a massive event now confirmed to befall him later, would he be able to greet tomorrow with his sanity intact—

'Probably not,' Chitose chuckled to himself as if it were someone else's problem, and picked up his device again to get back to 'work.' He quickly typed and sent a message… and a reply came back instantly.

Behind the seemingly curt text, which simply expressed agreement, he could see an irrepressible eagerness seeping through.

Reality, which was steadily descending into chaos, seemed to have no intention of letting Haru Kasuga escape.

◇◆◇◆◇

"—Are you okay…?"

Those were her first words after they met up, using the partner skill [Meltraction] to teleport.

Sora, having arrived in an unfamiliar forest, had reflexively asked the question upon seeing her partner's unexpected state.

All the greetings she had prepared were now forgotten, their chance to be spoken lost.

"…I didn't think you'd notice so quickly."

In response, Haru's perfect smile crumbled into a wry one. Caught having tried to feign composure in mere seconds, he scratched his cheek in embarrassment.

*Because I'm your partner*—after a moment of hesitation, she swallowed the lighthearted remark.

She could tell something was wrong, but she couldn't grasp the details. Was he troubled, or just worn out… Usually, she would know what he was thinking.

That telepathic connection, a source of both slight embarrassment and secret pride—Sora had a vague understanding of its mechanism. And Haru probably did too.

That's precisely why,

"Come on, let's go!"

"—Whoa…!?"

She took her partner's hand and, ignoring the unfamiliar forest scenery, started to run.

When she pulled him without hesitation, Haru let out a cry of surprise but followed. Leading him as he let himself be pulled, Sora ran through the trees, which were growing dim as the sun began to set.

"Hk… Sora, where are—"

"It doesn't matter where."

Even as she pulled him along without reservation, his movements were, as expected, nimble. He followed without difficulty, but when he opened his mouth with natural confusion, she cut him off.

She turned back and gave him a smile.

"I've had my fill of difficult conversations for today. So—"

A troubled face, a weary face, a face that seemed to be pondering something.

It's not that, I just want to see you smile all the time… but she had no intention of just forcing such a selfish feeling on him.

"I want to go on an adventure with you, Haru."

She would make every effort to draw out his smile.

—The mechanism of their telepathy worked because they never hesitated to convey themselves to each other.

Thrilled, heart-pounding—as they continued to adventure together, they had always bared their hearts.

Lost in the 'fun,'

stubborn about their 'frustrations,'

together, like children.

It was only natural that they knew what the other was thinking.

As [Sora], as [Haru], living in this virtual world—they had shared the raw emotions that surfaced in their hearts, time and time again.

That's why, even now, she understood that she didn't understand.

If she thought about it that way—

"Shall I be your escort today? Or maybe…"

—perhaps their telepathy was working just as it always had.

"Will you take me somewhere, like you always do, Haru?"

"…………Haa… You've gotten pretty formidable, Sora."

Though it was still a 'troubled' smile, the fact that she had managed to draw one out at all could be considered a passing grade.

And if that was the case… it was time for the lighthearted remark she had swallowed earlier.

"Ehehe… Because I'm your partner."

He took her outstretched hand and pulled her—into his arms, for what was now the umpteenth time.

"Alright then… it's a bit far, so be prepared for a full-speed dash."

"Your 'full speed' has too many variations for me to understand."

"You've got a point there—... I have something to talk to you about later, just for a bit."

"…Yes. We'll talk later, then."

So for now, it was off to an adventure, the first in a while.

Entrusting her body to her partner, who had begun a silent sprint, she held down her hair as it blew in the wind—

"—…………"

As she secretly looked up at his face, all she felt was an irreplaceable sense of security.



    Chapter 275

    At Long Last

    I was seen through, and shown concern—Sora's unspoken suggestion was exactly what I needed.

It was time for a breather, pure and simple. To be honest, I was at my limit with the relentless flood of tasks.

Sora must have had things she wanted to talk about too, but she saw my state and showed consideration—inviting me to 'just play.'

…I really am blessed with a good partner.

"—So that's the gist of it… I'm in a bit of a weird state with everything."

"…………Um… are you planning to switch to a mage class…?"

And so.

In order to fully take her up on her kind offer, I forcibly shifted my focus to the 'adventure,' even if it felt a bit strained.

I had a mountain of things to think about, but for now, I would leave it all to my future self—so, for the time being, I'd start by sharing all the changes that had occurred.

"No, I actually think it's not a bad decision. You know, since we'll be tackling dungeons as a pair again from now on…"

"—Ah… In that case, I understand."

On the way to our temporary 'destination,' I explained my stat adjustment. At first, Sora was exasperated, saying, 'You've done something extreme again,' but…

"Right? I'd even say it might be the best possible move."

"Indeed… in your current state, you can do either, can't you?"

What we were talking about was our連携, which we hadn't used in a while—

"—Whoa, that's it."

We passed through the forest, ran across the plains, and after some time crossing valleys and hills, the destination came into distant view, and my attention was drawn to it, putting our information sharing on hold for the time being.

Our current location was a mountainous region with many exposed rock faces, west of the [Garden of Divine Creation]'s [Safe Area]—one of the spots I was told I could find 'gems.'

"A cave… is it?"

Following my gaze, Sora's eyes fell upon a wide, flat opening of darkness—the entrance to the 'mining site.'

[Great Rock-Eating Hive]—a super popular spot coveted by production classes, and a dreaded spot that combat classes avoid like the plague. It was a high-difficulty dungeon that held both titles.

Our objective, of course, was high-quality gem materials. I needed them to overhaul my build, and Sora, whose accessory slots were still mostly empty, needed them too.

It was the perfect place to start our serious dungeon crawling.

"Alright—Sora-san. Before we challenge that dungeon, there's one thing I need to confirm."

"Yes?"

It was a factor I couldn't ignore, one that would decide whether the battle ahead would be 'Hell' or 'Super Hell.'

Incidentally, we were charging in regardless of the answer. As I silently prayed that my partner, who was a real-life lady, had some 'resistance'—I asked.

"This is sudden, but… are you afraid of 'bugs'?"

"— — — — — — — — — —"

Her cute, curious face instantly froze solid.

"…………"

"…………"

"…Right, let's go."

"I refuse."

The hand that gripped my sleeve was stronger than ever.

But too bad for you. Back in the [Trial Spheres of Partition] era, it might have been a different story, but now my STR is higher than yours.

"It's fine. They're bugs, but they're huge monster-sized, so they're just monsters, right?"

"I don't want to."

"Besides, with you, Sora-san, you can just annihilate them with a barrage of magic swords."

"I don't want to."

As I steadily dragged her towards the dungeon entrance, Sora's resistance grew more intense.

"I don't want to! Wh-why…! You should have told me about this sooner…!!"

"It's fine! You can do it! I'll be the vanguard and I won't let them get past me!"

"You have a prior offense for saying that line!"

From there, my partner, who had begun to seriously struggle, displayed the greatest rampage I had ever seen and ultimately declared war on me—or rather, requested a duel to settle the matter of the dungeon crawl.

After some discussion, the duel was decided to be a serious game of 'Look-That-Way'…

"And I wiiiiin!!"

"N-no…! I don't want to! I don't want tooooooo—!!"

And the result, as you can see.

By uselessly employing the technique of perceiving an opponent's 'tells' that I had cultivated through training with the [Sword Saint], I managed to win every single match, from the best-of-three to the final tearful rematch.

And so, our conquest of the [Great Rock-Eating Hive] was approved.

◇◆◇◆◇

"—I hate you, Haru."

"I'm sorry. Can you stop being mad at me soon?"

Ten minutes after the start of our conquest, which had echoed with a girl's screams.

Despite the tear-soaked start, we were making smooth progress, as if to kick away the initial bad luck.

[Great Rock-Eating Hive]—commonly known as the 'Ant's Nest.'

This dungeon, which began from a flat entrance on the surface, was a massive underground labyrinth composed of countless branching, narrow passages.

'Narrow passages'… though that was in comparison to the overall scale. The path, which continued downward at a constant width, was a respectable tunnel over ten meters in diameter.

Now, as for the monsters that appeared in this 'Ant's Nest'—it goes without saying that there were none other than ants.

"Here, they come again."

"Ugh…!"

The precursor was a slight tremor transmitted from under our feet.

And soon after, what appeared was… a great swarm of light, brilliantly illuminating the dim underground.

Enemy name: [Gemrant Army]—the giant ant-type monsters that protect this great hive, and a living, moving mountain of treasure.

To put it simply, they could be described as 'something like an ant made of glowing rocks and gems.' Their body structure was undeniably that of an ant, but their bodies, which looked as if they had been carved from rock, were rugged down to the joints, making them feel less 'bug-like.'

Still, their movements and all weren't entirely unlike a bug's, so I'm sure some people would find them unpleasant. However, the 'gross' factor should have been reduced to some extent.

It's not like I just forcefully dragged Sora into hell.

I trusted Nia's word that 'I don't like them either, but those are barely safe,' and I went in with the premise that we would leave immediately if Sora judged them to be too much.

As a result, Sora-san's judgment was a safe. Though she was sulking a bit, it seemed she had no problem dealing with them.

…Well, they were still creepy enough that she was determined not to let them get close, and her magic sword control was extremely tense.

"Haaah… —Vanguard, if you please."

"Okay."

Sora breathed out to calm herself—and once her resolve was set, her voice became serene.

"[Samidorizuki]."

Drawing the jade blade she had summoned, she stepped forward to face the great swarm that was approaching with a rumbling sound.

Only about ten minutes had passed since we started our conquest—but thanks to the ridiculously high frequency of attacks, my avatar was already thoroughly warmed up.

On top of that, we had more than enough combat results and enemy intelligence.

The 'Ant's Nest,' which a typical combat player would call 'hell'—my impression of this high-difficulty dungeon, which Sora and I were challenging as a duo, was…

"—Come on, you grunts, I'll turn you into a pile of rubble."

"Honestly… if you get careless and get hit, I'll be angry—[Schwert Kreis]."

—so far, it's one step short of being a cakewalk. Now then, let's start this fun musou game.



    Chapter 276

    The Rock-Eating Hive

    The [Gemrant Army] monsters, true to their rugged appearance, are attacker-type monsters with stats heavily skewed towards firepower and agility.

Their attack methods include simple bites and body slams, and they are also equipped with a long-range attack, firing the gems that grow on their large, round, insectoid abdomens.

A further point of caution is that there are different types, even with the same name.

There are three variations of individuals—first, the 'Soldier Ant.' They are the most numerous and form the basic type that pushes forward with numbers. Despite their attack-specialized nature, they also possess above-average durability thanks to their natural armor.

Their movements are agile, their strength is high, and their physical resistance is also subtly high, making them quite high-spec.

To top it all off, they display the characteristic 'tenacity' of insects, and will still attack with just their upper body even after being cut in two. This means that carelessly dismembering them can lead to trouble, so it's best to carefully check their HP bar and deliver a finishing blow.

Next is the 'Kamikaze Ant.' They appear in about half the numbers of the Soldier Ants and are dangerous foes that charge straight ahead without a second thought.

What makes them so dangerous is that if you allow them to get close, they will self-destruct without a moment's hesitation. Regardless of whether there are allies nearby, they flash with light and, a second later, explode.

They fully utilize their own bodies, composed of rock and gems, as shrapnel grenades, but the scatter pattern is completely random, so you can't memorize it to dodge.

Therefore, the absolute rule is to 'deal with them before they get close'… and while they would normally be quite a troublesome opponent, their armor is thinner than the Soldier Ants', so defeating them is not difficult. Merciful.

And finally, the 'Winged Ant'—Sora-san's nemesis.

What makes them her nemesis has nothing to do with their nature or specs as monsters, but for one simple reason.

She can't stand the sound of their wings. So, the moment they appear—

"—[Dreißig]!!"

—this happens.

The moment that sound, which many people would instinctively recoil from, reached her ears—a volley of magic swords shot through the air and riddled the giant body that had taken flight far ahead in the cave with holes.

They are a textbook example of a melee-killer, a long-range type with flight capabilities, but like the 'Kamikaze Ant,' their armor is paper-thin, so dealing with them is easy if you have a projectile weapon.

—In other words, they are no match for my partner.

"Hah… as reliable as ever."

"Stop just watching me and get to work!"

As I was admiring my partner's bravery, I received a scolding from the lady herself.

Well, that's fair.

Compared to the intense battles I've experienced recently, I tend to let my guard down, but the fact that my durability is nonexistent remains unchanged.

The Soldier Ants, regardless of type, have an extremely simple targeting priority. Therefore, just by being in front of Sora, I can fulfill the role of a tank, which is a relief… but 'I got careless and took a hit' would immediately make me the one to blame.

I'll maintain a certain level of focus—hey!!

"Hmph…!!"

In the middle of the swarm, surrounded by countless living rock masses, I had been focusing on evasion. Now, infusing my avatar with strength, I instantly switched to the offensive.

I slammed the jaw of a Soldier Ant approaching from the left into the ground with the scabbard of my [Samidorizuki], then used the recoil to launch my body into the air and spin,

"—A degraded [Heavenly Snow]!"

From a horizontal position in mid-air, a high-speed, three-hit horizontal spin.

It was a fake [Fourth Strike (Heavenly Snow)] using my own style of 'Matoi' instead of 'Shukuchi,' so its power and precision were incomparable to the original—

But even so, against monsters (PvE), it was more than enough.

One of them in front of me had its vital head sliced open and exploded into phosphorescent light. But the countless soldiers, unfazed, stepped over their comrade's corpse with an almost mechanical killing intent.

The Kamikaze and Winged Ants I could ignore. Sora would take care of every last one of them.

That meant my job was solely to annihilate the Soldier Ants in close combat.

"Bullet!"

I tossed my jade blade, scabbard and all, straight up, and with my now-free hand, I fired a barrage of crimson projectiles—followed by [Exploding Rabbit].

I used the barrage of explosions to keep the individuals preparing to fire their gem bullets in check, then tossed the shattered Rabbit Dagger into the scabbard at my waist… and activated [Whirlwind].

"Take… thiiis!!"

In one direction of the closing encirclement, I stepped straight towards the nearest one—and delivered a straight punch.

My fist, cloaked in a storm, with a STR of 200, struck the massive head, which was about the size of a car tire… and shining on that right fist was the 'white' [Anima] that had devoured the red.

"—[Shot]!!"

That wasn't a key word, but a call for an order.

In that instant, the [Everquartz, Sky-Soaring Crystal Sword] materialized in my hand and was launched at high speed, forming a follow-up attack that blew through the [Gemrant Army]'s head.

"Hah! I'm counting on you for my back, partner!"

'Autonomous Action' activated. The white sword, having overshot its target, turned and flew past my back, leaving a dangerous whooshing sound by my ear—…hey, was it necessary to graze my face?

What, are you still mad??

As I grabbed the falling jade blade and dealt with the Soldier Ants, I couldn't help but give a wry smile at the rebellious attitude of my [Anima].

It was as if it were venting its pent-up frustration. The sound of the sword, rampaging while devouring my MP, was certainly reassuring from behind my back, but…

"Bring it on, you bastard… In that case, let's have a kill count competition!!"

Remaining enemies—estimated a lot.

There's plenty of prey to choose from, so go wild, my beloved sword!

◇◆◇◆◇

"—It's really like it's alive… or rather, I should probably just assume it actually is alive…"

"Yeah… it's almost like an NPC at this point."

After the battle—the moment I raised a victory cry in accordance with the 'results' I had counted by uselessly making full use of my 'memory' gift, the [Everquartz] returned to its ring form on its own.

Its behavior was exactly that of a sulking child. When it's this blatant, it's almost cute, but you could at least praise your master for his hard work…

That aside, it was time to check the battle results. This dungeon has a rather special way of handling drops—

"Hmm… it's so sparkly."

"It's starting to hurt my eyes…"

After the battle, in the cave that had regained a temporary silence, a vast expanse of countless ores and gems was scattered across the rocky floor.

In the underground labyrinth where sunlight could not reach, the glow of these items, illuminated by the remains of the ants—glowing rubble that served as a light source—dazzled our eyes.

The giant ants do not drop unique monster materials.

Instead, what they bestow upon players are vast quantities of astonishingly diverse and high-quality stone-type materials.

A unique feature of this dungeon is that all of their drops are scattered on the spot, rather than being placed in the inventory. The sight of glittering stones covering the entire area is surely exciting for both men and women, but…

I picked up a fist-sized ore shining with a light blue color and tapped it—

[Aquamarine Agate Ore]—A stone composed of fine quartz crystals. It holds a faint trace of water magic.

After reading the ridiculously simple text that appeared, I tossed it aside without a moment's hesitation. Why? Because it has no value to us.

Favored by production classes, shunned by combat classes—this is the reason why.

Apart from the visually unsettling insect-type monsters and the combat difficulty that is apparently quite high for the general player base, the biggest problem with this dungeon is that the variety of minerals obtained is so vast that it's difficult to get the specific items one is looking for.

—A wide variety of high-quality items can be obtained, that much is true.

However, the effort required of combat classes to obtain those 'high-quality items' is insane. Not only do they have to defeat enemies to get loot, but they also have to sort through a mountain of stones with an absurd number of types to find what they're looking for.

Efficiency can be improved by bringing along a Magicrafter who can use appraisal skills, but it's undoubtedly much more troublesome than a normal dungeon crawl.

To put it bluntly, it's the kind of dungeon that makes you think, 'It's too much of a hassle, so I don't want to go'—I can understand why it's a paradise of romance for craftsmen, with reports of new ore and gem discoveries still coming in, but…

Unfortunately, meticulously sorting through everything is just too inefficient.

"Sora, if you would."

"I still feel like it's a waste, but… I guess it can't be helped."

And so, we were practicing the 'extremely rough sorting method' we had been taught by our artisan.

Our objective this time was gem ores suitable for crafting into accessories. It seems not all of them are like this, but those types of materials generally have a high affinity with 'magic.'

The sorting method involves using that property to—

"Sssuuu— — — — —hk!"

—hit them with 'magic' and see how they react.

After a deep breath, Sora held out her hand and unleashed her ki, and a 'wind' raged around her. This was something I couldn't do—or rather, something the vast majority of players couldn't replicate. It was a manifestation of 'magic.'

It wasn't something that could be achieved simply by raising one's mind stat; it was a special skill that could only be manifested by a limited number of players who excelled in their aptitude as mages.

Although it was a skill, it didn't usually provide any direct benefits… The exception was when interfering with 'something that reacts to magic' like this.

"…Hk, how, is it?"

"Hold on a sec."

Consciously releasing magic, while possible, was apparently not easy. As Sora asked between breaths, I was spurred on and rummaged through the pile of rubble.

Special materials suitable for accessories were said to show some kind of reaction, like glowing or vibrating, but—

"No luck, I guess… Thanks, Sora, that's enough."

"…Phew."

The strain of releasing magic was apparently similar to 'holding one's breath.'

She didn't actually need to hold her breath, but the mental image was so similar that she did it in conjunction… I felt bad for making her go through the effort, but the sight of her pursing her lips, her face red as she trembled, was a little cute.

"Alright, one more time, if you please."

"Yes!"

Unfortunately, we didn't find any accessory candidates this time. So, next up was the second stage of the 'rough sorting method.'

After confirming that I had retreated behind her, Sora raised her right hand straight up…

"[Turm Riesig]."

Summon, and enlarge.

Through the effect of the skill [Optimize Alert], the sand tower became a giant sword that reached the ceiling of the cave—and she slammed the 'belly' of that magic sword into the pile of rubble.

An earth-shattering tremor and a crushing sound that matched the overwhelming visual scale shook the cave… The giant magic sword immediately vanished into thin air, and what was left behind were the shattered remains of the stones.

"Oh!"

"Ah!"

And there, a single deep blue color remained. It was an ore material that had survived the extremely rough 'hardness check' and would likely be suitable for crafting into an armament.

I picked it up and tapped it… Hmm, [Sea Star Ore]. It was still covered in stone dust, so its true brilliance was unknown, but—

"It's beautiful…"

"Yeah, it is."

Its appearance, with golden flecks embedded in a deep blue that peeked through the cracks, was, well, very promising. It didn't seem to be a gem, so I'd have Kagura-san take a look at this one.

I honestly couldn't be bothered to spend time on detailed sorting and appraisal, but finding a single treasure from a pile of rubble like this had a certain romance to it that I didn't dislike.

…Of course, I would choose not to think about the fact that among the materials found in this dungeon, there are apparently super-rare items that are neither hard nor react to magic.

It's very bad for my mental health.

"Alright. Let's keep going at this pace!"

"Ahaha… Is it really okay for us to be going through this so… briskly?"

Hmm? Are you perplexed that a 'high-difficulty' dungeon is so lukewarm?

Well, that can't be helped. No matter what it is, difficulty is defined by the masses, that is, the 'general player base.' In other words—

—the normal standards no longer apply to a ranker and his equal partner.



    Chapter 277

    An Enjoyable Ordeal

    Was it during the main selection round of the Four Pillar War? I remember thinking that I was better suited to fighting monsters than people.

Now, after half a month, having returned, I realized that with even greater conviction.

It's true that Arcadia's 'inhuman PvP' was incredibly fun in many ways, but PvE has a different kind of 'flavor'.

Standing shoulder to shoulder with a reliable partner, challenging a monster so huge you have to look up… This brain-tingling heroic experience was truly irreplaceable.

—And so,

"Let's get fired up, you bugs!!"

"Gah, watch out—!? —Honestly, Haru!"

—in this way, it was no wonder that I, having lost my composure after so long, was being scolded by Sora. No matter what anyone says, it was beyond my control.

I was aware that I had blocked her 'line of fire' by leaning forward with momentum, so I did an upside-down triple twist and raised one hand in an 'I'm sorry' pose.

In my vision, which was a hair's breadth from being a single horizontal line, I managed to catch a glimpse of my angry partner, who—

"Acht!!"

—without a moment's hesitation, fired a volley of magic swords at me.

Of course, it wasn't a punishment or a reprimand born of anger… It was, despite my 'unwell' state, a generous provision of footholds (support).

My body, in the process of dying from activating [Rabbit Rapid, Crimson Brilliant Bullet]. Running through the air, a crimson blade racing—in the boss area's 'great cavern,' facing off against the 'Queen Bug.'

[Gemrant Quintesta, Jewel-Eating Queen]—the giant boss lurking in the lowest level of the [Great Rock-Eating Hive], and an alien queen who enslaves the soldiers.

Its massive body, surely no less than ten meters long, was composed of rock and gems just like the ants, and had undergone a bizarre mutation that deviated greatly from the 'original form' one might imagine.

Its abdomen was excessively bloated, reminiscent of a grub. Although its misshapen 'wings' served as armor to protect it, they couldn't completely cover the abdomen, which was swollen to a bursting point.

The state of its 'legs,' which had abandoned movement, was likely an evolution rather than a regression. Its leg parts, as thick and sturdy as trees and not at all bug-like, were loaded with giant gem warheads, even more menacing than those of the ants, packed tightly together.

It was so transformed that it could only be described as a different creature altogether… Like the locust, I had the impression you were originally a high-agility type—right, Mister Grasshopper?

"Haru!"

"Thanks!!"

No need for details in her call. The moment her voice reached me, I turned my head and saw one of the flying magic swords glowing with a green light.

The queen was laying down an anti-air barrage at the insolent one jumping around above her, but after figuring out the fixed pattern of suppressive fire and periodic targeted shots, it was no longer a threat.

Dodging the gem bullets, each the size of a human head, that came at me with a roar, I placed my foot on one of the designated magic swords—and in that instant, the standby recovery magic (Qualia Veil) enveloped my avatar.

My HP, which had been dwindling due to the overload of [Rabbit Rapid], was restored, and furthermore, the secondary effect of that excellent healing magic, regeneration, offset… well, not completely, but it did reduce the self-inflicted damage.

While cheating the cost of my super-speed maneuvers with my partner's support—there, an opening.

"Sora!"

In response to my voice, Sora, standing in the middle of a massive amount of rubble, raised both hands to her sides—and in the next moment, two giant towers appeared from the void.

"[Schwert Kreis]—"

"[Totsuka no Tsurugi]—"

And me too.

—The brilliance sealed in my scabbard is already at its breaking point.

"[Zwei Riesig]!!"

"[Enrei Kagura]aaa!!"

It was truly an unavoidable guillotine approaching from three directions.

From the left and right, the giant sand swords created by Sora. And from directly above, the great crimson blade drawn from my scabbard swung down simultaneously—

Without a chance to even cry out, the [Gemrant Quintesta] was decapitated and exploded in a grand display of blue phosphorescence.

—The battle lasted for about five minutes. It was terribly anticlimactic… but well, since this was our sixth run, it was to be expected.

"—Haaah…!"

"Good work, Sora. …You about done in?"

Ignoring the results screen, I called out to my partner, who had sat down while dispelling her magic swords. She had been putting on a brave face until around the third run… but the girl, experiencing her first real 'marathon farming,' gave a weak laugh and finally cried out, "I'm at my limit."

—And so it was. The reason I had determined this dungeon crawl to be 'Hell' or 'Super Hell' was not because I was extremely overestimating the dungeon's difficulty.

It was based on the premise of this hellish grinding, a staple of 'hack and slash' games.

…However, no matter how many times we repeated it, I was still getting into it. The tag-team match with my partner was so fun that I was far from fatigued.

A major factor was that the grinding didn't become a simple, repetitive task. Monsters seem to have 'personalities' and 'characters,' and since the enemy changed its tactics with each challenge, the novelty didn't wear off easily.

But well, unfortunately, as for its 'strategy'—

"Haru… you seem to be doing fine."

"Hee hee, the results of my training, perhaps."

—no matter how it changed its form, my lovely partner would instantly mow it down with her 'thousand blades.'

As a result, the boss battle, which was probably intended to be an 'army battle against a fixed artillery boss and its minions,' turned into a one-on-one fight within tens of seconds of starting.

No matter how ridiculously high its durability or how demonic its barrage firepower, we weren't about to fall behind in a one-on-one with an opponent that couldn't move… though my opinion that Sora-san is just too broken hasn't changed.

"Alright… it's getting late, let's call it a day here."

"For today…?"

"Well, that depends. Whether we have seconds will be decided after the loot appraisal results come in."

"…N-no, it's fine. This is part of the fun of the game, right…!"

Well, I don't intend to force her to come along. From what I've been seeing, Sora seemed to be having fun too.

Though she was clearly put off by the boss's slightly gruesome visuals.

"In that case, I'm sorry to ask, but…"

"Ahaha… leave it to me."

Before we wrap up the crawl.

Looking around at the massive number of things that needed to be done, Sora stood up with a rare, slightly exasperated expression.

Every time, the sorting process definitely takes more time than the boss fight. No wonder… As a spectator who possesses neither 'magic release' nor a 'ranged attack with adjustable intensity,' I can only watch in gratitude.

The sight of the girl, her [Dress of El-Clelia] fluttering in the magical wind, raising her hand with a weary yet graceful air, could be described as 'like a painting' without exaggeration.

I'm not staring because I'm captivated—I told myself, fooling no one. As I watched my partner at work beside me, I cooled down my flushed heart.

Remembering the 'later' that was fast approaching… my heart, which had been lightened by the break.

I could feel just a little bit of tension starting to seep back in.



    Chapter 278

    The Now for Later

    "Uh—um… what did you just say?"

"To summarize, I've received an invitation for a date."

"…Excuse me."

"I received an invitation for a date."

"…Nia-san, are you sure you're the same Nia I know?"

"The one who made our clothes."

"So, uh… I'm really at a loss right now."

"I'm also pretty seriously at a loss."

"No, I'm sure you are, Haru, but… can I ask one thing?"

"Anything."

"When you ask me, 'What should I do about it?', what on earth am I supposed to do?"

"Well, that's… I was hoping you could pass judgment."

"Judgment on what?!"

—After clearing the dungeon, we returned to the city at lightning speed. Now settled in at our usual tavern, we sat facing each other with contrasting expressions.

Having steeled my resolve, I broached the subject of *that matter* with a dead-serious face. Sora, on the other hand, just looked utterly baffled and bewildered.

*Reporting this to Sora was also something Nia asked me to do, but I guess anyone would be confused if a topic like this was suddenly thrown at them.*

"Um, Haru?"

"Yes."

"I assume this is about *that*, but… you don't need to be so considerate of me, you know?"

Yeah, well, I honestly expected her to say that.

In fact, Sora *couldn't* say anything else. Considering her personality—

"Our relationship has gotten a little complicated, but… that engagement is just a camouflage, after all."

I knew what words would follow, and what she was feeling inside, without even needing to hear them.

However,

"Fake or not, you're still my fiancée, right?"

"!…"

I'm aware it's a line that would justifiably make her blush, but I have no intention of backing down, because this isn't *that* kind of issue.

"Chitose-san explained the details, so I understand it correctly. The engagement is just a pretext for a very small circle of people who can interfere with the Yotsuya family, and it doesn't bind us in any way."

Basically, to put it bluntly… while we are engaged, we're both allowed complete freedom in our romantic lives.

According to Chitose-san, 'It's blunt, but we don't care if people suspect it's a sham,' or something to that effect. In the end, it seems all they needed was a plausible excuse to refuse marriage proposals.

Mr. Togo's weakness was a single point: he couldn't refuse proposals for Sora without a reason. The *why* behind that wasn't explained, but it seems he wanted a reason he 'had no choice but to refuse,' no matter what form it took.

As for the problem of 'wouldn't it just cause friction if the lie was exposed?'… that's based on the premise that the people making the proposals are 'shamelessly approaching, knowing that he can't refuse.'

Therefore, looking out for oneself is a mutual affair. The other party isn't so squeaky clean that they can complain about a defensive wall that took effort to build.

Once the Yotsuya family has an official reason to refuse outright, it's unlikely anyone with a death wish would cross that line and keep meddling.

I did ask the obvious question: if they're so worried about public perception, wouldn't it be counterproductive if the sham was exposed and their 'little trick' became public knowledge?

But according to Chitose-san—'The 'Yotsuya heiress' isn't known to the world in the first place, so there's no fake engagement to expose, is there?'

Since there's an absolute agreement not to publicize Sora's existence, it's *impossible* for our engagement to become common knowledge—when the Deputy Representative of 'Yotsuya Development' himself declares it, I have no choice but to believe him.

And so, *that's why*.

However, there's a *but* that exists within me.

Because fake or not—my partner, Sora, has become too important for me to treat a relationship with a name attached to it so lightly.

"So… but still, I want to hear it. What do you think, Sora?"

"What do I…"

Alright, this is going to take a bit of courage to say…

"Would you… dislike it if I got close to another girl—someone other than you, Sora?"

Even if this comes off as a conceited, mistaken assumption, the only one here to laugh at me is myself. I know she's not the type to tease someone in a moment like this.

"Dislike it… um… well………… you see…"

I've noticed it a few times before—a feeling close to jealousy, though not quite the full extent of it, directed at me.

…Honestly, I'm aware that we're already *conscious of each other as members of the opposite sex*.

And here—we also have a 'however' that exists between us.

"No—I wouldn't dislike it."

After ten, twenty seconds of thought, Sora stated it clearly.

In situations like this… no, even when it's not like this, she doesn't lie. She has *secrets*, but she doesn't *lie*—a common trait between the two of us.

"…What about you, Haru, if it were the other way around?"

"Let's see—I don't think I'd dislike it either."

To be precise, I don't have the right to say I would.

Because the two of us are, together, *not trying to develop romantic feelings for anyone*.

"Well, if it did happen, I think I'd be pretty crushed, though."

"I might feel lonely, too."

Sora is cute. She's such a charming girl that I still wonder, 'What kind of miracle is this?' that she's my partner.

Yes, charming. So much so that… if asked if I'm attracted to her as a woman, I would nod without a second thought.

I'm also confident that Sora thinks of me fondly.

But—

—But I'm still afraid of 'romance.'

Being a people-pleaser (*for someone else's sake*) was because I couldn't find my own worth in anything else.

Showing only my good side to everyone, regardless of gender, was because I had convinced myself that I'd never be the object of anyone's attention.

And—the reason I could continue my relationship with the girl who *was* conscious of me was because we drew a 'line' together.

I didn't know the details, but it was because we realized we were 'the same kind of people.'

Let's stay partners. Together, again and again, as if to confirm it—

"—Haru…?"

"…Sorry, it's nothing."

A warmth on my fingertips brought me back to my senses.

Those beautiful amber eyes were looking at me with concern, probably because I was making a *strange face*.

"…—Anyway, that is my answer."

Realizing I was trying to cover something up, I imagine.

Sora immediately pulled back and put on a nonchalant smile—I'll gratefully accept her consideration and shove these troublesome feelings deep into my chest.

"So in conclusion… all I can say is, feel free to do as you please."

"Yeah, that makes sense."

And she probably knows.

The fact that I'm so dutifully asking for confirmation means I haven't turned down the invitation yet. And if I haven't turned it down—

"I think I'll meet her, just once."

—It means I have the will to do so.

"…I have no intention of interfering, but please let me worry. Are you *sure*?"

As for the 'date invitation' itself, I've already told her everything I can. So Sora's 'worry' is only natural.

If this had been *just* a date invitation, I wouldn't be this troubled.

"I feel like that's something the woman should be more worried about than the man…"

"No, I mean, that might be true generally, but…"

"Plus, Nia already knows my real face is the same as my avatar's."

"Wait, what… That's new information."

So yeah, in a way, since my face is already out there, I'm damage-proof—even though the proposed stage is the real world, not the virtual one.

Hence, 'I'll meet her,' not 'I'll go out with her.'

…Honestly, I can't believe either of us is sane. But including a certain *circumstance* I haven't told Sora about yet, my honest feeling is that it's hard to refuse.

I'll hide my identity and meet her once in a crowded place. That should be the compromise.

Even though she presented that ticket, I actually turned her down at first… but Nia was so earnest and persistent that I finally realized it myself.

I am responsible for making her act this way—I don't know where this will lead, but I need to bring some kind of closure to it.

"Um, and I mean no disrespect to Nia-san, but… if any trouble comes up, please rely on me, okay?"

"Of course. It's a promise."

The promise we just made, to protect each other.

I didn't say it out loud, but that was also one of my deciding factors. Without a reliable backup, I wouldn't have been willing to accept an impromptu offline meeting invitation.

"Well then… probably this weekend. I'm off."

"…I really don't know what kind of face I should be making to nod at this."

Even so, Sora nodded with a very troubled look on her face, saying, "I understand." I, too, was unsure of my own expression as we stared at each other in a strange atmosphere.

Even though it's not a relationship either of us wants, and thus it isn't *that kind* of relationship in reality. Deciding to go on a date with another woman on the very day you get engaged is—

"I wouldn't be able to complain if she stabbed me…"

"…Um, please don't look at me. I'm not going to stab you."

Regardless of my personal circumstances or intentions.

I had to admit that from an outsider's perspective, I was quite the 'scoundrel.'



    Chapter 279

    Encounter, Encounter, and Encounter

    Although the list of things I needed to think about hadn't shrunk at all, adventuring in the virtual world proved to be an unparalleled palate cleanser for me.

Even if I was treading through a gloomy cave, even if I was facing off against a ridiculously huge bug—fun is the ultimate power, fun is justice.

And with a literal incarnation of cuteness by my side, the healing effect was immeasurable.

"Huh?"

Having received that premium healing effect and regained some semblance of composure, I was now—at the 'promised' time of eleven o'clock, holding my smartphone and letting out a rather menacing tone.

…Well, I didn't just let it out; it was intentional. A protest, of sorts. I put all my feelings of 'give me a break' into it.

"I'm sorry, but it was at the other party's strong request. Her safety… or rather, her identity is guaranteed, so you can rest easy."

"Yeah, I'm sure it is if she's connected to Yotsuya, but still. Huh? Wait a second, are you serious? You're going to pile even more stress on me at this point?"

"Haha."

What are you laughing at? There wasn't a single funny part in any of that, Deputy Representative!

"I'll concede and say it's fine that you won't be present. But what's the big idea telling two strangers to have a *night tea party* one-on-one?"

"That's not my call either; it's what the other party wants."

"Seriously, this is getting scary… who is this 'other party' anyway?"

As I felt a growing fear toward this person who was so insistent on their interest in me, Chitose-san's reply remained the same old story about 'confidentiality' this and 'duty' that.

I already know the word 'surprise' is lurking behind all that, so give it a rest.

"Besides, it's already past the time. If she doesn't show, I'm exhausted, so I'm going to—what's that music?!"

Just as I was about to seriously plead to be allowed to sleep for the night, an unfamiliar melody echoed through the cavernous room, scaring the daylights out of me.

"Ah, seems she's here. Well then, I'll leave you two to it."

"What is this, a doorbell?… Hey, wait a—he hung up…!"

What is with them? What is wrong with Yotsuya Development?

First the Representative, then the Deputy Representative, and even the maid (?). Is this just a gathering of free spirits…?

Whatever, I'm done with this! A night tea party or whatever it is, I'll do it! Bring it on, tonight's final event…!

The doorbell melody rang out again. Listening to the needlessly elegant classical tune, I peered into the intercom monitor and—

"—… ……………………?"

Faced with a high-end device covered in an excessive number of buttons, I froze, completely helpless.

*Help wanted: Instructions on how to operate a high-end private wired communication device with a monitor—what do you want from me? My family's house only had a regular doorbell!* 

◇◆◇◆◇

In a hallway that felt more like a luxury hotel than an apartment building, with its carpeted floors.

Standing before the door, 'she' felt a kind of nervousness she had never experienced before. Her expression was faint, but she fidgeted as she waited for a response from the intercom.

"…, ………!"

She tried to take a deep breath, but even that failed miserably. Her breath escaped in broken gasps, only making her feel more suffocated.

She was the one who had rushed him, saying, 'I want to see you soon.'

She was the one who had been selfish, saying, 'I'd prefer it if it were just the two of us.'

Caught between an anticipation as great as her anxiety and nervousness, the emotions that had been coldly frozen until just a few days ago were now in an unbelievable uproar.

There were just too many 'firsts.' She was acting decisively, yet she was constantly confused, a complete contradiction.

Despite not even going out, she had, for the first time in her life, taken the initiative to try and dress up—a state of runaway and straying.

And because of that, despite rushing him herself, she was late.

If the 'her' from a few days ago saw this repeated display of ineptitude… would she be exasperated, would she lament, or would she—

"—…!"

As she was drowning in words that couldn't even be called thoughts, at that moment.

For some reason, with no response from the intercom—her ears caught the small sound of a lock turning inside the door.

Wait, just a moment.

That's not the right order.

First, I hear his 'voice,' and after I've steeled my resolve—

"—Ah… uh, hello, good evening…?"

"————"

I wanted to see his 'face.'

From the quietly opened door, the room's occupant peeked out along with his voice—and for some reason, her face reflexively ducked down, hidden from view by her long, black hair.

"…, ………!"

"…Um, I have the right room, don't I?"

She tried to return the greeting, and failed again. His voice was thick with confusion, and understandably so. At this rate, she wasn't just late; she was a complete weirdo.

—And that's when it happened. Her 'former self,' which still lingered strongly, slapped the fumbling girl with a sharp, 'Get a grip.'

…No, it was more than a slap.

With a momentum and force that could rival a slash from a certain 'Queen,' it kicked [Alicia White, the Sword Queen], who had been reduced to an unbecoming 'naive young girl.'

Raise your head, look forward.

I am, yes—[Iris], hailed as the strongest in Arcadia.

Absolute powerhouse, invincible queen, silver sword princess, the strongest princess, archangel of the virtual world, the greatest bug of the century—now is the time to believe in myself, praised with all these and many other incomprehensible words.

To face this unknown feeling, for the very first time.

"!…—He, llo."

…However, much to her surprise.

The fact that her *body moved before her mouth* would have to be a challenge for the future.

◇◆◇◆◇

—I opened the door, and a girl came charging at me.

I know you're probably thinking, 'What are you talking about?', but I don't know what happened either.

After giving up on the ridiculously multi-functional high-end intercom and deciding it would be rude to keep her waiting, I peeked my head out the door. Less than ten seconds later, I was surprised to see a slender young woman standing there, as I had automatically assumed it would be an adult.

She was a girl with long, beautiful black hair swaying down her back, wearing a stylish one-piece dress that could be mistaken for a gown.

I couldn't see her face as she quickly looked down, but the aura she gave off hinted at a great beauty—and that's as far as my calm thoughts went.

She must have been nervous too, as she only fumbled over her words for a few seconds.

Then she suddenly donned a powerful presence I recognized from somewhere and—

"————…Ouch."

—*thusly*, she is now pinning me to the floor with a magnificent takedown from her charge.

I was rushed, given unreasonable demands, she was late, and to top it all off, a first-meeting-body-press-Part-2. Honestly, for a moment, I was about to snap, but when I saw the face of the woman—the girl—on top of me, all the fight went out of me.

…Well, it's because she looked more surprised than I did. It was obvious, without her even having to say it, that she hadn't meant to do that.

I mean, I don't get it. I get that she's surprised, but why she took an action that surprised even herself is a complete mystery.

Anyway—taking this unexpected curveball, her 'face' came into view, and it felt… off.

Off? No, this is… déjà vu, maybe?

"—… …………"

I stared in surprise and confusion, while the girl stared back with a 'blank expression' that also felt familiar. Our gazes were aimed at each other, but they weren't quite meeting.

Facing each other, a one-way street—the one to find their words first, along with the 'answer,' was,

"————…………Iris… is that you?"

—me, as I dazedly questioned the completely unexpected visitor.

And so—on the screen, in the virtual world, and now in the real world.

'She,' with whom I was having our third encounter… gave a clumsy, yet familiar smile, and,

"…I'm sorry, I just had to come see you—Haru."

The [Sword Queen], [Iris], Alicia White.

Looking different from her virtual avatar only in 'color,' yet still shining with an otherworldly beauty—she called my name with that same voice, sounding happy.

"…Can I say something?"

"Yes."

"Please get off me."

"…I'm sorry."

In more ways than one—this has become an unforgettable meeting, Princess.



    Chapter 280

    To the One I Was Waiting For

    A tea party—which meant she desired a certain amount of 'conversation,' so I had made some preparations even before I knew who I was meeting.

That said, considering the time.

I thought serving cake or coffee so close to midnight might be a bit much… so the lineup I had prepared was filled with things I felt hesitant to offer a 'princess.'

At the very least, I'm pretty sure no one has ever entertained the world's Alicia White with 'hot barley tea.' I wouldn't know for sure, though.

"It's delicious."

"Well, you're welcome…"

However, the person in question seems to be engrossed in my homemade cheese cookies, which I'm serving as a snack. They only have the flavor of cheese without actually using any, and they're ridiculously low-calorie—my standard late-night snack. I never imagined the day would come when I'd serve them to a world-famous celebrity.

I'll have to thank Chef Nishikino (41), a father of two from the restaurant where I used to work, who taught me various money-saving, healthy recipes during my part-timer days.

I wonder how those twins are doing.

"…So? Can I assume you're going to explain this situation in detail?"

"Yes, I'll explain everything."

Iris—or rather, Alicia—nodded obediently to my question. For some reason, her atmosphere is quite different here in the real world compared to the virtual one.

Well, of course it is, considering we're meeting in completely opposite environments: normal life in reality versus combat in Arcadia… but because she responds so honestly to my words, I feel a sense of innocence in her that goes beyond her appearance.

—Speaking of which, that 'appearance.'

Back when I had just started Arcadia. When I saw her on TV, I had assumed her looks were 'fabricated,' but to think they were just a simple color swap from reality… honestly, even this high-end room provided by Yotsuya doesn't seem to do her justice.

From silver-blue hair and garnet eyes to black and black.

Despite having the default color of a Japanese person, which belies her name (White), I doubt any of her fellow countrymen would see her and think of her as one of them.

It would be more realistic if she were dressed in a gown and tiara and introduced as a princess from some country. It's not just because she's beautiful, but the very air she carries is of a different quality—

"—Haru?"

"It's nothing."

If I were to confess the truth, I could only say I was captivated. Not as a man, but more in the way one would admire a work of art as a human being.

"So… first of all, why is Iris here?"

As I asked the question, I started to feel a sense of discomfort with my own casual tone, though it was a bit late for that. I can't really tell her age from her appearance, but more importantly, her standing is completely different from a newcomer like me….

It might be too late, but maybe I should switch to more formal language.

"Same as you. I also received an offer from Yotsuya Development."

While I was lost in my jumbled thoughts, Iris answered concisely with a sweet, cool voice, unchanged from the virtual world.

Her confident demeanor was a far cry from the awkwardness of our first contact.

…As an aside, I'd really appreciate it if you'd stop staring at me so intently. I don't think there are many people, men or otherwise, who could remain composed under that gaze.

"From the way you say it, it sounds like you received it at the same time…"

"That's right, the same as you."

That's, well… *another* mystery added to the pile, is it?

Yotsuya reached out to me to protect me, someone who was mentally just an ordinary person. By doing so, they could prevent me, having risen as a prominent player, from being crushed by real-world constraints and hindering the game's conquest.

So, why reach out to Iris now?

While her position is incomparably higher and weightier than mine, she managed to get by for three years without relying on Yotsuya. Why now, of all times?

Or was the offer made a while ago? Was it just that Iris *accepted* the offer at the same time as me?

If so, why had she refused or put it on hold until now?

Why did she decide to accept that offer now?

…If I asked everything, she would probably answer. But I'm very sorry to say that my honest feeling right now is—

"Hmm… —I see."

—right now, I honestly don't have the energy to dig into it so intently.

Since she's here to see me, it's probably not completely unrelated to me. So I won't say I'm not interested, but as for whether I need to know every single detail… I think probably not.

Besides, it's not like we're close enough for me to pry into her affairs.

"Well then, I guess that makes us colleagues… no, that's not right, is it? Even if we both signed a contract with the same place, it's not like we'll be working as a team."

"That's… right. I have to lead my own clan."

"Right. So for now, I guess I can just think of you as a comrade with the same goal?"

"Yes, I suppose."

"Okay. I get it, for now."

For Yotsuya, conquering Arcadia is something like a long-cherished wish—the details of that are still unclear to me, but if that's the case, then it makes sense for them to approach the 'strongest player.'

And for whatever reason, a contract that had been on hold has now moved forward due to various circumstances. Yep, that makes sense.

However, if there's one problem….

—It's that the 'princess' before me looks completely unconvinced and is emitting a mysterious pressure in my direction.

"…Is that, it?"

"No, I mean… what else am I supposed to ask?"

I was certainly surprised by Iris's sudden appearance. In fact, I was so surprised that I've become paradoxically calm. In any case, the situation of the [Sword Queen] relaxing in my room with barley tea and cookies feels far too unreal.

I sense that she has some 'business' with me.

But our relationship isn't deep enough for me to judge whether I should ask about it or not… so I can't bring myself to ask, is more accurate.

I hope to God this isn't some 'payback' for the newcomer who managed to *defeat* her—as I, still quite nervous myself, tried to distract myself with such joking thoughts,

"I see—I understand now."

The girl's atmosphere changed distinctly.

Yes, it shifted from a somewhat leisurely and calm demeanor,

"H-Huh?"

—to a state of, for all intents and purposes, a *battle-ready stance* accompanied by a mysterious 'power' that made me, along with my chair, unconsciously retreat a step.

Unfazed by my involuntary flinch from the unidentifiable pressure—Iris quietly stood up and walked around the table, approaching me.

Our distance was only a few steps.

The same close proximity as when we crossed swords the other day.

Unlike the [Acrobat] of the virtual world, I couldn't dodge or escape in time—the girl leaned over my chair, placing both hands on the backrest, trapping me.

"Hey, wait, you…!"

"You're not interested in me. Are you."

That's a misunderstanding, or maybe there's some truth to it, or it's close—

"But even more than that, you're indifferent to being the object of someone else's interest."

"Wh-what are you talking…"

"To be precise, you *don't believe in your own worth*."

"—… ………………"

A sudden, extreme approach followed by an unannounced *revelation*.

As a result, it was I who was silenced.

"But… *that's* fine—I don't care."

Then why did you just expose my innermost thoughts without permission—I was about to complain, but then I realized.

—…*Are you lonely?*

—*It's boring, isn't it?*

—*There's no challenge, is there?*

—*I'll make you laugh.*

————*Enjoy yourself to the fullest, Iris.*

…What a fool I am. As if I have any right to complain—it was none other than me who exposed her first, without permission.

Someone with whom I had once laid bare my heart and clashed.

An illusion or reality, someone with whom I had exchanged emotions through the sword.

How much of my inner self can she see now—

"Haru."

"Y-Yes."

"I'll return your words. I *couldn't care less about your personal circumstances*."

That was, indeed, on the night two days ago.

One of the presumptuous things I had said to Iris.

"So… if you won't ask, I'll just say it. The reason I came here, the reason I accepted Yotsuya's invitation—was all to meet you like this."

"………………"

"Don't ask why. Just as you threw your 'everything' at me… I'll throw my 'everything' at you, without permission."

"W-Wait a minute… you're, way too close—"

Even if I tried to push her away, her staggering beauty made even touching her feel like a sin. Trapped in my chair, I had no escape, so I tried to make her back away with words alone.

Even though I knew the 'heat' in her eyes meant she wouldn't back down for something like that.

"Even if you're not interested in me, I'm interested in you."

"Interested…"

My mind in chaos, I repeated her word like a parrot, and immediately regretted it.

Because—I had managed to draw out a soft smile from the girl who was supposed to be bad at smiling.

"When a woman tells a man she's 'interested'—I think there's usually only one reason."

Wait, I thought, but my voice wouldn't come out. It is true, and most regrettable, that—

—this time, as a man, I was completely captivated by that smile.

"—Hey, my long-awaited prince."

There was no longer any escape for me.

"I think this is 'love'—what do you think?"

My first-ever, head-on 'love confession' was—

—from the princess of a distant, virtual world.



    Chapter 281

    Seeing Through, and Being Seen Through

    Time passed, and as the clock ticked toward midnight, I found myself facing the invincible princess in my second 'unwinnable battle.'

No, it wasn't so much that I couldn't win, but rather—

"Um, I'm sorry. I kind of have a *fiancée*…"

"I know. A *fake engagement* with the Yotsuya heiress."

—or,

"Separately from that, I also have someone who might become something more soon…"

"If it's only one, then it seems I have far fewer *rivals* than I imagined."

—or,

"No, um, wait, just wait a minute… I've already used up a year's worth of brainpower in just one day, can't you all cut me some slack…!"

"I'll try to be considerate, but I can't hold back. I haven't been able to think of anything but you since that day—I can't even help myself anymore."

—and so on.

Not just in the virtual world, but Alicia White, also known as Iris, was an invincible girl in reality as well… How was I supposed to achieve victory against an 'unbeatable opponent'?

Besides, there was no way I could just accept being told 'it's love' out of the blue.

Unlike the *other person who might become something more*, this time it was a complete and utter bolt from the blue, so my shock was immeasurable.

I mean, of course it was. How on earth was I supposed to think that a true celestial being, hailed as a 'princess' from all over the world, would fall for me after just one sword fight?

Could such a fantasy-like super development where a 'fighting heroine falls for the guy who defeats her in an instant' actually happen in reality—

"…………"

"…!"

She smiled without a word, and my breath caught in my throat for the umpteenth time.

If I may shamelessly defend myself, I'd like to plead my innocence on this matter. Does a human being who can remain unscathed after being smiled at head-on by this fairy-like girl even exist? I'll offer a cash prize, so please come forward if you do.

"The Acrobat (you) smiling in the virtual world was inscrutable—but the you in the real world is easy to read, isn't he."

"Oh, is that so…? You talk as if you can read my mind…"

My consciously provocative tone was an attempt to emulate the 'me' from the virtual world she spoke of.

I tried to force myself back into my own pace by recalling my attitude when I fought Iris—

"Yes, that's right—I didn't fall in love with you because you beat me, you know."

…or so I thought.

If she can really see right through me, then there's nothing I can do…

"I've lost before, you know. In Istia, the 'duo' is like my natural enemy… and speaking of people close to you, I've never been able to beat the [Sword Saint] either."

"Huh? My master—Ui-san said the opposite…"

Something like 'I was just a step short,' if I recall correctly…

"It's true that I won the match. But she wasn't going all out."

"…That's probably a misunderstanding, don't you think? From what I know of her, I can't imagine her holding back in a match."

I said 'probably,' but in my heart, I'm 'certain.' In a contest of martial prowess, it's impossible for that Sword Saint to hold back.

She's the kind of person who would obliterate her own disciple in a playful bout, let alone during training, once she's drawn her 'blade.' Against a powerful opponent like Iris, I'd think she'd be thrilled to give it her all—

"Of course, she wasn't holding back in a technical sense. But—she didn't use any skills, her [Anima], or her [Terror Armament]."

"Well, that's…"

…Let's set aside the piece of information I had no way of knowing that just dropped.

"I know, that's the Sword Saint's style. Her sword is what it is *because* of that… I have no intention of complaining to someone who doesn't desire strength in the first place."

"…Well, as her disciple, I appreciate your understanding."

—So that's it. For a moment, I was wary that there might be some kind of conflict between Ui-san and Iris, but if I struggle to read her still-mostly-expressionless face…

"I genuinely respect and even admire her—I believe her sword is the pinnacle of what a human (avatar) can achieve in that world."

It's probably not quite 'fan,' but in reality, she was one of those who deeply acknowledged the [Sword Saint]. I couldn't see any lies or flattery on her face as she spoke of her admiration, and as her disciple, it made me proud.

"—But, that's why, her sword is 'supreme,' not the 'strongest.'"

…However, the fact that she didn't end it there is typical of the [Sword Queen].

"She doesn't hold back herself, but that's where it ends. She never tries to reach for 'what's beyond.'"

"…………"

That is probably something Iris and I share, and something that only Ui-san is different in—namely, whether to accept what is given by the system as 'one's own power' or not.

As her disciple, I have no intention of questioning my master's way of being… but I understand what she's trying to say.

In other words, what she wants to say is—

"I gave up on it a long time ago… but there was a time I thought about it. If only she would *get serious*, if only she would become someone who could compete with me."

—that. I can understand why she would think that.

It's easy to imagine that if something were to trigger that person's greed for 'strength,' she would become the 'strongest' Sword Saint.

"…I'm aware I'm saying whatever I please. You can be angry if you want."

She must have noticed that I was trying to defend my 'master,' however slightly. Despite baring her true feelings without falsehood, she now timidly gauges my reaction, which is rather…

Her being timid (while expressionless) is another thing… is she skillful or clumsy? I almost let out a weary laugh.

"Why would I be angry?"

At the very least, if I got angry over something like this, my master herself would scold me.

"Ui-san would definitely smile gently and then say this—'But, that is my sword.'"

…………No, I didn't need to imitate her tone. Calm down, me. If I don't get a grip soon, I'll be at her mercy forever—oh, she laughed, I'm dead.

Seeing Iris let out a small chuckle, I chugged my barley tea in desperation. She, still smiling, murmured, "That's not it."

"I wasn't teasing you—because *that's* probably the reason I fell in love with you."

"—Ngh, guh…"

Even if I wasn't being teased, the damage I took wasn't reduced, but rather increased. Even if she says 'that,' I have no idea what 'that' is…

"Even though you don't look at yourself… no, maybe that's why. You see people well. More than yourself—perhaps even *more than the person themselves*."

"Um, I'm pretty much just selfish and do whatever I want in the virtual world…"

"Because I was the one seen through, I know."

Interrupting my words—or rather, as if to correct me.

"You're the type of person who wants to entertain others more than enjoying yourself."

"No, that's not—"

"That's not it—you're a *person who wants to entertain others for your own sake*."

"————"

"—Haru."

A 'heat' on my cheek made me realize I had lost my train of thought.

"You who brushed aside my 'wounds' with a 'who cares' and melted everything away… I'm prepared for you to hate me for saying this, but…"

"…Yeah."

Despite saying she was prepared, Iris's expression was calm.

"No matter what that way of being means to you—I was saved by it. …I was rewarded by it."

"…………"

"It has nothing to do with winning or losing. You who just crashed into me head-on, throwing nothing but your own emotions at me like a child—and just shouted at me to 'smile.'"

…As I listened intently, I noticed a faint tremor in her flat tone.

When I looked up,

"It wasn't the [Acrobat] who defeated the [Sword Queen]—I fell in love with Haru, who made 'me' smile."

She says the 'smile' in her eyes is because of me.

It was a cruel 'retaliation.' So brilliantly—it was, without a doubt, my greatest weak point.

"…It seems you believe my feelings, so I'll ask something important."

Unable to reply, I could only look back into her eyes. Iris's expression visibly softened as she spoke. It seems she really will be considerate, even if she won't hold back.

—Don't let yourself get pushed around forever, you Japanese man.

"…Anything you wish, Princess."

"Setting aside the fiancée, do you have a girlfriend right now?"

"I don't."

"Setting aside important people, is there someone you've set your heart on?"

"…There isn't."

"Are you, by any chance, not interested in girls?"

"I am, to a normal extent."

"In that case—could it be that you hate 'romance'?"

"Give me a break…"

—Damn it, I can't win.

How much has this girl seen through me in such a short time?

"I see. In that case… asking you to *go out with me* would be a bad move, wouldn't it."

If only she had, I could have refused her head-on—but thinking that is probably pointless. Because she, from what I've heard from her own lips…

"Then—I have no choice but to make you fall in 'love' with me."

—thanks to someone… is a girl who was rewarded for not giving up.

She will surely embody 'not giving up' from now on, without ever being clouded again. And the target of that passion is none other than that someone.

—The world's princess, Alicia White, is in 'love' with the likes of me.

It's so surreal that I don't even know what's what anymore…

"So… be prepared, Haru."

"………………'Not holding back,' you said. To what extent, exactly?"

If there's no escape for me now, then I must at least 'prepare' myself to face her, just as she said. For what is about to begin, from the strongest princess of the virtual world—

"Let's see—be careful not to get pushed down when your guard is down."

"…………………………"

—is literally, word for word… an assault from a maiden in love, a furious onslaught by Iris who proudly declares she couldn't care less about a man's circumstances.



    Chapter 282

    Interlude

    Due to its special purpose, the building had few rooms relative to its size.

To be even a little closer… The room number next to his was secured for a reason she herself found laughable.

In a space filled with cardboard boxes that had just been brought in, except for the one she had hastily pulled her clothes from—

—her heart, as she hugged her knees on a large sofa, was still entirely consumed by 'him.'

"………………—"

Just murmuring his name without a sound made her heart stir.

She had thought that once she saw him, heard his voice, saw his face, talked with him, confessed her feelings—she would regain some composure. She had assumed that on her own.

But the result was *this*.

Honestly, her priority had been just to see him at any cost… or rather, she had been running wild, so she hadn't thought about the 'discrepancy between players' in both worlds.

His face, his age, they might be different from the him in the virtual world. She only remembered that obvious fact, which she should have considered first, after seeing his 'face.'

'He's the same as in the virtual world'—she had foolishly thought, but that was after she had seen his face and there was no turning back. Although she could guess his approximate age from his voice, which, unlike his avatar, couldn't be faked, it's not a laughing matter to think what would have happened if he had been more than twice her age.

On the other hand, she was confident that even if he were twice her age, this feeling wouldn't have faded… but that, she imagined, would be stopped even by the 'White' family, who prided themselves on their freedom.

She should be genuinely happy that the Haru of the virtual world and the him of reality were one and the same.

Her *younger prince* was a wonderful boy in this world too—thinking such things without a shred of embarrassment was perhaps a product of 'love.'

"…………Ah."

As she doted on someone who wasn't even her lover yet, she suddenly noticed something. Her voice escaped as her eyes fell on the *black hair* flowing at the edge of her vision.

—Yes, speaking of appearances.

"I forgot…"

It was the simple silver bracelet wrapped around her left wrist. So engrossed in conversation, she had returned without revealing her 'disguise.'

Removing the ring now, a natural smile bloomed on her lips as she thought, 'Oh well.'

She had already declared war. From now on, she could see him as many times as she wanted… Thinking this made her heart flutter, and she gently closed her eyes.

The moonlight streaming through the gap in the curtains, quiet and serene—gently illuminated her glittering, pure *white hair*.



    Chapter 283

    Staying Up Late Together

    "—Hey, if it isn't senpai. What're you doing up at this hour?"

"…That's my line. Staying up late? You *self-proclaimed younger* person."

In the dead of night, when even the plants are asleep.

After seeing off Iris, who had left with a 'see you tomorrow,' the back-and-forth slaps from reality had successfully banished any hint of sleepiness. It had been two hours since I returned to the virtual world.

I didn't feel like heading out to the field alone, so I wandered the streets of the [Safe Area]—and ended up at the Eastern Round Table.

It wasn't that I was hoping to find someone to talk to; I just vaguely sought out the 'chair that ruins people' here… but it seems someone was already here.

"It's not so much staying up late, my active hours are basically at night."

So said the boy in all black—Tetra—with a small smile. He glanced at me as I appeared, having taken over the large table to work on something.

"Ah… am I interrupting?"

It's not unusual these days for people's sleep schedules to be flipped. I had no intention of commenting on someone else's lifestyle, so I just voiced my concern and was about to leave the Round Table for another spot—

"Not really. Actually, this is perfect timing. If you're free, mind helping me out for a bit?"

…or I was about to, but I was unexpectedly stopped, which caught me a little off guard.

"I'm free, I guess… what, you want me to keep you company for a chat?"

Is that it—or so I thought.

From the looks of it… alchemy, maybe? Lined up were unidentifiable materials, a mortar and pestle, and other similar-looking tools.

I adjusted the question I was about to ask as I watched Tetra carelessly toss them into his inventory and stand up.

"…Doesn't look like it."

"Nope. I just ran out of materials, so I'm going to get some. Can you help me?"

"At this hour?"

"You're one to talk, showing up looking like you're ready to pull an all-nighter."

"………………"

It's a pain how perceptive all the rankers in Arcadia are.

"…A ranker from Istia asking for *help* to gather materials, what kind of hellscape are you planning to drag me to?"

"It's not a particularly difficult dungeon or anything."

Wait, it's a dungeon, not a field? So it's a full-on expedition.

"You look down in the dumps. Moving your body might take your mind off things, don't you think?"

"…………Haaah… fine, I'll go."

Is this guy really younger than me?

That's not how a 'kid' shows consideration…

◇◆◇◆◇

"Hey, you, senpai (kouhai)."

"What's up, senpai?"

"Don't 'what's up' me! You ask for *help* and then just stand back and watch? Aren't you living the high life, huh?"

We moved to the southeast of the [Garden of Divine Creation]'s city district.

After passing through a forest and running across a plain, we entered a small, dense jungle. Inside was a dungeon—the [Poison Spring's Respite].

Come to think of it, this was my first time fighting in a forest environment, and I was being made to do it *almost entirely on my own*. I shot back a retort, but Tetra just shrugged, unconcerned.

"What do you expect? Our combat speeds are too different. If I joined in, I'd just get in the way instead of helping."

If he had meant that 'getting in the way' was referring to me, it would have been war, but since that didn't seem to be the case, I held my tongue.

Well, it's not like I'm genuinely angry about something like this, so it's fine…

"I told you, I'll thank you properly. It's a hundred times faster if I leave it to you, so that's why I'm asking."

"Sheesh… Is it really true that the rankers of the East have *zero direct combat power*? To be honest, I don't even believe half of that story."

According to him—'I'm a full support build, so I have *no attack power*,' he said.

Yeah, right. I checked the post-war results, so I know. You took down a Southern ranker on your own in this Four Pillar War.

"It costs a lot to show off my tricks, you know. It'd be stupid to end up in the red while gathering materials… Well, you can look forward to it eventually."

"No, I mean… it's fine, but."

…I'm still a bit unstable, I guess. It's not my place to say it, but my responses lack sharpness.

And it's not just my words that lack 'sharpness'—

"You seem to be off your game."

"…A lot has happened."

Yeah, a lot. About my build, about real life.

I'll leave real life for tomorrow and beyond, but as for my build, I might need a fundamental solution. [Rocket], which is fine as long as I don't touch it, is one thing, but [Hare Real] turned out to be a bigger challenge than I thought.

"Hmm… If I can help, you can talk to me about it. But when it comes to combat, our styles are too different, so it might be difficult."

"I know, right. And speaking of styles…"

Though it was none other than me who broke the 'norm,' it seems that 'aerial combat' didn't originally exist in Arcadia.

It wasn't uncommon for individuals to establish temporary aerial maneuvers, but being 'primarily airborne' was a different story.

Since there are probably no players who have acquired an aerial maneuver skill similar to [Hare Real], there's no one I can ask for tips.

In the end, the only person I can think of who might be able to help is my master… I have a feeling that Ui-san would be able to guide me to a solution with her 'if it can be done, it can be done, so do it' theory again.

What even is that theory…

—And so, while juggling conversations and thoughts about this and that.

"That said, if you can move *that* well, I think it's more than enough by ranker standards."

After kicking aside over a hundred of the 'amorphous monsters' that relentlessly attacked.

Tetra looked at me with an exasperated expression, but that was surely laying on the flattery too thick. After all, *these guys* were nothing but bona fide grunts.

[Poison Spirit's Emissaries]—snakes, bats, bees, scorpions, and others like spiders and frogs… The main enemies of this dungeon were these creatures that attacked with a thousand different variations even within the same species.

Their true form was a sickly purple slime that mimicked all sorts of poisonous creatures. Like a certain samurai, they were bastards equipped with 'physical immunity,' a perfect counter to me.

…Do bats even have poison?

"These are just cannon fodder. It's like 1/100th of the [Spiral Crimson Tower]."

"It's the numbers that are usually the problem. And you're comparing them to something insane."

Well, that aside, it's actually impossible for me to clear this alone at the moment. After all, they're immune to physical attacks… so why am I, who still lacks any means of magical attack, able to deal with these slimes? Well—

"'Sand,' 'shadow'… Arcadia has a lot of unique magic attributes, huh."

"Maybe. There's 'star,' too."

"What's that? Sounds super strong."

"It is super strong. The two users are right above your head, senpai, you acrobat."

"It's those two…"

—and so, while continuing our conversation.

The black aura enveloping the [Evanquartz, White Crystal Sword of Sky-Soaring] I wielded was the reason I could fight my natural enemy. To put it simply, it was an enchantment skill.

A support skill that can add a magical attribute to a purely physical weapon—as for whose work it was, it goes without saying.

"Come on, you seem to have it easy, so let's get this over with quickly. The material we need only drops from the boss, so our goal is ten runs for now."

"Yeah, yeah… —Hey, you, what did you just say?"

"Look ahead. Here come some more."

"This guy…!"

And somehow, I can't bring myself to hate him, which is what's so infuriating.

It seemed my late-night adventure with my senpai (kouhai) was going to be a long one.



    Chapter 284

    What I Obtained Is

    Deep within the dense, jungle-like dungeon [Poison Spring's Respite], teeming with poison slimes. The boss enemy that appears in the poison spring, from which miasma rises, was, as one might expect, a poison slime (extra large).

That being said, unlike the [Poison Spirit's Emissaries], whose only abilities were physical immunity and numbers, this was a well-crafted 'formidable foe' befitting a proper Arcadia field.

It was, but—

◇ You have defeated [Vemonis Eldart, Grudge-Cursed Death-Poison Spirit] ◇

◇ You have acquired a title ◇ ・'Overwhelming Victory' ・'A Strong Man's Game' ・'Sweeper of the Weak'

◇ You have acquired a skill ◇ ・[Water Magic Aptitude] ・[Mana Efficiency]

—and so on.

Even if it was a ridiculously disgusting giant chimera slime that looked like a fusion of countless poisonous creatures, it's not conceit but a fact that *I've become too strong*, so its instant death was unavoidable, but wait a minute, some important information just scrolled by in the log!

"Magic aptitude, out of nowhere!"

"Whoa, you scared me. Huh, a skill? Congratulations?"

"Thank you!"

I apologize for my volume knob going haywire and startling Tetra, who was examining the spoils next to me. But this time, I hope he'll turn a blind eye.

Because it's magic, 'magic.' I had already been envious of Sora's magic sword, but after seeing so many mages during the Four Pillar War, my admiration had been quietly growing.

"Wait a minute, I don't really get magic yet, can I use this already? Is it usable? I don't feel the usual 'vibe' of it being installed in my brain, is this okay, is it not bugged?"

"Whoa, you're loud. I get that you're happy, but can you calm down a bit? You're too close."

Oops, was I a little too excited? I regained my composure after Tetra pulled back slightly, but my heart was still racing as I opened the skill window.

"For now, activate the magic aptitude tree. You can have one weapon and one magic aptitude coexist… by the way, what's the attribute?"

"It was water."

"No way, it doesn't suit you at all."

Shut up, I thought—but I couldn't help but agree with him from the bottom of my heart, so I'll let it slide.

No, seriously, why water of all things… Sora's 'light' and Tetra's 'shadow' are such perfect fits, but there's absolutely no 'water' image associated with me, is there?

◇ [Water Magic Aptitude] has been activated ◇

◇ You have acquired a skill ◇ ・[Aqua]

"Ah, huh… I just learned a magic spell with a ridiculously plain name."

"It's the basic skill for each attribute. For water, I think it's [Aqua]. Now that you've activated it, the way to use it should have *come to you*, right?"

Just as Tetra said. The moment I enabled the magic skill tree, [Arcadia]'s specialty kicked in, and the way to use the skill was ingrained in my brain—

"—…………"

"…Pfft, …………"

And then, I fell silent, and Tetra held back his laughter.

Yeah, well, for now… the gist of it is, it's like the materialization of an image, something I've been doing a lot with [Parabellum Bullet].

—Alright, let's do this. Now, pay attention to my right hand!

"[Aqua]."

*Splash*. And that's all, folks.

"………………For reference…"

"H-Heh… y-yeah. What is it?"

"If a beginner gets this tree first, what are they supposed to do?"

It's not a powerful stream of water, nor is it a high-impact bullet. How am I supposed to fight with a skill that just dribbles out water corresponding to my mana?

"Well, I mean, it's convenient in its own way, right? It's theoretically pure water or something, so I hear it's highly valued in the production job community."

"Huh… and for combat?"

"You could team up with an ice-attribute mage, I guess. Though I only know a handful of people who use a pure ice magic aptitude tree."

"So it's useless!"

No, it's fine, really!

It's not like I was hoping for a clear power-up, but still!

"…Well, don't worry. Water magic is famous for having 'the lamest initial skill by far,' but it's also known for being a late bloomer. You're already more than strong enough without magic, senpai, so it's actually convenient, isn't it?"

"If you put it that way, I guess… By the way, there's no way your support-specialized build with no offensive capabilities includes an attribute enchantment, is there?"

"I told you, it's fine. I don't know if you'll be able to learn them, senpai, but enchantment and attack magic have been confirmed for it."

Hmm… hmm. I can't deny feeling a bit let down right off the bat, but if my senpai asserts it, I should probably trust him.

In any case, this *splashy splashy* thing is still magic, visually speaking…

………………By the way…

"This can produce an amount of water *corresponding to my mana*, right?"

"Well, I don't know the details myself. If you, who were taught by the system, think so, then that's probably how it is."

"So, for example."

"Yeah."

"What would happen if a player with 650 MID poured their full MP into it?"

"Huh?—Wait, what… six hundred?!"

I sort of got the hang of it while using it, but it's probably not a fixed-output type. That means, like Sora's [Optimize Alert], I should be able to adjust the output up or down.

"Wait a minute, you can't be serious? Why do you have more MID than a pure mage with that combat style… no, wait, stop! Don't be ridiculous, if you're going to 'experiment,' do it on your own—!"

"Don't be so cold, senpai (kouhai)."

We're in a dungeon where the death penalty is waived *just in case* something happens. Won't you join me in this exciting endeavor?

And well… consider it a little payback for laughing at me.

So then—boil, my magic power! Roar, my new strength!

"Alright, let's do this! Three, two, one—!"

"Hey, don't be—?!"

"Come forth—[Aqua]aaaaa!!"

Now, I learned two things from this 'prank.' In Arcadia, 'drowning' isn't painful, but it is super scary.

And—

"Too slow, next. Twenty more runs."

"YES, SIR!"

—that my senpai (kouhai) is also super scary when he's angry.



    Chapter 285

    White and Black

    "Senpai."

"Yes."

After finishing our 'material gathering' in about two hours, we returned to the Round Table.

In response to his call, I straightened my back to show my sincerity, but Tetra just gave a wry smile and said, "That's enough already."

"How long are you going to dwell on it? We both know it was a joke."

"Well, yeah."

If he wasn't genuinely angry, I wish he hadn't demanded those demonic extra runs… though I appreciate the banter, as it did help distract me.

Irori always seems tired whenever I see him, so he's in a different category, but having a male acquaintance I can interact with on an equal footing is precious.

I'll just overlook the fact that he, like me, has the exceptional title of a ranker.

"I managed to stock up more than enough, so you were a big help—here, a thank-you gift."

"Whoa… what's this, a kunai?"

What he tossed me was a small sword, palm-sized, with the blade and hilt of equal length—hey, who throws an unsheathed blade to someone?!

Though I'm just as much to blame for catching it and almost ignoring that fact!

"A throwing dagger. With a little special effect."

"Oh?"

Well then, let's see this 'effect' for myself.

[Shadow-Sewing Ritual Dagger]—A small sword imbued with the magic of 'shadow.' By piercing the shadow of a living being, it possesses the power to bind their movements.

"…………Isn't this strong?"

"Against grunts, maybe. Against boss-level enemies, it lasts for a moment at best, and against players, it's almost ineffective if they've raised their mental stats to a decent level."

"No, *stopping someone's movement for an instant* is crazy strong."

If it's 'almost ineffective' against players, that means it does have some effect for a moment, right? A surprise attack, breaking their rhythm, interrupting a chant… just off the top of my head, I can think of a lot of nasty things you could do with this.

"Well, that depends on how you use it. It's a consumable, but you can use it a few times by recharging it with MP, and if it breaks, bring it to me and I'll fix it."

"Seriously… is this really something I should be getting for just a little help?"

"You'll see when you actually use it, it's really not that big of a deal."

Tetra said this, but he didn't seem to be feigning modesty… If the creator himself asserts it to this extent, then maybe it's not as convenient a tool as I think.

"It'd be a pain if you asked me to repair it too often, so just think of it as something that might help you out in an emergency."

"…Got it. I'll gratefully accept it as a good luck charm."

If this counts as equipment… okay, my [Construction] switching works with it. As Tetra said, I'll use it as a trump card in an emergency.

"That thing's as convenient as ever. I'm jealous."

"If it were something I could teach you, I'd tell you everything."

When I jokingly asked if he wanted to become my disciple, the boy waved his hand and said, "I'll pass."

That was a close one. I said it lightly, but if he had enthusiastically replied 'By all means,' I would have been the one bowing my head and saying 'Please spare me.'

In more ways than one, I'm not in a position to be doing that.

"Well, I'm logging off soon."

"Ah, me too."

The time is just before 4 a.m.—I have *various* plans for today as well, but there's still time for a quick nap.

It would be a real problem if I pushed myself too hard, both mentally and physically, and collapsed, so I should probably force myself to rest.

"I'm usually active from night to late night, so if you can't sleep again, keep me company. …Though I'd rather not experience a poison flood ever again."

"My bad… I was able to take my mind off things, so you helped me out too. Let's go somewhere again."

When I said this from the heart, Tetra flashed a boyish grin and—

"Yeah. But don't overdo the forced cheerfulness, okay?"

"…! …………"

—with eyes that belied his age, he accurately read my heart.

"I can imagine you're going through a lot right now, but—we were originally just game players, weren't we? If you feel like it's too much, it's probably okay to just plug your ears for a bit."

"………………Yeah."

At his words, a weary smile escaped my lips.

The senpai (kouhai) who had unreservedly exposed what even I hadn't clearly realized—that I had been forcing myself to be cheerful from the midway point—left with another mischievous smile.

"Well, see you later, senpai."

"Yeah, later."

And without any lingering feelings, he quickly left the virtual world.

"………………Are you really younger than me?"

Leaving me, now alone—with a most welcome sense of relief as his parting gift.



    Chapter 286

    Viewing Party

    "'Since I'm doing this, I can't afford to look pathetic no matter what happens—so be prepared for an offense so relentless you won't be able to do a thing.'"

"Hey, here it comes."

"It's coming. Oh, it's totally coming."

"…Um, please, I really can't take any more of this—"

"'—Let's begin… shall we?'"

""—Wooooooooooooo!!!""

"…, ………………"

"It's fine. You look genuinely cool, so it's okay."

"Ah, ahaha…"

If I had to describe this disastrous 'present' in four words, this would be it.

Public. Execution.

On the large screen, a 'video' was playing—more specifically, Shoko and Toshiki were getting explosively hyped watching the 'hyped-up idiot' in it.

Pretending to offer support, Mizuki was actually glued to the video and wouldn't even glance at my devastated form.

Kaede, on the other hand, who was desperately trying to distract herself by focusing on food and drinks, seemed to be my only saving grace as she kindly refilled my tea…

…but that's only because *her turn* was already over.

The next day.

To be precise—the day after I was introduced to the great 'Yotsuya Development' through my university, had a meeting with its representative, formed a contractual relationship, and through that series of events, met my virtual world partner in reality, who turned out to be a real-life ojou-sama with whom I entered into a fake engagement, moved into a luxurious apartment like something out of another world, received a date invitation in the virtual world from my exclusive artisan, found a moment of healing through an adventure with my reunited partner, was then ambushed by an 'incarnation of fantasy,' was approached with an unexpectedly full-force romantic advance by the world's princess, and after being left battered and bruised, fled back to the virtual world where I was slightly saved by my senpai (kouhai).

What kind of 'yesterday' was that? Give me a break.

In any case, while my mental state was a mess, the situation had reached a temporary lull… or rather, I had been given some time to calm down.

Putting aside my *personal messes*, as for the contract with Yotsuya, Mr. Togo contacted me around noon and told me to 'stand by for a while.'

He would take care of all the necessary contacts and procedures, including greeting my parents, within this week. In other words, he was telling me to 'get my head straight' in the meantime.

Honestly, I was grateful for this reprieve.

Thanks to it, I was able to set aside time to catch up with my friends who I had worried, including reporting what I could—but.

"'It's about time—for the grand finale!'"

""Woooooooooooooooooooo!!""

"Nozomi-kun."

"Yes?"

"Which one is the real you?"

"That's not it, my tension just tends to break in the virtual world, that's all…!"

Finally, even Mizuki started teasing me head-on, leaving me with no escape in this place.

The only one left was the esteemed Miss Kaede, who had grilled me with questions right after we met this afternoon and was temporarily 'satisfied.'

Though still slightly awkward, she had unleashed her unrestrained passion for the [Sword Saint] upon me, leaving me critically injured from the get-go, it goes without saying. Please refrain from your overly passionate delusions about our master-disciple love.

And, I get the feeling, but… aren't you guys skipping lectures again? Are you sure you're okay?

Being teased like this feels like a 'necessary expense' to the extent that it mentally saves me, so I won't call you out on it.

This was my second visit to the Shijo residence, the pretext being none other than 'cheering me up.'

Seriously, I'm so grateful I could cry—including the fact that this naturally devolved into a Four Pillar War archive viewing party!

"'Pierce through—[Caladbolg, Spiral Brilliance Spear]!!!'"

Ah… oh, ah… I know that shouting out your special move is common in Arcadia because it boosts its power, but still, ah…!

"Hey, Nozomi—?"

"…Yes, what is it?"

"That spear, was it made from materials from 'Rabbit Heaven'?"

"That's right."

"So it's a player-made weapon, right? Is it possible to pack it with that many functions?"

"Ah… He said he shaved off as much durability as possible, relying on the material's properties, and poured all the leftover resources into interesting functions. The dagger is the same."

"Seriously? That [Asibinin] is amazing…"

"If he shaved off the durability to the limit, why doesn't it break after clashing so much?"

"That's the property of the rabbit's horn. At a certain speed, its durability locks."

"Isn't that insane?"

"—Nozomi-kun."

As I was answering the pair's questions one after another, my sleeve was tugged from the side. When I turned, Mizuki was looking at me with a rare, troubled expression.

"All that information you just shared so casually, *you're* the insane one. If you took it to the right places, it's information valuable enough to be sold for money."

I wondered what was wrong, only to be admonished like that.

However, it's not like I'm taking the value of my build information lightly. I can understand why Mizuki would be concerned, but—

"I plan on releasing the [Spiral Crimson Tower] information soon anyway, so I don't mind giving my friends a little sneak peek."

"…You're going to release it?"

"I am. I never intended to monopolize it in the first place."

I made that clear decision when I asked Kagura-san to sell the [Ruby Rabbit Demon Horn] on the market. If I were to secretly sell one or two, I could turn a blind eye to the *poor victims*, but if I were to provide the material widely in the future, it's a different story.

I couldn't, in good conscience, distribute that 'defective material' on a large scale while pretending not to know…

"And as a little teaser, I plan on uploading a gameplay perspective of the [Spiral Crimson Tower] to the archives soon, so look forward to it."

"Seriously?!"

"Whoa, I can't wait!"

Look forward to it all you want. I plan on *delivering it in first-person view*, so be prepared.

"Um… is that okay? A player's build is a personal top secret…"

Kaede's point here is also very valid, but that's no problem either… or rather, to be blunt, rankers need to be 'seen' to some extent.

It's better to be a 'strong person whose strength is understood to some extent' than a 'completely incomprehensible strong person,' as you can gain more understanding and support from those around you—to tell the truth, this was something my master recommended to me during my training a while ago.

And well… if my priority is 'conquest,' then by having others use it as a reference, even if it only slightly raises the overall quality of players, it will benefit me in the end.

"—So that's the gist of it, no need to worry."

"If Ui-sama says so, then there's no doubt!"

"Too close, too close, too close."

As always, this Sword Saint-loving ojou-sama.

"Hey Nozomin, is it really true that you don't have a thought acceleration skill with *that*? You don't secretly have some super unique skill or something?"

"I don't. In fact, I'd gladly offer up my *useless super unique skill* for a normal thought acceleration skill, I'm dead serious."

"Hey, hey, how does that dagger fix itself after being broken or shattered? Does it have auto-regeneration?"

"Correct. The repair function is on the sheath, not the blade, though—"

"Then what about that one—"

"What's going on with that—"

As I was answering Shoko and Toshiki's barrage of excited questions, I happened to meet Kaede's eyes and noticed she was watching us with a happy expression.

"Is something wrong?"

"No, it's nothing. I was just thinking… it's nice that it actually happened."

Seeing her smile bashfully, I tilted my head for a few seconds, wondering what she meant—ah, I see.

"…Some idiot had no plans of his face being revealed, so I never thought it would turn into a public execution. At least, not at that time."

"Ah… you remembered?"

That was on the day of the Four Pillar War, when we all gathered here at noon.

The promise of an archive viewing party, which came from Toshiki's suggestion… honestly, it would be a lie to say I remembered it clearly, but—

"I'm glad we could all get together again too. Though that was some serious damage."

I let out a wry smile at the sight of the [Acrobat] rampaging on the screen.

"All things considered… this feels the most like my daily life, and it's calming."

Even with the slight fantasy element of a rich ojou-sama, we're still just 'school friends,' a common relationship.

"…Want more tea?"

"I'll have some—wow, as expected of an ojou-sama, quite the skilled hand."

"But of course, I am an ojou-sama, after all."

We joked around with a mysterious exchange and laughed for no reason.

When I declared 'question time is over' to the two who were watching from the side with smirks on their faces, the power dynamic was instantly reversed.

And as I deliberately flaunted my superiority over the two, Kaede was being teased by Mizuki next to me—ah, this is so damn peaceful.

All things considered, I'm too blessed with people. I can only be grateful for my good fortune… and of course, that includes the four who showed me they would remain my friends.

"'From the bottom of my heart, good game—'"

"'Heah?!'"

"'Hoooooottt!!!'"

"—…, …………"

"The sudden gags are a high point for me too, Nozomin."

"You're mysteriously cute at times, are you naturally like that?"

"It's an element that could make you popular."

"Hee, heehee…"

*Suuuuuuuu*… You know what, maybe I should just go home.



    Chapter 287

    A Seat Beside Me

    "—Thank you for waiting. Here is the swimming crab in tomato sauce."

"………………"

"And this is the spring saury and rapeseed flower aglio e olio."

"Thank you."

When five university students get together and make a ruckus, time flies by in an instant.

The afternoon soon turned to evening, and about an hour ago, I had to turn down my friends' invitation for dinner because I 'unfortunately had a prior engagement'—in just that short amount of time, 'ordinary' had transformed into 'extraordinary.'

The location was my new home, the apartment building, and its attached private restaurant. Although it was a cozy establishment, its elegant and calm atmosphere was more than enough to create a sense of being 'cut off from the world'….

Well, I'm done with the 'extraordinary' part. I've finally accepted my current situation where the ordinary has become a rarity. I'll even swallow the fact that the *world's most famous person* is casually sitting next to me.

However—

"…………What are you doing?"

This man, Chitose Kazuharu, who was acting as both waiter and chef with a perfectly natural expression, who on earth was he?

I sat down, rang the bell, and he was summoned from somewhere.

"What do you mean, what am I doing? It's as you see. Even with the facilities, we can't hire outsiders into this building."

"Then you shouldn't have attached a restaurant in the first place…"

"It wasn't originally a restaurant, just a large kitchen. When we were preparing for our 'residents,' we renovated it to provide meal services."

Needless to say, those residents are none other than us. I'll say it as many times as I have to, this VIP treatment is going too far, it's scary.

"Now, you can chat while you eat, can't you?"

Freshly made is the most delicious—well, that's true.

"Well then… I'll dig in."

"I'll dig in."

Together, we put our hands together before the pasta served to us and picked up our forks.

It wasn't that the restaurant specialized in Italian; we had just chosen from the 'specials of the day' he had listed—

"…W-Wait a minute. Who are you, really…?"

"Oh, and in *which* sense do you mean that?"

In the positive sense, you bastard… What is this, it's incredibly delicious. To the level where I'd suspect this is your actual profession.

"It's delicious."

"I am most honored, Princess."

While I was left speechless after one bite, this princess was in her own world.

Iris, who had taken the seat next to me despite it not being a counter, was munching on her pasta with a content, blank expression.

Perhaps it was her dining style, her beautiful black hair was tied up in a stunning ponytail, revealing the nape of her white neck, which was quite dazzling—but let's set that aside.

I'd never heard of spring saury before. I wonder how it differs from the autumn variety.

"…Yeah, well. It's honestly delicious."

"You're welcome. To let you in on the secret, my previous job was as a chef. I just continued to hone my skills as a hobby after being picked up by Yotsuya."

Ah, I see. So you're a *former professional*. Even so, I think that's some serious skill for someone so young…

"Now then… It's only been a day since yesterday, so I'm sure you still have much to talk about. Feel free to call me if you'd like to order anything else, and I'll take my leave—"

"No, stay here."

—And so, as Chitose-san was about to leave after placing the drinks we had ordered with our meal, Iris stopped him.

I was only invited last night to 'talk about what's to come' and don't know the details, but is he involved too?

…As an aside, you eat a lot, Princess.

Isn't that a large portion, or rather, a massive one? The size of the plate itself is different from mine.

"…?"

She must have noticed me glancing at her. Our eyes met for a moment, and she tilted her head slightly—

"—Want a taste?"

"W-Wait a sec…!"

With a composed expression, she offered me a fork with a neat twirl of pasta.

Seriously, I'm so sorry, but please give me a break.

I appreciate the consideration, like using a spare piece of silverware and skillfully twirling the pasta to include all the ingredients. I really do, but—

"Here."

"No, don't 'here' me, I mean…!"

That consideration was completely canceled out by this earnest 2D-world-killing move (the 'here, say aah')!

"Haha, what's the big deal? I'm not looking at anything."

"Could you say that after closing your eyes or turning away?!"

And on top of that, the *princess* is *too strong*.

When I show no sign of accepting, she doesn't do the template maidenly move of looking disappointed. It's as if she's saying 'who cares about that.'

Her demeanor, which practically says 'I'll stay like this until you eat,' exudes a will of steel, and I don't feel like I'll be allowed to 'get away.'

"Don't worry so much. It's not like you have *another* girlfriend *yet*, so you probably won't get stabbed, right? The fake engagement doesn't count."

What do you mean, 'yet'? You say it like it's someone else's problem. The fact is, I've never once retracted my 'no thank you to romance' stance…?

"No, just… fine, I get it!—Hey, you, the adult over there. I demand immediate consideration for your junior."

Giving in to Iris, who showed no intention of backing down, I shot a glare at the 100% amused Chitose-san to at least set the scene.

As he turned his back with a chuckle, I, pushed into a corner with zero resolve, faced the offered fork—

You know how in 2D, they often say they can't taste the food because they're too embarrassed or happy?

I've come to a certain truth about that—no matter how mortifyingly embarrassing it is, truly delicious food is still delicious.

I'd never had spring saury or saury pasta before, but this was exquisite.

"I'll have an extra plate of this too."

"…You're also quite thick-skinned, aren't you."

"Because it's delicious."

Of course, there's another truth I've learned that I won't say out loud—that this intense embarrassment would probably overpower any run-of-the-mill 'delicious' food.

"Haru."

"Yes."

"Your face is red."

"Thanks to you…!"

That hard-to-read expressionless face (smile), you're not naturally like that, are you…!



    Chapter 288

    Like Something Out of Fiction

    "So, the topic at hand is… the strategy for taking down the Colored Monsters, right?"

"Correct. Now that we've accepted a formal offer, we will be aiming for their complete annihilation in earnest."

After we had each eaten our fill, we began to sip our post-dinner coffee. I finally broached the main subject, and Iris nodded before turning her eyes to the chef standing beside her.

"Even if there are things you *still can't talk about*, surely that doesn't apply to everything. I need you to provide the minimum necessary information."

"Of course. As long as it's within the scope of what I can answer."

Judging by their exchange, the information she'd been given probably wasn't much different from my own. Anything related to Yotsuya's confidential matters was likely off-limits.

"First, the fundamental premise: the deadline. This 'game clear' that Yotsuya desires—is it something that just needs to happen eventually, or is there a specific timeframe in mind?"

…Well, the conversation immediately veered in a direction I hadn't anticipated at all, so all I could do was listen quietly.

"Hmm… you cut right to the chase, don't you?"

"It's not that I have a particular idea. I just remembered you contacted me once around the time I started to slow my pace, asking about my 'recent progress.'"

"Ah, that time. Did it feel like I was rushing you?"

"Back then, I just thought you were concerned."

But—she paused, taking a sip of coffee. Staring down into the cup cradled in both hands, Iris continued to speak in a flat, even tone.

"Yotsuya, despite being the developers, desires to 'clear the game' so much that they're willing to make a direct request to a player… Knowing that now, I can see it in a different light. The reason you approached me and Haru, and no one else, was because of *that*, wasn't it?"

"………………"

"You're probably in a *hurry*, Yotsuya. But there's some kind of 'limitation' that prevents you from moving freely—"

"Stop. I surrender. I don't have the authority to speak on that matter."

A low voice cut through her words, which, frankly, were getting harder and harder for me to comprehend.

It wasn't a threatening tone… but rather, one of weary resignation, as if to say, 'You've got me.'

"I'm truly impressed, Princess. Your ability to think critically, your wisdom, your insight, and even that straightforwardness of yours—it's all incredibly reassuring."

"…I'm sorry. Did I offend you?"

"Not at all. I'm simply astounded."

The smile he offered seemed genuine enough, but…

"—Then don't use such a low, cutting tone. It's startling, you know."

When I interjected jokingly, Chitose-san glanced at me—and then at Iris—and bowed his head with a faint look of embarrassment. "My sincerest apologies."

It's not like *I* mind, though.

"As you've surmised, it pertains to a certain 'secret,' so I still can't tell you everything. But well, regarding the deadline, your prediction is correct. We can't afford to wait *forever*."

"…I see. Can you elaborate?"

"I can talk about it—but in reality, we aren't that pressed for time just yet."

Chitose-san held up two fingers.

Of course, I doubted it was a peace sign.

"—Two years. We want you two to lead the players and annihilate the *remaining four* Colored Monsters within the next two years."

"—Hk…! …………"

*Okay, safe.* Good job holding your tongue, me. I can't believe I managed to keep it together after having multiple bombshells dropped on me at once.

"And about that deadline, you don't need to adhere to it strictly. If it's impossible, then it's impossible. It's something we can accept and give up on—at least, *I* can."

"…………Is *that* a *good* thing?"

"I suppose so, if you're willing to just let it slide."

Iris stared at the vaguely smiling assistant representative of Yotsuya for a moment before—

"Understood. Thank you."

—she gave a small, convinced nod.

"Haru-kun, do you have any questions up to this point?"

"…I do, but it can wait. Right now, I'm just tempted to ask, 'Are you guys characters in some kind of drama?'"

It's not every day you witness a back-and-forth conversation (with serious undertones) that makes you think, *'What on earth are these people talking about?'*

"Haha… You're one to talk, Mr. Protagonist?"

"Unfortunately, I think that title suits my neighbor over there a bit better."

"Between that comeback and everything else, I think you're quite something yourself."

He sure has a high opinion of me, saying whatever he wants. For the record, at least in this moment, this is the result of me desperately trying to tune in to you two's wavelength.

Unlike them, I probably don't look the part, and I wish they'd take that into consideration.

"…May I ask my next question?"

"By all means. Go ahead, as long as it's something I can answer."

And with that, it seemed Iris's difficult questions were set to continue for a while. So, as for me, still unable to get a word in…

"In acting on this request, is there anything we should be mindful of—"

"You don't need to overthink it. Just continue as you always have—"

"Regarding coordination and reporting—"

"That's also something Yotsuya will handle—"

"………………"

*I guess I'll just sit here quietly and prepare a list of questions for later.*

*Yep, this coffee is delicious.*

<hr>

Enjoy the additional mysteries and foreshadowing bombs. The Princess will explain most of it later.



    Chapter 289

    An Unrelenting Offensive

    "Well then, I'll be taking my leave now."

"Thank you."

"See ya."

Another two hours had passed—or at least, that's how long it felt after a ridiculous barrage of information. But thanks to the rapid-fire responses from both parties, it had probably only been about thirty minutes.

Seeing that Iris had reached a good stopping point, Chitose-san stood up. The two of us saw him off… leaving behind the ever-expressionless Princess and a mere spectator who had been desperately trying to commit the mysterious conversation to memory with a question mark floating over his head the entire time.

Finally, it's my turn. My list of questions is ready to go.

"Can I ask something?"

"Yes—but I'd like to move somewhere else first."

As she spoke, Iris stood up… and there it was.

Should I take the hand she offered so incredibly naturally? Since yesterday, her every word and action toward me has been radiating prince-like charm. What's up with that?

Are you pulling double duty as both a princess and a prince?

And just like before, she remains completely unfazed even when I hesitate, unsure how to react, never breaking her offensive posture. She's just too strong…

"…Out of curiosity, what are the candidates for this 'somewhere else'?"

"My room, or your room."

And then there was this.

While I was desperately trying to block out the sensation of skin that could no doubt build a fortune through handshakes, I was hit with another high-speed attack.

So casually,

late at night,

with a guy,

she's trying to be alone in a room with me!!

"It's fine."

"…I'll let the fact that you just read my mind slide, but what exactly is fine?"

"It's not as if I'm the one who will be pushing you down, after all."

"That doesn't make it 'after all' at all, you know?"

"*Even in this world*, I'm stronger. If you were to attack me, I could fight you off, so no 'mistakes' will happen without consent."

Her declaration, stated as if it were the most obvious thing in the world, left me speechless.

I mean, sure, if we were to have a *rematch* now that she knows my tricks, I'm confident I'd lose a hundred times out of a hundred, but… wait, what? You're strong in the real world, too???

Like, you've mastered a hundred forms of self-defense or something—

"Though, if you approach me gently, I won't resist."

"Hk…?!—Aaaah! I can't hear you! I can't hear a thing!! I shall deign to extend you an invitation, so come on over! You can munch on cookies to your heart's content!"

*This is impossible! What am I supposed to do?! Everything is on hard mode for someone with no experience! Is my first official encounter in my love life really the final boss…?!*

Alright, I started walking off on my own—but she's following, isn't she?

I'm absolutely not turning back now. I have a feeling that seeing her face would be a fatal blow!!

◇◆◇◆◇

"You're far away."

"It's a safety measure."

More for my protection than hers, really. With that settled, we changed venues to my room, my home field. After ushering Iris to the sofa area meant for relaxing, I took up a position on a chair at a distance. Let the question time begin.

"Let's get straight to it—defeating the Colored Monsters in two years. Is that even possible?"

"…You're far away."

"………………"

I scooted my chair a little closer. Though still looking slightly dissatisfied, she began to speak.

"Goldow mentioned that you were out of touch with Arcadia's current state of affairs. You seem to know of the Colored Monsters, but how much do you really know?"

"Ah… Sorry, but you can assume it's basically zero. I vaguely know about the existence of the 'White Throne' and the 'Red Circle.'"

After getting crushed by the 'White' one—[Tsarkalv of the White Throne]—I glanced at some strategy guides, decided 'I'm nowhere near that level yet,' and gave up. Then the whole Four Pillar War mess started, and I switched over to PvP mode.

"I see. In that case, I'll explain a few things before I answer your question."

After a brief preamble about how it might take a little while, a lecture began—personally delivered by none other than the [Sword Queen] herself, a situation that, when you think about it calmly, is absurdly luxurious.

—According to her, based on information from NPCs in Arcadia and various 'traces' left in the fields, the number of known Colored Monsters is five.

These five 'divine messengers,' known as 'Red,' 'Blue,' 'Green,' 'White,' and 'Black,' have even had their names revealed.

[Riertahelia of the Red Circle]—who governs Infinity.

[Guanariserai of the Blue Point]—who governs Eternity.

[Jehatreglie of the Green Connect]—who governs the Covenant.

[Tsarkalv of the White Throne]—who governs the Boundary.

[Hypnoniclo of the Black Distortion]—who governs the Moment.

To date, players have confirmed the existence of three: 'Red,' 'Green,' and 'White.' As for the *one missing pillar* from the 'remaining four' that Chitose-san mentioned earlier…

It isn't 'Green'—it's 'Red.'

"…………The 'Red Circle'… [Riertahelia of the Red Circle] has been *defeated*… Are you sure about that? Seriously?"

"I am. About two… years ago. *I severed its head with my own two hands*."

"………………"

—Okay. I have a few questions and objections based on information that probably only *I* and *one other person* know, but… I'll swallow them for now.

"…Does something bother you?"

"A little. It'd be faster to show you, so set some time aside for me in the virtual world later."

"…Mm, alright."

Perhaps because of the strange look on my face, Iris gave me some additional information regarding the defeat of the 'Red' one, just in case.

She mentioned things like a major world announcement being made upon its defeat, and how a *new system was implemented* as a reward for beating a Colored Monster—

While this only raised more questions, I was at least convinced. From a system perspective, it seemed the 'Red' one had indeed been slain.

*………………Governs 'Infinity,' huh?*

*I wonder where 'Immortality' went.*

"Alright, I've got a handle on the Colored Monster situation. You have archives from back then, right? I'll make time to look through them—huh? What's with that expression?"

Though she maintained her usual deadpan look… I thought I saw her lips twitch slightly. I tilted my head at this subtle, yet undeniable, sense of strangeness, and Iris looked away, saying, "It's nothing."

Judging by that brand-new gesture, I'm one hundred percent sure it's not 'nothing'… Whether my inner thoughts got through to her or not, she seemed unusually hesitant to speak—

"…Back then, I was just… reckless in many ways."

"…Hm? Yeah."

"I didn't fight as cleanly as I do now."

"Oh…?"

"………………I didn't… so—I don't really want you to see."

"………………"

No, I get it.

Even I get it.

I understand that this feeling of 'not wanting to be seen' probably doesn't stem from something like 'pride as a swordswoman.'

When she looks at me with a troubled expression, her cheeks blushing with embarrassment, anyone would get it…!

That she doesn't want *me* to see…!! *There's no man, no human on this planet, who wouldn't think that's cute…!!*

"U-Uh, m-my next question is!"

"…Mm."

I'm just a weak young man who's never had a girl confess her feelings to him face-to-face.

I need a plan, as soon as humanly possible, to overcome this situation where I lose my composure and turn into a bumbling mess every single second…!!

<hr>

I'm trying to have a serious info dump, but the Princess keeps making it sweet on her own. Help.



    Chapter 290

    A Sweet Mark

    Even as the assertive Princess continued to press her advantage, I held my ground and managed to ask a few more questions.

Iris, who despite her reserved nature didn't seem to be naturally poor with words, gave careful explanations. Thanks to that, I could say I'd more or less understood—if not entirely accepted—the points I'd listed.

The reason progress had stalled since the 'Red' one was defeated two years ago.

Whether it was even possible to defeat the remaining four within the next two years, given the circumstances.

The basis for Iris's question about Yotsuya being in a hurry… yeah, I think I got the gist of it all.

"It's like… you were never actually down in the dumps at all."

"…I don't show such an unsightly face to the 'outside.' You just appeared out of nowhere and exposed it all on your own."

Well, when she puts it that way, I don't really have a rebuttal.

It was pure coincidence that the state I found Iris in that day struck a critical blow to my own identity.

To those who looked up to her as an idol, she was a queen who conducted herself in a way that raised no questions. It was obvious that she possessed a 'strength'—both physically and mentally—far beyond that of an ordinary person.

—…Three years is a long time, huh?

Perhaps it was only because she was Alicia White that she could get by with just *feeling a little down*.

"Well, as a 'colleague,' you're as reliable as they come."

If the [Sword Queen], her motivation now restored, declares that two years is more than enough, then I suppose I'll have to get fired up myself.

Even if our opponents are the Colored Monsters, which are said to have grown stronger since the 'Red' one's defeat.

"The finer details can be discussed in the virtual world with the others. For now, I think this is a good enough policy for us."

"Yep—'Challenge the game with everything we've got, no matter what'… That's a *given*, even if you don't say it. A simple, grand objective is more than welcome."

"…………A given. Yes, you're right."

In a way, it's a long-term time attack. There's no shortage of fuel for my motivation.

"Haru."

"Yeah?"

My name was called, and when I looked up, a pair of black eyes were staring intently at me.

Perhaps because the brilliant silver-blue and garnet glow were so seared into my memory, this girl's eye color still felt unfamiliar—… well, not a girl, she was actually older than me. Even if only by a year.

Her features were so perfect that if you were asked her age based on her appearance, you could only answer 'a young girl.' Honestly, based on looks alone, she could have passed for someone younger.

"My… 'given' from now on is thanks to you."

To have such immense feelings constantly thrown at me so directly by a girl like her—I'll admit, it makes me happy, and to be even more honest, there's a certain sense of superiority, too.

But *excessive gratitude* is, as always, poison to me.

"In the end, I was just the catalyst, wasn't I? I still don't know the first thing about your circumstances, and I don't know who's to thank or anything."

Still, even without knowing the details.

If the 'strongest' is on the verge of tears over a 'game,' anyone can pretty much guess the background. I just happened to be the one who could read the situation.

To be more precise, I was lucky enough to be an acrobat, a performer with a trick that could make the Princess smile.

"Even though it was tough, you kept at it because you loved it, right? If anyone's to thank, it's your own damn grit."

If she had given up and left the virtual world at some point, there would have been no one for me to perform for in the first place.

"…………………………Haru."

"Yo."

"I really do love you."

"Guh…!"

*You've got to be kidding me. How did it lead to this…? All I said was the obvious.*

"I don't think there are many women who wouldn't be happy to be affirmed so directly."

"Could you please stop reading my mind so easily?"

This mind-reading ability of hers might be on par with my partner's. The [Sword Queen] is truly fearsome…!

"And *earlier*… I was happy you stood up for me."

"Earlier…? Oh, that wasn't really me standing up for you or anything."

She was probably talking about when we were with Chitose-san.

A grown man suddenly used a low voice on a younger girl, so I just complained from the side, saying, 'That's not very adult of you.'

"After you complained that 'it's startling,' I realized I had been startled, too. It's impossible not to be happy when you realize someone was being considerate of you."

"No, really, it wasn't…"

"I noticed you spoke up after seeing my reaction—just as I said yesterday, you really do see 'me' more than I do."

"…………"

This is a worrying development.

I can somehow predict the words that will follow,

"Thank you, Haru—I love you."

—and that prediction turns out to be not just wishful thinking, but completely accurate.

"…………Not in a weird way, but… aren't you, uh, embarrassed? I'm honestly about to die over here…"

"I have a sense of shame, you know."

I know that. The problem is the complete lack of that shame or hesitation in the act of 'conveying her feelings'—

"…My family, the Whites…"

"Yeah?"

"To put it simply, we're a clan of extreme 'hobbyists.' We do what we love, give our all to what we love, and obtain what we love. We're all people who live as we please."

"………………I see where this is going, so you can stop there."

"So, it's the same with love."

I asked you to stop, so I wish you'd stopped…!!

"It's pointless if I don't get you to notice me. That's why I won't hesitate to tell you how I feel. If I drag my feet for no reason, and in that time…"

The eyes staring straight at me narrowed as she smiled.

Still awkwardly, but cheerfully, the 'girl' smiled bewitchingly at me—

"—I would absolutely hate for someone else to take you."

She declared it as an absolute, asserting her unshakeable will.

And the impact point of that immensely powerful warhead was—

"Haru."

"YES, WHAT IS IT?"

"You're blushing."

"That's your fault…!"

—needless to say, a scorched earth beyond recognition.

◇◆◇◆◇

"See you tomorrow."

"Doing this every day seems a bit much. Could you show some consideration for my HP?"

"If it's a bother, I want you to tell me so."

"If I said 'yes' to that, I'd just be a total monster…"

On her way out, our back-and-forth left me with little more than a wry smile. I was the overwhelming underdog.

"Aside from our 'mission,' I don't think we'll be able to meet much in the virtual world. I'd like to make up for that by approaching you in the real world. Is that not okay?"

"It's not okay, but I can't say it's not okay…!"

No, you're right, I can't say it.

I brought this on myself by giving her hope, and she's not pressuring me to date her right now, so the option to 'refuse' doesn't exist.

As it stands, Iris is in the 'acquaintance/friend who shows me affection' category. No matter how visible her feelings are, I can't just brush off simply getting along with her… I can't.

This Princess has given me absolutely no reason to dislike her so far.

If I were to treat her coldly just because of my own extremely personal 'problem' with romance, I couldn't complain even if I were stabbed to death by her fans all over the world.

Even without that, the sad fact is that just by being the object of her affection, I'm guaranteed to be a hate magnet. I'll just have to look away from that reality.

Even if I were to say something like, 'I have no intention of ever getting into a relationship, so please give up,' her offensive so far makes me see a future where she'd say 'I understand' but wouldn't leave my side…

What is going to happen to me? I have another matter to deal with in three days—

"…See you… tomorrow?"

"—……………………"

Ah…

Ah… ———————— No, Iris-san, you can't do that.

You can't look at a guy with that troubled, 'pleading,' and slightly anxious expression, tilting your head like that.

Even if I'm shutting out romantic feelings, that doesn't mean I don't find women attractive!! Cute is cute, dammit, ahhhh!!

"A-Alright… But let me be clear, having you in my room every time is, uh, *a lot* to handle in *various ways*, so could we just have dinner together usually…?"

"So, if it's not every time, it's okay?"

"…………………………………………Sometimes. Really, just sometimes, then."

"…Alright. Sometimes, then."

"Yes…"

*This is tough… The kind of tough that's also happy, which makes no sense. The guilt towards various parties is piling up, a double punch that's coming for my stomach.*

"And… one last thing, if you don't mind."

"Wha—what is it?"

Her tone changed slightly. I rubbed my cheek and put on a serious face… but wait, what's with that gesture? Fidgeting with your hair like that is so out of character that my brain is about to break from the gap. Could you please stop???

"—Arshe."

"What?"

I heard her, but I couldn't grasp the meaning and tilted my head.

"Arshe—it's my nickname. People close to me call me that."

"O-Oh…"

"It's a name that works in both the real world, as Alicia, and the virtual world, as Iris."

"I, see…"

"…………"

"…………"

—No, how could I not understand?

I know what she wants, I know, but…!

"I-I'm not saying we're not close, but don't you think it's a bit too soon…?"

"You're the person I want to become closer to than anyone else. There's no such thing as too soon or too late."

I tried to resist, but I was cut down in a single stroke. The cannonballs of her words, a mix of conscious and unconscious directness, are just too powerful…!

"…No?"

Yep, that's a guilty verdict. That was a finishing move, and you knew exactly how powerful it was!!

"…I get it, so just… please give me a break for today. My HP is empty."

Sensing she might keep talking as long as I responded, I stepped past her, opened the door, and prompted her to 'go home.'

"Come on, back to your room five seconds away—see you tomorrow, Arshe."

That last part is a special bonus.

"Hk…—Yes. See you tomorrow, Haru."

Leaving behind a rare, natural smile, the Princess (Arshe) departed happily. After waving back, I slowly closed the door and—

"—Gaaah…!!"

—alone and critically injured, I slammed my head against the inside of the door, letting out all my pent-up emotions in a single breath before collapsing to my knees.

<hr>

If the protagonist wasn't so messed up, how many times would he have been won over in this chapter alone?



    Chapter 291

    Beyond the Prologue

    "—Long time no see!!"

"…………Ah, ahh… It's been about six days, right?"

"This is long overdue, but! Regarding the Four Pillars event the other day, I wanted to thank you again for your generous support!!"

"No, it's fine… I thoroughly enjoyed watching the archives. You entertained me, too."

"Which brings me to my next request! I've come bearing a new commission! I was wondering about your schedule, Kagura-san, if I may be so bold!"

"—You're so loud! What's with that energy!?"

After sending Arshe back to her room in the real world, I dove into the virtual world with a clear mind.

Finding her name on my friends list for the first time in a while, I made a beeline for her workshop without a second thought.

My long-neglected personal magic crafter was, as always, the epitome of a cool big-sister type and the personification of approachability… Ahh, this sense of security is just what I needed.

"Geez… Seeing you all frantic like this, I guess it's been just as rough as I expected."

"Enough to talk your ear off for a day…"

Her smile, a perfect blend of sympathy and amused detachment, made me instantly start whining. The casual pat on the shoulder that followed was like a balm to my soul…

"Well, at the very least, I'll stay the same for you. And don't you dare break down on me. You're not thinking you're at the 'very top' already, are you?"

"…………If I may be blunt and risk misunderstanding, I seriously love you, sis. I'll follow you for life."

"Don't be an idiot. What are you gonna do following me? Your job is to charge ahead—and stop calling me sis."

This lack of reservation, combined with a sense of trust on a different vector from Sora's, is priceless.

I know this is her way of being considerate, which is why I'm so indebted to her…

"—It finally feels like… it's time. Though maybe that's just because the time someone provided was so dense."

"I'll take that as a compliment."

Kagura murmured reflectively, her gaze fixed on the large, unrefined workbench—a stark contrast to the stylish ones in Nia's workshop.

Lying there was a massive lump of iron, illuminating its surroundings with a faint, pulsating light.

Following my grand finale in the battle against Irori, and although I unfortunately couldn't secure a direct victory in the big showdown against Arshe—the 'experience points' were more than sufficient.

My… no, *our* Terror Armament was ready for its grand evolution.

"Will this take a while again?"

"Nope, the evolution itself is quick. We can start right here."

*Heck yeah.*

It was the same when my Anima, the [White-Flawed Straight Sword], was upgraded to the [Ev-R Quartz, Sky-Soaring White Crystal Sword]. I had a feeling this would be the case.

"You're grinning."

"Can't we say the same for each other?"

How could we not be excited? We were about to witness the next chapter in the story this sword tells—a story told by its weaver and its wielder.

"No need to draw it out—I'm starting."

"I'm counting on you."

There was no need to hesitate. I had no reason to doubt her skills as a craftsman. Not now, not ever.

I took a step back to watch.

The magic crafter in her kimono caressed the skin of the iron mass that lay waiting in silence—and in that instant, the entire body of [An-ri Galta (Prologue: The Wedge-Fragment that Sings of Eternity)] began to shine with a brilliant light.

No, not shining—it was *glowing red-hot*.

I couldn't comprehend why her slender fingertips, touching its surface, weren't bursting into flames. The blast of hot air felt like it was scorching my avatar's skin.

"—Haru."

She rarely used my name. My gaze shifted from the sword to the person.

The magic crafter stood serenely, seemingly unfazed by the hot wind, but her copper-red eyes, fixed on the iron, burned with a fierce intensity.

"It's asking—do you *move forward*, or *go back*?"

"………………"

Even when I prompted her silently to continue, she said no more. As if in a trance, her voice sounded unusually sacred.

Forward, or back.

Considering only the literal meaning of the sword's question, there was only one choice.

But in the context of a confirmed 'evolution,' the word 'back' couldn't possibly have a negative meaning.

It was a question about the true nature of [An-ri Galta], something both I, who had wielded it, and she, who had entrusted it to me, probably understood.

This sword—was never meant to be a *sword* in the first place.

"………………Let's decide together."

"You're forgetting one… no, one blade."

"Right—my opinion is, I'd like to leave it up to *its* will."

"Hah, what a coincidence."

A laugh, and the magic crafter's crimson hair swayed as she placed both her hands on the sword—

"I was thinking that would be the most 'interesting' outcome, too…!"

A light that surpassed red and became white-hot—filled the 'Playful Fire-User's' workshop to the brim.

<hr>

Wait, did I ever actually give a detailed explanation of [An-ri Galta]? No, there's no way, but maybe…! All its abilities have been shown in the main story, so this is fine…!!



    Chapter 292

    And the Wedge-Fragment Walks the King's Path

    "—Alright, let's hear your thoughts."

"Well—to put it mildly, it's 'the best.'"

After confirming the detailed performance of the smoothly evolved Terror Armament.

I opened and closed my left hand to get rid of the strange sensation, rotating my wrist… then gave a thumbs-up with my free right hand to the weaver, who was looking at me with a confident expression.

"…That said, I never thought *this thing* would end up *like this* too."

That 'surprise' was directed at the two 'swords' that had, strangely enough, followed similar paths. The [Ev-R Quartz, Sky-Soaring White Crystal Sword] that settled onto my right middle finger as a 'ring' the other day, and—

[An-ru Galta (Hypothesis: The Wedge-Armor that Sings of the King's Path)]—the Terror Armament that had transformed into something other than a 'sword' and now occupied my left arm.

Its new form, fitted onto my left arm, could be described in one word: a wide bangle. The gleam of white gold fit snugly just below my wrist, in a position that didn't hinder the joint's range of motion.

Taking on the form of an accessory allowed the intricate engravings that had adorned its blade since its iron lump days to finally function as true 'beauty.'

—Well, just like the white sword, its accessory form is only a facade.

In any case, it was a relief that it didn't conflict with my [Stake Gauntlet of the Meteor Serpent], which was practically a glove. Even wearing it over the leather covering my forearm, I didn't feel any design mismatch, at least from my perspective.

"Terror Armaments, by their nature, tend to change shape drastically based on the experience they accumulate. In that regard, it's your Anima that's the strange one."

She had never heard of something changing from a 'sword' to a 'ring'—Kagura said, not with an exasperated look, but… no.

She looked at my right hand with an expression of *utter fascination*.

"With amusing things on both your right and left, haven't you become even more of an 'Acrobat'?"

"…I've grown fond of that title, so I don't mind."

The only problem, if there was one, was that this was only true 'if I can master them completely.' Compared to my left, which seemed to have unexpectedly started down the path of an 'honor student,' the wildness of my right was a bit of a handful…

No, compared to the *actual* wild Rabbit Dagger, the [Ev-R Quartz] is in a different category. It's more like—yes, this one is like a rebellious child—*GACK!!*

"Oof—…Ow!!"

In an instant, the white sword spontaneously materialized, and its pommel made perfect contact with the back of my head.

In front of a wide-eyed Kagura, This is Rebellious Phase mercilessly gouged my HP, then spun once in the air as if to say something dismissive before changing back into a ring.

"Hk… …………"

"………………Pfft, guhuk…!"

*Dammit…! I'm sure it looks like a complete gag from the side, but I literally saw stars and even got stunned…!!*

"Hah, haha…! You… that's what you call a 'special-grade quirk'…! Anima are supposed to be 'equipment with a will,' but I've never seen one this expressive…!"

As the magic crafter clutched her stomach, laughing at my completely unique situation, I could only shoot her a resentful glare, unable to say a word back.

That's right, I can't talk back to Kagura-san, and I can't complain to *this thing* either.

The reason for Halzen's comment, 'You've really been disliked,' was none other than my own careless handling of the weapon.

*…Please cheer up eventually. I won't kick you around anymore.*

Well, it's not so much 'won't' as 'can't' anymore.

"Alright… anyway, for now, the 'request' is complete—and don't you dare start any nonsense about payment now."

"I'll be sure to repay you to the fullest in my future activities."

It's really a moot point between us by now.

I have no intention of showing a *disrespectful attitude* to the artisan I revere—I thought, giving her a grin. Kagura seemed pleased and gave my chest a light poke.

"Then hurry up and go on an 'adventure' or something, and bring me back a new material or two. I can't stand being bored, you know."

"Isn't that asking a bit much—ah, yes, yes, as you command…!"

As always, she had a refreshingly straightforward attitude… but.

The two hands pushing my back, urging me out, and the delicate fingertips that belied her reliable image—they conveyed a feeling she had no intention of hiding: pure, unadulterated good humor.

*…In that case, should I venture out in search of an unconfirmed enemy? If it's an order from my personal magic crafter, I have no choice but to accept—*

Luckily, these prized legs of mine excel at the very 'charging ahead' she desires.



    Chapter 293

    Battle Preparations

    Everyone has a flaw or two.

Some are trivial, others are fatal. These individual *quirks* are infinitely varied—but even so, *this* was just too much.

Looking through the series of pictures her best friend had sent, she—Mitsueda Hiyori—was overcome by a sense of intense weariness and exhaustion that could be described as a form of 'despair.'

"…You know, Nia-cha."

`Yes.`

Seeing the text response from the display she was talking to, she chose her words carefully… or rather, she abandoned all such consideration. Awakened from a post-all-nighter slumber, the busy girl spoke in a voice as sweet as melting honey.

"*When should we schedule the heartbreak party*?"

`Whyyyy!!`

There's no 'why.' It's because every single one of the 'date outfit ideas' she sent over was so atrocious it made my head hurt.

"Honestly… I kept quiet because you said you'd try on your own, but this is the result. When you can't do something, you should just ask for help."

`Y-You don't have to be so harsh… The third one wasn't that bad, was it…?`

"If you want to say 'nice to meet you' to the boy you adore while looking like a daruma doll, then by all means, be my guest."

`A daru—!? It's not that bad!!`

Personally, I find my bundled-up best friend adorable, but the color palette is dead, and I wish she'd consider the season. *Are you a little old lady who gets cold easily?*

"Stop dithering and lay out your clothes in your room already."

`But…`

"No 'buts' or 'becauses.' Your meetup is in the afternoon, isn't it? It's almost noon. Do you still have time to be indecisive? Do you? Well?"

Knowing her friend's 'disastrous fashion sense that only applies to herself,' a trait unbecoming of a clothing artisan, Hiyori mercilessly rushed her friend, deeming it an impossible task for her alone.

After a moment, the chat room, which had gone silent, was updated with a photo of a room buried in clothes. As if to protest, the outfit she'd dubbed the 'daruma' was placed defiantly in the very center.

`There, you happy?! I'm leaving it all up to you!!`

"Now, now, don't pout—I'll take responsibility and make you as cute as possible, so all you have to do is give it your all on the actual date."

Honestly, when her best friend, who had finally worked up the courage, reported that she had 'secured a date in the real world,' she had been so shocked she was speechless.

And after the shock, came a lecture.

Meeting a boy she only knew from a virtual world in real life so suddenly was dangerous, no matter what—even if the other person was someone who had risen to a 'position' where he couldn't do anything reckless.

Even if, to seriously pursue the budding love, she had to reveal her real self first to be fair.

However,

'But, but, but…'—she wouldn't back down an inch, so there was nothing to be done.

From what I heard, 'he' had been considerate enough to make up for Nia's reckless charge. The proposed plan, which seemed to consciously stick to crowded places from meeting to parting, had a certain persuasiveness and sense of security.

All she could do was trust the character of the person she'd heard about and the straightforward 'young man' she had seen with her own eyes the other day.

All that was left—was to hope that 'he' wouldn't lose control upon seeing the *cutest best friend in the world*. If anything were to happen, she was prepared to chase him to the ends of the earth and make him take responsibility.

…That aside,

"Nia-cha."

`Yes.`

"Take out a skirt."

`Whyyyy!!`

I know she's never been comfortable with them, but I want to shout at her for being so bold as to suddenly ask him on a real-life date, yet getting cold feet about this.

Seriously, give me a break.

With *that face*, refusing to wear frills is a loss for all of humanity. There's no reason that could ever be forgiven.

"You're going to give it your all, no holding back, right? I'm going to support you with everything I've got, so you go and hit him with all your charm."

When she stated it as a final decision, a sticker of a character with a 'world is ending' expression popped up in response.

Trying to curry favor with a sticker of a character Hiyori once voiced is futile. Unfortunately, there's no way she's going to go easy on her now—

"Alrighty then… let's begin the production!"

—The goal is a *love-at-first-sight-reversal*.

Let's unleash the completely invincible 'maiden in love' on the man of the hour.



    Chapter 294

    Nice to Meet You, A Single Voice

    —Three days left, two days left, one day left.

The ample time I thought I had steadily ticked away each time I counted. As if mocking my still-inadequate resolve, 'that day' arrived without mercy.

If you were to ask what I'd been doing for the three days since Wednesday night… in the virtual world, I was looking ahead to an adventure with Sora, who wasn't available this week, so I visited my master's dojo and worked on fixing my build's issues.

In the real world, I was kept busy by the 'Princess,' an experience that felt, in some ways, more surreal than the virtual world—so I spent my time in a reasonably busy and lively manner.

Honestly, I can't say my memories of it are particularly vivid. The reason, of course, is that the 'plan' for today never once left my mind.

—Current location, near the entrance of a massive theme park I'm visiting for the first time.

In other words, the *meeting spot*.

—Current time, one P.M. sharp.

In other words, the *meeting time*.

"…………………………"

And, *just as we'd arranged*.

Mingling with the crowd at a shop that offered a one-sided view of the designated plaza in front of the entrance, I counted prime numbers to soothe my stomach, which felt like it was about to do a backflip from nerves.

It can't be helped—this is, genuinely, my first ever *date of that kind*. And when the person I'm meeting is both 'someone I know well' and 'someone I'm meeting for the first time,' it's a bizarre situation that would make anyone tense up.

"…………Stay calm."

I let out a thin breath, telling myself to get it together.

I decided to see this through, so I have no intention of running away now. I won't cause unnecessary embarrassment to the woman who mustered the courage to ask a man out.

Right—*I get it. That's why I can't run away*.

Just like with Arshe, if someone shares their feelings with me, I have no choice but to face them. Whatever comes of it, I can't allow myself to look away.

My resolve may be lacking, but my awareness is there. All that's left is to see this escort mission through with a man's pride—so it's about time I found my 'date.'

Forcing myself to calm down, I raised my head and saw a mountain of people. For one of the country's leading theme parks on a weekend, the crowd, thick enough to make one feel dizzy, was to be expected…

And among them, I searched for the figure of 'her,' who had declared, '*You'll know when you see me*.'

"————……………………Huh?"

Searching—

Searching————

Searching——————

My eyes landed on a single girl, and after a faint whisper, I was rendered speechless.

I blinked twice, three times, looked again, rubbed my eyes, and looked again… Still unable to process it, I sent a message to the contact info I'd been given beforehand: 'Are you here?'

Then, in my line of sight—the 'her' who had captured my eyes and wouldn't let go took a smartphone out of her handbag and began to fiddle with it.

And, a few seconds later.

"You've gotta be kidding me…"

When my own device buzzed at the exact same moment, my certainty was swallowed by shock. Of course she'd say it so confidently… *You'll know when you see me*.

To be honest, my legs were frozen from a pressure I hadn't anticipated—but kicking that feeling away was a foregone conclusion.

*Come on, what's wrong? You're not going to embarrass her, are you?*

*Then get going, you Japanese man—a literal aquamarine 'fairy' awaits.*

I left the shop and wove through the crowd, which was flowing strangely for a place that should just be bustling. They had all stopped, their eyes captivated by something.

Weaving, slipping through—I walked up to 'her' and first fulfilled one duty.

Standing in front of someone who was looking down, mercilessly bathed in attention, I acted as if to say, 'I'm with her,' and defiantly returned the gazes of the crowd.

When met with a direct challenge to their impolite stares, most people, perhaps due to our national character, pretended they hadn't been looking in the first place.

As for the remaining stares… well, I guess I'll have to resign myself to the fact that it's because of my *company*.

Now then—

"………………"

After looking around, I turned back, and my eyes naturally met with a pair of translucent green ones.

Soft, fluffy-looking, caramel-blonde long hair.

Though the details were different, her large eyes and well-proportioned features were strongly reminiscent of her in *that world*—no, if this was the real world, her appearance wasn't just 'well-proportioned.'

She was of the same ilk as that 'Princess' Arshe—a *princess from a faraway land* stood before me.

"…Hk, …………"

For a moment, I almost spoke in English instead of Japanese and had to clamp my mouth shut.

My brain seems to be bugging out, enough to forget that we could communicate just fine with casual words in the virtual world. And because of that state—

"Uh… Nice to… meet you?"

—my first words were, by my own admission, utterly pathetic, but it couldn't be helped.

Her looks were one thing, her outfit another. A sky-blue blouse that revealed her pure white shoulders, and a knee-length white flared skirt—according to a friend, I have no fashion sense, but even I can tell the quality of clothes and whether they suit someone.

Let me be blunt: she doesn't look like an 'ordinary person.' To put it mildly, she looks like the 'daughter of an overseas celebrity'… no wonder she's attracting attention.

"I'm not mistaken, right…?"

I'm sure—but I can't be at ease until I get an answer. So I desperately held the girl's gaze, scratching my cheek as I asked again.

"——————"

For a moment, her small mouth opened slightly, then closed without a word.

She broke eye contact and began to earnestly type something on the smartphone she was clutching—having been told of her 'situation' beforehand, I wasn't surprised by this.

Therefore, I felt I had already received my answer… but it's proper to exchange 'nice to meet yous,' no matter the form.

`You're not mistaken. Nice to meet you.`

The words spelled out on the proffered screen were her 'voice.'

`You're just the same. Knew you would be.`

I had been told… but even so, there was a certain shock.

But—upon seeing that familiar smile, I cast aside any unnecessary feelings without a trace of regret and returned her smile.

"…You're the same, too. Though my heart almost stopped."

*Hmph*—I can practically hear her say it in my head.

With a triumphant look… but perhaps unable to hide her embarrassment, her cheeks were faintly flushed.

`Did you fall in love at first sight?`

"Tough luck. Three months ago, there might have been a chance."

I snorted theatrically at her teasing words—and offered a service I had decided on for this date, *up to this point*.

"We're a spectacle here. Let's get going for now, uh… ah… Do you prefer being called 'Milady' or 'Princess'?"

`You flirt.`

With masterful high-speed typing on her left hand, she returned a painful counter to my shy joke—and she, Nia, with her free hand, took the one I offered without hesitation.

*…Don't you run, me.*

*The 'warmth' coming from this hand is the responsibility you, as a man, must face.*

"Alright—we've got these premium tickets, and I've done my homework. What's first?"

`The roller coaster!!`

"Are you serious? Didn't you pass out when I carried you while running full tilt?"

Even if the words only flowed one way, our exchange was no different. If she could smile so confidently, then there was nothing for me to worry about.

We both knew we were putting on a brave face.

In that case, let's do as we always do and put in our all to have the best time—whether that resolve got through to her or not.

My friend, my personal artisan of both metal and cloth. In the virtual world, the much-admired [Milmarinus, the Aquamarine Fairy]—and in reality, the fairy-like, lovely *girl with aphonia*,

—smiled, pulling my hand cheerfully as if to hide her crimson-dyed cheeks.



    Chapter 295

    37.0°C

    "—…Hmm."

Unable to get into her work, Hiyori had tossed aside her pen and half-finished illustration some time ago.

How much time had passed since she'd started rolling around on her bed, vaguely listening to a melody from another project—

She picked up her phone and checked the time: 1:30 P.M.

An hour since she'd sent off her best friend, clad in an outfit of her own masterpiece design. Assuming they met up safely, it had been about thirty minutes since the date began.

Still, no new messages. Since that girl was basically glued to her phone by default, she had thought it possible she might lose her nerve mid-date and send a whiny message…

Is she okay, or is she just too preoccupied—which one is it?

To be honest, this time, her worry still outweighed her desire to cheer her on. She had given her the bare minimum advice, like 'absolutely do not go anywhere secluded,' but when she calmly considered who was currently on the offensive…

Isn't the one to worry about not her best friend, but 'him'? Isn't the one at risk of losing control her best friend, and not 'him'?

"………………No, no."

Surely—surely, she wouldn't end up getting reported and arrested… she wanted to believe such an utterly unfunny comedy wouldn't happen.

*…Is she really okay? She is, right?*

"Please don't do anything rash in a weird way, I'm begging you…!"

Why does she have to get a stomachache over this when she's not even the one involved—well, that's nothing new.

Unable to focus on work, she prayed for her best friend's safety, a prayer to the gods that felt like a joke… *Please let today end peacefully.*

For better or for worse, she tossed the silent phone to the side.

◇◆◇◆◇

Always crowded places—that condition led to the easy choice of a massive theme park. As it turned out, choosing this place, filled with the festive clamor that perfectly creates a sense of the extraordinary, was the right decision.

Everywhere was filled with an energy just short of frenzied, naturally putting one in the mood to 'have fun.'

Even we, who couldn't hide our forced cheerfulness at the start, were able to kick things off without getting caught in awkwardness by just saying, 'Let's just hit an attraction.'

…So far, so good, but.

"………………Nia, I've realized something."

`……What is it?`

"A mid-air stroll with my own body is a hundred times less scary than a roller coaster."

`…………I have no idea what you're talking about.`

In response to the request of my companion, who drew the eyes of ninety-nine percent of people we passed, I had just challenged, for the first time in my life, an attraction of the 'thrill ride' variety.

As a result, both Nia and I had crashed and were now slumped on a bench, our faces pale.

`That's more than a little surprising. So why are you like *that* over there?`

"I'd like to know that myself… And you? After charging in with such glee, this is the result?"

`……It was my first time too, so I just wanted to try it.`

I see… On an unrelated note, is that 'app' of yours a custom job? The text you type is resized to be super easy to read each time, so even with this conversation format, my eyes don't get tired. It's a huge help.

`I've realized something too.`

"Yeah?"

`Wanting to scream in fear but not being able to felt like a new form of torture. It was insane.`

Hey, cut it out with the dark jokes. If it were anyone but me, this could get awkward—…what's with that face?

Don't throw such intense jokes at a guy you've technically just met for the first time with such a trusting smile. Don't blame me if my HP runs out and I can't continue the date.

"So, how's your inner ear holding up?"

`……Still a little dizzy.`

"Thought so. I'll go get us something to drink. What do you—"

—want, I was about to ask as I stood up, but a hand that had been chasing me naturally caught my arm.

My body froze, but my eyes darted to the side to see Nia, who had just claimed to be dizzy, standing next to me, looking away.

"…………Y-You can, stay seated, you know?"

I spoke, but there was no reply.

And for good reason—the hands that should have been typing words in place of her voice were both wrapped around one of my arms.

…Well, it's the same whether she has words or not. The large green eyes that looked up at me from close range told me everything about her feelings and intentions.

Namely—that she had no intention of leaving 'someone's' side today.

"Hk…—Don't fall."

I tried to push the heat from the left arm she squeezed in response to the edge of my consciousness.

But the offensive from her as she followed me, far exceeding my expectations—was, terrifyingly, just getting started.

◇◆◇◆◇

*—He's wearing glasses!!!!!*

*—His hair is a little shorter!!!!!!!!!*

*—His hairstyle is pretty different too!!!!!!!!!!*

*—His vibe is somehow calmer than in the virtual world!!!!!!!!!!!!!*

*I can't, I really can't, what is this, he's so cool, I'm in love…!!!!!!!!!!!!!!*

And so it was.

In truth, the girl was malfunctioning. So much so that she had leaped past 'holding hands,' which had likely been his own boundary, and impulsively reached for his arm.

She truly didn't understand herself at all.

Even with her preferences, is it possible to fall this hard for someone's face?—she wondered, tilting her head endlessly in her mind, captivated beyond reason.

She was aware of having a bit of a father complex towards her Japanese father, and she understood that her childhood memories were reflected in her 'tastes'… but.

Even so, does a boy this perfect really exist? Or is it just that he seems to shine all the brighter because she fell for his personality, too?

The more she thought about it, the more she felt herself falling into a spiral.

And on top of that—

"………………"

She glanced to the side. At the profile of him as he ordered, chatting in a surprisingly friendly manner with the shop staff.

He looked like he had a poker face, but his face was faintly red.

"Your girlfriend is sooo beautiful!"

"Hk, w-well… haha…………"

And now he was blushing again from the teasing of the cheerful staff lady.

*I can't.*

*I really can't.*

*I truly can't.*

*Could it be that his defense is lower here than over there?*

*I kind of had a feeling, but is it because he's lightly role-playing as 'Haru' in Arcadia?*

*Is he less used to girls than I thought?*

*Or is it 'romance' he's not used to?*

*Could it be,*

*No, it's not 'could it be'—*

*…You're conscious of me, aren't you?*

The way he looked back at her with a troubled expression when she hugged his arm tighter.

The way he immediately averted his gaze as if to hide it when their eyes met.

—I knew it. I understood.

He complains and all, but he was properly seeing me as a girl.

…Hey, what should I do, Hiyo-chan? I'm in trouble, I really need help.

I love baths, so I often stay in too long and get lightheaded, and you scold me for it, but,

"…H-Here. You can't drink that unless you let go with at least one hand, you know."

Could it be that he's younger than I thought?

I'm trying my best over here, but more than that… his flustered reactions to each of my advances, his desperate attempts to compose himself.

The sight of the boy I love being so unbelievably cute—for the first time in my life, I feel like I might get dizzy from my own heat.



    Chapter 296

    The Thaw is Distant, But the Warmth is Real

    "Nia, I've realized something."

`…………What is it?`

"Somehow—I don't think we're cut out for places like this."

`……We had a similar exchange just a little while ago.`

Sorry to say it while you're trying to look so composed, but your face is pale, milady—

Starting with our mutual takedown by the first roller coaster, we trudged through the massive theme park, leaving a trail of devastation in our wake.

Another coaster we stubbornly challenged ended in the exact same way, with both of us knocked out.

A leisurely park tour bus we took to clear our heads became a space with no highs, no lows, and no escape, where we became too conscious of each other and were soundly defeated.

In a moment of desperation, thinking that challenging something blatantly 'couple-like' might lead to laughter, we tried the tea cups and the merry-go-round, only to find we had no idea how to enjoy them, sacrificing our mental fortitude in the process.

Horror attractions were a 'no' for Nia.

River-descent attractions were a 'no' for me.

And now, with some nonsensical logic like 'third time's the charm,' we challenged the last of the so-called three great coasters—which brings us to the present.

I'd never been to a place like this before, so I hadn't realized it, but I think I get it now.

I'm probably not suited for entertainment where I'm supposed to 'be entertained.'

Nia, too, had said she'd 'never ridden a roller coaster,' so she was likely a beginner or an inexperienced person like me.

Since neither of us understands how to enjoy ourselves properly, there's a sense that our vibes and the amusement park's are just slightly out of sync.

"But this churro is delicious."

`Maybe we should just stick to eating and walking around…`

It's not that the whole experience wasn't fun, but that's because we *weren't enjoying the attractions*…

And you finished eating already? Just because you can talk while eating doesn't mean you can leave a grown man in the dust.

`By the way, are you really no good with boat-type things? Are you afraid of water?`

"Not the water, just rivers and oceans are a bit…"

`Aww.`

Sorry about that. I was interested in the horror attractions myself, so let's call it even this time.

—So, what now? Besides this classic snack, there seem to be a surprising number of food stalls.

I'm not against shifting to a food tour as Nia suggests… but huh?

"Yeah?"

A gentle poke on my knee drew my attention. Nia, her color returning, was looking at me with a slightly troubled expression.

`Um.`

"Yeah."

I responded to her short word, but she hesitated to type what came next, writing and deleting single characters like 't,' 'c,' and 's.'

…What's with the sudden push for the 't' family?

I don't have the psychic ability to guess her words from the first letter, so all I can do is wait for Nia's unique 'voice'… but wait.

No,

no, no,

what am I doing saying 'wait'? Do your job and escort her, you idiot.

Don't you dare let your guard down—who do you think is the reason you were still able to have fun, even when the attractions were a disaster?

"Nia."

I looked around, and something caught my eye. Seeing it as a perfect opportunity, I spoke up first. Nia, still seemingly lost for words, looked up, her eyes widening at my offered hand.

It's a little late for that now, isn't it? After you've been occupying my arm this whole time, pretending not to hear my pleas of 'give me a break.'

I pulled up the slender hand she hesitantly placed in mine and pointed to what I'd found. 'Look, over there.'

"The tour bus. That one's a double-decker, unlike the last one. Wanna try it?"

`Didn't *last time* end horribly…?`

Yes, and that's also a little late to bring up. Considering how things have been so far, we probably can't avoid 'horrible' no matter where we go.

So, you see—to have fun, there's really only one choice, isn't there?

"So, that's what I mean… We're never going to be normal, so maybe it's fine to just relax and be our usual selves."

My words, an overly obscure attempt to *hide my own embarrassment*, were met with a tilted head and a question mark from Nia—damn it, fine, I'll only say this once…!

"I don't hate just talking about random stuff with you."

"——————"

A faint breath escaped from the small mouth that couldn't form words, reaching my ears.

"So, if we're together, there's no way it'll be 'boring' or 'lame.'"

The only hint I got was the 't' family, an incredibly difficult question. Even if I'm way off the mark, I'm not accepting any complaints.

"So… uh, so—if you feel the same way, isn't *that* good enough for today? Even if we're just talking nonsense, like usual, it's still… uh, what's the word."

Because of a certain someone's pushiness, no matter how I struggle…

"…The, appearance of a date? I guess? It's maintained, isn't it?"

That's the fundamental issue.

Even with the ridiculously complicated feelings I have about love—if there's a girl next to me who is so cute it doesn't make sense, a guy is just a sad creature whose mood will lift just from that.

Look in a mirror.

I've only been able to look at you directly a handful of times today—Hk!?

"Hey, wait, hold on!? Stop, calm down, that's *crossing the line*…!"

I complained as Nia, hugging my arm tighter than ever before, began to stride purposefully toward the bus that was boarding passengers.

No—I *know*.

I *know*, this is what's wrong, isn't it?

But what am I supposed to do?

Should I act aloof so I don't give her the wrong idea?

Should I be aware that words from someone like me could strike a chord with her and consciously act cold?

That would make me a total jerk, wouldn't it? Someone, please tell me the right answer.

This isn't just about Nia—in *this situation*, no matter how things turn out, it's my fault, right? With that in mind, let me make a self-serving excuse…

In what world,

fully aware that he is an ordinary person,

an attractive girl who seems completely out of his league,

—is there a man who acts *carefully* on the premise that she might fall for him?

And a fact even more hopeless that silences that inner complaint.

"Ah, ah… Yes, yes, second floor—wait, you really have to wai—!"

"Enjoy your ride!!!!"

Welcomed by a beaming tour guide, we boarded the still-sparse bus, paraded along in a sort of 'public execution.'

Nia, her fair skin flushed red all the way to her neck, stubbornly refused to stop walking ahead of me, perhaps to avoid showing me her face.

The 'warmth' she directs at me, no matter how much I want to look away… is—happy.

And I kick at that hopeless emotion of mine, thinking, *'What the hell is wrong with you,'* but I kick, and I kick, and I kick, and I kick.

But the girl who steals my gaze is just too dazzling.

Ah, I'm the bad guy here—and more than anyone else, I myself am convinced of it.
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    Overwhelming Feelings

    "—I understand the situation. So it's *finally* time, huh?"

In the Southern Faction Sotalm's assembly hall for title holders, styled in a deep red, one of the three figures present—the one who was exceptionally large—spoke with a cheerful voice.

"That is correct. This time it is the 'East's' turn, so we expect a valiant fight from you, carrying the momentum from your recent efforts."

Responding in a perfectly flat, cool tone was a black-haired woman in a suit and monocle. Her fearless posture as she faced the magnificent, blond-haired giant might make her seem like a person of great stature to an outsider… but in reality, the two were father and daughter.

"Leave it to me. It's a rematch after a year. Things are different this time."

"I should hope so—assuming 'that thing' hasn't grown even stronger."

"…Don't say such scary things. If it becomes any more of a monster, it'll really be an impossible game."

"Let us pray it is not that unreasonable. In any case, please select your members promptly. We will need to formulate a strategy with the support members from the North and South."

"I don't mind… but is it my imagination, or are you in quite a hurry?"

"That is our own affair."

"Affair, huh…? —And what about the princess with this 'affair,' spacing out with her head in the clouds?"

Where the giant (Goldow) was looking, the 'princess,' who had been silent for some time, was indeed *spacing out* as he'd said. She twitched in reaction to his voice.

"…………It feels *strange*."

As if to dispel the indescribable, *itchy* sensation, she placed a hand on her chest. Her cryptic words, out of place with the conversation, left the other two to do nothing but tilt their heads.

"I feel a buzzing inside."

Literally treating the lady-in-waiting and her guest's reactions as 'someone else's problem,' the girl murmured with a serious expression, her gaze fixed somewhere far away.

"…………I had a feeling, but you're acting a bit odd today, aren't you?"

"…If it were *only* today, it would have been fine."

Goldow watched Iris, who was different from her usual, merely quiet self, with a mix of concern and curiosity.

And Helena wore an indescribable expression as she looked at her mistress, who had been restless and fidgety since 'the other day.'

As for the [Sword Queen] herself, who was being watched so strangely by her two elders—

"…………?"

—she, too, was tilting her head at her own heart, which was buzzing with a mysterious premonition.

◇◆◇◆◇

They say time flies when you're having fun, right?

I generally agree with that from experience, and I accept that's usually how it is—but I've learned that it also depends on the situation.

The current time is just past six P.M.

Right around sunset, I was exhausted in the corner of a cafe.

It was a long… a very long battle. Constantly being made aware of Nia, who, in her own way, was not her usual self despite a Nora that was probably her effort to 'be that way' for my sake, had left me, I confess, utterly drained.

It's incredibly rude to be exhausted from a date, but in this case, I'll have to ask her to overlook it, as it was mutual.

My date, after all, had spectacularly crashed right in front of me.

I mean, really… I definitely had fun in the end, but time just crawled by. We'd exchange a word or two, then fall silent, take damage just by looking at each other, and occasionally, one of Nia's bold moves would leave me critically wounded.

When a loop like that goes on for several hours, *this is what happens*.

In any case,

"…Alright, let's get going."

`Mm.`

We successfully completed the 'date'—or so I, a novice, might be allowed to flatter myself into thinking.

At least, I had fun. I hope Nia did, too.

With a brief exchange, we stood up together and left the cafe. As we had decided beforehand to part 'before it gets dark,' today's date was now over.

—And that's fine, but.

The problem is that even without looking, I can clearly picture the expression on the girl's face as we walk side by side.

…And is that a sufficient reason to not shake off the hand clinging to my arm?

Even if it isn't, I hope you'll let it slide for now. I don't care who criticizes me, so just this once, for the sake of the girl who is probably looking lonely beside me.

"Hey."

It's still a little while until the exit gate.

Until we wake up from the dream, in two senses of the word, I chose my words and spoke.

"To be honest, I don't really care much about my real-world self."

I glanced sideways, and my eyes met the green ones looking up at me. Confirming she was listening, I looked forward again.

"It's not that I hate myself or anything… It's just that I don't think I'm a particularly valuable person, or someone who would be seen as special by anyone."

I pretended not to notice the grip on my arm tightening.

"I acted like a people-pleaser on purpose. In my own worthless way—or rather, because I'm not special, I felt I had to do more for others… something like that?"

There are no particularly negative feelings involved in *this*. It's always been something like my reason for living.

…I wonder if my expression is conveying that? She's staring at me so intently it feels like she's burning a hole through me, so I hope so.

"But since I started spending time in the virtual world, I've achieved things that can't really be called 'normal,' and people have started to see me as 'special'… well, you know."

Even as I said 'people who see me as special,' I didn't have the courage to look at the person beside me.

"*For the sake of others*, I guess I need to start taking myself into consideration, too… or something like that, uh… is what I've been thinking recently, well, that's what I've been thinking. So—……?"

Wait—who was the one who stopped walking first?

Are those eyes still on me? Giving up on the 'courage' that never seemed to materialize, I looked to my side—

"——————"

The screen of a phone was held up to me.

And the 'voice' written there stole the words from my mouth.

I managed to stop myself from stumbling in shock, but a shiver that ran up my spine seemed to paralyze my brain, erasing all thought.

Just two characters.

A stark contrast to me, who had strung together a long, rambling speech without ever getting to the point.

With just that, the girl who had shaken my heart to its core had a face redder than the distant sunset—and without running or hiding, she had laid her heart bare.

That is—'Suki.' I love you.

As I stood frozen, unable to look away from those words, that face—she took another step closer, from a distance that was already nearly zero.

And then, without any time to think.

Two shadows, beginning to stretch, overlapped without a sound.

<hr>

When typing words feels too slow, you just want to convey everything, right now.
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    Untangling Things, One by One

    "I am so, so sorry!"

"Right, well, um…"

—Exactly one hour after *that*.

The stage shifted from our real-world date, which had ended with quite a shock, to her virtual atelier.

The moment I stepped into the room, Nia dropped into a full, dramatic *dogeza*. Her earnest apology completely took the wind out of my sails, and I found myself at a loss for words, averting my gaze and scratching my cheek.

After *that whole thing*, Nia had snapped back to her senses and tried to bolt.

I, however, refused to let our date end on such a classic rom-com trope and promptly ran to catch her.

She said there were things she wanted to talk about, including a proper apology, and asked for an “overtime round” in the virtual world—which brings us to now….

"Well, look… it was an *attempted* kiss, and it's your first offense, so there's room for leniency…"

"If only I were two centimeters taller…!"

"Hey, hold on. Are you actually sorry?!"

"I'm sorry, I am! It was a joke…!"

So yeah, *that's* what happened.

She'd nearly stolen my first kiss with a surprise attack, but thankfully, Nia's aim and height were just a bit off, causing the point of impact to land slightly below and to the side.

—Honestly, that doesn't really change much, does it?

Even if it was just an attempt, the shock was still immense… so much so that I can't even look the rampaging 'culprit' in the eye.

"…For now, just lift your head. I don't mind if you stay like that, but please do it somewhere I can't see so you don't keep triggering my guilt."

"That's kinda harsh…! I said I'm sorry…!"

"Wha—?! Hey, stop it! Don't cling to me! This is already way past the point of being funny, so seriously, stop! Get off! Go on, shoo!"

She's clearly genuinely sorry, but now that's making her… well, you know.

I can guess she's desperate because she's afraid I'll start hating her—and that just makes this whole situation completely and utterly hopeless.

Truth be told, I'm just as desperate myself.

Using my superior stats, I push Nia away and unceremoniously toss her onto the sofa to create a safe distance. But the way she clutches a cushion, looking so vulnerable, and the way her anxious eyes glance up at me… every little thing she does deals a critical blow.

Seriously, who is this girl…? I'm getting dizzy in more ways than one.

"…"

"…"

And now that we've calmed down, we're met with this silence.

I understand why she wanted an 'overtime round' instead of ending things in a chaotic mess, but maybe we should have taken a bit of a break—

"…Hey."

"Yeah?"

Her muffled voice comes from behind the cushion. When I look over, Nia is fiddling with her short, indigo hair, staring intently at me.

"My hair."

"Yeah."

"Do you like it long?"

"Yeah???"

I tilt my head at the random question. Her face—which has been red since the beginning—contorts as she hesitates, opening and closing her mouth…

"…You were staring at it a lot today."

"Wh-Ngh-Guh!"

She struck me right where it hurts.

How did she—no, that's not what I meant…!

"N-No, you're wrong! I don't know what you're wrong about, but I wasn't looking at you in a weird way, okay? It was just the most obvious difference between your real self and your avatar, so my eyes kept drifting there! It's not like that!"

"You're talking really fast… —*How about this?*"

"Wha—…"

She must have used one of those cosmetic magic tools I'd borrowed from her in the past.

Her familiar indigo hair instantly transformed from its usual short style into—soft, long locks, just like her real-world self.

"…So, do you like this better?"

"Seriously, just wait a second. Please, give me a break."

I'll admit it.

Yeah, fine, she's drop-dead gorgeous.

But this isn't about what hairstyle I prefer…!

"…………Both styles suit you. I really don't have a preference for hairstyles, I swear."

"Huh…? But your reaction was so…"

"Do you have any idea what you're doing…?!"

Why do you think I'm on my knees, struggling to breathe? When you come at a guy with that much affection, asking 'Which do you prefer?', most guys would just…!

"It's not about what I'm doing… I'm just desperate. I thought you weren't even the slightest bit interested in me, so this is even more…"

"That's not true, is it?"

I'm pretty sure I've gotten flustered around her before—but as I tilt my head in confusion, Nia glares at me from where she's buried in her long hair and the cushion, looking displeased.

"It's a matter of proportion. There's no doubt that I'm the one who likes you more… from the very beginning, always."

"Ah…,… S-Since the beginning? When did you even—"

"I told you. From the *very* beginning."

She looks straight at my stunned face and says it.

"—It was love at first sight for me."

"—… That's, ah… huh?"

*No way.*

*Wait, that's… no way.*

"B-But why…"

"'Why' is a weird question. I like what I like!"

"But in a world filled with handsome guys, why someone like me?"

"You know I can see through to people's real faces, right? Well, to be precise, I can just tell if a face is artificial or not."

"Oh… so that's also an effect of your 'magic eyes.'"

"Though, I lied when I said it was the power of my [Anima]."

"What?!"

*Wait, I don't get it. I don't get any of it.*

*What am I even supposed to react to first…!* 

"God, you're so dense…! Your self-esteem is way too low! You're genuinely good-looking, just look in a mirror and realize it already! What is wrong with you?!"

"…,…"

How many times have I been rendered speechless now?

But you can't blame me. I've almost never been complimented on my appearance so directly, especially when compared to *someone else*.

…Wait, is *this* one of those things, too?

Another thing where I just decided for myself that it wasn't true and refused to listen—

"At the very least, you're handsome by real-world standards! Got it?!"

"Is that… so…"

"It is! —Enough for a super cute girl like me to fall for you at first sight!"

"…Well, I'm glad to see your self-awareness is perfectly intact."

*I need to reflect*—I just declared that to myself.

I have to accept this instead of laughing it off as a compliment or a joke—as I thought this and replied, still half in a daze…

"*'Your'* self-awareness…? Does that, um, I mean, so…"

I realized I'd let my guard down and sparked a new flame of embarrassment. I gently averted my eyes from Nia, who was now stammering uncontrollably.

I know I decided to face her, to not run away, but come on…!

Everything has its limits, and I'm already way over capacity!
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    A Belated First Look at Love

    —And so.

Since we were *both* at our limit, I proposed we forcibly change the atmosphere for a bit, a request that was smoothly accepted. A short while has passed since then.

From there, we shifted to more casual tasks, like me handing over the gems I'd collected from the [Great Rock-Eating Hive] and having her appraise some items—

—but I was a fool to think I could relax and let my guard down.

I mean, this is beyond avoiding the topic. It's not just about Nia anymore; I've been forced to realize that *I* can't handle it either….

Once you become truly conscious of it, it's over—how could I possibly remain perfectly composed with 'a girl who likes me' in the same room?

Whether or not I can sort out my feelings on romance is a question with a completely uncertain future… but since I've decided to face it, I can no longer just push it to the back of my mind.

"…For now, let's just, you know, sleep. We both really can't take much more of this."

"I agree…"

See? Just as I thought, Nia and I are both on our last legs.

To make matters worse, even the sight of her slumped over the sofa in exhaustion no longer looks 'normal' to me… I'm really at a loss here.

I'm one of those people who, for better or worse, sees this world more strongly as 'a game.' On top of that, by recognizing avatars as 'avatars,' I had an extra layer of resistance to beautiful women and girls.

But she's genuinely gorgeous. Now that I've seen her real face, I can no longer think of her avatar, with its minor differences, as just a 'creation.'

Her father is apparently Japanese, but her mother is from Russia. She threw that information at me casually, so I don't know the details, but her mother is a fairly famous painter or something.

The only daughter of a globally active creator couple… so that's what it means. It wasn't just her looks; she, too, was a genuine high-society lady.

Is the density of rich girls around me getting ridiculous?

Well, I guess it makes sense. Considering we met in a virtual world with a three-million-yen entry fee, it's probably not that rare to meet people my age from wealthy families….

—Anyway, that aside.

"You ran around a lot in the real world today, too. Let's get some proper rest."

"Yeah… I know."

It wasn't even nine o'clock yet, but Nia was already looking sleepy, hugging a cushion as she gave a slightly dazed reply.

*…Don't fall asleep in here. Well, even if you did, [Arcadia] would just put you into a deep sleep anyway.*

It's a mysterious function whispered about in certain circles—and not just a few—as being 'better for your body than sleeping in a real bed.' How it provides such comfort to a body that can't even toss and turn is, as always, an incomprehensible fantasy.

Alright, it's finally time to say goodbye—I have to say what needs to be said.

"Nia."

"Hmyes?"

…I get that you're sleepy, but don't try to kill me right off the bat. Guys have a weakness for that kind of thing; we're basically idiots when it comes to pretty girls.

"Wake up. I have something important to say. I won't repeat it if you miss it."

"Ngh… j-just a second… —Okay, I'm ready."

I couldn't help but let out a small laugh as I watched her rub her eyes like a child to ward off sleep. I tried my best to stay calm, push past the embarrassment, and begin stringing together the words I had prepared.

"Thank you for telling me you like me. I was genuinely happy, and I feel honored. …Though I'm still having a hard time believing it's real."

"…………It is real, you know."

"…Yeah. I know."

She must have taken that as another self-deprecating comment. I gave a wry smile to Nia, whose expression was busily shifting between blushing and giving me a sidelong glance, and took a moment to let the heat drain from my own face.

"So, you've probably figured this out already, but I'm, well, I've got some complicated baggage, you could say… I'm not good with love and all that."

"Oh, I see."

She must not have guessed the specifics of my 'baggage.' I could hear a hint of surprise in her voice as I continued my embarrassing monologue.

"So—I'm sorry. I can't give you an answer right away. It's not even about yes or no; I was never in a position to even consider 'romance' in the first place."

"…Okay."

"But… now that someone has told me they like me, even with all my issues, I'm going to take down my selfish barriers."

"Okay."

As I said what I needed to say—I thought about whether to run or not.

In the end, I didn't run. I stood my ground and accepted the girl who had approached me head-on.

"…I don't know what kind of answer I'll be able to give in the end, but I will think about it."

"Okay."

A muffled voice reached my ears as she pressed her head against my chest. To be honest, this position was mentally taxing, but I was grateful that we didn't have to look at each other's faces.

"Hey."

"What is it?"

"I like you, you know."

"…………"

"It started as love at first sight, but… I really like how honest you are about everything."

"…Have I ever really shown you an honest side?"

"I heard your story, and I kind of understand the reason now. But the fact that you weren't obviously conscious of girls was a big plus for me, too."

"From another perspective, you could have just thought I was 'weird' or 'childish.'"

"And yet you try to act cool in front of everyone. You're so unfair."

"Doesn't that just make me sound like a poser? Besides, it's an RPG, let me have this."

"And—even when you're just bantering, you always choose your words carefully based on who you're talking to."

"…………"

"It's not fair. You should realize it—you're basically my ideal guy."

…—My heart aches.

I've had similar experiences recently, but none have made my chest feel this strange.

And so—

"…From now on, I'll look at you more carefully."

"Okay… I look forward to it."

I guess I'm probably not such a lost cause that it's *too late* for me.

So, yes… I'll look carefully. I'll face this.

I'll swallow my pride over how this all started and the messy parts in between, and no matter what happens along the way—

I'll make sure that in the end, I can give an answer I won't be ashamed of as a man.

………………That said,

"…N-Nia-san?"

"Yeah."

"I-If you could… maybe… let go… now…"

"Yeah."

"No, not 'yeah'…!"

It seems that developing the mental fortitude to withstand these overpowered heroines…

…is my top priority for the foreseeable future.
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    Clown・Archive

    *From the Princess*

*From Lady Alicia*

*From the Princess's post*

*What is this stream???*

*The channel name!!*

*Came here from the Princess*

*This is so sudden I'm 100% confused*

*From the Princess*

*From the Princess*

*From Lady Alicia*

*From the Princess*

*From the Princess*

*The concurrent viewer count is insane lololol*

— — — — — — — —……

— — — — — —……

— — — —……

— —……

◇◆◇◆◇

—During a certain Archiver's mirror stream.

"Alright, so I've set up a last-minute stream. It's your humble Archiver, Terutsuki. The original stream seems to be blowing up, so I figured we could all watch and chat about it in real-time over here."

*Heyo*

*Hi there*

*Thx for the stream. Appreciate having a place to chat.*

*The chat was moving at light speed even before it started lmao*

*Couldn't even follow the other comments, let alone have a conversation.*

"Seriously. I laughed when I saw the viewer numbers. If I got even one ten-thousandth of that, I'd be a top streamer."

*The channel name means what we think it means, right?*

*It has to.*

*Even if it does, why is the Princess promoting it…*

*Is Haru the Acrobat coming?*

"Maybe he's finally doing a face reveal. Well, who knows if he'll actually show his face—oh!"

*!!!*

*Here it comes*

*Whoa, that's a high-budget opening.*

*The suspense… is killing me…!* 

— — — —…… Ah, ahh…… Hello, nice to meet you…?

*THERE HE IS!* 

*IT'S HARU THE ACROBAT!!*

*A TOP-TIER PROFESSIONAL INTRO FOLLOWED BY THE MOST AMATEUR-SOUNDING AWKWARD OPENING EVER!!!*

"Y-Yeah… if I put myself in his shoes, I'd be trembling… This many viewers on your first stream… wow…"

*From a streamer's perspective, this is terrifying…*

*He might be stumbling, but the fact that he can speak at all makes him a big deal…*

*Is this a pre-recorded video with commentary?*

"Looks like it. And it's in first-person… wait, this bright red background—"

—Yes. So, for this stream, I thought I'd show my clear of the [Spiral Crimson Tower].

"What?!"

*What!?*

*Whaaaat!!?*

*Wait wait wait, my brain and heart can't keep up*

*What do you mean 'so'???*

*The transition is so sloppy, I'm dying!!!*

*He just says the craziest things so calmly!!*

—Anyway, I think you'll get it once you see it, but there's not much to comment on… Huh? What… blunt…? No, but at first, it's better to be humble….

*Is someone giving him directions?*

*Lmao he's getting feedback 30 seconds in*

*Does he have staff? Well, of course he does.*

*That OP looked expensive.*

*Yeah, he's definitely signed with someone. Wonder who the sponsor is.*

—…Ahem. I've just been given the unreasonable demand to 'act more frank and cheerful,' so against my will, I'll be speaking casually from the get-go. Hope you can forgive me.

"Wow, that's rough…"

*His voice sounds genuinely reluctant lmao*

*Poor guy*

*Well, this is more like Haru the Acrobat*

*What does 'like Haru the Acrobat' even mean?*

*A clown, duh*

—Ah, so the me in the video is about to start running, but there's one thing you should know.

*Hm?*

*What is it?*

*A warning?*

"Running…? —Oh, this is-"

—I strongly recommend you take measures to prevent motion sickness, like putting your mouse cursor in the center of the screen. I'm serious.

*Oh*

*Oh*

*Oh*

*OH…!* 

— — — — — —……

— — — —……

— —……

"Bleeeargh…!"

*I can't*

*Gonna be sick*

*Ded*

—So yeah, that's pretty much it.

"N-No… I don't get it, I don't get any of it…!"

*'That's pretty much it' what's pretty much it…?*

*Partway through I started tilting my head wondering 'which way is the floor?' and then the video was over*

*Partway through? More like from the first second…*

*All I understood is that I understood nothing…!*

*Slow motion… probably wouldn't help me understand what he's doing either*

*Give us a third-person view*

*Pretty sure it would be incomprehensible even in third-person.*

*First-person view is supposed to reflect the effects of thought-acceleration skills…*

*So he's definitely not using thought acceleration…? Huh???*

*The scenery was 100% just a blur of lines???*

—As you can see, I'm sure most of you are thinking 'I don't get it,'

"Most? You mean literally everyone on the planet…"

*True that*

*He gets it*

*You are now obligated to give us a detailed explanation*

—'Memorize all the bullet patterns and run at full speed' is my strategy, so there aren't any tricks to it beyond what you saw.

"What???"

*Memorize all the patterns…?*

*Can someone translate that into Japanese for me??*

*Forget Japanese, please translate it into a language spoken on Earth…*

—Also, for the record, what I showed in the video was a recreation of my first clear. Back then, my skills were more limited, so I mostly just brute-forced it with my base AGI.

*I can't understand a single word he's saying*

*How do you run on walls and ceilings with just your base avatar specs…*

—Anyway, that's the gist of the clear.

*What gist!!*

*We don't understand a single thing!!*

*You have a responsibility to explain!!*

*Teru-kun, your mouth is hanging open.*

"Shut up, anyone's mouth would be hanging open after seeing that."

—Now, as for why I suddenly streamed such a crazy video,

*He gets it!*

*Glad to know even he realizes it was crazy…*

—I've asked an acquaintance to release some Ruby Rabbit Horn materials onto the market soon, and those materials are a bit problematic, so this is also a sort of public service announcement.

"Whaaaaat?!!"

*What did he just say!?*

*Ruby Rabbit Horns???*

*The materials from the [Ruby Rabbit]?!*

—So here's the thing. I think I showed off some interesting functions on my short sword and spear during the Four Pillar War, but there are some conditions to using those special abilities.

"Conditions…"

*[Caladbolg]!!*

*[Enrei Kagura]!!*

*If we meet those conditions, can we use those awesome special moves too…?*

*Wait, he's gonna tell us? Isn't he being a little too generous with information???*

—Well, the condition, or rather the proof of qualification, is a ring-type accessory you get as a 'solo clear reward' from that dungeon, called the [Spiral Crimson Ring].

"THAT'S IMPOSSIBLE!!"

*ALRIGHT, PACK IT UP EVERYONE!!*

*DAMMIT!!*

*The dream of special moves is dead…!!*

—Also, sorry, but my [Anima] ate it the other day, so I can't show you the actual item.

"HUH???"

*What???*

*Is his body physically incapable of saying anything other than incomprehensible bombshells???*

—As for the details on that, I've put a link to an info page in the channel description… or it looks like someone has, so please check that out.

"L-Link… URL…"

—I've also made my stats and skill list public there, so if you're interested, feel free to take a look.

"Wha…"

*LMAOOOOOOOOOOOO*

*He's doing whatever he wants, this is hilarious*

*This is so absurd all I can do is laugh…*

—So, yeah, the main reason for this sudden stream was to let you know that the materials are coming soon, but they're 'defective,' so buy them at your own risk. If you want to enjoy the fun rabbit gear to its fullest, you'll have to work hard and clear the dungeon solo.

"That's impossible, you know?"

*It's impossible*

*It really is impossible*

—By the way, the innate ability of the Ruby Rabbit Horn is that its durability locks above a certain speed. Basically, its durability won't decrease during a full-power swing at around 200 AGI.

"………………"

*Stunned silence lmao*

*Even without the special abilities, wouldn't light warriors kill for that?*

*It's gonna sell like crazy*

*I can make a weapon with infinite durability for farming…?*

"Alright guys, I'm gonna go grind for money. Thanks for coming to the stream, see ya."

*Huh? Cya*

*He just ended the stream without a second thought lol*

*This is why you'll always be a small-time streamer*

*No, this is serious. No time for laughing, it's gonna be a 100% bidding war*

*I'm gonna go farm money too…*

*Me too*

*Me too then*

*Aren't there a lot of light warriors?*

*I guess there were quite a few of us…*

*Hey, how much money do you think we need…? Is 300 mega enough…?*

*If it goes to auction, no way. You'll need a giga.*

*Eek*

*Everyone everywhere is screaming, this isn't even funny anymore…*

*This is truly a Clown Archive…*

*So, the original stream also just ended abruptly, but…*

*The 'Shijo' in the credits… that's the Shijo Group, right?*



    Chapter 301

    The World Turns and the Road Continues

    "…Okay. Let's leave the archive stuff at that, then."

"Yeah, got it. I'll pass it on."

"Right, thanks—sorry for leaving it all to you, but I'm counting on you."

"I'm happy to be of help, so there's nothing to be sorry about—Good luck with your adventuring—I mean, your work."

"…It's less 'work' and more just me having fun, you know."

—After watching him leave the lecture hall with an apologetic smile, Kaede also stood up. She glanced to the side and saw Mizuki and the others, who had been waiting at a distance, making their way over.

…She was grateful they had waited. But she would have been even more grateful if they'd put away those smug grins.

"Being the *manager* of a busy star must be tough, huh?"

"Oh, stop it… don't tease me, Shoko-chan. I'm just a messenger."

Deftly dodging Shoko's jab, Kaede fulfilled her 'role' by sending a message or two to her 'family.'

She really had no idea how it had happened—but before she knew it, the Shijo family had become the sponsor of the one and only Haru the Acrobat.

"You never know what's gonna happen, huh…"

"*Relationally speaking*, it was almost too convenient."

As Toshiki murmured thoughtfully, Mizuki stated the facts in a deadpan tone.

As for Kaede, who was supposed to be the *closest party involved*… she was still struggling to process that 'fact' she'd never known until now.

It was beyond surprising—to think that the 'Yotsuya' family was actually a branch of the 'Shijo' family.

Was it the 'Shi' connection? Honestly, she didn't even know where to begin with her reactions. And though they were originally a branch family, there was no need to state who held the upper hand now.

The Yotsuya family needed a front to support *him*, assistance for that support, and strict secrecy.

The fact that the Shijo family had agreed without question showed just how much the power dynamic between the two families had reversed. Of course, her parents… especially her mother, who held the real power in the Shijo family, had been overjoyed.

So overjoyed, in fact, that she'd all but ordered Kaede to devote herself to *him*, leaving no room for refusal. Honestly, what did she think her own daughter was?

…Not that she had any reason to refuse, though.

"—Sorry for the wait. Shall we go?"

Having finished her messages, she left the lecture hall with her waiting friends.

"I've gotta get good at editing quickly, at least."

"Well, it'll work out somehow. We've got a spartan teacher, after all."

"Fuka-san, man… I thought she was the picture-perfect gentle lady."

"She's always been uncompromising when it comes to her area of expertise."

Her university life had truly gone off the rails from what she had imagined. But the fact that she didn't mind it… perhaps she was just drunk on the situation.

—But still,

"Kaede?"

"It's nothing. My sister's waiting, let's hurry up and go!"

It would be a waste not to get swept up in something so unreal—

It felt like an inescapable truth that they, not yet fully adults, would cast aside their composure and start running, driven by desire and dreams.

The path suddenly laid before them was still shrouded in uncertainty, its destination unknown.

They had a mountain of things to do, all in the name of forming a *team* as soon as possible—so they could aid their 'friend' who was racing off into the distance.

◇◆◇◆◇

A few days after *that*. It has been a little while since Yotsuya's preparations were complete and a full-fledged support system for me was put into place.

There was the unexpected development of my classmate's family becoming my official sponsor, acting as a front for the Yotsuya family, who maintain a public stance of non-interference.

Along with that, Kaede, the daughter of the 'Shijo Group,' was appointed as my exclusive manager… or rather, messenger.

And then, when they asked me to name people close to me who could be trusted, I listed Toshiki and the others, which led to the incredible development of them being hired as my dedicated *team*, citing a need for personnel with quick footwork.

The Yotsuya family was doing some crazy things, but my friends were just as crazy for accepting with such gusto, practically biting at the offer.

I get it, and I understand that it would be rare for anyone to turn down an offer from the 'Yotsuya Development'—

…But well, I should just be grateful. Because they are handling all the real-world stuff for me,

"—Drive on."

I can focus solely on the virtual world.

"—How's this!"

"Yeah, yeah, Nia-chan, you're amazing, a total genius."

"Of course I am! Mmph…!"

I push away the indigo-haired girl who, not content with just spinning around me happily, tries to sidle up to me at every opportunity.

After visiting her atelier and equipping the items I received, I briefly scanned their details and nodded. As always, her work was magnificent; I had no complaints.

"What's with that… you could at least praise me a little."

"If you'd tone it down a bit, I might consider it…"

Ever since what happened the other day, Nia's no-brakes approach has left me completely overwhelmed. At first, I was a bit lenient, but her increasingly unrestrained behavior scared me into my current state.

Both Iris and Nia come at me with absolutely no restraint, making these days feel like poison for a young man like me. I have no choice but to defend myself to keep my sanity intact before I can even give an answer.

"Hmph… —Well, joking aside."

"What part of that was a joke?"

"I could take them back if you're going to keep complaining, you know?"

"I'm so sorry, please be serious."

I really can't win against her. Girls are strong….

"I've upgraded your necklace, and the ring on your left hand and the bracelet on your right are new. They're not quite high-end, but they're upper-mid tier, I'd say? In any case, I guarantee they're more than good enough for the front lines."

—And with that, I received the accessories she had crafted from the spoils of the [Great Rock-Eating Hive] that I had given her the other day.

I had officially switched from the placeholder [Magic Crystal Necklace] & [Heavenly Jade Series] to my proper equipment.

The necklace was a direct upgrade, retaining its original property of 'accumulating surplus MP during non-combat recovery to be used as a spare tank.'

It was crafted from a composite material created by fusing multiple types of crystal with high magic affinity—its name was the [Meigastral of Color].

The ring and bracelet followed the same concept of being focused solely on MID enhancement.

They were the [Ring of the Jade King] and the [Bracelet of the Jade King], respectively—a set of equipment crafted from a rare gemstone called [Elmeria Emerald], providing a total of MID+100.

The total boost was the same as before, but considering that my previous gear required a three-piece set bonus to reach that number, this was a solid upgrade.

Getting +100 from just two pieces was, by the standards Nia herself had told me before, even better than 'top-tier'… so naturally, I had no complaints.

"No joke, this is perfect. Thanks a lot."

"Mhm! And this is Sora-chan's share. Please give it to her."

"Thanks for that, too. Nothing I need to explain… right?"

"Right. They're basically the same El-Eme type MID-boosting accessories as yours. I made Sora-chan's magic crystal into a hair ornament instead of a necklace."

I received Sora's items directly into my inventory through the trade window she opened. My partner's *El-Eme* accessories were two bracelets and one ring—a three-piece set for MID+150.

With this, our base spirit stats are 650 for me and 700 for Sora—it's almost funny how our builds have turned out, considering neither of us are pure mages.

"Received and accounted for—so, what's the bill?"

"You brought the materials this time, so… hmm… how about this much?"

She said, flashing a peace sign in front of my face.

"What, two hundred million?"

"Are you an idiot? It's two million!"

"That's pretty affordable."

"You need to realize that your sense of money is completely broken."

Heh, heh… Well, besides the old man, I really only associate with top-level artisans.

In reality, I still have a surplus of cash with not much to spend it on. Weapon maintenance is necessary, but it's not like huge sums of money are flying out of my wallet all the time.

When it comes down to it, my three main weapons are just too good. The combination of an [Anima] with no durability, a Terror Armament, and a self-repairing rabbit short sword is just that effective.

On top of that, both Sora and I have fighting styles that, in their own ways, are *hard to hit*… so we don't need to repair our armor—or rather, our outfits—that often either.

"Next up is your clothes, I guess."

"Hm?"

"Clothes! That [El-Gran Series] isn't exactly high-end, you know. When you get some better materials, I'll make you a new set."

She said it so casually.

"Nah, I'm good. I like this one."

I replied just as casually, causing Nia to falter for a moment—ah, crap.

"I-I'm happy you like it, but…"

And there it is.

Ever since that day, Nia's switch to a *romantic mood* has become as sensitive as a touchscreen, not even needing a button press.

My choice of words just now wasn't anything special… but her delighted expression, a happy grin spreading across her face, was—

"W-Well—that's all for today then!!"

—for me, synonymous with the signal to *retreat*.

"Huh…? Hey, wait—"

Sensing her approach, I bolted out of the room, her lingering voice echoing behind me… but I mustn't be fooled.

No matter how much her earnest behavior tugs at my heart, she is now—

◇ New Message Received ◇

【Nia】— *You owe me one. I demand a date.*

"…,… Whether I run or not… huh."

—an invincible, love-struck heroine, determined to mess with me no matter what.

<hr>

――――――――――――――――――
◇Status◇
Title: Haru the Acrobat
Name: Haru　 Lv: 100
STR(Strength): 200
AGI(Agility): 250
DEX(Dexterity): 0
VIT(Vitality): 0(+50)⇒0(+150)
MID(Spirit): 300(+350)
LUC(Luck): 300

◇Skills◇
・Universal Arm (Gandharva)
《Construction》
《Flip Stroke》
《Whirlwind》
《Exchange Voltate》
《Greed's Precept》

・Water Magic Aptitude
《Aqua》
《Flood》 New!

・Active
《Reflect Blower》
《Breath Moment》
《Rocket》
《Floating Leaf》
《Fatal Leak》

・Passive
《Embodied Protection》
《Awakening Blow》
《Heavy Attack Manipulator》
《Adamant Sky Dash》
《Hare Real》
《Land Insulate》
《Floating Star》
《Trickster of Zenith》
《Dangerous Light, Fast Recovery》
《Cutting Body, Unyielding Advance》
《Guardian's Cradle》
《Mana Efficiency》

《Telepathy》

◇Arts◇
【Kesshiki Ittoryu】
《Flying Water》
《Striking Iron》
《Heavenly Snow》
《Withered Flame》
《Seven Stars》
《Blade Thunder》
　Secret Art: 《Bound Wind》
――――――――――――――――――

【An=Ru Galta (Hypothesis: Wedge Armor that Sings of the Royal Road)】
Terror Armament: Bracelet
VIT+100
　A fragment of heroic verse, bestowed by Angalta, the God-Wedge Sword-King, one of the wedges that enshrines a god.
　Having returned to its true form, the withered fingertip has acknowledged its bearer.
　The path forward is clear. At the end of that path, far in the distance, the desired gold surely lies.

【Meigastral of Color】
　As explained in the story, an accessory that can be used as a spare Mana (MP) tank.
　It requires a large amount of high-quality magic crystals harvested from the ants in the [Great Rock-Eating Hive], making it a reasonably expensive item… however, since 'MP expansion accessories' are practically essential gear for any build, it is a major item owned by almost all high-level combat classes.
　As seen with the protagonist's necklace and Sora-san's hair ornament, it can be crafted to fit any desired body part. Each player pours materials into their own to upgrade it, so the quality varies wildly. The protagonists' items are, as Nia-chan said, about 'upper-mid' tier.
　The highest-tier version currently confirmed can store the equivalent of a full MP bar for a player with 300 MID. The owners are a certain tiny duo.

※ A player's MP capacity is based on a 100% value with no points in MID.
MID:100 = 200%
MID:250 = 350%, and so on, increasing the maximum value.
Furthermore, natural recovery rate is also affected by stats, so the gap in total usable mana becomes even wider.



    Chapter 302

    A Promise from Long Ago

    "...You've been making that face every time we've met recently."

"For reference, what kind of face is it?"

"Let's see… hmm… It's like you're… positively troubled?"

"………………Maybe I'm surprisingly easy to read."

Having made my way to our usual meeting spot—a small tavern in the Istia district—I offered a wry smile at the observation from my perceptive partner.

I've vaguely told her about what's been going on with me and Nia, so Sora, who knows the situation, also offered a somewhat troubled, ambiguous smile.

…Well, of course she's troubled. It's not exactly something I should be wearing on my sleeve for all to see. I'll have to be more careful about controlling my emotions.

"So… for now, here you go. This is your share, from the artisan."

"Wow… thank you!"

As partners, our inventories are shared, but things like this are all about the presentation.

I retrieved the accessories from the interdimensional storage that all players possess and lined them up on the counter. The amber eyes reflecting their first-class sparkle shone brightly.

"They're so beautiful—but…"

Though she was clearly happy, Sora once again had a troubled look on her face.

*Hmm?*—As I tilted my head in confusion, she equipped the bracelets on both wrists… then stood up from her seat and spun around for me to see.

"Um, what do you think?"

What do I think about what?

The moment her knee-length skirt flutters, there's only one possible response any guy, not just me, can give.

"That my partner is cute today, as always."

"…You're… you're just being you today, Haru."

She must be completely used to it by now. Though a faint blush colored her cheeks, Sora simply gave my shoulder a light pat, her expression composed.

It might be rude of me to say, but we're both guilty of this. If I really think about it, Sora is actually the one who compliments me directly more often.

Things like 'wonderful' or 'cool'—if I weren't so messed up, who knows how many times this beautiful girl would have *gotten* me by now.

"Sorry, sorry. So, what was the 'what do you think' about?"

"Honestly… Um, it's the *colors*. My outfit is blue and white, my choker is red… and with my hair color, adding green to the mix just seems a bit mismatched, don't you think?"

"Hm? Hmmm…!"

Nia must have designed them to match the slightly bulky [An=Ru Galta] on my left arm. The [Bracelet of the Jade King] I received was a wide bangle, designed to be a matching pair, but Nia, ever the master, had completely changed the design for Sora and me.

Sora's bracelets were a slender, delicate type that didn't stand out too much.

However—

"The colors don't seem off? It's just that… your outfit is so perfectly complete that…"

"Ahaha… Yeah, they do feel a little out of place, don't they?"

It's not that they look bad, you know?

But just as she said, the sheer quality of Nia's masterpiece, the [Dress of El-Clelia], is so high that the new additions feel a bit jarring—wait, whaaaaat???

"Hold on, what did you just do?"

"Yes?"

As I was pondering what to do, my thoughts were completely derailed as the accessories on both her arms suddenly vanished.

She hadn't opened her inventory to store them. Sora had simply tapped the bracelets once or twice, and they'd disappeared without so much as the usual quick-change skill effect.

"What do you mean, what did I do… I just, um… set them to be hidden."

"Hidden display setting???"

"Oh, um… for accessories, high-level artisans can add that kind of feature, you know? It looked like Nia-san had included it, so I tried it out."

"Whoa…"

I marveled at the fashion-forward feature that would surely please any stylish player and mimicked Sora, tapping on my own bracelet.

Mine didn't have it. Why…

"And then… this should be good."

"Yeah, that looks great…"

The ring, which was even less intrusive than the bracelet, went on the middle finger of her left hand. The hair-tie-type magic crystal accessory became a charming accent for her long, single ponytail.

That, too, must have been Nia's intention. The new sparkles fit perfectly, and my partner was, once again, as cute as ever today.

Meanwhile, while she was doing that—

"…Um, why are you sulking all of a sudden?"

"I'm not sulking… definitely not."

You know, Sora-san.

There are many theories, but—boys, as a rule, have a weakness for convenient features that scratch an itch, whether they need them or not.

I tapped the ring on my left hand as well, not just the bracelet. As expected, my items didn't have a hidden display setting.

Why…?

◇◆◇◆◇

"This isn't the time to be sulking over a weird difference in treatment."

"…So you *were* sulking."

"The nuance is different."

As planned, we made our way to the stage for today's adventure. After a bit of light banter, we both began checking the condition of our avatars.

It's probably a given since the words basically mean 'underground' or 'cave,' but dungeons are almost always enclosed spaces.

This one, in particular, is quite cramped, so our relaxed voices echoed clearly.

"It feels like it was a long time ago, yet also short, but also long, but still short…"

"Is that a Zen riddle…?"

Sora tilted her head at my looping thoughts, but it couldn't be helped.

When was the first time we challenged this place? After an exhausting grand adventure, we both stumbled in here unknowingly and got our butts handed to us.

To this place that was so painfully difficult, yet so incredibly fun.

—Come to think of it,

To this place, which was likely the catalyst that sent Sora and me climbing up the 'ladder.'

It's only been two or three months, but it feels like we've come so far. I don't even know what kind of face to make, and I'm sure I'm not the only one whose excitement is all over the place.

"…Alright, then, Sora-san."

"Yes?"

"—Are you prepared?"

I turned around to find my partner checking the glowing [Cradle of Sword-Craft] on her right hand. She looked at me with a momentarily puzzled expression—then a small smile bloomed on her face.

"It's been a while since you've said that."

"It's kind of a ritual, isn't it?"

It wasn't something I did consciously, you know.

But this time, I wanted to say it consciously. Because, after all—

"Of course. I'm both prepared and ready—let's go!"

I wanted to show off to this world, as if to boast, that we are not the same as we were in those nostalgic 'old days.'

My proud partner, who confidently stood beside me and took my hand to lead the way.

Alright then… we're coming for you, so you'd better be prepared too—[Angalta, God-Wedge Sword-King].

It's time for the rematch we booked that day!



    Chapter 303

    Now, Having Risen

    *'For now, just focus completely on self-enhancement.'* —

That was the only order Alicia gave me after we decided to seriously pursue the Colored Monster subjugation together.

She would handle everything required for the clear, from selecting the necessary personnel to making all the arrangements.

In the meantime, I was to pour all my time into adventuring and thoroughly strengthening myself… which, well, is the logical thing to do. There isn't really any other option.

As a true newcomer, I have neither the connections nor the knowledge to prepare for a large-scale raid. If a useless person like me has time to stand around doing nothing, then I should just focus on honing myself as a 'sword.'

Because of this, for the foreseeable future, my… no, *our* schedules have been packed to the brim. Unlike the Four Pillar War, where I ran off on my own, I naturally pushed for her inclusion, so my partner is now recognized by the *higher-ups* as a provisional key asset.

Her grand debut will be a little later, but I'm looking forward to blowing them all away—with this adorable bug of a character who is every bit as formidable as a certain princess.

"—[Neun]."

The keyword, which made its debut in this very place, has become quite familiar to her lips. It's a stylish word that would sound cringeworthy coming from me with a smug face, but when a beautiful girl says it with a serious expression, it just works.

Her quiet voice is a testament to the confidence she's built—Sora, wielding her command sword like a conductor's baton, commands her magic swords to *overwhelm* the enemy that once made us weep.

A volley of magic swords materializes from the void.

The seamless blades of sand rush the three [Wandering Decaying Statues] surrounding her, and with power incomparable to our 'previous' encounter, they riddle the hollow armors with holes.

"………………We've gotten strong, haven't we?"

"No doubt about it—I can't wait for the day we get to show you off."

During a lull in the fighting, I raise a hand to Sora, who murmurs softly as she stares at her empty right hand, her command sword having vanished.

"Ahaha… I would really, truly appreciate it if you didn't…"

"Oh, you sound like me from a little while ago. It's fine, it's fine. Once you get past it, it's no big deal."

"…………Says the person who *hasn't gotten past it* and is still *agonizing* over it?"

Ouch, her comebacks have gotten sharper, too. As for the high-five I was going for, its impact was as adorable as ever.

"Well, all jokes aside, those magic swords are getting crazier. Power, versatility, cost-performance… honestly, aren't they just a straight upgrade to 'magic' in every way?"

"And this is only their first tier…"

"That's terrifying."

"………………"

"I'm so sorry, I didn't mean it like that."

I swear, I swear on my life that was unintentional.

"If you're going to say that, then you're even more terrifying, Haru. You've finally started rampaging without even using a weapon."

"Well, that's…"

"Look, here comes your opponent. It's your turn."

As we continue to banter without breaking our stride, the next offerings—I mean, enemies—come into view at the end of the passage. Hmm, a three-man cell with a handaxe, a club, and a crude sword… are they bandits or something?

Honestly, at this point, it doesn't matter how many of these guys show up—

"Alright, here we go. *Watch closely, learn from it, and be ready, you bastards.*"

Knowing that these endlessly spawning armored soldiers are a proper part of the dungeon's gimmick, I can't just treat them carelessly.

I throw a few words at the statues, which creak and lower their stances in reaction to me stepping forward, and scoff at the pressure that once made me break out in a cold sweat—

"Become my arm—[An=Ru Galta]!"

As I swing my arm to the side, the bracelet glows, and golden-silver rays of light burst forth—my left arm is swallowed by an armored gauntlet that reaches up to my shoulder.

It's a transparent armor composed of 'lines of light,' similar to the special form of the [Spinning Shield]. If I were to describe what *this* is in the simplest terms—

"Hup—and… go!"

—it's like… a fist, loaded with a greatsword.

I close the distance instantly, covering several meters in a flash.

I unleash a straight left punch, right down the middle.

*Thwump*—with an unnatural sound for hitting metal, the statue at the point of impact is *blown away*, and the two on either side are sent stumbling from the shockwave.

But this is a high-difficulty endgame dungeon, after all.

They don't *waste their accumulated data*, and even though it's the *first time* they've seen this, they try to adjust their stances to counter my *familiar* movements—not that I'm going to give them the time, of course.

*Thwump—thwump*—two more hits, a backfist and an elbow strike, respectively, and the passage is cleanly swept… 'my turn' is smoothly over in just two seconds.

"Hah, this is so much fun."

It might be a bit late to say this, but I *don't hate* power-fantasy games. And being able to experience that, even virtually, with my own body is nothing short of a god-tier game.

Mr. Togo, you said a lot of things, but this really is a god-tier game.

Even if experiences vary—there's no way a game where you can fully unleash the avatar you've honed with your own will upon the world isn't fun.

All hail VRMMOs—what's so wrong with them being different from existing MMOs?

Well, that aside.

As a price for my delightfully inhuman mobility, I can feel a rather exasperated gaze piercing my back….

"No, that was still within safe limits."

"I haven't said anything, you know?"

"I saw you! You were looking at me with those judging eyes!"

"I was just thinking, 'Haru is being Haru again today.'"

"I'm more sane than I was back then…!"

At least, more than I was back then, when my excitement would break every time we fought…!

"What's wrong with that? I hear *that kind of Haru* is quite popular with the public, you know?"

"Let's not talk about the public, it hits too close to home."

That's one of those backhanded compliments for idiots, like 'he's always so energetic and fun to be around,' right? I know it's true, but it doesn't mean it doesn't sting!

"Come on, let's get going. Even if we get beaten back again, we promised to clear it today, no matter what."

"I wonder if *this* will be enough to beat us—alright, alright, I'm walking, just a second…!"

I calm Sora down as she pushes me forward, her eagerness palpable.

As we advance through the cold passage, carving our undeniable growth into the world… the unsettling darkness felt much less intimidating than it did that day.



    Chapter 304

    This Time, and This Time Too

    "………………Um, Haru? I think something's a little… off."

"What a coincidence, Sora-san. I was just thinking the same thing."

"This is the same dungeon as before, right? It's not a different area that just happens to have the same layout, is it?"

"It should be the same [Buried Labyrinth of Forgetfulness]… but yeah."

"I thought so. In that case—what is that?"

"Well, yeah—that's probably the [God-Wedge Sword-King]."

Our journey through the dungeon took just under thirty minutes.

In real time, we blazed through it in less than twenty minutes, arriving at our fated destination without a trace of the exhaustion we felt last time.

…So far, so good. But when we opened the gate and stepped into the vast, circular field I remembered, we were greeted by something *unknown* and *unfamiliar*.

We had plenty of questions, but when it came to the 'thing' waiting in the boss area, there was only one possible reaction. Namely—

"Who the hell are these guys?"

"Two… of them…?"

Enemy Name: [Angalta, God-Wedge Sword-King].

That name was the same, but that was about the only thing that was.

Over six meters tall,

A giant knight of platinum armor,

A greatsword with the majesty of a holy blade.

Nowhere to be seen was the form of the nemesis we knew. Instead, before our bewildered eyes stood—two armored knights, to whom the word 'giant' hardly applied.

Each stood at about half the height of the previous [Angalta]. While the design and atmosphere were similar, they wore different sets of white and blue armor.

Their weapons were a greatsword for the white one and twin swords for the blue—and what was most noteworthy was,

"That's my…"

"A magic sword, isn't it…?"

—the two golden straight swords floating in the air, attending each of them.

This drastic transformation from the 'base model' we had faced before left Sora speechless and me unable to suppress a wry smile. The armored figures, now the focus of our attention, stood perfectly still, awaiting our challenge.

The nature of the [Buried Labyrinth of Forgetfulness], and by extension [Angalta, God-Wedge Sword-King], was learning through combat.

The [Wandering Decaying Statues] that appeared along the way weren't really *enemies* so much as a *gimmick*. They weren't a defense mechanism to block intruders, but a *learning device* to welcome them…

They were extensions of this battle-crazed entity, created to learn the 'power' of challengers and evolve.

…I came in with that knowledge, but come on,

"It was supposed to 'evolve,' not 'divide'…!"

"S-Somehow, this doesn't feel like a rematch anymore…"

Seriously. And what are we supposed to do about this? They look absurdly strong.

Even though they've split in two and their scale has decreased, the sheer pressure of information they're emitting is on a whole different level from the giant knight of before.

And that's per knight. Even compared to other bosses, like the [Gemrant Quintesta] we crushed so easily the other day, these guys are in a league of their own.

Well, well…—they look like they're having fun, don't they?

"So… what's the plan?"

First things first: do we fight them together or try to separate them?

"…I think we should try to split them up first."

My thoughts exactly. As a general rule, letting enemies 'team up' in a game never leads to anything good. Especially when they're boss-level enemies that look this tough.

"Okay, which one do you want?"

At my question, Sora stared intently at the twin knights still standing in the distance.

"………………I'll try taking on the 'white' one."

"Got it—I'll take the 'blue' one."

"Let's assess their abilities and adapt our approach if necessary."

"Agreed. Let's try to keep an eye on each other as much as possible."

"We shouldn't just test the waters… we should push them hard from the start, right?"

"That's what I'm thinking. If we give them any breathing room, they'll coordinate, and I have a feeling we'll be screwed…"

"Then—at full power."

"Yeah—all out."

We nodded to each other and took a step forward.

Detecting our entry into the battle zone, the silent pair of armors stirred, lifting the weapons that had been planted in the ground—

As we advanced, we exchanged smiles without even looking at each other.

"Come—[An=Ru Galta]—[Eivor Quartz]!"

"[Schwertkreis]—[Torus], [Acht]!"

With my left arm armored and my right hand holding a sword, and with her magic swords of sand at the ready, we fixed our gazes on the enemy.

The rematch didn't turn out quite as I'd imagined—but that's fine, too. For a gamer, the unknown and the unexpected are things to be welcomed.

"—Haru."

"Yeah."

"This time, let's make *sure* we win."

"Of course—Sora."

"Yes."

"This time, too, let's make sure we have fun."

"…Yes!"

Who was the first to charge? Me, Sora, or one of the armored knights?

The roar of battle was less than a second away. I couldn't hold back the smile that was spreading across my face, and that was just how it had to be—because why?

Because the future I could see was guaranteed to be exceptionally 'fun.'

<hr>

――――――――――――――――――
◇Status◇
Title: Haru the Acrobat
Name: Haru　 Lv: 100
STR(Strength): 200
AGI(Agility): 250
DEX(Dexterity): 0
VIT(Vitality): 0(+150)
MID(Spirit): 300(+350)
LUC(Luck): 300

◇Skills◇
・Universal Arm (Gandharva)
《Construction》
《Flip Stroke》
《Whirlwind》
《Exchange Voltate》
《Greed's Precept》

・Water Magic Aptitude
《Aqua》
《Flood》

・Active
《Reflect Blower》
《Breath Moment》
《Rocket》
《Floating Leaf》
《Fatal Leak》

・Passive
《Embodied Protection》
《Awakening Blow》
《Heavy Attack Manipulator》
《Adamant Sky Dash》
《Hare Real》
《Land Insulate》
《Floating Star》
《Trickster of Zenith》
《Dangerous Light, Fast Recovery》
《Cutting Body, Unyielding Advance》
《Guardian's Cradle》
《Mana Efficiency》

《Telepathy》

◇Arts◇
【Kesshiki Ittoryu】
《Flying Water》
《Striking Iron》
《Heavenly Snow》
《Withered Flame》
《Seven Stars》
《Blade Thunder》
　Secret Art: 《Bound Wind》

――――――――――――――――――

◇Status◇
Name: Sora Lv: 100
STR(Strength): 100
AGI(Agility): 200
DEX(Dexterity): 100
VIT(Vitality): 100
MID(Spirit): 500(+200)
LUC(Luck): 50

◇Skills◇
・Magic Sword Aptitude
《Optimize Alert》
《Magic Sword Kinesis》
《Homing Projection》
《Magic Sword Generation Efficiency》

・Light Magic Aptitude
《Qualia Veil》
《Circlet》 New!

・Active
《Scareless》
《Observation Eye》

・Passive
《Mana Cladding》 New!
《Acrobatics》
《Insight》⇒《True Sight》 Up!
《Healer's Precept》
《Mana Efficiency》 New!

《Telepathy》

――――――――――――――――――
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    Here I come.

<hr>

—True to our word, we went all-out.

Charging simultaneously at the white and blue knights, we swung our respective blades at the armored figures, who reacted to our full-speed assault as if it were nothing.

Sora combined her eight attendant swords into a single cannonball of magical steel and fired it at 'White'—

"[Turm Riesenhaft]!"

—and as 'White' effortlessly parried the attack, she followed up with her absolute maximum firepower from directly above—unfortunately, I don't have time to see how *that* plays out.

"[Whirlwind]."

And I activate [Reflect Blower] in parallel. The twin swords that closed in on me from both sides with a speed surpassing my own 'base' top speed are parried by my left armored arm and my right white sword.

[Construction]—as if seeing the knight's magic swords as a rival, my white sword shoots out on its own, and in its place, I summon a small, silver-armored shield to my now-empty right hand.

I use the [Spinning Shield] to bat away the kick from its left leg, which had sprung up the moment its sword strike was blocked. Seizing the opportunity, I clench my left fist… the first attack is yours, of course!

"Hmph—"

'— — — — — —'

"—Fly!"

The armored fist, clad in a gale, lands on the chest of the now-unbalanced 'Blue.'

My base Agility and Strength stats may not be that different from a typical light warrior's—but with the inertia boost from my high-speed footwork, which includes 'Matoi' and the other mobility skills that have been causing such a stir since the stream, and more importantly,

—the left straight, packed with energy equivalent to a *several-hundred-kilogram iron mass*, has got to hurt, right? And this one comes with a freebie storm release. Don't be shy, take it all!

I would have been shocked if it had stood its ground, but thankfully, my opponent isn't quite that ridiculously overpowered.

As I chase after 'Blue,' which was sent flying by the punch and the storm, and move in for a follow-up—

"Good luck!"

"You too!"

—I exchange a few words with my partner, who is keeping 'White' pinned down.

With a smile still playing on my lips—I charge forward, without a single worry in the world.

◇◆◇◆◇

The *back I'm chasing* is *no longer far away*.

That fact, which warms her heart no matter how many times she savors it, becomes a torrent of manifested magic that envelops the girl's avatar.

Her spirit is high, her condition is perfect—now is the time to become the person she dreamed of being.

"[Ende]."

She dismisses the large and small magic swords attending her and summons a single sand sword to her hand.

"[Prima, Eins]—here I come."

*Convert overflowing magic into stats*—her newly acquired skill, [Mana Cladding], alters her avatar's specs according to her will.

The 'White' knight, which had deflected her massive sword, took half a second to regain its posture. Which meant its greatsword was already swinging down on the enemy it had acknowledged.

"— — — — — —!"

The girl, her amber eyes shining faintly, returned the favor.

With a single, focused shout—she parried the mighty sword head-on.

She used the momentum from sweeping the greatsword aside to convert the excess energy into a spin. Undeterred by having her blade parried, the knight sprang up with a knee strike, and as she *passed* it… she activated [Optimize Alert].

From one hand to two.

Her magic sword transformed from a single-handed straight sword into a greatsword.

"—Hah!"

She put all her centrifugal and rotational force into a second strike and slammed it home.

The impact that traveled through her hands was immense—but the resulting sound was far from a satisfying *clang*.

"Ngh… just like someone I know."

'White' leaped into the air as if bouncing, taking Sora's blow while hiding its body in the shadow of its greatsword… without a single scratch on its five-layered HP bar.

It expertly rode the impact to create distance with nimble movements and reset its stance as if nothing had happened.

"This armored knight does things just like a certain someone I know…"

Its agility and mobility were on a completely different level from the 'previous' [Angalta]. And from the feel of their blades crossing, its physical strength was no less than before.

The fact that this reality made her happy, not fearful—

—was just something that couldn't be helped.

"I might get scolded for being 'unladylike'…"

But—she raised the greatsword of sand, which seemed ill-suited for her small frame.

"Because I'm a 'swordsman' now, too."

The girl, tracing the path of the adventure story she so admired,

"I'm sure they'll forgive me for *going on a bit of a rampage*."

—smiled, looking like she was having the time of her life—and now, she swings her sword with all her might.

"—Huh…?"

…As she swung, she tilted her head.

*Hmm, the two 'magic swords' that were attending the 'White' knight I'm facing,*

*Where on earth did they go?*
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    "—A barrage of sheer numbers!"

One, two, three—a total of six swords. Not content with just the twin swords in its hands, four flying golden magic swords (a copy of Sora's) were relentlessly attacking me from every direction.

Give me a break, that's just not fair.

That's the kind of power you're not supposed to give to an AI-controlled enemy that *doesn't make mistakes*!

"Ngh… g-guh?! Hey, wai—dz-nnh—!"

Right, left, front, above, bottom right, back, front, front, back back right back le—

"—ft?!"

That was close.

Unable to disengage, I was forced to stop and fend off the attacks. A single magic sword slipped past my awareness—but my one and only lifeline brilliantly cut off its fatal blow.

As if to add insult to injury, the [Eivor Quartz] used its momentum to slash at 'Blue,' forcing it to divert resources to deal with the attack.

I seized the momentary break point that created and escaped the encirclement.

It seems to have a similar nature to the previous one; the armored knight, now at a distance, lowered its stance and corrected its posture, as if to say, 'Let's reset.'

This bastard, pretending to be all honorable—

"Bringing in *reinforcements* is cheating… in more ways than one."

It's not just that it's tough to deal with; more importantly, 'ignoring me to go help the other one' is the kind of thing that will *definitely* make *Sora* pout later.

It's not my fault, right…? I'm not the one to blame here, right?!

Ignoring my inner turmoil, the magic swords, now a four-man cell having moved from 'White' to 'Blue,' were a hateful sight. Damn it, I only have one ally.

And what's more,

"Return."

That one ally has the worst fuel efficiency. I mentally apologized to the white sword, which was still zipping around as if it wanted to keep rampaging, and returned it to the ring.

I had relied on its autonomous mode as an emergency measure, but using it regularly is out of the question. Just those ten-odd seconds wiped out nearly ten percent of my MP. That's not funny.

Man, this is more dangerous than I thought.

This isn't an opponent I can afford to hold back against.

I could probably handle it if I went all-in with [Fatal Leak], but that would also be hell on my MP.

I can't hold back, but I need to conserve at least a little—high-difficulty bosses in MMOs usually have a second or third transformation or something….

"…Okay, then."

It's been a while, but I should be able to manage. I got nerfed a bit as it evolved, probably as punishment for all the mischief I caused in public, but—

"Let's go, Blue Knight—it's *juggling* time."

—everything else was a straightforward upgrade to my signature move, [Construction].

I'll show you a glimpse of its true power!

I ignite the cornerstones of my mobility, [Hare Real] and [Land Insulate], and forcibly compensate for the lost explosive power of [Ignition] with the multi-stage acceleration of 'Matoi' to start up.

—It can keep up, huh? Knew it. In terms of stats, we're probably about even (AGI: 250)?

'Blue' reacted to me as I kicked off into a circular orbit and gave chase, displaying an agility that would easily surpass a normal light warrior's.

But it couldn't catch me.

With repeated bursts of 'Matoi,' my multi-stage acceleration widened the gap in an instant—and with the activation of [Floating Star], the game of tag was decided in just a few seconds.

At a top speed likely equivalent to 500 AGI, my vision was, of course, nothing but a blur of lines.

But if my opponent gives up the chase and settles on 'reacting'… then as long as I keep up the one-sided assault, I can manage even with a messed-up view!

Alright, let's begin.

"—[Construction]!"

What I summon is an *extra-large* projectile.

For the first throw… I choose you, [Giant's Hand Axe]!

A full-power throw, completely ignoring the weight of the massive battle-axe I summoned to my right hand. The black chunk of metal flies through the air with a wicked slicing sound, closing in on the blue shadow in my blurred vision—a deafening roar.

Whether it hit or not, I'll find out later. For now, reload.

Second shot's up, newbie. Welcome, you *nostalgic old iron mass*, the reincarnation of my former ace—its name, the warhammer [Gravidon].

I don't know the meaning or sense behind the name! But its weight and destructive power are top-notch, a masterpiece from my personal magic craftsman. Got a problem with it? HAAAAH!!

"Hup… RAAAH!!"

Neither the craftsman nor the weapon itself probably expected its debut to be getting chucked through the air. Once again, the massive warhammer was thrown with ease, completely ignoring its weight… impact, deafening roar.

Man, this has gotten so much easier—I never expected the 'weight reflection lag,' which I thought was a gray area, to be implemented as an official ability.

In exchange, when evolving from [Blink Switch] to [Construction], I lost the other side effect of 'momentary coordinate fixing'… but well, that's probably why I have [Rocket] now.

'Instead of using a glitch, try flying properly for once,' is that it?

As if I could fly properly with such *crude wings*!

Anyway—the grace period for handling super-heavy weapons has been extended from a 'brief moment' to 'five seconds after switching,' drastically lowering the difficulty. 

Before, I didn't have the luxury of *juggling* like this while running at full speed—but how 'bout it, Blue Knight? It's a *hell of a strategy*, isn't it?

Recovery and reloading are instantaneous, a rapid-fire cannon with infinite ammo—if you think you can take it all,

"Then try and take it!"

'—, — — — — —'

Even if my vision is useless, it's not like my user interface is blurred.

Whether this barrage, which could be called the embodiment of absurdity, is landing and having an effect—is being told eloquently by the steadily depleting HP bar of my enemy.

<hr>

《Construction》— A superior unique skill that is the integrated evolution of the all-weapon proficiency-exclusive skills 《Blink Switch》 and 《Combo Accelerate》. In the story, the protagonist says he can 'ignore weight for five seconds after switching,' but the correct description is that he can 'perfectly wield any weapon for five seconds after switching.' This means he can temporarily ignore not just weight, but also all equipment restrictions based on stats. However, since the coordinate-fixing effect upon summoning has been removed, a mistake in handling can cause him to drop his weapon and have an accident. Whether this freak of nature would make such an accident at this point is another question. It also comes with a bonus passive that 'increases the correction multiplier the more weapons are used during combat.' He might surpass a dedicated skill tree if he uses about twenty different types.

【Gravidon】
Crafted Weapon: Warhammer
　The embodiment of a crazy concept, created by the 【Playful Fire Man】 in response to the absurd request from a client for a 'blunt weapon that is the personification of weight.'
　The base is 【Black Dragon Scale Rock】, a super-heavy, super-durable rock material also used in the 【Giant's Hand Axe】. Its appearance is similar to the hand axe, a top-*heavy* short-hafted type.
　Though not yet utilized in the story, it incorporates 'Rabbit' materials. The striking face is coated in 'Crimson,' and it has a little internal mechanism.

【Black Dragon Scale Rock】— A common rock material that can be found in any spot called a 'quarry.' Its main characteristics are its ridiculous weight and durability, but since the former is so extreme, few can handle it properly, and demand for it is dead.

Among some enthusiasts, it is praised as 'perfect for making strength training equipment,' but the meaning of strength training in a virtual world where 'Strength (STR)' is determined by pure stats is a mystery. They probably don't know either.
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    Besides [Arcadia], the only true full-dive VR game, there are countless other 'games' out there.

Among them, the ones I gravitated towards most, especially since starting middle school, were works centered around 'combat.' I'm a guy, so it's only natural.

My point is, I've experienced a fair number of 'boss battles' across various genres—RPGs, action games, simulations, you name it.

There are bosses that go full-power from the start.

Bosses that hold back at first and get serious later.

Bosses that get stronger by transforming.

Bosses that start as a group and then merge to get serious.

Bosses that get unceremoniously crushed by the true final boss, revealing they were just the opening act, and so on—

I could go on forever… but in any case, the 'boss battles' in games almost always follow a pattern where the *enemy gets stronger partway through*.

Not all of them, but when you're facing a formidable or important opponent, it's pretty much a 'rule' that they'll have some kind of power-up gimmick.

However—I've certainly never faced a boss enemy that follows that 'rule' in *this particular way*.

Its rush, a combination of twin swords and magic swords, is parried by my armored arms and shield while I thrust my white sword in to create a break.

When it countered my once-one-sided circular throwing strategy by deploying 'trap' magic swords, I left them behind and charged its main body for an infight.

When it revealed its second form, making even its twin swords float with some mysterious power for a 'bare-knuckle & six floating swords' style, I ran for my life and peppered it with [Parabellum Bullets] from a distance—

I had been maintaining the upper hand by constantly adapting to its changes.

"—Ngh… guh?!"

But that advantage lasted for less than ten minutes from the start of the battle.

Just now, a magic sword, fired with full knowledge of my movements, tore through my upper arm as if mocking my desperate evasion.

The knight's remaining HP is at four bars—meanwhile, my own HP bar, of which I only have one, has already been depleted by nearly thirty percent.

"Dammit…! This game is seriously insane…!"

*Give me a break already… this is awesome*—in what world is there an AI-controlled enemy that learns and gets stronger in the middle of a fight?

Right here, apparently.

Seriously, this is pure Arcadia. All hail ridiculously advanced technology…!

'— — — — — —'

"If this thing could talk, it'd basically be real…!"

The silent armored knight, seeing me lose my balance in mid-air after an evasion, charges in for a relentless follow-up—complete with a preparatory volley of magic swords. I could cry.

…I didn't really want to use this, but I have no choice.

"Ngh—, — — — — — —"

*Shut out all unnecessary thoughts.*

I can't do it completely, but I push the noise to the 'outside' as much as possible.

All that exists now is my vision. I take in the world I see before me—

—and perceive it as a 'game,' inputting 'commands.'

[Construction]—deploy [Giant's Hand Axe]. I crudely block the line of fire of the magic swords and slap the empty air with my outstretched right hand.

Another blade comes for my avatar, which is now tilted to the left. I kick out with my right leg, pushing off the air as if stepping on it.

My vision spins. Outside of it, I sense the real threat approaching my back. *After looking one way*, I twist my neck, and in my line of sight are twin blades crossing, aiming to take my head.

Still upside-down, I slam my left hand against the air—and what bursts forth is a torrent of 'water,' born from magic.

Water magic, [Aqua]—and then,

"Second Strike."

'—, — — — — —'

The remaining left foot catches the void—and becomes one part of a 'flying' wing.

[Rocket], activate.

"[Striking Iron]."

I detonated the [Aqua] spell by pumping it full of MP.

My left leg, caught in that *resistance*, managed to *graze* the air—and the extreme acceleration skill, outputting the power I intended, reproduces the [Sword Saint]'s strike with the force of 'Shukuchi.'

The second strike, [Striking Iron], a sword of mighty force that can shatter even steel.

Whether you're a super-tough boss or whatever—

'— — — — — —! '

—you'd better go flying, or I won't forgive you!

"Grraaaah!!"

It wasn't something as gentle as 'striking iron.'

With an ear-splitting roar that seemed to crack the very space around us, the [Samidorizuki], drawn and swung in the same motion, sends the blue knight flying spectacularly.

Major hit—I got its right arm—

"Guh…!"

A clear result, but the *price* was just as *instant*.

A violent numbness that makes me feel 'pain' even in this painless virtual world shoots through my head, and I fall in a heap, unable to even break my fall.

This is why I didn't want to do it… even though Ui-san showed me how and I can barely use it, it's not like I've mastered it yet—

"H-Hyuh…?!"

In that instant, a massive shape of 'white' and 'sand' shot across my vision as I stared at the ceiling.

As I froze, holding my breath in surprise, the white knight went flying into the distance as if swept away by a tower-like giant sword.

"—Haru! Are you alright?!"

And in the next instant, a brilliant gold fills my vision.

My partner, a look of half-surprise and half-worry on her face, is standing beside me, offering a hand.

"Haha… nice follow-up. As expected of you, Sora-san."

"You were obviously looking at me for help before you did something so reckless… honestly!"

That part, too, is 'as expected' from the bottom of my heart… I can't believe she noticed when all I did was glance at her for a split second while doing acrobatics.

I gratefully take her hand and let her pull me up, my health fully restored by her thoughtful [Qualia Veil]. Man, she really is the best partner I could ask for, no complaints….

And speaking of partners,

"—Looks like those two over there are getting along pretty well, too."

"I don't know about getting along… weren't they originally one being?"

We both look over to see the 'White' knight supporting the 'Blue' one, whose right arm had been severed by my strike. Their remaining HP is similar, around seventy percent.

"I'm a mess, as you can see, but it looks like you're doing well."

"I was watching, you know… aren't you holding back too much, Haru? You had me on the edge of my seat."

"Well… most of what you could call my trump cards are basically self-destruct moves, so…"

Considering the possibility of a long battle, I can't help but be cautious….

As I receive her adorable scolding along with a sidelong glance during this break in the action, the head-splitting pain gradually subsides.

…Yeah, I really shouldn't push myself too hard. I should probably seal the combined use of [Hare Real] and [Rocket] for a while.

"Are you okay… really?"

"Sorry, you don't need to worry. I'll refrain from being reckless and strive to be merely outrageous."

"…I'd rather you refrain from both, if possible."

She laughs, looking troubled, but her eyes are no longer on me—

"But I suppose we don't have that luxury, do we?"

"Probably not…"

—they were fixed on the twin knights, which had begun to change.
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    "A fusion...?"

"Not quite, I think...?"

Even as I refuted Sora's murmur, I tilted my head with a similar expression, unable to come up with an answer for what *that* was.

Its actions, what they signified... If I had to describe the former, then—yeah, a *parts swap*?

The white one suddenly snapped its greatsword as if to break it, and the weapon dissolved into particles of light, instantly forming a new right arm for the now-whole blue one.

In return, the blue one handed its twin swords to the white one and resumed the unarmed stance it had shown me before—

"Um, Haru..."

"Yeah, I get it. This isn't just a simple case of their *colors mixing*..."

—it couldn't be. As if to affirm our fears, the pair of [Angalta, God-Wedge Sword-King] underwent yet another change.

The four magic swords floating in the air dissolved into light, only to reform into a golden chain.

Its ends coiled around the white one's right arm and the blue one's left... Was it a shackle? Or something else entirely? Whatever it was, the mysterious object vanished as if melting into the empty air.

""...""

I have no idea. I have absolutely no idea what's going on... but one thing is certain.

"...I'll push it back."

"...Okay, I'll hold it down."

More so than before—I had a bad feeling about letting them coordinate.

"We go on 'go.'"

"Please give the countdown."

Our roles were reversed from the start of the battle.

I would pin it down, and Sora would split the battlefield.

"—3,"

Activating [Whirlwind].

"—2,"

I clenched and opened my left armored fist.

"—1,"

Our eyes met, devoid of any fear.

"—GO!"

At the key word, we kicked off the ground in unison—I took two steps ahead and reached my left hand back.

"Rea—"

"—dy!"

Sora grabbed my hand without hesitation. There was absolutely no lag between us until I committed to the *throw*.

My left arm, enhanced by [An=Ru Galta (Hypothesis: Armor Singing of the King's Road)], exerted strength beyond my stats, and the raging storm blew at our backs—

The girl shot through the air like a cannonball. And then,

"—[Dreißig]!"

It was an unorthodox maneuver that likely even the armored knight couldn't have predicted. The true *master of the magic sword* closed the distance in an instant, pressed her hand against the white knight's breastplate, and unleashed—

—a point-blank barrage of massive sand swords that dwarfed her small frame.

Swept away like driftwood in a torrent, the white knight was naturally pursued by the blue one—but it noticed the shadow falling over it. It looked up to see a *different* white figure.

Yo, blue guy. You got your arm back, but now you're short a *hand*, huh?

In that case—

"—Think you can take this?!"

I activated [Fatal Leak]—and slammed my fist on the *ignition switch* in my mind.

I summoned crimson [Parabellum Bullets] to both hands and launched myself with everything I had.

"[Rocket]!"

*If you can't hold back, then you just don't have to.* That's all there is to it.

I focused on going full-power from the very start. Combining my predictive eye, which could now see over thirty seconds into the future, with the gift of 'Memory'—*if I just try hard enough to die, I'll manage somehow!* 

...Or so my master said.

Now, anyone got a problem with the invincible Sword Saint's logic? Speak up. No one? Didn't think so.

Then allow me to demonstrate—Kesshiki Ittoryu, Seventh Strike - Modified.

My original technique, also known as Infinite [Seven Stars], provisionally named—

"—[Kiraboshi]!"

The moment I pushed off, all sight and sound vanished.

Seven flashes in an instant, countless in a second.

My only guides were the sensation of the crimson blades striking the enemy and the path of memory etched into my virtual brain.

I could no longer tell how my own arms and legs were moving—but 'if you can do it, you can do it, so do it' is our style's motto!

I don't know if I'm swinging after I jump or jumping after I swing, but as long as it's effective, that's all that matters.

No matter how meaningless my vision became, the UI would never betray a player.

The sight of its *ten-layered HP bar* being brutally shaved down was all the proof I needed that this inhuman maneuver was working as a 'technique'—

"Tch—"

Even as static ran through my mind, which was fully committed to the high-speed maneuver, my rampaging avatar couldn't stop on a dime. My head, numb from the all-out exertion, screamed warnings at the sudden sense of wrongness—

'—'

A white haze spread out, obscuring the blue figure in my fading vision.

And as if to paint over it, a new, crimson 'attack prediction line' filled my sight.

—*Ah, I really can't look cool, can I?*

A golden light overwrote all the unknown 'dangers' that had just flashed before my eyes—so I activated [Floating Leaf].

With my top speed possibly approaching the sound barrier, I used the ridiculously cheap vector manipulation to *throw* all logic and momentum onto the *floor*.

The soles of my studded [Stake Boots of the Meteor Serpent] slid across the field, gouging it and sending sparks flying—and my partner, who caught me at the end, thrust her sword into the floor, brilliantly dispersing the remaining inertia.

And then, my vision returned.

Beyond Sora, I could see the white knight, having just swung its twin swords.

I didn't understand the situation or what it meant, but once again, only one thing was certain.

Damn it, we're in a huge pinch right off the bat—

"Shine."

But well, that's my partner for you.

Unlike me, who always has a 'jump in first, think later' style,

"—[Arcturus Aurum, Woven Garment of Golden Brilliance]!"

Her every move is always the best possible one, born from careful consideration.

<hr>

◇ A Daily Conversation Between a Certain Master and Disciple ◇

"If you cannot control your output and end up crashing into walls or the ground,"

"Yes."

"Then perhaps you should simply keep changing direction before that happens."

"Pardon?"

"If you cannot hold back, then you simply shouldn't from the start."

"I-If that's... I mean..."

"Let's just run at full power, from one to ten."

"If... if I could do that, then sure, I guess..."

"Then let's try it—until you can."

".................................................Yes, ma'am."



    Chapter 309

    The Heroic Tale of Two, Part Five

    The [Dress of El-Clelia]—an outfit that forms a pair with my [El-Gran Series], and a special piece that also possesses the properties of one of Nia's signature *accessories*.

Its most noteworthy feature is its defensive capability.

In Arcadia, concepts like attack power and defense aren't displayed as direct numerical values, but if they were shown in its details pane, the [Dress of El-Clelia]'s defense would be displayed as—'0'.

That pale blue garment, despite being crafted as 'clothing equipment,' possesses absolutely no defensive properties, much like a cosmetic 'costume item.'

That's not to say it boosts other stats in exchange, either.

The [Dress of El-Clelia] that Sora wears has only one ability—the accumulation of mana.

The fabric, woven with gems that have a high affinity for mana, continuously collects small amounts of it from her avatar for a specific purpose.

Unlike mana crystal accessories that function as a player's spare tank, the use for this 'accumulated mana' is predetermined from the start.

'Amplify & Compress Accessory Effect'—that extremely simple power is the function Nia smugly built into the dress, and,

"—[Arcturus Aurum, Woven Garment of Golden Brilliance]!"

It's an extremely niche, broken ability worthy of the [Milmarinus]'s smugness.

Following the girl's call, the golden sapphire jewel adorning her waist emits a dazzling radiance—and in that instant, a golden light unfolds.

The ability hidden within that brooch is 'Barrier Deployment'... but the thin wall, which normally couldn't be called 'sturdy' by any means,

"Ngh—...!"

—is transformed into a fortress-like shield that can repel even a mighty sword by the vast stores of mana accumulated by the magic swordswoman, who now boasts one of the highest MID totals in Arcadia.

"Haru!"

The moment I heard her call.

I caught Sora, who had blocked not only the attack aimed at me but also a sword strike from behind, and we made a full-speed retreat as the brilliant golden light shattered and dispersed.

There was no sign of pursuit—but right now, I wanted as much time as possible to assess the situation.

Retreating to the edge of the boss room without stopping, I turned back to see the twin knights standing perfectly side-by-side, calmly watching us.

"...My bad, I rushed in without thinking—"

The words of apology I was about to offer were cut off by a green light of healing.

My HP, which had been stained red from the self-inflicted damage of [Rocket], was replenished, and the unique title's crown that had been shining above my head at some point disappeared.

She gave my arm a light pat, signaling me to put her down. Sora just smiled as if it was nothing.

"It's just how things turned out. I was trying to overwhelm it before it did something *scary*, too. If I had been the one targeted, you would have saved me, Haru."

"Tch... O-Oh, yeah."

—*Damn it, I almost grinned.*

Does a partner this reliable both mentally and physically, who even offers perfect follow-up, actually exist?

She exists right next to me right now; can I go brag about her to the whole world???

"...Ngh, y-you're thinking something weird, aren't you? This isn't the time for that, geez!"

She glanced sideways, reading me perfectly as always. As she poked my shoulder with a face caught between annoyed and troubled, I gave up on suppressing my grin.

*Ah, my partner is cute today, too*—but that aside.

"Sorry, I could barely see a thing. What happened?"

"Um... about ten seconds after you started, you know, *that*."

"I was bouncing around for ten seconds? ...Ah, please, continue."

*Yeah, that thing makes my sight, hearing, and sense of time just vanish.*

"The 'chain' appeared, it glowed, and the white one disappeared."

"Disappeared."

"A teleport, I think."

Ah... so, I see—in other words,

"A countermeasure to being separated."

"That's what it seems like, doesn't it..."

It grew again, learned again—how diligent of it.

"So, how did you make it in time, Sora?"

"I... I took a bit of a gamble. I used the [Mana Cladding] skill to spike my agility for a moment... Being able to control my body properly was a complete fluke."

"I see... best if there isn't a 'next time,' then."

"Yes, preferably..."

In that case—well, there's really only one option now.

As if getting impatient with our conversation, the armored knights began to walk. I looked away from them to my side. As expected, her amber eyes were on me.

"...—Alright, let's *do it*!"

"Hee hee... this is kind of exciting, isn't it?"

As if there were no tension at all, we laughed together.

And then, as if to layer it over the metallic footsteps of our approaching foes, we both took a step forward.

With our ability to separate them sealed, we're stuck. It's plain to see that fighting them together will be far more troublesome than taking them on one by one... but well, it just means we execute our *original plan*.

That was our intention when we knocked on this door from the start—to show our former 'wall' the coordination of the new us.

"[Everquartz, White Crystal Sword of the Sky]."

"[Prima, a Single Sword (Eins) is What I Seek]."

With our respective swords in hand, we faced our transformed nemesis.

"Haru?"

"Ladies first."

When I replied to her inquiry with a suave remark, Sora gave a small smile.

"Well then—I'll take you up on that."

Quickening her pace, the girl stepped in front of me.

Her back is small and slender—but it's so reliable it almost brings a tear to my eye.

Witness this, [Angalta, God-Wedge Sword-King].

It's a shame the world can't see this.

From here on out, it's truly—

"[Scareless, the Scales' Song]."

—a stage for two: me (Haru) and her (Sora).

<hr>

[Arcturus Aurum, Woven Garment of Golden Brilliance]
Accessory: Adornment (Brooch)
A masterpiece from a smug artisan—that would be the outfit. This accessory itself isn't all that exceptional. The materials are quite rare, so it's valuable, but still.
Fundamentally, accessories in Arcadia are divided into categories: 'crafted items provide stat bonuses' and 'dropped/reward items grant special abilities.' When a player tries to create an item with a special ability like this, it tends to turn out mediocre... however, the golden protection that blocked the boss enemy's back attack with no damage was the result of boosting it with the outfit, a mysterious technique that uses clothing to support an accessory.
However, as mentioned in the main story, it's designed with 'Mana Accumulation (Charging)' as a prerequisite, so it has limited uses. Not only that, but the outfit's mechanism is 'Amplify & *Compression*,' which means its effect duration is shaved down to the absolute limit in exchange for a massive boost. The protagonist previously mentioned it having "an oddly niche finish" or something, and this is why. To be specific, it requires just-guard timing and can only be used twice even with a full mana charge.

In other words, the [Dress of El-Clelia] is a zero-defense outfit that only allows two hits.
Cute.

Also, I'm sorry.

I CAN'T FINISH TODAY SO IT CONTINUES TOMORROW!!!!

I'll draw an even hotter, more intense fight, so please forgive me. That's all for the Valentine's Day posts!! 
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    The Heroic Tale of Two, Part Six

    The scales tipped, and the power (level) of a prodigy acknowledged by the world transferred over.

A ray of light flashed, and the golden girl, now cloaked in brilliance and shining brighter than ever,

"—Here I come."

—kicked off the floor with the 'power' borrowed from one side of the scales, moving at a speed that blurred her form.

The knights, who had 'learned' from their 'enemy,' were caught off guard by the known, unable to grasp the unknown—and in a single step, a small figure, tiny compared to the armor, leaped into their guard.

"[Schwert Kreis]—"

She boldly swung the 'sword' she had seized with her own hands.

"[Nel Widersch]!"

She had sought to wield a 'single strike'... but it was not a 'single sword.' The 'sword' she lined up, connected, and wove was a magical crystal tower formed from a thousand compressed blades.

The mana cost is immense, and its control difficulty is paramount among all the 'techniques' she possesses.

However, the power hidden within it—

'—, ————'

—was more than enough to effortlessly send the armored knight, nearly twice her size, flying.

The blue one, caught completely off guard, was violently launched straight up. Beside Sora, who had just completed her full-force strike, the white one immediately reacted, raising the twin swords in its hands—

The scales tipped, and the power transferred.

"—Oi, that's *my motif* you're messing with."

My agility skyrocketed, surpassing my old maximum (AGI: 500). I charged in, knocking both of its swords away and placed my left hand on its breastplate.

"Hands off. Go play nice with your partner."

And then, without any words or signals needed,

The power dwelling in the tipped scales transformed just as I wished—from AGI, to STR.

"Kesshiki Ittoryu, Unarmed Style..."

Eat this, a master-taught, *wannabe-fist-style*—!!

"[Shinden]!"

[Rocket] activated—Roar, [An=Ru Galta]!!

Not a strike, but a push.

I slammed my uncontrollable propulsion, the insane brute force of my left arm, and all of my inhuman strength stat into the white knight, *sending it flying*—it shot away with incredible force, like a piece of scrap paper.

...Incidentally,

"Ui-san can shatter a large boulder with just one finger."

"Seriously...?"

That should be a perfect follow-up for Sora, who was recoiling right next to me.

And that lady is in the realm of 'caressing,' not even 'pushing.' In terms of inhumanity, I'm still safe. Definitely safe.

Anyway, this is no time for fooling around.

Our first attack of the second act was a clean hit, but there's no way these guys with 'learning' capabilities wouldn't *get angry* about *that*.

The 'chain' appeared once more, shining brightly, and,

"—Hmph...!"

"Hup!"

The white one reappeared directly behind us, swinging its twin swords once more. Sora's strike and my own white sword knocked them down respectively—this wouldn't have gone so smoothly before, would it?

The power of [Scareless, the Scales' Song] is the transfer of levels.

It's an outrageous support skill that enables mutual enhancement by exchanging stats with a specific target... however, the problem is that the giver is weakened.

The stats transferred by [Scareless] are a full thirty levels' worth taken from the giver's highest stat.

Before, I would have lost most of my agility (AGI) and been reduced to a useless 'slow, fragile' character, while Sora would have had her crucial mind (MID) stat drained, losing almost all her combat power.

But what about now?

My current highest stats are MID and LUC, both at 300. You might think it would take 150 from each, but that's not the case; it seems to take from the one that's higher including equipment bonuses.

In other words, both Sora and I only lose MID.

Since the mind stat affects not only MP but also magic attack power, Sora's combat effectiveness will inevitably drop while the scales are tipped toward me... but her current MID is 700.

Even after losing 300, she still has stats comparable to a typical 'pure mage' and can certainly continue fighting. As for me—aside from a reduction in my max MP, there is no drop in my combat power whatsoever.

What does that mean?

*This is what it means.*

"Rea—"

"—dy!"

Swung simultaneously from left and right, the white sword and sand sword struck the twin blades held by the white knight. The damage from the follow-up counterattack piled on, and the weapons flew from the knight's hands.

Next up, me.

[Construction]—followed by activating [Exchange Voltate]. A pale blue aura entwined the [Gravidon] I summoned, and,

"—[Ignition]!"

When I *pulled the trigger*, the weapon that inherited a now-nostalgic key word—accelerated, wreathed in red lightning.

The violence of its boosted mass mercilessly smashed through the white knight's helmet.

Now, my partner will finish the combo.

"[Schwert Kreis]."

The [Nel Widersch] she had released from her hand dissolved into a mist—its particles transformed into fine blades, which then instantly regained the size of swords.

And then,

"—[Tausend]!"

At their master's command, a waterfall of magic swords cascaded down.

How's that, [Angalta]? This double-front assault is brutal, isn't it?

As we repeatedly tip the scales, the one who lends their power can still act as usual. In effect, [Scareless] has lost almost all of its associated risks.

What remains is a pure, unparalleled, broken enhancement effect.

If there's a problem, it's that maneuvering at this speed also makes Sora's skill control brutally difficult...

"Haru!"

And on top of that, she's a peerless partner who can even take *command*.

At this point, my worries are—

"Yeah, bring it on!"

—nothing but a waste of time.

Her voice and gaze are all I need to *read* her intentions.

Taking her request as an order, I looked up. The moment the scales' blessing settled into my 'legs,' I grinned and pushed off with all my might.

I reached the blue knight just as it was about to launch a surprise attack with its falling momentum—I deflected its lightning-fast punch with my left arm, and our positions swapped as inertia took over.

*Above* and *behind* are all mine. This is gonna hurt, so brace yourself!

I summoned the [Demon Horn Spear: Crimson Valor] to my left hand and, with the brute force of [An=Ru Galta], slammed its pommel into the knight's wide-open back—

"[Rocke—...—t]!"

I slammed all the power generated by that *insane* propulsion into the falling blue knight.

And don't think that's the end of it.

Once you hit the ground... something even more painful is waiting.

"—[Turm Riesig, A Tower in this Hand]."

An unforgiving key word, a great tower of swords rises.

The massive strike, unleashed by the golden girl reaching her hand straight up,

'—, ——————'

—sent the silent blue knight flying and scattered a deafening roar.



    Chapter 311

    The Heroic Tale of Two, Part Seven

    —I think they might have been a 'princess and her knight.'

Well, visually, they were both armored knights, but... seeing their respective roles and *behaviors*?

When the blue one lost its right arm, the white one offered its own sword without hesitation.

Ever since the 'chain' appeared, it was always the white knight who teleported in to provide support.

Furthermore, after their initially separate five-layered HP bars merged, the white knight became immune to damage, clearly protecting the blue one—acting as its shield and sword...

They both fought, but that was their essence.

The learning AI of [Angalta, God-Wedge Sword-King] must have perceived us in the same way.

—Honestly, really,

*What a gross misinterpretation.*

I am not a knight who protects her, and she is not a princess to be protected by me.

We've graduated from protecting and being protected. Now, we are equal partners who protect and support each other—which is why this is the outcome.

"You look disappointed."

"—Huh...? Oh, r-really...?"

When I spoke, Sora, who had been staring 'ahead' with an indescribable expression, turned around in surprise and started patting her own face.

"D-Did I look like that?"

"Who knows, maybe I was just imagining it."

Or maybe I just used the wrong word.

Not disappointed, but *sad*, might have been more appropriate. If so, I can 'relate' and 'understand' from my own 'experience.'

There's always a certain sense of melancholy that comes with it—the moment a battle with a powerful enemy ends.

We both turn our gazes forward. The blue knight, cradling the battered and motionless white one, begins to transition into its final phase.

The HP bar displayed above it is down to its last sliver.

With more than half of that already gone—the outcome between a dying boss enemy and two players with strength to spare was obvious to anyone.

The white knight's body disintegrated, dissolving into light and merging into the remaining blue knight's armor.

White and blue mixed, their boundaries vanishing—becoming silver, its radiance approaching that of its former platinum self.

I feel no fear, no awe.

That is, without a doubt—

"...We've gotten stronger, haven't we?"

"Yeah, no question."

—the undeniable proof that Sora and I have surpassed our former 'wall.'

"It's taken on a nostalgic form."

"Yeah... *before*, it was so *huge* we had to *look up* at it."

The colossal knight, now fused but already at its limit, falls to one knee with a ground-shaking thud.

But even so—[Angalta, God-Wedge Sword-King] does not bow its head.

The golden chain that had danced in the air emits a brilliant light, becoming a greatsword befitting its massive hands.

'—'

The *kingly sword* desires a fitting end.

"...Haru."

"Are you sure? It'd be better if we both—"

"It's clearly singling you out, isn't it?"

Sora smiled with a troubled look, pointing to the tip of the sword aimed squarely at me.

As she unsummoned her magic sword, she looked at our nemesis, who was no longer moving—who could no longer move.

"It's sad, but I'm also satisfied, and I've come to terms with it—let's move forward."

Her amber eyes stared straight ahead, ready to witness the end.

...You really *misjudged*, didn't you, [Angalta, God-Wedge Sword-King]?

My partner is certainly as lovely as a princess—but her true nature is that of a 'protagonist,' far stronger than any knight.

"Okay, then... I guess it's this guy's turn to take the final stage."

I thrust my left arm out to my side, clad in the *remnant of a past defeat*.

The time we lost to [Angalta, God-Wedge Sword-King],

and [Angalta, God-Wedge Sword-King] lost to the will of the world (the system),

the embodiment of that mystery-filled 'day.'

Where are *you* right now, I wonder.

Did you disappear?

Or are you in this left arm?

Or maybe, are you *repeating* yourself, standing right before me now?

I don't know, but—

"I'll give you a grand send-off, so rest in peace—Manifestation Release."

Key word acknowledged, phase transition initiated.

The gauntlet of light glows brighter, pulsing like a heartbeat.

"Sora, can I have a 'sword'?"

"...Do you want a big one?"

She tilted her head, but she must have already figured out that *I was going to do something again*, because she nodded in understanding.

When she came closer and I replied, "The biggest you can manage," Sora smiled and nodded—

"[Turm Riesig, A Tower in His Hands]."

She bestowed upon me a sword so massive it looked like it could reach our 'opponent' even from here. The mana packed into it was extraordinary; it was truly,

"Thanks—*I'll be taking this*."

—a mass of power worthy of being devoured by this left arm.

Not the hilt, but the blade itself.

I grabbed it as if sinking my fangs into it, and shattered it—in that instant, the magic sword exploded into golden light and was violently sucked into the gauntlet of [An=Ru Galta].

"Invert—[Angalta, the Soul-Stealing Sword]."

What is born is a greatsword of spiritual light.

A gentle push on my back, and I step forward—*just like last time*,

"Sorry to keep you waiting, brother."

'—'

"That was fun today—I'll come play again sometime."

This is our final attack.

◇ [Angalta, God-Wedge Sword-King] has been vanquished ◇

<hr>

《Angalta, the Soul-Stealing Sword》 — A sword of spiritual light that devours 'swords' and increases its power according to their martial might. It can only devour weapons that are owned by or have been given to the user. This time, it used the partner's magic sword as a substitute, but if a normal weapon is offered as a 'sacrifice,' it will be completely and mercilessly lost. Armaments in categories other than 'sword' are not applicable.



    Chapter 312

    Battle Report, Once Again

    —*'You got a minute?'*

It had been a little while since that message arrived right after I logged in.

"A high-grade split type... Yeah, that's what this is."

As she examined the materials brought before her, Kagura thought to herself, *a perfect victory in a duo-raid, honestly... The fact that a rank like this even appeared for just two people is surprising enough.*

Kagura shot him a look that was even more exasperated than usual... The familiar face puffed out his chest with an unconcealed, smug expression, while the girl, who still couldn't be called 'warmed up' to her, shrank back apologetically.

Their timing had never aligned, so this was only the second time they had met face-to-face.

She was aware that her appearance in this virtual world was rather flashy, so perhaps it was inevitable that the quiet-looking girl would be reserved around her.

"—So, what'll you *do*? The materials are top-notch, no complaints there... but it's not like you two are hurting for equipment right now, are you?"

"Hmm..."

The young man folded his arms, his gaze fixed ahead.

Lined up on the workbench were two giant metal lumps, each large enough to require an embrace. These were the *official drops* from the [Angalta, God-Wedge Sword-King] that these two had just defeated.

The nature of that armored knight was to grow stronger in response to its opponent, which raised its rank as an enemy. And that 'rank' was directly tied to the quality of the rewards one could obtain.

This time's haul—these two metal lumps of 'white' and 'blue' were...

Well, upper-tier, I suppose. Since I've handled the *absolute best* myself, my evaluation is inevitably based on that standard.

"Like always, prioritize something interesting and whip up whatever—"

"I could, but if you end up shelving it because 'it's a pain to use,' you'll have me to answer to."

In any case, purely as materials, they were of the highest quality.

On top of that, for these two, they were a memento of settling a score with what was, in a sense, a 'fated rival.' She couldn't just prioritize her own tastes as she usually did.

With that in mind, her words were a warning. The young man (Haru) folded his arms with a troubled look and began to groan—it was probably rude to ask if he even intended to add yet another weapon to his arsenal.

"Sora, how about you? Anything you want?"

"H-Huh? Ah, umm..."

Setting one partner aside to address the *other*, the girl (Sora) gave a cute reaction and began to desperately wrack her brain, her expression showing it all.

Really, how on earth did she end up partnered with *this guy*?

Not that I'd say they're mismatched anymore, but... how to put it... her aura is that of a 'young lady' from a different world.

—Well, if they're happy, it's not an outsider's place to say anything.

Seeing the two of them, whose trust values seemed to have reached bugged levels, inevitably brought to mind her junior, who had apparently started 'running wild' recently... but that was another story.

"I have my weapon, this little one (Cradle), and... armor... it's a bit late for that, isn't it?"

"True."

"You should realize it. That thing of hers is being corrupted by you."

When I shot a glare at the other partner, who had shamelessly chimed in on Sora's murmur, the young man swiftly turned his face away and started whistling.

...*What's with that? It's annoyingly good.*

"Ah... right... In that case, Sora, can I decide?"

"That's fine. I think it would be best if you used it, Haru—"

"No," he said, cutting off his partner's words with a smile.

"This time, let's make it equipment we can both use."

He casually... almost affectionately, placed his hands on the two gleaming lumps.

"Something *modeled after them*—that'll be the most powerful, right?"

No one present could object to his declaration. The order was decided, and the fate of their spoils was sealed.

...In any case, as always.

I wonder if he ever looks back on the theatrical way he acts so naturally and feels embarrassed—and with that thought,

Kagura swallowed her exasperation and accepted the order, putting her own role-playing aside.

◇◆◇◆◇

"How was [that Gravidon]?"

"It was amazing. I landed a full-power uppercut with it."

"...Even with the boost, you're probably the only one who can launch something *up* like that so casually."

After seeing Sora off, who logged out early 'to prepare dinner,' the artisan and her client returned to their usual one-on-one dynamic.

Their casual chat while hammering out the details of the order dragged on, and before they knew it, they had settled into a relaxed time, each holding a cup.

Once the business was done, they'd promptly part ways—that was usually how it went between us, so this was honestly a rare occurrence. I never thought Kagura-san would refrain from saying, 'Alright, you can head home now.'

—Such were my inner thoughts, but honestly, it was just a way to hide my bashfulness.

"...Well, anyway. I'm glad to see you seem to have calmed down a bit."

Just like that.

Because I, of all people, knew best that this person was one of the most considerate friends I had in the virtual world.

"Thanks to you—no, really. Thanks to everyone."

"Hah, you're blessed with good people. Starting with that cute partner of yours."

"Again and again, truly..."

She's been the 'reliable big sister' type lately, so it's been a while since I've seen her gentle side. It's nostalgic, a glimpse of the supposedly older, serious, polite, and well-mannered young woman's true self—

"I don't know what you're thinking, but I can tell it's nothing good."

"I'm sorry."

Everyone around me, are they all mind-readers or something?

It's scary. Huh? Am I really that easy to read???

"Am I really that easy to read?"

"At least, more than you think. In fact, I thought you were intentionally being open about it."

When I asked her straight, a straight 'Yes' came back.

Seriously...? The same me who was constantly told, 'Kasuga-kun, it's hard to tell what you're thinking,' back in high school...?

"Since we're on the topic, there's something I want to ask."

"Ah, yes. If it's something I can answer—"

"How are things with Nia?"

"That's not just on topic, that's a blow that gouges me out, isn't it?!"

As I recoiled, Kagura-san, with a cool expression, said, "If you don't want to talk, I won't force you," in an equally cool voice. It was like she was showing off her adult composure, which only fanned the flames of my own embarrassment.

"How, you ask... um... from the sound of it, you've already heard all sorts of things from her, haven't you? No doubt."

"A little? That girl has other people to talk to, so she just gave me a simple report."

"This may be rude, but are girls... are women like that? Is it normal to 'report' on your love life just because you're senior and junior members of the same clan?"

Girls' networks are scary—I shivered at the thought that information about me could be circulating anywhere at any time. Kagura-san just laughed heartily and said, "You've got it wrong."

"I was the one who poked first. Nia turned bright red, like she was about to explode. It was obvious from the start, you know."

"You struck first?!"

Obvious... so her feelings really were that obvious.

Well, I guess so—even a dunce like me was able to notice.

"It's not my place to say, but..."

"Then please just swallow those words."

But a simple request like that wouldn't be enough to silence her amused smile—that much was clearer than day.

I threw up my arms in a defensive posture, and,

"She's cute when she's honest, isn't she? Suffer in bliss, you lady-killer."

"A-Agh...!"

My vital spot was pierced through and through. I collapsed pathetically and died a noble death.



    Chapter 313

    After Dinner

    "—And so, things are off to a smooth start."

"I see."

"As planned, I'm forming a party tomorrow and we'll be on an expedition all day."

"Okay."

"Thanks for setting it all up. I'm sorry for all the trouble."

"Helena did most of it."

"..."

"..."

"Are you angry about something?"

"I'm not angry."

*She's lying. She's definitely a little upset.*

The way she just stabbed her fork into the sea bream was a little more aggressive than usual.

As always, she insisted on sitting next to me rather than across. I glanced sideways at my dining companion, and Iris paused from eating the aqua pazza Chef Chitose had prepared to shake her head.

"It's not that."

"Well, if it's not that, then—"

"I'm just jealous."

"Sorry, my bad, let's drop this topic."

*Why did I have to step on that landmine? I'm an idiot. I should have seen this coming.*

"I want to go on an adventure with you, too."

"Yeah... for various reasons, that might be difficult for a while."

Iris is busy on multiple fronts, and I need to hurry up and strengthen myself to stand beside such a 'colleague'...

Besides, even if we *did* go on an adventure together, what would that even be like? I can't picture such a hypothetical scene at all.

"..."

"Even if you look at me like that..."

Having spent a certain amount of time with her these past few days, I've come to understand something.

Which is... this princess is, in some ways, even more emotionally expressive than Nia. Even if her face is generally a mask of neutrality.

Through her words, her tone, her gestures, she lays her heart bare—just like now, as she lets out a faint growl in her throat to convey her dissatisfaction.

"—Then, what about today?"

"Using 'then' in that context is a dirty trick."

"...No?"

"Hey, aren't girls just unfair?"

*A guy's defeat is decided before the fight even begins in situations like this, isn't it???*

"I-I'm not saying no, but... what are you going to do if you come over? Let me say this first, no more three-hour endurance poker matches, please."

"That was fun."

"Of course it's fun for the one who wins every single time...!"

There's no way I could win against someone who's brilliant, has a Level 100 poker face, and is incredibly lucky. Don't go getting a royal flush three games in a row.

"In that case, a game."

"Yeah, but like I said, for a while—"

"Not in the virtual world."

Even while talking, she had already finished her meal.

"I like analog games, too."

Said the princess of a *family that lives for its hobbies*, her voice flat but with a faint, excited lilt.

◇◆◇◆◇

"Um... Iris-san?"

"What is it?"

"I think calling *this* an 'analog game' will get you in trouble with a lot of people."

I get that she used the term to mean 'old,' but... this is completely 'digital.' In fact, it's not even an old model.

I made the remark while looking at the latest model game console she had brought into the room, and Iris tilted her head in confusion.

"Compared to [Arcadia]—"

"Your basis for comparison is weird. It's like comparing a regular player to the [Sword Queen]."

While some extremists call them 'prehistoric,' it's not like non-VR game consoles have become obsolete.

Their market share might have shrunk due to losing users to [Arcadia], but there are still a huge number of gamers who are active on *this side*.

"I like them too. I'm completely absorbed in the virtual world right now, but I might get the urge to play them again someday."

This side has its own charms—or rather, the world of Arcadia is something else entirely... It's less a game and more like 'life in another world.'

Anyway, what should we do? It looks like most of these are party games...

"Hm...?"

As I examined the 'pile' of software she handed me, I noticed not a single one had been opened. On closer inspection, I realized the hardware itself was a brand-new, pristine unit.

"What's this, did you just buy them and let them sit?"

No matter how old I get, it's always fun to look at the packaging of a new game.

Familiar titles, sequels to games I've played before, and some completely unknown ones. I asked while browsing through them—

"I collected things I could play with you in the real world."

"—...Ah."

She gave me the answer I probably could have arrived at if I had just thought one more step before speaking. My hands stopped as I grasped the various feelings packed into those words.

"I've gathered other things besides games, too. The ones I can't move are in my room, so I'd like to invite you over *there* someday."

"I'll think about it—close, no, you're close, I get it, you're close...!"

*Get away from me, you lethally honest cute bomb! Didn't we sign a treaty before I let you in the room that 'a one-meter radius is my personal space'?!*

—After that, we spent the rest of the time playing peacefully.

As if seeking emergency refuge, I had instinctively chosen a party fighting game... but while I'll omit the details, let it be recorded that one party was beaten to a complete and utter pulp.

In the dictionary of that 'strongest' individual, the word 'restraint' no longer exists.



    Chapter 314

    On a Certain Chat Board

    【VIT: 0】A Thread to Discuss the Acrobat【DEX: 0】

――――――――――……

――――――――……

――――――……

――――……

> Went to feed the rabbit again today

> Morning routine

> We are the rabbit's snacks

> Today's longest survival time was a flat six seconds. A new record, praise me.

> Six seconds is insane, no? How far did you get?

> One step. Equipped tower shields on both hands and spammed every single defensive skill I had.

> lol

> Lmao, not even trying to clear it

> Still, isn't that amazing? I take it you're one of the more prominent tanks out there.

> The rabbit paradise has been packed ever since that info bomb dropped, but still no good news, huh.

> Well, the info dropped was a guide (lol)

> Can we really just laugh that off?

> First of all, what does he mean by "memorize"? Those things don't have patterns or anything, do they?

> I follow the same route, and a completely different bullet hell comes flying at me...

> That's already been settled in the dedicated rabbit paradise thread. They said if you follow a set route with the exact same timing and movements, you can lock in the pattern.

> I have no idea what you're talking about

> You mean you have to perfectly memorize not just the route but your own movements and replicate them without a single deviation...? While managing skills and everything else at the same time???

> And in his case, those skills are all ridiculously hard to control.

> Gift holders are a new breed of human.

> There are only two of those new humans in the world...

> Speaking of skills, I managed to get <<Fataless Jumper>>. Can I talk about it?

> Wha?!

> If you're serious, please do. I won't ask for the acquisition conditions.

> You sure it's okay to talk about it on an anonymous board like this?

> I came here because I'm too embarrassed to talk about something I can't even use properly with my name attached.

> Ah...

> I get it

> To get straight to the point, it's pretty much impossible. What the hell is a critical jump? It's nonsense. They say it enhances your jump with ideal movements, but it fails when you need it and goes off when you're trying to suppress it. It just won't listen.

> Btw, after practicing all day, my success rate is about 50%. I got this far pretty smoothly, but beyond this is a real swamp. I don't feel like I can improve at all.

> To make matters worse, it's a passive, so you can't turn it off, which is fatal. Right now, it's like having an unavoidable gambling feature embedded in my avatar, so I'm seriously considering deleting the character.

> Whoa...

> That's brutal in so many ways.

> The effect itself is super strong, if you can just get it to activate consistently. It boosts both your initial jump speed and top speed, so it's a borderline broken skill that could be a permanent agility buff.

> And that guy has an even crazier passive called [Hare Real] on top of this?

> I don't get it.

> For a normal person, it's just a debuff skill, isn't it?

> I'll write down the acquisition method just in case, though it might not be exact.

> You're a god.

> So generous.

> First, get <<Feather Hood>> as has been previously established. Then, the evolution condition for <<Fataless Jumper>> is probably to shift the ratio of 'running' to 'jumping' toward the latter.

> Say what?

> What do you mean? You mean you basically have to spend your time jump-moving?

> Exactly. In my case, I played the part of a weirdo who hopped around for about three days, and it evolved. It's nice that it seems to reference your recent ratio.

> Nice... is it?

> When you consider that someone with his agility probably counts as jumping even when they think they're running normally, the condition seems plausible.

> Hey, the Acrobat and the Northern Tiger master-disciple duo are having a surprise duel.

> Maybe I'll try to get it too... but no, the risk of losing Feather Hood without being able to master it is too high...

> As someone who's already done it, I wouldn't recommend it. This is the result of me, who was pretty confident in my player skills, giving it a try.

> Wait, some crazy info just got dropped.

> A surprise duel, for real? Where?

> What, a stream?

> Not a stream, a plaza at the edge of the safe area. The Acrobat got completely wrecked in a 1v1, but now he's wrecking both of them.

> Wait wait really wait where tell me the details I'm going right now hurry

> Sorry, it's already over.

> ARGH!!

> The pain.

> Maybe I'll just skip work today.

> Why are they doing such an interesting event this early in the morning!!!

> It's not like we who are slacking off here this early can talk...

> Hold on, apparently the Archiver person got permission and was recording it. They said they'll edit it and upload it later.

> A god among us.

> Thank you!

> Man, but I wanted to see it live...!!

> He wrecked them in the end, but got wrecked at first? Was he not in top form or something?

> Maybe the tiger duo just came up with a counter-strategy and got their revenge?

> I'm super excited. Anyone know the Archiver's name?

> They said something like Terutsuki.

> Never heard of 'em.

> I'll search for something similar and follow...

> Thought it was over, but now five of them went off somewhere.

> Five? Who are the other two?

> Rinne-chan and some girl I don't know. Probably an acquaintance of the Acrobat?

> Could it be the rumored super-cute partner?

> The Acrobat having a partner was actually true?

> Damn it... he has everything I want...!!

> She was a quiet-looking, beautiful girl. They seemed super close. I'M SO DAMN JEALOUS.

> Damn normies.

> Died from jealousy.

> Let's curse him.

> Let's do it.

> Let's be more direct. Form a raid and go beat him up.

> Think a full raid of thirty-six will be enough?

> If we gather a bunch of mages and spam homing bullets from a distance, we might have a chance...

> I can see a future where he dodges everything and all our heads go flying the next moment.

> As expected, the other boards are on fire too. It's a festival this early in the morning.

> Everyone who has to work on the weekend, make sure you go. I'm taking the day off.

> What a bastard.

> Every time that guy does something, it's pandemonium.

> Truly, a man who never lacks for topics of conversation...



    Chapter 315

    Confirming Normal Operation

    The morning after a soul-crushing sandbag experience where I was beaten to a pulp by a gaming princess, an experience that cannot be recounted without tears.

With no time to savor the freedom of the weekend, I booted up [Arcadia] and dove into the virtual world. The safe area was bustling with players, even this early in the morning.

If it was like this in the corner of town where I was headed for our *meetup*, I could only imagine what the central area was like. As expected of the other world rumored to 'never drop below a seven-digit concurrent player count.'

It was exactly 7:00 AM real time. I wonder what the ratio of early risers to all-nighters was.

"—...Nn, fwaah."

As I was vaguely watching the flow of players, an utterly adorable voice reached my ears from beside me—my partner was letting out a delicate yawn.

So cute. The cheap pride I'd held as a light gamer had been shattered, and now a high-purity dose of 'healing' was seeping into my freshly wounded heart.

"It's been a while since we've started this early."

In any case, if she noticed me staring, I'd get an earful for sure. I averted my gaze and spoke.

"It's been a while, and it's also a first. To decide on a whole day and go on an adventure, I mean."

Sora replied in a tone that was somehow more 'dazed' than usual.

*Are you sleepy? The cuteness overload is killing me. Should I fire off a wake-up [Rocket] for you?*

"I'm looking forward to it."

As she said that, a heart-melting smile bloomed on her face, and I died a noble death.

I was struck by the selfish interpretation that this might be one of those 'too excited for the field trip to sleep' situations, which doubled the damage—

"Ehehe..."

Ah, she seems to be in a wonderful mood, so whatever. I guess it's fine.

Worst case, Sora-san can take a nap while we're 'on the move'... but wait, does sleeping in the virtual world even count as sleep?

Seeing people like Genkotsu-san, it seems possible to sleep, but—

"Nn, ah—I-I'm sorry, I was a little out of it...!"

Then, as if she had just realized it, Sora's voice gained a core of clarity as she lightly patted her own cheeks.

She must have been aware that she was acting a bit strange. The girl tried to hide her embarrassment, gently kneading her slightly flushed cheeks.

*What is this?*

*Are we doing a 'cute-only' broadcast today???*

In all likelihood, the casualties this time might not be limited to just me, so I humbly suggest that she refrain—

"Oof."

"Stop thinking weird things... and, um, *please* get *in between* them, okay?"

Despite the fact that I was definitely not making a goofy face, Sora, who had already read my foolish thoughts as if it were a matter of course, poked me in the side.

Landing a clean hit with her slender fingertips, the girl looked at me with an anxious expression, as if to impress the point upon me.

"I know, it's fine. The three of them—"

Wait, I don't really know one of them.

"...I don't know Tomo, but you don't need to worry about the two guys."

"Um, you know. From a normal person's perspective, anyone with a rank is—..."

With a smug look, I pointed to myself, cutting off her predictable, hesitant words.

My unspoken message of 'If you're going to say that, I have a rank too' was met with, unfortunately, only a deadpan stare.

Jokes aside, and not to mention whether the 'young lady of the Yotsuya family' is a normal person or not... I really don't think she needs to worry about things like status.

Why? Because, reluctantly, in the current Arcadia—

—*It's the Acrobat.*

—*Crown.*

—*The Acrobat is here.*

—*The girl next to him is that one...*

—*His rumored partner, huh?*

...As the voices of the passing players reached my ears, Sora, too, was no longer just a 'regular player.'

It all started with the victory celebration that served as her 'debut.' Since then, she's been by my side, constantly in the spotlight, so it was only natural.

She's already recognized by countless players, and rumors about her circulate online day and night, cementing her identity as 'the Acrobat's partner.'

To this fact, I have only one thing to say.

"Sorry."

Even though I *know* it's *unnecessary*, I can't help but say it.

Every player in this world has passed [Arcadia]'s screening process.

They possess a certain level of morals, so we won't be subjected to the kind of tactless stares you'd give a spectacle—but it's a fact that we'll inevitably draw attention.

It can't be helped that people will look.

If you see a 'famous person,' it's natural to make them a topic of conversation with the person next to you.

It's something you just have to accept, the price of fame—however, it's obvious that Sora is not comfortable with *that kind of thing*...

Well, what's obvious is—

"It's mutual, you know."

—the reply that comes back, of course.

Her hands, which had hovered in the air for a moment, unsure of where to go, were clasped behind her back.

Maintaining a distance of half a step, my partner smiles serenely beside me.

It's nothing complicated.

To fulfill the promise we made that day to 'protect each other.' It was she herself, and no one else, who chose to be by my side—

"..............................Hey, you think they're dating?"

"I don't know... maybe... I'd say it's about eighty percent?"

"The atmosphere is INCREDIBLY good, isn't it?! This early in the morning...!"

""—...""

Three presences, three figures, three *unreserved stares* and three *unconcealed voices*.

This is beyond a mere blunder. Why didn't I notice them when they were right in front of me?

—*Why didn't I, and why didn't Sora, notice until they were this close...!!*

My body stiffened, then began to tremble, and finally—or rather, lastly, my partner began to emit 'smoke.' With a heavy heart, I tore my gaze away from her... and slowly turned to face forward.

It's not like we were exchanging *those kinds* of words. However, looking back, I can't deny that we might have been creating a certain kind of atmosphere—

An exasperated face.

A troubled face.

And a smile sparkling with curiosity.

Seeing those easily predictable expressions, I felt a cold sweat break out along with my embarrassment.

"Ah, you finally noticed—Yo, Haru! It's been since the Four Pillar War!"

"Haha... It's been a while."

"Hey there! Good morning!"

Tiger☆Luc—I mean, Torakichi, Maru II, and Rinne... -san? -chan?

The faces of the 'enemy' I had various run-ins with during the 10th Four Pillar War, where I, the [Acrobat], made my debut—the trio of rank-holders from the Northern Faction, Nortalia.

The members who had agreed to join our party for today's 'expedition,' a lineup that was luxurious, or rather, *overpowered*... And the very first thing I did, even before greeting them, was—

"— Please forget what you saw! ...!!"

—with a desperate plea, I bowed my head at a speed only my agility stat would allow.

And in the meantime, the *other person*—

"It's not... It's not like that... It's not!"

—was frantically flustered, trying to convey to these new acquaintances that it was all a misunderstanding.



    Chapter 316

    When Three Men Gather, Fists Fly

    "Sora-chan! You're so cute! I'm Rinne, it's nice to meet you!"

"N-Nice... p-please... pleased to meet you...!"

Our awaited party members arrived, introductions were made, and Sora-san, who had apparently passed muster with the eighth-ranked member of Nortalia, was now being endlessly flustered by her energy. As I watched this unfold—

"Spit it out. You're really datin', aren't ya?"

"We're not."

"Don't gimme that crap. Actin' all *lovey-dovey* without a care for who's watchin'."

"It's not love, it's trust."

"Who ya callin' a tora? It's Tiger☆Lucky, I told ya."

"Master, he didn't mean tiger. He said 'trust,' as in reliability."

—And so, the three of us men engaged in a conversation of remarkably low intelligence. Meanwhile, the number of *onlookers* around us continued to grow.

It was only natural for four rank-holders to draw attention just by loitering in a place like this... but the two of them seemed completely unfazed.

As expected, they're veterans in that regard. It seems my partner and I are the only ones unsettled by the stares.

...As for Rinne-chan-san, she's so engrossed with Sora that she hasn't even noticed her surroundings.

"Well then—let's get to it, shall we?"

The words, cutting through the excitement of the girls nearby, were not sudden or unclear—

"Huh? H-Hey, wait, wait...! In the middle of the city like this, you—"

"No waitin'. This is *payment upfront*. I expect ya to keep your promise."

Cutting me off, Torakichi pulled his weapon from his inventory, a grin spreading across his face.

His demeanor practically screamed, 'I welcome the attention'... this festival-loving fool.

The give-and-take for this expedition.

As a condition for serving as temporary party members and guides, the seventh-ranked member of Nortalia, the [Great Tiger] known as Torakichi, demanded one thing—a rematch with me.

And not just any rematch.

"Come on, draw your 'katana.' I won't let ya hold back like last time."

...Apparently, he desires to see my Kesshiki Ittoryu, which is *beyond* my full power.

"Yeah, but... if you saw the archive, you should know, right? That thing is a self-destruct move that, at best, can only force a draw—"

"Ah, ah, I don't need your excuses. If I lose, you win. That's good enough. Now draw!"

"Why? If this is a serious rematch, then it's meaningless if it's not a contest of skill—"

—*right?* I hesitated to use [Trickster of Zenith], which is *not a means to win*, in a 'duel' meant to simply decide a victor. To my hesitation,

"What's with all the mumblin'...? Don't tell me you're scared of losin' while usin' the [Sword Saint]'s techniques?"

—that utterly transparent taunt landed squarely.

"Ah, h-hey... Master, that kind of provocation is—"

*Haaah...*

*Heeeh...*

*Huuuh... so you're gonna say that?*

*I see, I see—you better be ready, you damn tiger.*

"Hey, Maru II-shi."

"Eh, ah, yes, what is it?"

"How do I send a duel request?"

"...U-Umm, well."

*Well now... what a wonderfully chuunibyou—how stylish.*

"That's about it... but, um, please don't mind him? As you know, he's the kind of person... or rather, tiger, who lives on nothing but impulse and momentum."

"Okay, okay, don't worry, it's fine... Now then, 'In the name of our goddess, Istia,'"

As I gave Maru II a refreshing smile for his follow-up, I smoothly switched my train of thought—it's your turn, come on out, partner.

"'I challenge you to a duel.'"

I thrust the tip of my deployed [Everquartz, White Crystal Sword of the Sky] at the [Great Tiger] and recited the keywords his disciple had just taught me.

In that instant, a window opened before the man, who was watching me with amusement—a careless backhand punched 'Yes,' and a familiar pale red barrier deployed.

The player-versus-player 'Duel System'... I see, it's the same kind of thing as the [Engage] used in the Four Pillar War.

Considering both are powers of some 'goddess,' it's only natural they'd be similar.

"Whoa, they actually started."

"Huh, wha... Haru, what are you doing—"

Ignoring the voices of the girls from the peanut gallery, two idiots glared at each other.

Maru II-shi joined the girls with a wry smile.

—And then there were the walls of people (the gallery), buzzing with excitement over the sudden event.

"Uh, um, excuse me! Is it okay if I record this and upload it to the archive later?! I think a ton of people besides us would want to see it—!"

"Be my guest."

"Go ahead."

"Th... Thank you so much!"

I've been told to give the fans what they want. You can record a friendly little scuffle like this as much as you like.

—Anyway,

"If you're going to apologize, now's your chance."

"Hah, like I would. And your weapon's wrong. Draw your 'katana.'"

"Make me."

"Hah—... Seriously, what a cheeky brat— [Acrobat]!"

"Bring it on, Torakichi!"

"IT'S TIGER☆LUCKY, YOU MORON!"

It was like a repeat of the other day.

Once again, our respective anger (?) fueled our engines, and we kicked off the ground with enough force to gouge it—

Three minutes later.

The result, displayed on the fighting-game-esque HP bars projected above the circular field, was—

""—Damn it all!!""

Winner: [Great Tiger], Loser: [Acrobat].

But we both spat out the same words at the same time, our unabated voltage causing us to snap at each other.

"The hell, man?! Why didn't you draw your katana! And you've lost your edge from before! Are you looking down on me, you idiot!"

"Shut up, I've got my own stuff going on! And what about you, what was *that*?! You were holding back too, weren't you?! You've got no room to talk, Torakky!"

"WHO THE HELL IS TORAKKY!?"

"W-Whoa, whoa, Master... Acrobat-san, you calm down too—"

As Maru II-shi, ever the long-suffering one, stepped in to mediate between us, I took a moment to reflect on the fact that I had gotten a bit too carried away—

"Hah! You're up next, Maru. Against this pathetic version of him, you'll get a win easy."

*Click.*

"—'In the name of our goddess, Istia'..."

"Huh? H-Huh...?! H-Hey, wait a minute, why me too?!"

"'I challenge you to a duel!'"

Two minutes later.

"—A-Agh!!"

Winner: [The Ever-Changing], Loser: [Acrobat].

*Why is every single one of you holding back a trump card?!*

"Haaah, how boring! It's pathetic to lose twice in a row while trying to look cool and being stubborn!"

"Um, Master, really, that's enough. He said he's not in top form because of his build being messed up..."

"Well, I guess so, huh? It's pretty pathetic to be stubborn, try to look cool, and then make excuses!"

*Snap.*

"[Construction]..."

"Oh?"

"Ah..."

Come, [Samidorizuki]—activate [Trickster of Zenith].

"'In the name of our goddess, Istia'..."

"Finally... Get ready, Maru. A *monster* is coming."

"Yeah but, why me too?!"

"'I challenge *you guys* to a duel!'"

If I lose, you win—a man doesn't go back on his word, right, [Great Tiger]?!

"Kesshiki, Itto—!"

"YEAAAH, BRING IT ON!"

"BUT! WHY! ME TOO—?!"

Twenty seconds later.

"—ALRIGHT, I WIIIIIN!!"

"DAAAAAAMN IIIIIIT!!"

"I can't even follow it with my *eyes*..."

Winner: [Acrobat (Me)], Losers: 'The Tiger and his Disciple'.

It seems even the vow of [Trickster of Zenith] can't defy the 'goddess's' system.

As the field vanished upon the conclusion of the duel, our reduced HP and equipment durability were restored. In accordance with the system that resets all status changes, including the cooldowns of skills used in the duel, the threads of mana that would have eventually claimed my life quietly faded away.

It seems this is less a serious dueling feature and more a casual function used for practice or fun. You gain nothing, but you lose nothing—a convenient system.

That aside—

"A two-to-one record for each of us, making me the overall winner. Any objections?"

"Gnnn..."

Ignoring the roar of the excited crowd, I declared victory based on the rule Torakichi had proposed. He groaned in frustration, but surprisingly, offered no rebuttal.

"My, my, I'm impressed... When you've finished your adjustments, would you be willing to face me again? Since our styles are similar, I'd love to exchange some ideas."

"Huh? Oh, yeah, of course. I'd be happy to. First, let's register as friends—"

"— How long are you going to stay here...?!!"

"Alright, alright, let's get going, boys!"

"Whoops."

"Ow!"

Perhaps I was still riding the high from the battle.

My arm, which had been ignoring the immense attention, was suddenly grabbed by a small hand that shot out from the side, and I was forcefully pulled away.

Maru II, whose ear was grabbed next to me, let out a yelp. Two-thirds of the men who had caused a ruckus in public were being escorted away—

"Hah, lost again... —Alright, sorry folks, but we've got places to be, so the festival's over! Have a great day, see ya!"

The last third of our group, the eldest, declared an end to the festivities with a cheerfulness that contrasted sharply with his earlier antics, signaling the crowd to disperse.

With the lively voice and the buzz of the gallery at my back, I replayed the long-overdue, mischievous fun in my head. *'Ah, that was fun,'* I thought, quite pleased with myself.

And my partner, who was dragging this foolish boy by the hand—

"Really... honestly...!"

—seemed to be utterly unable to keep up with the boys' antics.

Her cheeks, puffed out and bright red with embarrassment, showed that she was very much displeased.



    Chapter 317

    Remembering Those Days

    "—Whoa, so you seriously didn't have a mid-air jump during the Four Pillar War?"

"Yeah. I was making do with all sorts of exploits, but they've all been patched out now."

"Hah... Your skill evolved and you got effectively weaker. That's rough, man."

"Well, I'm sure it's better than before if I can just master it, but..."

"Man, that sounds tough. On top of a niche stat build, you've got all these hard-to-control skills, and you have to manage an unrealistic physical feat like a 'mid-air jump' in parallel."

"Seriously. Before, I at least had a *foothold*, in a sense, but now it's just 'empty space.' I just can't get the hang of the feeling of stepping on nothing."

"Sounds like you're in worse shape than I thought... By the way, what happened to that *Ignition* thing you used to use like it was your specialty?"

"That very same [Ignition] is what evolved into [Rocket], so..."

"Ah... so that's it."

"Having a cornerstone skill *transform* on you like that, that's gotta hurt..."

Just over ten minutes after our hectic departure.

As we headed due south from the safe area—the men, including the two who had caused the commotion, were engaged in the kind of casual conversation you'd have with close friends.

"...Boys are strange, aren't they?"

"They really are. One moment they're yelling and fighting, the next they're like this."

I can hear the exasperated voices of the girls watching us from a step behind, but they'll just have to understand that this is *how it is*.

Men, or rather, gamers, are just like that.

Yesterday's enemy is today's friend. Once you've shared a 'good game,' everyone's a friend, ready for some no-holds-barred fun.

"Also, your durability seems to have subtly increased, right? I checked your public info, and it said VIT: 0..."

"Ah, I don't have all my equipment details listed. For now, I've got about 150 from additional bonuses... during the Four Pillar War, it was 50."

"Fifty, with a full-on melee attacker build... You're an idiot."

"That is, admittedly, idiotic... I mean, in a good way."

"I know, right? But hey, if the premise is to dodge everything, then investing in durability is a waste, isn't it?"

"Idiot."

"Idiotic."

"Haha, I'll take that as a compliment."

—Ah, how wonderfully carefree and pleasant these conversations between guys are.

In the real world, I chat with Toshiki, and here, I talk with Irori and Goldow, but...

With the former, the girls in our group are so active that it never really becomes a 'guys only' conversation. With the latter, it's relaxing, but we mostly talk one-on-one, so it's not quite *like this*.

Tetra is in a different category. That junior (senpai) is generally quiet, or rather, his energy is calm, so... my natural, more introverted side tends to come out.

"Oh, what's wrong? You look happy."

"Huh? Ah, n-no... I don't. Probably."

"Ehh?"

An interesting voice caught my attention, and I glanced back to see Sora waving her hands dismissively.

Next to her, Rinne-chan-san was watching my partner with an amused expression... Oh, are they sharing secrets? Whispering between two beautiful girls is a feast for the eyes; they can do that forever as far as I'm concerned.

Also, I'd bet money on it. In a few seconds, Sora will turn red for some reason.

From Rinne-chan-san's teasing expression and Sora's already slightly flustered state, the future is crystal clear—see?

"Wha—! N-No, that's wrong..."

"Ahaha~. Well, *that's how it is*, so don't you worry~."

I have no idea what was said, but just as predicted, Sora's cheeks flushed red as she tried to deny it. Rinne-chan-san continued to tease the girl with an amused smile—

"...Huh?"

Suddenly, her large, dark eyes turned to me, who had been observing them.

Not just her eyes.

"Whoa?! H-Hey, what—"

"Alrighty! Just borrowing him for a sec!"

I was pushed on the back by the peppy girl with the ponytail that suited her so well, and I was forcefully shoved out of the circle of guys.

I was the only one who cried out in surprise at the action from the one person I hadn't properly interacted with... for some reason.

"Here we go..."

"She held back for a while."

Oi, you two over there.

Stop muttering like you know everything and explain—how far are you planning to take me???

I was pushed, and pushed, and pushed, and pushed again, her brisk steps at my back... until I was escorted more than ten paces away from the others.

Beyond Rinne-chan-san, who was walking with a strangely bouncy gait, I could see the tiger and his disciple striking up a conversation with the now-left-behind Sora.

What's with that... Torakichi is acting a little suspicious. Is he a pure-hearted boy or something?

—Anyway,

"Umm... what can I do for you?"

"Ahaha, sorry about that. I just wanted to have a little 'chat.'"

I turned my gaze from the group behind me to her. Taller than Sora, she was standing a little too close, a bright smile on her face—

...I've seen it many times today, but it's a truly refreshing, good smile.

She was a girl who embodied the word 'cheerful' perfectly.

"Let me reintroduce myself—I'm Rinne, Maru's partner."

"Ah, yeah—I'm Haru, Sora's partner."

She bounced on her feet and came to stand beside me, and we introduced ourselves again.

A bright appearance that seemed to be the personification of 'light,' with girlish cloth armor that looked like something out of a fantasy martial arts story. I couldn't see any noticeable weapons, and she looked like she fought with her bare hands...

Putting aside whatever abilities she might have, her fundamental style is that of a full-on power fighter. It's somehow both surprising and fitting.

When I took her offered right hand, she shook it vigorously, just as I expected, making me laugh.

"*Maru* and *Haru*-san, the names sound so similar. Hmm, what should we do..."

"Ah, you're right. I hadn't even noticed."

"Let's think about it later—oh, and please, just call me Rinne!"

"This is the first time someone's asked me to just use their first name... but, got it. Nice to meet you, Rinne. You can just call me by my first name too, it's fine."

I had been treating her with the same casual air as Torakichi and Maru II, but normally, she's a ranked senior female player I would be using polite language with.

If she was asking me to be casual, I wouldn't feel comfortable unless she did the same—or so I thought.

"No, that's a bit... difficult, I think."

What was once Rinne-chan-san, now Rinne, unexpectedly refused.

To be flatly refused by a girl when you suggest using your first name is, for some, a genuinely depressing situation. Especially when I was the one who insisted on it...?

I was more surprised than shocked, and I froze—

"I'm the type who prefers to look up to my 'faves' rather than stand beside them!"

I couldn't quite process the words she dropped next. I just stared blankly at Rinne, who had said it so casually.

Wait, hold on.

I've had a similar experience recently... somewhere... not just somewhere, but in the real world—

"I rewatched the archives endlessly! You were so, so cool!"

—Yes, a certain young lady of the Shijo family was *exactly like this*.

"...No, no, no, I'm really not that special, for a ranked senior like you to call me a fave or anything like that..."

"The day after the Four Pillar War, Maru was going on and on like an idiot, 'Watch it, just watch it, watch all of it,' and it was super annoying, but once I watched one, I couldn't stop!"

"Okay, let's calm down. Let's just take a moment to calm—"

"But the best part! Was your one-on-one duel with Iris-sama!"

*I see, so she's not going to stop.*

"It was really, reeeaaally a shame that the conversation wasn't picked up! But I could imagine—or rather, speculate, all I wanted from your expressions! Yes!"

"That's forceful..."

*So she gets called with '-sama' even by her fellow rankers...*

I've been too embarrassed to call her by her nickname (Ashe), but maybe it would be more peaceful to just go back to her original name.

She makes a slightly displeased face every time I call her Iris, so she'll probably get angry eventually—

"Therefore! Since this expedition is also a fateful encounter, I was hoping to take this opportunity to ask you all sorts of things—!!"

"Hey, um... whoa, you're close, you're too close! —Hey, Maru II-shi! Your partner just started bugging out, can you do something about it?!"

"It's no use! Maru's fallen down the 'Acrobat-san' rabbit hole himself!"

My hopes for rescue were dashed by a mysterious logic of 'in a way, we're kindred spirits'... and indeed, when I looked back, all I got was an apologetic, vague smile.

*Damn you, traitor...!!*

And you, Torakky, with that sleazy grin on your face, I'll deal with you later. I'm going to mercilessly mock you for how flustered you were with Sora, so you better be ready...!!

...And so, for a while after that, I was hounded by Rinne's machine-gun-like questions, and I began to suspect that she might be an even bigger free spirit than her partner's master.

When I occasionally glanced back at Sora, I saw that she had, at some point, joined the guys next to her and—

"...Hee hee."

—for some reason, she was watching me with a happy expression, which I found strange.



    Chapter 318

    High-Speed Trip

    "Alright, that's enough chit-chat. Time to get a move on."

"Got it."

"Okay-dokey!"

It had been about thirty minutes since we left the safe area. After getting to know each other a bit while strolling through the forest near the city, Tiger Lucky, our de facto leader, spoke up, and the duo of Maru II and Rinne gave their assent.

"You two good to go?"

"We're okay. We'll stick right to you, so feel free to go as fast as you want."

"We're counting on you to lead the way…!"

This expedition was Iris's idea, planned by her aide, the [Lady-in-Waiting]-dono—but to be honest, I haven't been told our exact destination. According to our guide, Tiger Lucky, it's a 'surprise for when we get there.'

I wonder where a massive force of four rankers plus an alpha is headed. Half-anxious and half-excited, all we can do is follow them.

"Alright. Try not to lose us—[Cleave Fang]."

As if it were the most normal thing in the world, Tiger Lucky unleashed the power of his ranker title, [Great Tiger]. A symbolic crown of black and gold fangs materialized above his spiky brown hair and began to glow.

"Lead the way, Tiger-san!"

"We're in your hands!"

—And, well, *of course* that's what would happen.

The enhancement effect manifested by that title was the materialization of 'Invisible Limbs of Superhuman Strength.'

Even though I surpassed him in the Four Pillars rankings, this was the power that allowed him to compete in high-speed combat, a propulsive force born from a 'strength' equivalent to 500 STR. Furthermore, since he only needed the two jaws corresponding to his legs to run… it was naturally most efficient to have him *carry* the other two on his arms.

Maru II-shi is an agility build, but he likely couldn't match the top speed generated by that insane power. And more importantly, those limbs had no *cost* and were immune to *fatigue*. In other words, he had four massive, invisible jaws, each capable of easily crushing a player, and he could keep them active *indefinitely* with no risk. It was a ridiculously broken spec.

I just happened to have a counter skill that was like a perfect meta against it, but that power is normally considered among the most broken of all the ranker titles.

"…I know how it works, but it's still an unsettling sight."

"Ahaha, right?"

From up diagonally to Tiger Lucky's side, a *floating* Rinne caught Sora's murmur next to me and laughed, looking slightly embarrassed.

Well, it was an invisible platform… Her posture, as if clinging to something while suspended in mid-air, could hardly be called graceful.

"Don't get picky! Alright, here we go!"

*CRUNCH*—the [Great Tiger] took a step, gouging a huge chunk out of the ground.

His speed was probably already in the hundreds of kilometers per hour from a dead start, a high-speed maneuver of pure brute force. But for the three of them, this level of recklessness was probably just another day at the office. Neither Maru II nor Rinne were thrown off, and Tiger Lucky, carrying them both, showed no hesitation. He let out a cheerful roar and blasted off.

I wondered if he could maneuver well in a forest like this—the answer came in the form of loud, destructive crashing sounds from up ahead. What a wild guy.

"Now then… just to check, since we're technically in 'public'…"

Even if we lost sight of them, the party function's radar made following them no problem at all. I turned to my side without any rush.

"*What should we do*… or rather, Sora-san, can you keep up with that on your own?"

She watched the human cannonball shoot off with an expression somewhere between exasperated and impressed. After a moment's thought, Sora furrowed her brow in a troubled way.

"Even with the agility boost, I can't keep up with the avatar control…"

With a look that was twenty percent embarrassment and eighty percent resignation, she held out her hand.

"—I'm sorry, but please."

"—As you wish, my lady."

I took her hand with an exaggeratedly theatrical gesture, and before she could scold me for the nickname she apparently disliked, I swept her slender body up into my arms. Her only protest was a cute, disgruntled tap on my chest. The next moment, the blessing of the 'Scales' she had tipped enveloped my body in a faint phosphorescence.

"Ready?"

"Anytime."

She said that, but she didn't even try to wrap her arms around me while being carried. I'll take that as a sign of trust—and in that case, I'll have to live up to her expectations. Holding my partner securely, I quietly kicked off the ground.

◇◆◇◆◇

"—What are those two doin'?"

"They're not moving…?"

While taking the most minimal route and simply plowing through any obstacles not worth dodging, the [Great Tiger] ran through the forest at incredible speed, keeping an eye behind him but not stopping.

He figured *that guy* could catch up in an instant no matter how far ahead he got, but what was he doing just standing there like a bump on a log?

"They're probably being all *lovey-dovey* again! They're so cute, it just makes my heart flutter!"

Tiger Lucky rolled his eyes at the delighted voice of Rinne, the romance fanatic… or rather, the girl with a weakness for love stories, but he couldn't help but think, *Yeah, that's probably it*.

"Oh, by the way."

"Hm?"

The *chime of a bell* rang out, and the trunk of a large tree just ahead suddenly exploded into splinters. However—

Despite the wind roaring in their ears, the three of them continued their leisurely conversation, not paying it the slightest mind.

"Haru-san and Sora-chan aren't actually… at least, they aren't in that kind of relationship yet, so!"

"—Ouch!? Hey, why'd you…"

*And you still think that?*—she flicked the forehead of her partner, whose gaze said it all.

"To be more precise, they don't plan on it *becoming* that way, so… from now on, teasing them is forbidden among us. It's super annoying to be teased about something when you have no intention of it happening, you know."

"You sound like you're speakin' from experience."

"Well, when you put it like that… yeah, okay. Understood."

"Good, very good!"

Childhood friends who'd been together since birth must have their own set of issues. It was a known fact that the two of them hated being treated like a couple just because they were a guy and a girl who got along well. As their master and senior, the young man would never disrespect the wishes of his cute juniors.

"He told me himself once that it ain't like that, so I'm not gonna be pushy about it—though if they get too ridiculous, I might have to say somethin'!"

"Whoa, you're so cool, Tiger-san!"

"Of course I am! I'm Tiger, Star, and Lucky!"

"I don't really get that last part, but…"

"Ahaha…—Huh?"

Crushing the earth and pulverizing trees—the three of them, who had been engaged in an extremely laid-back exchange during their violent procession, all reacted to *it* at the same time.

The blip on their radar behind them had started to move.

And just a few seconds after they registered its movement—

"—Oh, what's up? Talking about something fun?"

A shadow, carrying a girl and running alongside them with a perfectly normal expression, appeared.

"………………You were hidin' somethin' again, weren't ya? What's with all the *glowin'*?"

"He caught up in just a few seconds after being left that far behind…?"

"H-He's carrying her *p-princess style*!!!!"

As he was met with a dangerous glare, an exasperated look, and a face of pure excitement, the young man holding his bashfully shrinking partner ran on, silent as a whisper. The expression 'like the wind' had never seemed so fitting.

He was in a dense forest that was anything but easy to run through, at times even using the trunks of trees as footholds, *flying* and *leaping* through the air.

"…Hey Rinne, I'm allowed to make a crack about this, right?"

"Mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm—…It's so perfect I'll allow it! It's fine!"

"What in the world are you two talking about? …Anyway."

*You're not allowed to look at me with that exasperated face in this situation*—as if to cut off such a retort, the [Acrobat] spoke again, a provocative glint in his eyes.

"Jogging isn't bad, but how about you start going all out?"

There was only one way to respond to the words thrown down like a gauntlet.

"Hah, I was just waitin' for you slowpokes! In that case…"

It was a challenge accepted.

Because, well—

"—Don't come cryin' to me when you run outta gas, Acrobat!"

"—Who do you think you're talkin' to, Great Tiger?!"

It was just more fun that way.

—Incidentally, right after the two idiots kicked off the ground with no holds barred.

"H-Heyyyy—! M-Master, you're goin' too fas—*gurk*!"

Maru II, trying to calm down his master who had once again lost all restraint in the heat of 'competition,' bit his tongue spectacularly, losing a sliver of HP.

"Whaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaah?!? You idiot, you idiot, you idiot! Even if I'm used to it, there's a limit to this?!?"

Rinne screamed as she experienced her senior's 'full power, all out' for the first time.

"………………………………………………Boys are just… really… ugh!"

Having reached the pinnacle of habituation and resignation, Sora turned pale and quietly closed her eyes.

And then—after running for ten, twenty minutes, when they finally reached their destination, it goes without saying that the seventh-ranked members of the Northern and Eastern factions were both forced to prostrate themselves in apology.



    Chapter 319

    The Shape of the World

    Why are Arcadia's four factions named after the cardinal directions?

Come to think of it, I'd never once considered such a simple question—but looking back, it is indeed strange.

The Eastern Faction (Istia), the Western Faction (Vestol), the Southern Faction (Sotalm), and the Northern Faction (Nortalia).

In other words, where does the 'east, west, south, north' element of each faction come from?

Their respective main districts… or rather, their 'fields,' are all *floating in a separate dimension* as part of the tutorial area, the [Trial Spheres of Partition]. That means directions have no relevance. If we were to view Istia's city as the 'Eastern Faction,' it would create the nonsensical state of being East (though it's not located in the east).

So, why is that? The answer, apparently, lies in this world's *past*.

Arcadia's calendar—the proper term is supposedly the 'Celestial Calendar'—seems to be set in the year '110966 of the Celestial Calendar.' This means the game 'Arcadia' started its service in '110963 of the Celestial Calendar'… no, more accurately, it was December of four years ago, so it would be '110962.'

Well, the specifics don't really matter. What's important is that this world has been imbued with such a *depth of time*. And since such a setting exists, it naturally means that there's a historical setting leading up to the present.

To get straight to the point, this world once had a *civilization of NPCs* in which we—the 'players'—did not exist.

What's crazy is that you can't just dismiss it as mere 'lore.'

A vast world that feels infinite.

Time acceleration technology of unknown principles.

And ultra-advanced AIs that seem just like real people.

It's only natural for anyone to think this way: *'Could it be that this world truly accumulated its own history to arrive at the present?'*

It's a thought that's both thrilling and chilling, a fantasy-like imagining that won't stop… but in any case, that's the background.

—And so, to put it simply, that's the reason the current four factions bear the names of the cardinal directions. They were named not in the *present*, but in the *past*.

Originally, 'Arcadia' was a single, pure world, before all these strange alternate dimensions and such came into being. In that era, there were four 'nations' that existed in the east, west, south, and north. Those nations, *carved out from the world and isolated*, are the prototypes of the current 'factions.'

Now, if you'll allow me to state my conclusion after being subjected to this history lesson—

"—It's so ridiculously grand that I can't even wrap my head around it…"

"You ain't kiddin'."

"It's complicated, isn't it?"

"Nah, I actually kind of like this stuff."

Unlike Tiger Lucky and Rinne who agreed with my reaction, Maru II-shi seems to be the type who enjoys this kind of deep, heavy lore.

I like it too, normally, but I'm the type who enjoys immersing myself in it *after* I've thoroughly played a game.

"…In any case, you're amazing, Sora-san. That was a big help."

I said, bowing my head to the 'teacher' who had just given the lesson. Her knowledge is as impressive as ever. I'm truly in awe.

"Ahaha… I've done a lot of research on the world's lore and history."

"Your explanation was super easy to follow! You'd probably be a great teacher!"

Rinne, who takes every opportunity to praise and dote on Sora, was a little overwhelming, but it seems Sora's usual shyness is starting to fade.

While I felt warmed by my partner's not-so-displeased expression, I turned back to face the hellish landscape spread out before me.

We'd been running for about an hour since leaving the safe area.

Running, running, and running… we finally arrived at our first destination. The reason I'd suddenly asked Sora for a lecture on 'the world's origins'—

—was *this*.

"Riertahelia of the Red Circle… the *Annihilation Site*, huh?"

We were approximately five hundred kilometers due south of the [Safe Area] in the [Garden of Divine Creation], which is considered the central part and houses the Great Bell Tower that invites the *chosen*. This was a colossal crater, the scar left by a 'divine hand' that had scooped out the very earth where the Southern Faction… no, the [Southern Kingdom Sotalm] must have once stood.

—And this was the place where Iris, the [Sword Queen], had slain one of the [Colored Monsters] with her own hands about two years ago.

"See that massive monolith in the center?"

"Yeah, the bright red one."

"Well, *everything* here is bright red."

It was a colossal, circular crater, so huge it warped your sense of distance. It was exactly like the hidden area where I encountered the [White Throne] in the past. At the center, as Tiger Lucky pointed out, stood another gigantic monolith.

Just how big is that thing…? In terms of scale, it looks about the same size as the [Tsarkalv of the White Throne].

…And *now for the problem*: *everything else*.

Just as Rinne said, a countless swarm of 'red' filled every inch of the landscape. It was so overwhelming that trying to distinguish one from another felt absurd.

There were 'dogs' and 'cats.' The 'birds' flying in the sky were so numerous and varied it was as if no two were the same, and there were even 'fish' swimming through the air. 'Lions,' 'hippos,' 'bears,' 'giraffes,' 'rhinos,' 'monkeys,' 'rabbits,' 'deer,' 'goats,' 'lizards,' 'snakes'—and a whole bunch of insects and other things.

An almost infinite variety of 'creatures,' all rendered in pure 'red,' stained the surface of the crater, creating a living sea of animals.

…………Can I be honest? This is so damn disgusting.

"—Our first event for today is to cut through those things and *touch* the monolith."

"…Are you serious?"

"A-Are we really jumping into… that…?"

This time, even I was legitimately freaked out. Sora, who had been playing teacher to lecture us—or rather, to escape reality—turned visibly pale.

"It's not as hellish as it looks. I won't say it's 'easy for anyone,' but they're basically just the *dregs* of a defeated 'Red,' so…"

"They're not that strong. It's just that the sheer number of them is super gross."

"Yeah, the number of 'em is just deadly insane."

So are they 'not that strong' or 'deadly insane'? Make up your minds.

"By the way, they respawn the instant you kill them, so you can't wipe them out. The only way through is to force a path with brute strength and run… that's the only strategy."

I see… and the reward for doing so is that *encounter bonus* I received from the [White Throne] in the past. Fifty levels' worth of status points is a huge deal. It's nice that there's still a way to get it even after the original was defeated.

…Though I wish they'd considered the scale a bit more.

"Well, I'll be blunt, this'll be a piece of cake—for the five of us, that is."

"This is some serious overkill."

"Honestly, I could probably handle this on my own. The grossness is the real enemy, though."

The tiger trio seemed completely at ease.

Good grief…

"…You guys are reliable as hell."

"I'll do my best not to hold you back…!"

In any case, as Tiger Lucky said, this is just *one of the events*. It's a waste of time to be scared right at the start. I'll trust the words of my seniors and get this over with quickly.

Now then… come to think of it, for an *online game*, and this late in the game for me—

"Alright, let's go raise some hell!"

It's time for my first party play in Arcadia.



    Chapter 320

    Everyone's a Hero, Let's Go All Out

    The true joy of an RPG—a role-playing game—lies in players taking on 'roles' and cooperating with one another.

Controlling characters they've been given or created themselves, players combine their unique skills to face down great enemies and challenges that would be impossible to overcome alone. From orthodox roles like Tank, Attacker, Healer, and Supporter, to countless variations like Scout or Trapper depending on the game—

—in any case, the RPG genre has always tended to emphasize 'roles' and 'cooperation.' The tank draws the powerful boss's attacks, while the attacker chips away at its HP, the healer keeps them alive, and the supporter buffs the party's stats… and so on. The exact 'form' of this varies from game to game, but simply put, they are 'designed with the premise of multiple players working in concert, not alone.'

Yes, there *used* to be such a trend—to be honest, I don't have much experience with those kinds of 'good old RPGs.' Not just me, but probably most gamers of my generation… especially the more casual ones, feel the same way. Why? Because *you just don't see games like that much these days*.

Sure, the concept of 'roles' itself has been passed down, and there are probably very few RPGs that have no roles at all. However, the 'inconvenience of being limited in what one can do alone,' which was originally inherent to that convention, has been considerably diluted.

These days, a tank with firepower rivaling an attacker can mow down enemies.

A healer who brandishes a weapon with valor can become an immortal warrior and face down hordes.

A supporter who has buffed themselves to be stronger, tougher, and faster than anyone else can finish the game solo.

An attacker? They've already blazed through the game and are starting their solo time attack, what of it?

It's a situation where… to put it one way, the supply side has responded to the modern demand for a more stress-free experience. Instead of specialization that requires allies, they want versatility that allows one to do anything alone. Instead of the sense of accomplishment that comes after hardship, they want the thrill that can be easily grasped. And instead of inconvenience, they want accessibility.

Not every gamer wants this, of course. But the fact remains, that's how it is *now*. I've played MMOs myself, but they were the modern kind. I've experienced the grind of farming for rare items and such, but I never really encountered a game that placed a heavy emphasis on 'roles.'

—And as for which category 'Arcadia' falls into… well, it's a bit of *both*. The ultimate form of accessibility, the 'Instantly become the strongest!!!' type, is impossible. However, in this world where not only are there absurdly powerful enemies, but players are also given absurd potential for growth, one can change the very nature of the game through individual talent and effort. And for those players who have become too strong, there are even more *ridiculously* powerful enemies waiting for them. Like the [Colored Monsters], for example. Or the [Colored Monsters], or the [Colored Monsters].

…I've kind of lost track of what I was trying to say, but—

"Basically, yeah—once you get to our level, the rankers, there's not much point in thinking about complex coordination… not for this. Against weaklings, it basically just turns into a musou game."

"…………I, I see…?"

"You could've just said that last part."

"You sounded a bit like Maru just now."

"Are you calling me a nerd?"

Alright, with the exception of Sora-san, every single one of them is being incredibly rude. I admit that my strange burst of passion led me to ramble on about mostly meaningless stuff… but well, it was almost entirely just me parroting *second-hand knowledge* anyway.

"You don't have much experience with them yourself, so where did you get all that knowledge?"

My partner, who was the only one listening to my jumbled lecture on 'RPG party play and whatnot' with pure eyes, tilted her head in confusion. The source of my knowledge? Well, of course—

"Back at a part-time job I used to have, there was this super hardcore gamer senpai…"

"Ah… the 'got cornered during a slow shift' pattern, I see."

Oh, so Maru II-shi has part-time job experience. He must have had a similar experience, as he's wearing a slightly nostalgic, yet subtle expression. …The fact that his expression is 'subtle' probably means it's a negative memory.

"Geez, what are we even talkin' about… Like I said before, this is a piece of cake. Stop dilly-dallyin' and let's get this over with so we can move on."

Probably annoyed that the long chat had broken his momentum, Tiger Lucky shot me a half-lidded glare while twirling his spear idly. *Me*, the one who had been rambling on.

Oh, are you sure you want to say that *here and now*?

It's true that the fault lies with me for derailing the conversation, but…

"Ah… s-sorry for holding things up…!"

See—the one who asked the question, Sora-san, isn't the type to stand by silently while the one who *answered* her gets blamed.

"Wha—, ah, that's not it! I wasn't—"

"Don't worry about it. It's just how guys banter."

"Yeah, yeah. This guy doesn't think before he speaks, so you can just ignore him."

I could tell there wasn't a shred of malice in Tiger Lucky's words, of course, but Sora, who had been watching our dumb guy comedy with curiosity, couldn't have known that. Apologized to by the flustered girl, the tiger glitched out for a second before his two juniors stepped in to cover for him. What an undignified master.

"Besides, you're the one at fault for trying to charge in without a word, Tiger-san. Normally, a hastily formed party would have a light meeting to coordinate first."

"If anything, we should be thanking Sora-san for stopping us."

"That's right, thank her."

"…Um, if I recall, Haru was the one who was about to charge in first, wasn't he?"

I tried to join the other two in dogpiling the tiger, but I was not forgiven. See? My partner is not only cute, kind, and considerate, but she also has a fair mind. You should treat her with respect.

"Haru?"

"I'm sorry."

Incidentally, if you think stupid thoughts, there's a *high probability* she'll find out, *just like this*. If you don't want to get glared at, you'd better be careful. Got it, Tiger Lucky?

"Argh, seriously…! How long are we gonna keep this up? Like that idiot said, we don't need to coordinate. Don't worry, it'll be fine!"

At least here—Tiger Lucky said, scratching his head vigorously. He was trying to act gruff, but it was painfully obvious he was just flustered, unsure how to interact with a beautiful girl he'd just met (Sora).

"Well, yeah, that's true. If anything, this is the perfect stage to check out what we can all do *while* we fight."

"Totally. Like I said before, if things get hairy, I can handle it on my own! And if things get *really* hairy, Sora-chan's partner will do something about it, right?"

Following their senior who had walked towards the edge of the crater as if to turn away, Maru II and Rinne offered their own reassurances. To be honest, I'd like to experience a proper, role-based VR party myself, but…

"So… let's just trust our seniors and take it easy."

"O-Okay… Um, please have my back, okay?"

"Of course. Leave it to me."

Well, it seems I'll have to give up on the 'good old' experience this time—for better or worse, all five of us are just too far beyond the average player.



    Chapter 321

    A Flash of Golden Wind

    "—Alright Rinne, you're on point."

"Okay-dokey!"

The command was given, *same as always*. Seeing the crown manifest above her senior's head, Rinne leaped onto his right shoulder—her designated seat. The avatar was caught without the slightest movement by an invisible platform, a massive jaw that moved like a limb—and the *catapult* that would launch the opening 'shot' of the battle.

"She's about to charge in and punch a 'hole' in that sea of red. Before it closes, we'll jump into the space she creates—"

"Make a path, and push on through."

"Okay."

"Right!"

Her senior piggybacked on his partner's explanation, and the two standing behind him nodded in affirmation.

The young man (Haru) had the guts you'd expect; he'd already steeled himself and wore a relaxed expression. The girl (Sora) was a bit stiff with tension… but well, there was no need to worry. Her knight in shining armor next to her would surely protect her with a cool expression.

"Alright, here's the countdown—3, 2,"

At that moment, her eyes met a pair of large, amber ones, which looked her way as if concerned for her safety just before launch. Now, this girl who'd been dragged into a crazy party with four rankers—

"1, 0…!"

"—Well, see you in a bit!"

—is she a *princess who just needs protecting*, or is she a *second surprise in the making*?

With a hint of anticipation, she left the girl with a playful salute—

Her vision blurred, and her avatar was sent flying.

An expansive battlefield stretching for several kilometers in radius, completely filled by the great sea of 'Red.' Since taking them on head-on would be a waste of time, this kind of *shortcut* was a standard tactic. Generally, an opening salvo from an artillery mage was the textbook move, but this party had no mage. So, the *Rinne Bomb*, her specialty in PvE, was probably the optimal choice.

And so—she had a job to do, first and foremost. To detonate a huge one on impact and secure a landing zone for the four following behind her.

*During all that chatter before, she'd already charged up more than enough power*.

As Rinne soared through the air at a speed that left the flying 'Red'—the [Remnants of the Red Circle]—no time to react, a transparent, glass-like 'bell-shaped jewel' at her waist chimed with a clear tone.

Her altitude began to drop after she had flown several hundred meters. Impact was just moments away—————now.

"—Here we go."

With that completely tensionless, listless call.

As Rinne clapped her hands, a *soundless sound* exploded from her as the epicenter. No sound, no effects. Just a cataclysmic burst of energy released in an instant, annihilating every 'Red' that existed within a ten-meter radius of her.

Fourth Tier, Jewelry [Bell Opressia, Ever-present dignified Bell-flower]. The power it held was the manipulation of sound.

Not just her voice, but every movement she made, like clapping her hands—it was an extremely useful and beloved [Anima] that accumulated and amplified every sound her body produced, converting it into 'power,' turning her into an armament that was versatile in both offense and defense, and impossible to detect.

…Of course, it was only after it reached the Third Tier that its power exploded to the point of being listed in the unofficial rankings, earning its reputation as an excellent Anima. Before that, it was such a weak and troublesome thing that it was stronger to just punch things directly—

"—Nice one."

"—Good work."

"Welcome, welcome!"

She was praised by the 'next rounds' that landed on either side of her in quick succession, and she returned a smug look, not at all displeased. A glance behind her revealed the other two were there as well, of course.

Her eyes happened to meet the young man's.

He himself claims he's 'not exactly a battle junkie,' but judging by the joyful smile already on his face, it was hard to believe. The opening shots of the battle had already been fired.

Both in terms of personality and battle style, Rinne had an intuition that *he* would be the first to charge in. So, she braced herself, recalling the sensation of that same gale brushing against her cheek *on that day*—

"Gueh!?"

"What the…"

She couldn't help but freeze when she saw him walk straight towards her, then grab the collars of the two men who had been on the verge of charging from either side of her.

Even as the tsunami of 'Red' continued to surge towards them, the [Acrobat] who had made this mysterious move showed no signs of panic… instead, he spoke with an expression that couldn't hide a hint of pride.

"My bad—she seems raring to go, so let me give her the next turn."

Before they could even question his words, a wind brushed against their cheeks. It wasn't the white and blue gale she had seen that day—but a gentle breeze, like a dazzling golden zephyr.

"[Schwert Kreis]."

The voice that reached her ears belonged to the girl she had been talking to all day. But this time, it held a dignified resonance she had never heard before.

"—[Turm Riesig]!"

And the absurdly giant sword of sand and dust she created in her small hand—

—the *Acrobat's partner* swung it without a shred of hesitation or mercy.



    Chapter 322

    Past the First Act, the Journey Continues

    The now-familiar giant tower of a magic sword was swung, scattering a roaring gust of wind, and the semi-circle stretching for more than ten meters in front of Sora was instantly leveled. As we'd been told, the massive army of 'Red' wasn't all that impressive stat-wise. The hordes of [Remnants of the Red Circle] were cut down, crushed, and pulverized without a chance to resist, dissipating into the air like mist.

…Hmm, their method of disappearing is different from that of familiar enemies. As I can see and hear, they really are a separate class of being from 'normal enemies.'

—And so on. I was able to calmly observe the easily predictable 'result' because—

"Ngh!?"

"You've gotta be kidding me…!?"

"Whoa…!?"

—I was the only one who had witnessed her ridiculous power up close so many times. The two men I had held back to avoid the unfortunate accident of being caught in the *crossfire*, and Rinne, who had put on a magnificent 'cannonball' performance, all cried out with the same sentiment.

It's no wonder they were surprised… but even if we stopped moving, *they* certainly wouldn't.

"—[Parabellum Bullet]."

I let go of Tiger Lucky and Maru II, summoning crimson daggers into my now-free hands. At that moment, a *faint phosphorescence* shifted from Sora, who had charged forward, to me. The scales tipped, and I ignited my boosted agility—and dashed.

On the opposite side of the semi-circle my partner had cleared, I sliced through the *tsunami of creatures* that came pouring into the deployment space Rinne had secured. I brought the point of my blade down on the head of a lion that lunged with bared fangs, trisected a swooping eagle at the torso and wings, diced the slender neck of a charging ostrich, and split a massive crocodile that leaped up from my feet in two from jaw to the *tip of its tail*. I also activated *Flip Stroke*. I used my Bullet machine gun to shoot down every flying type I could see—I see, so they *are* soft.

Even compared to something as over-the-top as [Angalta, God-Wedge Sword-King], or even the [Gemlant Army] I fought in the 'ant nest' the other day, there was none of the resistance you feel when striking a reasonably tough enemy. Personally, I have my thoughts… or rather, my *suspicions*, about the information related to the crimson weapons currently in my hands, but these guys, yeah—they're just *husks*, no *doubt about it*.

…And so, you three.

Have you rebooted yet?

"—…Hah, well now, that completely blew me away."

After pushing back the encirclement in one breath, I made eye contact with Tiger Lucky, who had been frozen solid while I bounced around, even flipping upside down. True to his words, the young man who had been completely frozen by my surprise spat out his words with a hint of chagrin—then a wicked smile spread across his face, and his cheeks curled up.

"Sora!"

"—Eek!? W-Wha, y-yes!?"

Hey, hey, I get how you feel, but lower your voice. You startled Sora-san so much she dispelled her magic sword.

"Is *that thing* a one-shot cannon?!"

The question followed the call, and my partner, flustered at the thought of having a conversation in this situation, shot me a look. By all means, go right ahead. Indulge yourself as much as you like.

—If you're going to liven up my partner's public debut, I'll gladly kick aside any number of obstacles to buy you time!

"…N-*no*, I can do it *as many times as I want*!"

I gave her a grin and a nod as I picked up my speed, and Sora turned back and replied boldly… well, I'll overlook the fact that she's still a little timid, but she answered straight on.

"As many times as you want…? Huh… Really…?"

"Wait a minute… is she the real main cannon here…?"

Hey, you two over there, the Maru-Rinne pair. Thanks for the textbook reaction, but could you stop standing there and lend a hand? It's not that I *can't* do it, but maintaining a space for five people all by myself is making me a little dizzy…!

"…………A monster's partner is a monster, huh? Can't judge a book by its cover."

Hey, you too, Tiger Lucky! I've already taken out a number approaching the triple digits in the last ten seconds, so hurry up! Stop trying to look cool and give the 'orders' already, party leader!

"—Rinne, guard our rear."

"…Right, okay!"

"Maru, take the left. I'll handle the right."

"Got it…!"

Whether I can do it or not is one thing, but high-speed maneuvering is basically *super exhausting*. When I'm hyped up or extremely focused, it's one thing, but doing it sober is surprisingly tough. —So, it wasn't that my thoughts of 'hurry up and change the situation, dammit' got through, but the [Great Tiger] gave his terse commands, and the [Sound Armor] and [The Dictionary] moved into position.

As for him… it seems he still had more to 'say.' Can't be helped, I'll handle the front and right for a little longer.

"Alright—Sora, you're the front runner. Lead the way."

"Huh…"

"You can do it, right? You're the *Acrobat's partner*."

"Hah."

I couldn't help but laugh.

Yeah, I like that, not bad at all. You get it, Tiger ☆ Lucky. That kind of provocation is something I… and surely, Sora too—

"—…Leave it to me!"

—don't dislike in the slightest.

"[Schwert Kreis]…!"

"Whoa…"

"What is that, that's insane…"

Even as they were given their positions and got back to work, their gazes were still glued to her. The circle of magic swords, summoned one after another from the void to surround their 'master,' elicited voices on the verge of being utterly dumbfounded.

And whether their owner was aware of the voices directed at her or not… in accordance with her orders, Sora looked straight ahead and—

"[Zwei Rad]!"

—unleashed two giant wheels, each *woven* from a hundred magic swords. The sand-dust tyranny attending the 'Golden' one roared to life—and the trampling began.

"—Hey, idiot clown."

"Who're you calling an idiot clown?"

Since the anti-army girl (Sora) had begun her energetic rampage, the one in charge of the right flank came over to me, as I was now pushed to the remaining right side. While exchanging lighthearted banter and lopping off the heads of the varied 'Red' creatures, I stole a glance at his profile… although it still held a trace of surprise, he looked to be in a very good mood.

—Ah, this feels good.

Now I really understand how Sora felt back when I made my public debut and stole the spotlight, how she was as happy as if it had been her own achievement.

"You were hiding somethin' incredible… That really blew me away. Satisfied?"

"Extremely—whoa!? You…!?"

I narrowly dodged the black spear thrust that followed his smug look, and the [Great Tiger], with a wicked grin curling his lips, let out a half-joking click of his tongue.

"Haru, you take out every flying type that gets close. Other than that, just support your precious partner. Escort her properly."

"You bastard… Yeah, yeah, got it, leader."

'She might overdo it and get carried away'—whether that was his genuine thought or just part of his role-playing, for all his rough, careless, and sloppy nature, he was surprisingly observant. I glanced at my partner, who was carving a path with incredible momentum, wielding her magic swords… well, she'd probably need my support any second now. The small back I watched as I followed his orders, shooting down birds and fish swimming in the air with a barrage of Bullets, was the most *dangerously reckless* it had ever been.

But if that was due to her 'fun' and 'happiness'—

"…Haha."

There was nothing to be done, and I didn't need to be asked. Sora's 'fun' is my 'fun.' Supporting my cute partner is nothing less than a rewarding privilege of being her partner.

—The small circle advanced through the great sea of 'Red,' which dissipated only to surge forth again, never stopping its advance. The stage, which had seemed so vast, was far too small for the challengers. And so, the commotion that had stirred the 'sea' was over. In less than half an hour, in what was but a blink of an eye for the world—they departed, continuing on their journey.



    Chapter 323

    A Map with No Discernible End

    After successfully touching the monolith and making a swift exit from the 'Red Circle' annihilation site, the party headed northwest towards their second destination. The army of red was visually overwhelming, but in terms of total difficulty, it wasn't a big deal. The veteran rankers were, of course, fine, and even Sora, who regularly keeps up with me, showed no signs of fatigue. But—

"Sora-chaaan!"

"Wah!?"

Upon entering a new forest area and finding a truly idyllic stream, Tiger Lucky declared a break without any warning. Before Sora could even wonder what to do with the sudden rest period, Rinne swooped in, picked her up, and carried her off somewhere. They're probably off to have some girl talk. Have fun, you two.

—So, when I asked about the need for a sudden break, Maru II-shi explained. With time in the virtual world flowing at a rate of 1.5 times that of reality, an 'expedition' that takes up half a day in real time would feel like a full eighteen hours. Pushing through long dives and suffering from sensory fatigue would ultimately waste a lot of time and, in the worst-case scenario, lead to *that*. Therefore, regardless of whether you're tired or not, it's standard practice on these kinds of expeditions to take breaks, big or small, between each event.

"Plus, on raid-scale expeditions, players have varying levels of fatigue resistance. Support-type players, for example, have a tough time just with the travel."

"I see…"

Maru II-shi and I were by the stream. A little ways off, Sora and Rinne were in the shade of a large tree—and when I looked for Tiger Lucky, he was wading barefoot in the shallow stream, stretching. Nature suits him. He is a tiger, after all.

"You know, I just had a thought."

"What's up?"

I had fully expected to be barraged with questions about Sora's abilities, but surprisingly, the trio's reaction was limited to high praise right after the battle. Rinne might be grilling her one-on-one right now, but… if no one was going to ask, I'd use this break time for my own questions.

"Transfer gates, they exist outside of safe areas too, right?"

"They do."

"And players can set them up themselves, I hear."

"They can."

So my memory's correct. Good.

"Then what's the point of traveling on foot like this? And if players can set up transfer gates, you'd think they'd have placed one at that 'annihilation site' we were just at."

"Ah… well, if we could, we obviously would."

When I posed the obvious question that had been bugging me during our long run, Maru II-shi's response was just as I'd *expected*. Yeah, I figured. The fact that they hadn't meant it was probably impossible. So, what I wanted to know was the reason why.

"Right, you've only been playing for less than three months, haven't you?"

"I'm a bit ignorant of this virtual world's ways, I'm afraid."

"No, no, this world has more information than reality, right? I can barely keep up with current events, I don't have time to dig through past info."

"…You can say that again."

Wow, I was a little moved by how perfectly he sympathized with my dilemma. That's exactly it. New information on current content keeps pouring in, so there's no time to study existing information…!

"Asking questions when they pop into your head is the best way to resolve them, I think. You'd be hard-pressed to find a *gamer* who *hates talking* about *game knowledge*."

"I know, right?"

Come to think of it, I had fun teaching Sora about various terms and concepts, too…

"So, about the transfer gates. To put it simply, there's a limit to the area where they can be placed. Specifically, within a hundred-kilometer radius of the Great Bell Tower at the center of the safe area… you can't place them any further out than that, no matter what you do."

"Ah… a distance limit. That makes sense."

—Wait a minute. Does that mean Ui-san's hideout is surprisingly close to the city? Irori said you can only reach it by going through the transfer gate in the correct sequence… maybe it's some kind of barrier that's invisible from the outside. I'll have to ask my master directly next time.

"By the way, Haru-san, have you heard? The talk about the South getting serious about aiming for a [Colored Monster] subjugation."

"Hm?—Ah, yeah, I've heard."

Heard is an understatement; positionally, I'm on the leading side. Well, in reality, I'll probably just be used by Iris as 'manpower'—

"In that case, are you aware that Arcadia's system will be 'expanded' with the subjugation of that [Colored Monster]?"

"I know about that, too, for the most part."

It was a story Iris had explained to me the other day in connection with the subjugation of the 'Red Circle.'

"When Riertahelia of the Red Circle was defeated, there was a world announcement that 'Clans' were unlocked, right? And then there was the early implementation of the 'Marriage System,' I believe."

"That's the one."

Setting aside the marriage part, clans—organizations for mutual aid between players—are functions that the developers should have had *ready from the start*. An online game where crucial systems like 'Guilds' and 'Clans' are unlocked through player progression is, needless to say, unheard of.

"This is a crazy game, really."

"It's an insane game, really."

But that's what makes it good—or not, but regardless, from these facts, it's the common understanding among players that 'subjugating a Colored Monster expands the game system.'

…Now, why did the conversation turn from the limit of transfer gates to this topic?

"The White… the [White Throne], it uses teleportation, doesn't it?"

"It does……………Wait, ah, is *that what you mean*?"

"That's what I mean—the 'reward' for subjugating the [White Throne] might be an expansion of the transfer gate system… or so we hope. Well, it's just a maybe, but still."

"I see… Now that you mention it, that seems like the only possibility."

The [Tsarkalv of the White Throne]—it governs 'boundaries,' was it? As a divine messenger governing domains and space, it certainly seems plausible that it would be involved with the transfer system.

"Realistically, it's hard to imagine they wouldn't do something about *that*."

"Hm… What do you mean?"

When I tilted my head, unable to follow his train of thought this time, Maru II-shi opened his system window with a smile, saying, "It's simple." He vigorously expanded a map of this world in the air—the world map data.

"This world is just too big. It's impossible to aim for the 'end' without being able to create relay points like transfer gates."

"…It's that bad?"

I'd heard it was big, vast, and endless, but… I never imagined it was to the extent that a ranker from the Northern Faction (Nortalia), whose mission is 'adventure,' would declare it 'impossible' with such a distant look in his eyes.

"Can you believe it? This map, as of now, is apparently *larger than the area of all of Earth's continents combined*. It's insane, right?"

"What???"

What? What did he just say???

"Even an elite team specializing in travel, running for months with the sole purpose of advancing, can't see the end of the world, let alone an ocean. And what's more, you'd think it's just *empty space*, but the furthest confirmed areas are littered with undiscovered dungeons if you look for them."

"That's terrifying… Is this game genuinely one you can 'play for a lifetime'…?"

"At the very least, it's a paradise for people who love to travel. In fact, there's a rumor that half of Arcadia's population are true 'enjoyment' players who are just reveling in a carefree journey through another world."

"Wow…"

There's still so much I don't know…

"—Are you done talking?"

"Whoa-hey!?"

A whisper from a distance close enough to feel her breath on my ear made me literally *jump* up and take immediate evasive action. Within two-tenths of a second, I had secured a safe distance of several meters and turned around to find Rinne standing where I had been, looking pleased with her successful 'prank.'

Damn… She calls me her 'favorite' and all that, but she doesn't hold back when she messes with me, does she…!

—Then, with a splash, Tiger Lucky climbed out of the river and gave me an exasperated look.

"What are you doin', lettin' out a pathetic scream like that?"

…Oh, what, are you done enjoying nature, Mr. Tiger? I'd bet money that if the same thing happened to you, you'd have the *exact* same reaction. You would, wouldn't you?

"Oi, what's with that annoying look on your face? If you've got somethin' to say—"

"Alright, alright, please don't start roughhousing every time you get a chance."

"The break's been long enough. Let's get going, Master."

"Hey, wait, what are you guys doing, don't pull me…!"

And so the tiger was secured on both sides by his disciple and junior, flapping about as he was hauled out of the water. Hmm… it seems he's fine with Rinne touching him. Is it just because he's used to her, or does he have a hard time with/a soft spot for quiet girls like Sora…?

"………………Is something wrong?"

"No, nothing at all."

And why is Sora-san, who has appeared next to me at some point, smiling so happily? I'm glad she's enjoying this expedition, but… I have a feeling she's especially enjoying watching me act like an idiot…

"Come on, let's go too. We'll be left behind!"

It's probably not—just my imagination… but oh well. Urged on by my partner, who's been in a good mood since this morning, I broke into a trot, tossing my disorganized thoughts to the ground without a second thought. Honestly, if Sora's reaction had been so-so, I was planning to tone down the casual guy-banter… but from the looks of it, she's rather enjoying it. I'm having fun, Sora's happy (?)—then I guess it's all good. I'll spend the rest of the day in this relaxed mood.



    Chapter 324

    Green Connect

    From the annihilation site of the 'Red Circle,' we headed northwest.

Across fields and over mountains, we arrived at our second destination, where—Sora and I both froze, struck by a shock that far surpassed even the sight of the sea of 'Red.'

"—………………"

"…………Um…………What is… that?"

In place of my partner, who was wide-eyed and speechless, I dazedly questioned the trio who were calmly gazing at the 'scenery.' My own voice was terribly hoarse. But my question seemed to have gotten through, as Tiger Lucky, Maru II, and Rinne each grunted, "Hmm," before—

"A hippo."

"A turtle."

"Isn't it a dragon?"

—offering their completely different opinions on the appearance of the 'scenery.'

Our current location was almost due west of the [Safe Area]. If you were to connect the 'Red' annihilation site, the city's Great Bell Tower, and *this place*, you'd form a perfect isosceles triangle… which meant it was obvious what lay here. In the land where the 'Western Kingdom Vestol' once stood was the third divine scar—that is, a massive crater several kilometers in diameter. And filling that massive hole was an entity beyond all reason.

"The 'Green'—[Green Connect, Jehatreglie]…"

Big, huge, gigantic—no matter how many words I used, it felt inadequate to describe the abnormal, vertigo-inducing immensity of its body.

What first caught my eye was the torso with a shell on its back, which made Maru II's description of 'turtle' understandable. At a glance, the overall form could indeed be described as a 'turtle with a mountain covered in lush trees on its back.' However, its head, tail, and limbs were not those of a 'turtle.'

Tiger Lucky's 'hippo' was probably referring to its head. With its large mouth and squarish shape, it did bear a resemblance, if you had to say. Though I'm quite certain the 'Mr. Hippo' I know doesn't have such a ferocious face. And its neck stretched out like a turtle's, and it even had goat-like horns.

As for the limbs and tail, Rinne's 'dragon' was spot on. Though they were somewhat short, like a turtle's, the four legs extending from the shell were those of a thick-legged dragon. The tail was shaped much like an Eastern dragon's, long enough to encircle its entire colossal body. A swing of that thing could easily reshape the surrounding terrain.

—Good grief, I'm speechless.

But if I had to force myself to say one thing…

"How the hell are we supposed to beat that thing???"

"Well, it's a sure thing you can't beat it just by smackin' it."

"If we had a hundred of Iris-sama… would that be enough?"

"Probably not even then. I heard she struck its eyeball with that 'sword' and it didn't even leave a scratch."

"Ehh…"

Sora shivered as if repulsed by their replies, and I couldn't blame her. No matter how many times I rubbed my eyes and looked again, it didn't even seem like an enemy, let alone a living creature. Or rather, my brain was refusing to accept that it was a living creature—

"Alright… you two, go give it a quick *touch*."

""Huh???""

My voice and Sora's harmonized perfectly in response to Tiger Lucky's incomprehensible statement. Not just the sound, but the meaning behind it was also a perfect match. What, a touch? Uh? Are you telling us to *approach that thing* and *touch it*???

"Uh, um… eh, eh…? Get close… die…—"

My hoarse voice trailed off, but there was no need to say it out loud. Just like with the [White Throne] before, I could only see a future where we were turned to dust the moment we got close. Even though I've grown incomparably stronger since then, what's impossible is impossible. In fact, if I were to challenge the 'White' one again now, it would only be a 'repeat' performance.

With that in mind, I was about to ask if this was a 'die and return to town' prerequisite when—

"Ah, it's okay."

Maru II must have noticed that not just me, but Sora too, was in the dark. Waving his hand as if to say he wasn't making an unreasonable demand, he added a note.

"That thing's basically non-aggressive. It won't even notice you if you enter its field, and it won't react even if you kick its outer tail." It's just a set piece that won't move until you pull the 'trigger'—or so he said. Well, it's true that despite its biological appearance, it doesn't even seem to be breathing right now…

"That's how it is. There's only one condition for it to 'wake up,' and that's when *pests get on its shell*. So go get your points already."

"I see…"

I kind of get it. It's probably not a direct combat type, but a gimmick-clearing type. There must be some kind of mechanism on its back. I'm curious… but yeah, for now, let's just say our 'greetings.'

"Alright—well then, Sora-san, shall we go give its tail a kick?"

"Wha… a kick, n-no, you can't! Just because it won't react, you can't do something so scary on purp—Haru!? Wait, please, stop!"

If it's not even going to acknowledge our presence, then there's no need for us to hold back either. Shaking off my fear and kicking off the ground towards the crater, driven by curiosity, I heard a cute and lively voice chasing after me from behind.

—Ah, I like this. It feels a bit nostalgic.

Consciously acting the fool to lighten the awkward atmosphere, and before I knew it, I was unconsciously acting the fool and charging ahead, only to get scolded by Sora…

…Ah, wait a sec, this is no good.

"Honestly, Haru—ah, hey, why are you speeding up!?"

Well, that would be to prevent you from seeing the goofy grin on my face as I reminisce about the past. Now then, it's time for a long-overdue game of tag—Sora-san, you've grown a lot since then. Can you keep up with me now!?

Afterwards, Sora, who ruthlessly activated [Scareless], captured me in a cage of magic swords in less than ten seconds. Our greetings to the 'Green' one were carried out extremely peacefully, under the direction of my disgruntled partner.

◇You have had an encounter with [Green Connect, Jehatreglie]◇

<hr>

――――――――――――――――――
◇Status◇
Title：Acrobat
Name：Haru　 Lv：100
STR(Strength)：200⇒250
AGI(Agility)：250⇒300
DEX(Dexterity)：0
VIT(Vitality)：0(+150)
MID(Mind)：300(+350)
LUC(Luck)：300
――――――――――――――――――
◇Status◇
Name：Sora Lv：100
STR(Strength)：100
AGI(Agility)：200
DEX(Dexterity)：100
VIT(Vitality)：100
MID(Mind)：500⇒550(+200)
LUC(Luck)：50⇒100
――――――――――――――――――

+50 from contact with the 'Memorial Stele of the Red Circle'
+50 from the encounter with [Green Connect, Jehatreglie]



    Chapter 325

    On Break

    "—So yeah, we're off to a good start."

"I see."

"The 'pilgrimage' is done, so this afternoon we're apparently going to hit the dungeons for real."

"Mm-hm."

"Still, this is some serious overkill for clearing normal dungeons. Tiger… [Great Tiger] was saying we could even clear some raids with this group if they're easy enough."

"Is that so."

"………………"

"…………"

"You're still mad, aren't you?"

"I am not mad."

◇◆◇◆◇

—And so, after a lunchtime interlude with her highness, I returned to the virtual world and awoke in a wilderness dotted with large boulders. My consciousness had been gone, and my avatar, which had been sleeping leaning against the rock face, tried to rise… but I was frozen in place by the action penalty for re-logging in an unsafe zone. It was that 'dazed state' Sora had been in before. Come to think of it, this is my first time experiencing it. So this is what it feels like—

"—You're back."

"Yeah, thanks for keeping watch."

The voice came from in front of me; it was Tiger Lucky. He'd said no enemies spawned around here, but he'd stayed behind as a precaution. —So, though no one had said anything, I had hurried back. Because I had rushed through the lunch I'd been invited to, Iris had been sliiiightly displeased… but I promised to make it up to her, so I hope she'll forgive me.

I looked around. The others, each leaning against a rock, all still seemed to be 'asleep.' Looks like I'm the first one back.

"I'll take over. Go ahead."

"Yeah, thanks."

After a brief, direct exchange, the young man operated his window and closed his eyes. The strength drained from his avatar. It didn't twitch at all, but if you looked closely, you could see it was breathing faintly. It didn't look like an 'empty shell,' but rather like it was simply 'sleeping.'

"—Hff, hnnngh…"

The sleepy-eyed debuff icon that had been lit up in the corner of my vision disappeared, and I pushed my now-weightless body up and stretched with all my might. The sky I looked up at wasn't a pleasant blue—but a rather unsightly reddish-brown.

And as I turned my head, what came into view was a huge tower standing tall in the center of a *neatly arranged* stone circle. It was a dungeon located not far from the 'Green Connect' crater. Its name was [The Tower of Four Sides]—yeah, the name gives absolutely no clue as to its nature. With its black brick construction and perfectly square design, it had a very blatant 'I was built' look to it, making it a rather eerie structure.

Incidentally, though I call it huge, each side is only five meters long, and it's at most a dozen or so meters tall. But the interior is a separate dimension and is apparently quite spacious. The [Spiral Crimson Tower] was built on the same scale as its exterior, but I guess that varies from dungeon to dungeon—

"—…Nn."

As I was staring blankly at the pitch-black tower, my ear caught a faint sigh. I looked over and saw Sora, who had logged out next to Rinne, slowly opening her eyes. Ten, twenty seconds passed, and the girl blinked a few times—then our eyes met.

"Morning."

"Good morning."

Her slightly dazed, 'just woke up' face was infinitely healing. The guys, of course, but if Rinne had witnessed this, she would have fallen even deeper into the Sora-swamp… hmm? Gently resting her senior's avatar, which had been leaning against her shoulder, back against the large rock, the girl stood up and quietly approached me. My partner came right up next to me and sat down beside me where I was sitting cross-legged, as if it were the most natural thing in the world. We weren't touching, but it was still a little close.

"…What is it?"

"It's nothing."

If you say so—

True to her words, she didn't say anything, nor did she look at me. I joined Sora in gazing up at the reddish-brown sky, as she quietly stared off into the distance. It's amazing how the silence between us isn't painful or awkward in the slightest. The key is that it's *mutual*. I can be sure that Sora 'doesn't mind' my silence either, which makes me feel incredibly calm. For someone I've only known for less than three months… it's still, no matter how many times I think about it, strange… and no matter how many times I think about it, a strange laugh wells up inside me.

————And so,

"………………Were you watching?"

"…I was not."

Getting caught with that mysterious smile on my face is so damn embarrassing. Peeking is strictly forbidden, missy. Give me a break.

"Ah… right, Sora-san."

"Yes?"

I searched for a topic, anything to distract from my embarrassment, but—

"……………………Are you having fun today?"

—all that came out was a desperate, on-the-spot diversion on par with 'nice weather we're having.'

At that, Sora, after a moment of stunned silence—

"Yes, very much."

—looked at me with amusement and simply smiled softly.



    Chapter 326

    The Tower of Four Sides

    "—From here on out, we're gonna focus on gettin' Sora some 'experience.'"

"No objections."

"No objections from me."

"No objections here!"

"H-ah, u-um…………p-please take care of me…!"

And so, as the afternoon session—the real part of our expedition—was about to begin, Tiger Lucky stood with the black tower at his back and declared that 'guideline.' His reasoning was that rather than adding to my skills, which were already fairly developed, it would be more beneficial to focus on strengthening Sora, who was still in the process of developing with *that thing*. The potential for growth was greater.

Three immediate assents, and one flustered agreement. The proposal was passed smoothly, and the party leader nodded, then turned to face the dungeon we were about to challenge.

"This place is that type of dungeon too, but we're gonna focus on goin' through dungeons with elemental or magic-type bosses."

"To promote the growth of her [Anima], right?"

"Yeah. Each Anima needs different kinds of experience, but considerin' the nature and potential of that magic sword of hers… well, beatin' up on opponents that seem like a good match is probably the best way."

*What do you think?*—Sora-san, whose opinion was sought with a glance, nodded enthusiastically. His gaze then turned to me, and since I completely agreed, I nodded as well.

"Alright, let's go. Maru, Rinne, give 'em a quick rundown of this place on the way."

"Got it."

"Okay-dokey!"

◇◆◇◆◇

[The Tower of Four Sides]—its extremely simple dungeon format was a boss rush. Upon entering the tower, the first thing that awaited us was a square space, just like the exterior. It was a room just shy of complete darkness, with only blue lines of light running across the floor like signposts.

In the center of the room, where the blue lines gathered to form a magic circle-like pattern, a player had to stand—and then, in the four corners of the room, doors glowing with different colors would appear. Needless to say, a boss monster awaited behind each one, and by defeating all four, the magic circle would activate, opening a transfer gate to the main boss.

And so, the first one—enemy name: [Banning Horn, Blazing Horn]. To describe its appearance in one phrase, it would be a flaming unicorn. Its mane, tail, and even its hooves were made of flames that roared and spewed heat, and it rampaged wildly, leaving trails of fire wherever it ran. Its size was about that of a 'normal horse,' so it wasn't a particularly large target, and it was nimble. It also came complete with tricky moves like heat haze illusions and area damage from flaming dust… a truly boss-like boss, but—

"Haru!"

"Got it!"

Sora stopped its legs with her magic sword, and I finished it off with a slice to the neck from [Samidorizuki]. Game set. It put up a decent fight, but honestly, it wasn't threatening enough. The [Gemlant Quintesta] was much tougher.

Next, the second one—[Cascade Bull, Waterfall Twin Horns]. A minotaur, entirely blue, wielding a great axe with a blade of flowing water. I thought it would be a simple, strong, and tough power fighter… but it turned out to be a surprisingly skillful block of muscle, transforming the water blade of its axe for surprise attacks and summoning water-based fighting bulls to set on us—but,

"[Turm Riesig]."

Sora surpassed it in both power and skill, and after completely shutting it down, she sliced it in two. My assessment: 1/10th of an [Angalta, God-Wedge Sword-King] plus water magic. For us, who had just fought an armored knight that was far superior in every way, it was a lukewarm opponent.

Third—[Gran Replus, Earth-Hard Three Eyes].

……………………I don't get it, a dinosaur?

It was like a T-Rex with a really bad sense of balance, or a giant, ferocious dog's head attached to a frail dinosaur's body… a truly bizarre monster. And of course, true to its name, it had three eyes. Forgive me for this being a personal issue, but ever since I was little, I've had a tendency to be scared of 'three-eyed' characters for some reason. And I still carry that aversion with me to this day—so,

"[Kiraboshi]!"

I *closed my eyes* and carved it up.

Since I had already confirmed from the previous two that each one didn't have that much HP, I went all out from the start. The mysterious dinosaur-thing, which probably used earth-elemental magic or something, was sent packing with less than a minute of screen time. Sora was stunned, and Tiger Lucky smacked me on the head, saying, "What are you doin'," but I hope you'll forgive me. My trauma was suddenly triggered, and it surprised me…

And the fourth—[Fairloweez, Wind-Worshipping Four Blades]. A mass of wind depicted with the game-like visual of being green. Judging by the fact that its four floating blades closely resembled 'scythes,' its motif was probably the 'kamaitachi' wind weasel. Its fighting style was the simplest of the four, but it was also the most difficult. The main body, positioned in the center of the field, periodically blew gusts of wind to hinder the player's movement, while ceaselessly tracking scythes reaped the immobile prey. A real bastard of a strategy.

The scythes are instantly replaced even if destroyed, and if you try to hit the main body, you're forcibly pushed back by a knockback effect when you get within a certain distance. The pressure from the main body weakens when the scythes are regenerating, so the proper strategy would probably be to destroy all four blades at once to neutralize the gust, and then hit the core visible within the green wind during that opening. Or rather, doing that *as a group* would be the proper strategy.

"—[Tausend]!"

My Sora, of course, destroyed it all by herself.

…And so, in that manner.

"Hmm…"

"I know what you're thinkin', but you two are the weird ones here."

"I thought the same thing when I got hit by it in our duel this morning, but that [Kiraboshi] is really not human anymore. I'm looking forward to the video that's apparently going to be uploaded later."

"Hey, hey, Sora-chan, how many magic swords can you summon at once?"

"Um… right now, maybe around two thousand? Oh, no, I can't really control them all if it gets to that point, though…!"

Having trampled the four bosses, we were back in the first room. I let out a noncommittal sound, which prompted a retort from Tiger Lucky, and our party engaged in a tension-free conversation.

—I knew it, but this is too easy.

In the end, the only ones who had been on the front lines were Sora and me. Tiger Lucky and the others had been spectating while providing commentary on the scene… but well, this apparently isn't even a 'high-difficulty dungeon.' It's probably a mistake to compare it to the secret dungeons I've challenged recently.

"Well, the final boss has some bite to it. We'll join in too, but don't let your guard down and die."

"Oh, really? I'm looking forward to it."

To the strong enemy, of course, but also to the reward that lies beyond. Apparently, the completion reward for this dungeon is 'plain but useful,' and almost every player has benefited from it… come to think of it, I didn't get any completion rewards for the [Great Rock-Eating Hive] or the [Buried Labyrinth of Forgetfulness], did I? I didn't get one for the high-difficulty ones, but I will for the normal dungeon [The Tower of Four Sides]. Does that mean it's unrelated to difficulty? —Anyway,

"Alright, let's go."

"Okay!"

With Sora in tow, I joined the other three who were already standing on the magic circle, waiting for us. Sensing the challengers had assembled, the lines, which had turned from blue to red after the four bosses were defeated, shone even brighter—and the familiar sensation of teleportation filled my avatar.



    Chapter 327

    Party Time

    ""Whoa…""

The light of the teleport faded, and as my eyes, momentarily blinded by the flash, adjusted to the darkness, Sora and I saw *it* and spoke in unison for the umpteenth time today.

It was a circular field with black walls and blue light lines running along them, just like the four preliminary rooms. Aside from the fact that it was particularly dim due to the lack of proper lighting, it was an 'unremarkable boss room,' but it was precisely that 'darkness' that made its presence stand out.

The silhouette of its translucent white body floating in the air could be likened to an 'octopus' or a 'jellyfish.' A vortex of brilliantly colored light, never mixing but constantly entwining, was packed into its swollen, water-dumpling-like head—and from *that head* sprouted a total of ten *necks*.

Extending downward from the floating head-sac… just like octopus tentacles, were ten necks, and at the end of each was a head of an equally indescribable shape. Or rather, not a head but… a *skull*? You could say it was like a distorted snake's skull—

"…You okay, Sora-san?"

"I-I'm still, mostly okay…"

Ah, that's good… It has a kind of inscrutable, creepy design. Since it's translucent and floating, I can't guess its mass, but it's quite large. If it stretched its necks, it would probably reach the full length of [Angalta, God-Wedge Sword-King]'s giant knight form, and if you include the *dumpling* on top, it might even exceed ten meters.

As I continued to watch, fighting back my instinctive fear of the 'monster,' the usual color cursor and status bar appeared above its head.

Enemy name: [Altera Anguis, Unseeing Ten Heads].

"One, two, three, four, and then ten… they just added them up, huh?"

"I was expecting five for the last one…"

The visual impact was worthy of the final boss of a boss rush, and it was certainly intimidating. However—

"The *fear*… yeah, I don't really feel much of it."

"…!"

Even a grotesque appearance becomes familiar if you stare at it for thirty seconds. As I spoke, swinging the [Everquartz, Sky-Soaring White Crystal Sword] I had summoned, Sora next to me created her sand sword and took a stance in agreement. I'd observed it from *outside the circle* for a good while, and I figured it would start moving once we crossed this line of light drawn on the outer edge. I glanced over to signal that I was ready, and our leader nodded, opening his mouth to take command.

"I said it had some bite, but at the end of the day, it's just a *boss*. There's no way we'll have trouble with this group. Let's get it over with quick."

"So we're just improvising individually again?"

"Nah, this one's got a bit of a punch to it, so let's practice some basic coordination. You aside, it's probably best for Sora to get some experience while she has the leeway."

That's true.

"P-Please take care of me…!"

"Well, it's nothin' difficult. Just move freely—Rinne, you're the tank. This time, just focus on being a wall, no counterattacks."

"Roger that!"

"Maru and Haru, you're on skirmish duty, playin' the role of a normal light fighter. Seal away your big moves and focus on 'chipping away.' A light tap is all I need from you two."

Oh? —Ah, I see. That kind of pattern.

"Okay."

"Got it."

"And… Sora, you're on artillery duty this time. I'll be beside you givin' commands, so drop a big one when I give the signal, and watch the overall flow of the battle."

"…Right!"

"Alright—don't worry, this is just for *this time*. I know you two shine brightest as a double front, but since you're so versatile, I figured I'd have you try everything in turn."

Oh, nice one, Tiger Lucky. Good catch. Her tendency to want to be on the front lines is hard to guess from her graceful, lady-like appearance and demeanor. Surprised that he had read her mind, Sora looked stunned for a moment before looking down, slightly embarrassed. She wasn't looking dissatisfied or anything, so I don't think you need to worry. It's just that our leader is *much more of a leader than I thought*.

"Now then… if there are no questions, let's begin!"

◇◆◇◆◇

"—I see."

About ten minutes into the battle. With plenty of room to spare, I had already figured out most of the attack patterns of [Altera Anguis, Unseeing Ten Heads].

First of all, as its name 'Unseeing' implies, this thing has zero vision. The skulls at the end of the necks growing from its head-sac have will-o'-the-wisp-like pale blue lights in their eye sockets, but Altera's necks only pursue those who make noise or touch it. Or, those who use skills or magic… more accurately, those who consume MP. In other words, in addition to hearing and touch, it seems to be sensing the 'movement of magical power.' However, at present, all ten heads of that snake-octopus-jellyfish are—

"Come on, come on, what's wrong?"

—completely fixated on our makeshift cloth tank, Rinne-chan-san. Not only physical attacks like biting and slamming, but also a barrage of diverse magic like fire, water, and wind, are all easily brushed aside by the invisible armor mediated by 'sound' that deflects every spark that rushes towards her. As expected of the North's eighth-ranked [Bell-Mail]—somehow, this just highlights how insane Hinayo-san was for making her cry one-sidedly…

"Heh-heh! You can't reach me!"

What a lively tank she is. [Bell Opressia, Ever-present dignified Bell-flower], was it? It's said that the louder she is, the stronger she gets, so it's a fitting Anima for the energetic girl. I mean that in a good way—now then, the skirmishers can't just keep *poking* at it.

"It's *coming*!"

"Okay!"

Bosses in MMOs tend to have gimmicks, big or small. A game where an invincible tank takes the aggro and everyone else just has to wail on it until it's over—such *kindly designed* enemies are few and far between. Usually, they're equipped with special actions like party-wide attacks on a regular or random AI basis… and figuring out how to deal with those is the players' 'conquest.'

[Altera Anguis, Unseeing Ten Heads], which had been so fixated on Rinne, suddenly raised three of its necks high. In the jaws of the skulls, which were opened wide as they looked to the heavens, three elemental magic orbs lit up. Red, blue, blue. If we left those alone, they would cause a chain explosion, resulting in massive, unblockable party-wide damage—so, *I'll take the side with two*!

"Count!"

"3—2—1—GO!"

Matching Maru II-shi's voice, I kicked off the floor and leaped towards my target. In the corner of my vision, I confirmed my partner closing in on the neck housing the 'red' one—

"Ready… set!"

I closed in on one of the necks holding a 'blue' magic orb and slammed my left fist, clad in [An=Ru Galta (Hypothesis: The Wedge-Armor that Sings of the King's Path)], into its lower jaw. *CRUNCH!* The skull was *forced to eat* the mass of magical power it had generated, and the 'color' forcefully flowed back from it… and the opposing magics of 'fire' and 'water' that had mixed within the transparent head-sac of [Altera Anguis, Unseeing Ten Heads]—detonated.

A massive amount of damage from a very straightforward gimmick. The giant's body writhed as if letting out a silent scream, shaking the space around it, and fell. —The perfect opportunity to attack.

"Now!"

"Right!"

In that instant, the artillery fire of the attacker rained down. Receiving the commander's order, Sora brought down a massive tower of a magic sword onto the prone giant's body. A deafening impact and a shockwave like a gale, even greater than the tremor from the beast itself. Riding the blast to gain distance, I checked the boss's status—

"Fourth one… down!"

Of the five-layered HP bar, only the last one remained. If there was a form change, I thought it would be around now… and there it is, just as expected. The giant's body, which had floated back into the air, began to change its appearance for its *final struggle*. As its head-sac began to swell, the magic light within it also grew brighter, as if about to explode—and each of the ten heads began to be dyed in a multitude of elemental colors.

This looks like it's going to be a flashy rampage… however,

"This is the home stretch! Don't let your guard down, let's wrap this up clean!"

Under our reliable leader, no matter how much it struggled, our victory was assured.

Afterwards, the boss, which had turned into a snake-octopus-jellyfish merry-go-round spewing magic indiscriminately, was completely shut down by the overkill party until the very end—

◇You have defeated [Altera Anguis, Unseeing Ten Heads]◇

With the tower of a sand sword that had delivered the final blow as its gravestone, its body spectacularly scattered and vanished.



    Chapter 328

    Running Commentary

    "—I see… It really is kind of like a puzzle, isn't it?"

"Whoa, you nailed it, Sora-san. Right on the money."

After clearing the [Four-Sided Mixed Tower], I was holding a post-battle review with my partner, who I was carrying in my arms, while following Tiger Lucky as he led us to our next destination.

I was explaining how MMOs are often full of gimmicks like the one in that boss fight, and that was Sora's take on it.

She was spot-on. In fact, mechanics like that are often called 'puzzles' or 'group jump rope.'

Take the [Altera Anguis, the Ten Unblinking Heads] from just now. That part where we had to feed it magic orbs? We had to feed it spheres of *different attributes one by one*. It's what you'd call a 'task you have to perform flawlessly or suffer immense consequences.'

Personally, I don't dislike them, but if they become the *only* thing you do, or if the difficulty is poorly balanced, they have a high chance of getting slapped with a 'shitty game' label.

I once experienced a boss in an old MMO where we had to pass a mysterious orb around between all the players, then play a game of knockout-style target practice and get a bingo, which would then finally strip the boss's barrier and let us attack.

Naturally, it was massively unpopular with the player base.

While we were performing that 'mysterious ritual,' the invincible boss would be casually rampaging, hordes of adds would constantly spawn out of nowhere, and even after completing the gimmick, we could only chip away about ten percent of its HP at a time. It was a complete free-for-all.

I vividly remember a friend of mine retorting, *"They're confusing 'difficult' with 'tedious'."*

In that regard, Arcadia strikes a pretty good balance. The fundamental difficulty is determined by the boss's own combat strength, and the 'puzzles' and 'jump rope' elements are kept to a minimum, serving as mere accents.

…[Dusty Worm, Great Serpent of Dust]? [Bastide, Scion of Dust]?

Right, I suppose there *were* some of those shitty enemies unbecoming of a tutorial map…

"Anything else on your mind?"

After finishing my explanation, sprinkled with a few old stories, I prompted her for more. Sora thought for a moment, humming, "Let's see…" before continuing—

"Rinne-san… how was she generating 'hate' during that battle? She was only blocking attacks and never once struck back, yet she held the target's attention from beginning to end, didn't she?"

"Ah, that."

'Hate'—basically, it's a metric indicating how likely an enemy is to target you. In games, it exists as a distinct numerical value.

For example, attacking raises hate by 1.

Healing raises hate by 2.

Using an item raises hate by 3.

It varies from game to game, but fundamentally, every player action is assigned a value, and the one who *accumulates the most* becomes the target.

When we first started out, I paid attention to it while fighting with Sora, but hate control was easy since we were a pair. And since she quickly started moonlighting as a front-liner, I missed the chance to give her a detailed explanation.

"It's a pretty rare mechanic, I think, but in this game, 'blocking an attack' seems to generate a massive amount of hate. In other words, a player who defends is more likely to be targeted than a player who attacks."

Of course, if the attacks are fierce enough, the target will shift. However, all things considered, Arcadia's design could be called 'tank-friendly.'

There are countless games out there where tanks—whose very job is to stand on the front lines and be the party's 'shield'—can't generate enough hate and have to focus on attacking instead of defending… which makes absolutely no sense.

Eventually, in the pursuit of maximum efficiency, people start saying things like, 'Do we even need a tank?' While there are certainly games where they play a major role, it's a position that has a rather underappreciated image.

"Also, Rinne probably has a taunt skill. I think I saw some effects that looked like it every now and then."

"Taunt…"

It's a word you're almost guaranteed to come across if you dabble in gaming, but I guess it's not something you'd normally learn, huh?

"It means something like 'to mock' or 'to jeer,' but basically, it's a kind of hate boost. It can increase the hate you generate for a period of time, or forcibly lock the target onto you for a short duration… there are all sorts of variations."

"I see…"

And with that, our review session came to a close.

I was feeling warm and fuzzy after Sora's polite "Thank you," and was moving my feet mechanically when—

"Ah… Haru?"

"Yeah, looks like we're being summoned."

Looking ahead, I saw Tiger Lucky bounding and leaping forward as he blazed a trail. Diagonally above him, perched on the invisible [Cleave Fang], Rinne was beckoning to us.

As I picked up speed to run alongside them… Rinne must have been watching our 'review session,' because a smug grin was faintly visible on her face.

*Yeah, we're close. You jealous?*

"What's up?"

"Nyufufu… Well, you see, there are two possible routes up ahead—"

*What's with the 'nyufufu'...* I held back the retort that would, in the end, probably just come back to bite me.

With Tiger Lucky focused on navigating, Rinne had apparently been tasked with conversation duty. Along with Maru II, who occasionally chimed in with a note, we began discussing the path of our journey.

"Oooh…! I knew I shipped it…!"

—Ignoring Rinne's occasional fangirl outbursts at the sight of me carrying Sora princess-style.

"I'm surprised you can maintain that level of speed and avatar control while carrying someone and talking…"

—Being met with belated exasperation from Maru II.

"I see—Sora-san, you can decide which way we go."

"H-Huh!?"

—And suddenly tossing the choice of routes to Sora, just to see her surprise.

Our lively and enjoyable journey had only just begun.

As we raced onward with our good-natured companions, my feet felt as light as ever.



    Chapter 329

    Making Amends

    Compared to the average eighteen-year-old guy, I'm a decent cook.

That's entirely thanks to the experience I gained working part-time jobs all through my three years of high school. Incidentally, I never once specifically asked to be put on kitchen duty.

I was supposed to be a waiter at a restaurant, but the owner-chef took a liking to me, dragged me into the kitchen saying, "I'll teach you," and proceeded to drill a mysterious set of skills into me—

I was supposed to be a dishwasher at an izakaya, but one day during peak hours, I used the know-how the chef had taught me to support the owner. The very next day, I was appointed assistant cook—

Another time, I became a yakisoba-making machine at a food stall—

Putting the last one aside, I'd had plenty of opportunities to learn and polish my skills. Basically, as long as I have the ingredients, equipment, and a recipe, I can make most things.

…However.

At the end of the day, my cooking skills are just an amateur's veneer. I have no originality, no creativity, and certainly none of the legendary technique needed to make everyone who tastes my food swoon.

In short…

"…………"

"S-So, what do you think…?"

I lack the ability to proudly serve these dishes to the 'Princess'—the one and only Alicia White—who was now silently staring at the spread I had laid out on the table.

It had been a little over six hours since we'd gotten off to a good start on our dungeon crawl in the virtual world.

That expedition, which amounted to nearly ten hours in-game, had been a whirlwind of activity, but it was an incredibly meaningful and dense experience.

I say 'had been,' but we're still in the middle of it. We returned to the Safe Area for dinner and went our separate ways for now, but we plan to meet up with the same crew again tomorrow.

I still have a thing or two to take care of after dinner… which is how I found myself back in the real world, preparing dinner—or rather, my *amends*.

That's right. The princess, whose mood had soured after I breezed through our lunch plans, had commanded me to 'serve her a home-cooked meal' as penance.

And so, her very first words after witnessing my humble attempt at hospitality were—

"…Mom?"

"I get what you're trying to say, but this home-style cooking is the best I can do on such short notice."

I didn't have time to go shopping, nor do I possess the kind of culinary mind that can whip up a fancy dinner on the fly like Chitose-san.

So, rather than overreaching, I decided to carefully prepare a normal meal.

I already knew from our time together that Iris's favorite foods are 'Japanese dishes in general.' With that in mind, I made a classic meal of one soup and three sides.

I prepared simmered flounder, agedashi tofu, and steamed eggplant with sesame dressing.

It was paired with simple white rice and miso soup… admittedly lacking in excitement, but I think it all tastes pretty good, so I hope she'll forgive me.

"…Haru."

"Yes?"

"I didn't realize boys could make simmered dishes."

"Are you perhaps underestimating men just a little too much?"

I mean, I'm not saying every guy can, but I feel like a lot of them could if they tried these days. Not that I know the general average.

"Helena once told me…"

"Hm?"

"That when a man says he 'can cook,' the best he can usually manage is something like carbonara."

"Hey, carbonara is delicious."

Helena-san… if I recall, she's the [Sword Queen]'s [Lady-in-Waiting]. I can't even begin to imagine the context that led to that particular conversation.

"Well… anyway, please eat. It'll get cold."

"Okay."

I already know she's not the type to stand on ceremony, but I still urged her to begin as I quickly took my own seat, hoping to put her at ease.

Iris nodded like a child, and though her expression was as blank as ever—I could have sworn her voice held a hint of excitement.

"Thank you for the food."

With a polite press of her hands, she picked up her chopsticks with more grace than I could ever muster.

"Haru."

"What is it now?"

"Choose. Will you take me as your wife, or will you become my wife?"

"I have absolutely no idea what you're talking about."

After a very satisfied "Thank you for the meal," I ignored Iris's bizarre, deadpan proposition and silently continued clearing the dishes.

She happily ate everything, but maybe the flavor of the simmered dish was a bit too strong for a girl. I'll reflect on that and do better next time… assuming there is a next time.

Well, I don't dislike cooking for others, so I wouldn't be entirely opposed to it…

"Iris?"

"…………"

"Iris-san?"

"………………"

I was about to ask if she wanted some coffee after dinner—calling out from the kitchen, but there was no reply. Her gaze was fixed squarely on me, so the silence was intentional.

"Ah… Ashe?"

"Yes."

And there's the lightning-fast response. As I thought, she has no intention of letting me be vague about her name. I suppose I should just commit to it.

"Want some coffee? I have tea, too."

"Mm… Coffee, please."

Ever since Iris—Ashe—started visiting, I've made a point of stocking some rather pricey coffee beans and tea leaves.

My brewing skills are mediocre, but the quality of the ingredients themselves ensures a decent taste.

…Fortunately, or perhaps not, the 'contract fee' that 'Yotsuya Development' recently deposited has left my bank account in an absurd state.

Even with a few lavish expenses here and there, it hardly makes a dent. I don't have rent to pay, and no expensive hobbies outside the virtual world. The only thing I'm worried about is my parents' stress levels.

When I called to report my first 'income,' my father went silent for a full thirty seconds… I just hope the shock didn't cause him to collapse.

—Alright, it's ready.

I rely on an electric mill for the grinding, but the drip is done by hand, a technique I picked up at a coffee shop. I can guarantee a reasonably authentic taste.

"Here you go."

"Thank you."

Not that this is the first time I've served her coffee or tea.

Like a waiter, I served the cup and saucer from her side. No sugar, no milk—the princess's preference is a sophisticated black.

Incidentally, I take mine as a café au lait with plenty of both. Kaede and Shoko said it was 'unexpected,' but I have no intention of hiding my sweet tooth just to act cool.

"…It's delicious."

"I'm honored."

Here in my room, Alicia White is relaxing with a faint smile. I'm aware that I'm already starting to get used to this sight—

"I guess this is human adaptability…"

*People really can get used to anything,* I thought.

Reflecting on how my own mentality was catching up to my turbulent circumstances, I let out a weary, resigned smile.



    Chapter 330

    A Slot Is Open

    "—Ah, Haru!"

While I was staring at my status window at our meeting spot, a voice called out as a figure came pattering toward me. It was, of course—

"Sorry to keep you waiting!"

"You're still five minutes early, you know."

It was my partner, Sora-san.

Even though our virtual avatars don't get tired from a little exercise, she was slightly out of breath from her eagerness. That's just like her.

"Were you doing something?"

"Yeah, just checking on a few things."

Sora tilted her head, likely curious about the window I closed as she arrived. I smiled and told her it was nothing important.

Today, we'd conquered about five dungeons, including the [Four-Sided Mixed Tower], but aside from materials and loot, my skills hadn't shown much growth.

Even factoring in the experience from my rematch with [Angalta, God-Wedge Sword-King], I thought I'd earned a decent amount…

I wonder. Has my avatar graduated from its beginner's growth spurt?

"Alright, let's go."

"Okay!"

Unlike me, who'd been to our destination many times, Sora's memory of it was a bit fuzzy, so we had arranged to meet a short distance away.

As we started walking, the stares directed at me—at us—remained, and even seemed to increase. However, my partner showed no sign of being bothered.

Rather than feeling apologetic… I felt grateful and walked beside her.

"—So, how's your body feeling?"

That sudden question didn't just pop out because I disliked silence. It was out of concern for her, as she was walking somewhat awkwardly, the clicks of her boots a little stiff.

"Ah, haha… It's a little… difficult."

I expected that wry laugh in response. You didn't even need to look closely to see that she was clearly having trouble controlling her avatar.

The reason was simple.

Unlike me, who had already amassed a great deal of experience through training and wars, Sora's avatar—which hadn't been able to play Arcadia properly for a while—was right in the middle of a growth spurt.

With that, combined with the guidance of her overly reliable seniors, the recent expedition had resulted in a massive influx of experience—and, as you'd expect, a mountain of new skills had manifested.

And, as I'm currently experiencing myself, a sudden shift in one's build greatly impacts avatar control, for better or worse.

In other words, Sora is currently in a state of 'being tossed around by her skills,' though not to the same extent as I am.

It seems she's acquired a few passive skills that can't be turned off, too…

"…It might get even more difficult, you know."

As we walked toward our destination, I thought of the ring on my right hand. The words that slipped out were half-teasing, half-worried.

Sora blinked for a moment, then seemed to understand my meaning. But instead of glaring or pouting, she turned a rare, teasing gaze on me.

"Unlike you, Haru, I've always cherished our relationship."

"That cuts deep…!"

Hey, I've cherished our relationship in my own way—whoa, hold on. Stop reading my thoughts and materializing on your own. Where do you plan on swinging that pommel, you…!!

I frantically held up my hands to placate my Anima, which had a habit of trying to physically punish me even for my inner thoughts. The white sword trembled as if in anger before returning to the ring.

One of these days, I'm seriously afraid this thing will turn on me in the middle of a battle…

"Hehe… but it looks kind of fun. I'm a little envious."

"Whoa, that's a dangerous thing to say. These Anima are listening to our every word, you know."

My beloved sword is, at the very least, definitely holding a grudge over Sora's comment about envying her Anima. A good relationship requires daily care and attention.

"I'm sure it will be fine."

While I was tapping the ring with affection, trying to tell it to cheer up, Sora took out 'her ring' from her inventory and held it in her palm.

[Cradle of Sword-Craft]—the silver ring with an amber gemstone that always shone on her right hand.

She gently stroked its surface, her soft gaze fixed on it…

"Because this is the one who answered my selfish wish."

The Anima, which had opened the path to the next tier, pulsed with a faint light.

◇◆◇◆◇

"I see… so that's how it works."

It had been several minutes since Sora and I had visited Halzen, the artisan who forged our Anima.

"I see. Wait. It's done." I swallowed a wry smile at the NPC craftsman who continued to exhibit the pinnacle of bluntness.

As I examined the Anima he had 'evolved,' I tilted my head, thinking, *'What should I do about this?'* The result was a little different from what I'd expected.

[Cradle of Sword-Craft] Second Tier—the name was unchanged, the appearance was the same, but the Anima had undoubtedly grown. It was already back on Sora's right middle finger.

An amber gemstone set in a silver ring engraved with intricate carvings. Its appearance hadn't changed at all… but somehow, its atmosphere was clearly different.

The pressure of the information it radiated had definitely increased.

"Um… Haru, what do you think I should do?"

"Hmm, hmm, hmm… Let's see…"

It was only natural for Sora to seek my opinion with a troubled look.

The craftsman had already told us on the day she received it how her Anima would grow.

So this evolution was within my expectations… but the details had turned out to be a 'spec' that made me think, *'Ah, so that's how it is,'* and left me with no choice but to ponder.

"Hey… Master?"

"What is it?"

I couldn't just wing this. I spoke up on behalf of Sora, who was being intimidated by the silent, muscular man, in order to wring the necessary information out of him.

"This will change depending on what's imbued into it, right?"

"Probably."

Right, I can imagine that much—

The important things are the range of possibilities and whether there are any limitations.

"Players… 'Rare Folk' and monsters. Is one better than the other?"

"Monsters are no good. The nature of their mana is different. If a player is using it, it's better to imbue it with another player's mana. It'll make for a finer sword."

So, players only.

"Any recommended attributes?"

"Decide for yourself. It'll accept whatever you choose."

"The stronger the magic, the better, right?"

"It will have some effect. But as you train it, the initial difference will shrink. Rather than saving up, imbue it with the best you can get now and use it."

"Ah, that's good to hear. That takes a lot of weight off my mind."

What were we talking about? None other than the magic to be imbued into Sora's ring.

[Cradle of Sword-Craft]—the vessel of a magic sword that will one day become 'all-purpose.'

I had assumed that with each evolution, it would automatically gain a new attribute… but it seems the correct specification was that an empty slot would be added.

In summary—the nature of the next magic sword will be determined by the magic that Sora, or 'someone,' imbues it with.

"Sora, did you get all that?"

"Y-Yes… I'm sorry, and thank you."

Don't mention it. You're still a little scared of this muscle-head, right? I get it, I get it.

"Are you done with your questions?"

"Hmm… well, probably… yeah, I think I'm good."

At the very least, I understood that the choice we were being asked to make was the type that could be reversed. In that case, there was probably no need to be too nervous.

In any case, the owner is Sora, not me. I had asked all the questions I could think of on her behalf, but if she had anything else she wanted to ask… ah, looks like she's okay. Good.

"Um, thank you very much!"

After nodding back at me, Sora stepped forward and bowed deeply to the artisan.

As the girl offered her sincere gratitude, her golden hair swaying, Halzen's tough expression softened ever so slightly—

"Come again."

—and he replied with the same curt, brusque words as always.



    Chapter 331

    Imbuing a Dazzling Light

    『Hey. Sorry to bother you out of the blue, but could you spare a little time right now?』

――――――… 　――――…… 　――…

『Sure, for a little while.』

『Thanks. Is your partner with you? I have a request for the Eastern Wings.』

『Heeey? In that case, could you please tell me why you chose to contact Ri-na instead of Mi-na-chan, the face of Mi-na Ri-na???』

『Why am I getting a message from the red one under Ri-na's name… Is this a virus?』

『Alright, it's war!!! Show your face, you punk!!!!!』

『Well yeah, of course I'll come to you.』

『…Mi-na and I will be waiting at the Round Table.』

◇◆◇◆◇

"You're forgiven!"

"W-Wha—!?"

Using my ranker privileges, I brought Sora to the Eastern Round Table. The moment the transfer finished, my partner was snatched from my side.

I didn't exactly bring her as a peace offering to quell their anger… but while Sora looked quite surprised by the red one's vigor, she didn't seem to mind, so I'll let it slide.

"Yo."

"Good evening."

Unlike her ever-hyper partner, Ri-na was sitting quietly in her chair. I exchanged greetings with her. When I gave a little wave, she diligently waved back.

Yep, the blue one is a good kid today, too.

I've always thought this, but the sight of her tiny avatar sitting primly in that huge chair is strangely adorable and sooth—

"Oof—!"

"Wah…!?"

"Sooo? What's this request you have for us?"

An impact to my lower back from behind sent me stumbling. I somehow managed to stay on my feet thanks to my recently beefed-up VIT stat.

I shot a glare over my shoulder. The red-haired girl, who had charged into me with Sora still in her arms, was pressing in close, demanding to know the details of my 'request.'

My hand instinctively wanted to reach for her face, but I was here to ask a favor. I decided to grit my teeth and be humble.

…As for Sora, who was getting squeezed in the middle and looking dizzy, she'd just have to bear with it for a moment.

"Well, a few things happened, and now I need some *huge* magic—"

I had told my partner I 'had an idea' for the magic to imbue in her ring. Taking responsibility for bringing her here, I began my negotiations with the 'two little mages.'

"—ALRIGHT, LET'S DO THIS!"

"I'll do my best."

…And so it went. As if there was ever any need for lengthy negotiations with these two, who had been completely smitten with Sora from the day they met.

The matter was settled the instant the words 'for Sora's sake' left my mouth.

They agreed in a heartbeat, and I was promptly escorted to the training grounds where I'd once sparred with Irori. And here we are.

"I don't really get it, but we just need to hit it with our strongest magic, right?"

"Does it matter what kind?"

"I wanted to talk about that a bit, too."

Their enthusiasm was greatly appreciated, but this wasn't something we could decide on a whim. As Arcadia's renowned strongest artillery cannons, I definitely needed their advice.

"Let me explain in more detail—Sora."

"Right!"

I'd already revealed at the victory party that 'my partner is even crazier than I am,' but Sora got embarrassed and stopped me, so I hadn't explained *how* she was crazy.

So, we began with a demonstration of my partner's abilities.

Sora held up her right hand, and the [Cradle of Sword-Craft] pulsed with light. A torrent of mana blew past us, rustling our hair, and—

"—……………………Ugh, wow…"

Whether she was fired up or secretly panicking, I couldn't say, but the thousand swords she deployed at full throttle from the get-go made the red and blue pair's eyes go wide. Mi-na let out a sound that was half-impressed, half-recoiling, while Ri-na wordlessly approached the magic swords forming countless rings and reached out a hand.

Sora, using her Psychic Sword Control skill, offered a single sand sword to her. The girl stroked its surface with a familiar touch.

"…And that's the gist of it. Right now, she can only handle this 'sand,' but her Anima tiered up, and now she can add one more attribute. The way to fill that slot is—"

"To imbue it with magic."

"I see…"

I nodded at Sora, who looked to me for confirmation. At their master's command, the thousand magic swords vanished into thin air. Ignoring the red-haired girl who was muttering "Hmm," Ri-na asked Sora to summon another one. Did you take a liking to it?

"This is… a lot more responsibility than I thought, huh?"

"This will affect our future combat strength."

"Ugh…"

Even Sora-san, after fighting alongside so many rankers, had come to clearly realize that she was one of *them*.

My partner swallowed any meaningless denials or humility, fidgeting restlessly under the words of the two, who had switched from their usual playful and listless modes to serious.

After that, we shared more details about the magic swords, and—

""—We recommend 'Fire.'""

The 'Eastern Wings,' who aren't twins, let alone sisters, stated their conclusion in perfect, startling harmony. Wow, it sounded almost exactly like a single person's voice.

"Fire attribute…"

"Hmm… And your reasoning?"

""Because it's strong.""

Okay, that's creepy. The unison is enough. Please speak one at a time.

"When you're thinking offensively with magic and attributes, the fire attribute is super effective, you know?"

"Arcadia's fire attribute has a biological special effect. It's effective against most things besides players, aquatic life, and non-living enemies. There are very few opponents it doesn't work on."

"Plus, you can aim for extra damage with burn and scorch effects by default. Its damage modifiers are generally excellent, so when you think offense, you think 'Fire.' It's common sense."

"It's mana-efficient and high-powered. You learn a wide range of single-target and AoE spells, so it has few weaknesses and is easy to handle."

"And 'easy to handle' means 'strong.' It's strong *and* easy to handle, so it's super strong, you know? If you have the choice, I think most people would pick 'Fire.'"

"If it's likely to inherit the properties of the imbued magic…"

"Then yeah, the first thing we'd recommend is the fire attribute."

Are you guys really not related? You're perfectly in sync even when you speak separately.

"I understand your reasoning… but Tetra told me you two use 'Star' magic. He said it was super strong, but you don't recommend that?"

"Star magic…!"

Oh, she must not have heard of it before. The name itself exudes a special quality, and Sora's eyes lit up—but…

"Well… 'Star' is a little…"

"…We don't recommend it."

Surprisingly, the response was extremely negative.

"Hey, it's not like we're trying to hold back, okay? It's just that…"

"Star attribute is, fundamentally, a type of magic that demands a 'price.'"

"A price?"

As Sora tilted her head, the expressions on the other two didn't change. Even Ri-na, who was usually expressionless, had a slightly troubled frown.

"To be blunt, the magic that Ri-na-chan and I use—whether it's 'Fire,' 'Water,' or 'Wind'—it all originates from Star magic."

"Huh?"

"Say what?"

I have no idea what she's talking about… but fine, continue?

"Because of that, no matter what kind of magic we use, we're bound by that 'price'… and that's exactly why, as users ourselves, we don't recommend 'Star.'"

"At the very least, it's not convenient. When you don't have many options, I think it's better to add other, more manageable attributes."

Both of them were completely serious. I didn't doubt them from the start, but it was clear they weren't holding anything back.

"I see…—Sora, what do you want to do?"

"—Huh? Ah, right, well…"

We'd gotten plenty of opinions, but in the end, it was up to Sora.

If she were to say she still wanted 'Star' magic, I had a feeling these two would agree, despite their reservations—but…

"Then, um… I'd like to have the 'Fire' you recommended, please."

Unlike me, Sora-san generally prefers stability.

I knew that she, being her honest self, would choose the attribute that the 'professionals of magic' had recommended in unison.

And so—

"I'm in your hands…!"

We placed the [Cradle of Sword-Craft], now activated to receive magic, on a pedestal of indestructible objects we'd created by manipulating the training ground's settings.

Sora bowed her head, half in anticipation and half in nervousness, and in response to her request…

"Okay, then we'll imbue it with something extra special!"

"You won't regret trusting us."

The two energetic, small avatars joined hands without prompting.

"—[Mi-Helnaria, Brush of Manifestation]."

"—[Ri-Zelnataku, Brush of Dream-Drawing]."

Red and blue quill pens appeared in their free hands.

And manifesting above their heads was a single, massive crown formed by the two of them—the one and only unique crown in Arcadia's history, which I was seeing with my own eyes for the first time.

It was a 'special' sight that made it easy to understand why they had so many fervent fans. As Sora and I were momentarily stunned into silence—

"'One.'"

"'Two.'"

"'Three.'"

"'Four.'"

"'Lined up.'"

"'Layered on.'"

""'Weaving a truth.'""

The long, long song of an incantation spun by the Eastern Wings began to echo.

"'Gazing up at the clear sky.'"

"'The scorching sun that burns the eyes.'"

""'A doll reaching for the ever-falling light of the stars.'""

""'Burning its body to beg for a heavenly sign.'""

"'The light of a star, fingers growing hot, a searing roar dwelling in my eyes.'"

"'My name is the usurper, and the ruby stolen from the heavens,'"

""'I now cast down upon the horizon—shine red, high and endless, to the far side of the sky.'""

"With twin wings—"

"We shall paint it here————ah, you two?"

""Huh?""

As the roaring mana whipped around us, we had been completely captivated by the true 'song.' A casual voice suddenly cut through, causing both Sora and me to let out a dumbfounded sound.

The twins glanced back. Mi-na flashed a mischievous grin that was twice as wide to make up for Ri-na's still-blank expression—

"It's gonna be a *little* hot and bright, so be careful, okay? —Alright, on three!"

And, in the next moment…

""[Vanishing Light, Sunfire Ruby]—!""

The 'little sun' that manifested dyed the pure white training grounds an even more brilliant white.



    Chapter 332

    The Second Magic Sword

    "Hey, big brother."

"What is it?"

"I think—I think we may have carelessly given birth to an unbelievably monstrous and beautiful girl."

"Overall, she might be scarier than the Acrobat."

"Well, Sora-san has been Sora-san for a while now…"

"The really scary ones are usually scary from the start, you know?"

"The 'real deal' can't hide their potential."

"That's why I told you, my partner is crazier than I am."

"……………………Um, I can hear everything you're saying, you know?"

—And so, Sora, who had been conducting a test run of her new power, shot a glare at me and the red-and-blue pair, who were huddled together speaking our minds.

She seemed to understand that she was being praised unconditionally. Despite being called crazy, her faintly blushing cheeks were adorable.

However, the 'targets' lined up in front of the girl—

Or rather, the state of what *used* to be targets, was a gruesome scene that could not, by any stretch of the imagination, be called adorable.

In the training grounds available inside each faction's 'castle,' it's possible to alter the environment to some extent and summon targets and other objects.

So, with Mi-na and Ri-na's help, we were investigating the performance of the new magic sword that the [Cradle of Sword-Craft] had acquired…

Every last one of the poor wooden dummies, modeled after players, had been melted and severed, filling the pure white training grounds with a rather grotesque spectacle.

"Next, penetration limit verification. Max number of swords, too."

"Ah… o-okay!"

Ri-na, who was supporting the test run by manipulating the training ground settings while chiming in on our conversation, called out.

As the girl skillfully manipulated a window with a few clicks, the scattered remains of the dummies vanished—and in their place, several floating 'plates' appeared.

Their frontal size was the same, but their thickness varied. This was for one simple reason—

To see just how much of a wall Sora's new magic sword could pass through.

"Here I go…!"

"Whenever you're ready."

Sora exchanged a look with Ri-na, who was acting as the observer, and held her right hand straight out in front of her.

My partner, still unused to controlling this newly acquired power, took a deep breath to calm her already ragged breathing—

"—[Vermeil Kreis, Flame Sword Ring]."

As the key words were spoken, a sword of dazzling 'light' was born.

It wasn't the straightforward 'sword of fire' I had expected—that is, a blade of red, blazing flames—but rather a brilliantly white weapon that looked as if it were made of condensed light.

Its shape was also different from the orthodox straight sword type of the 'sand.' This 'flame sword' had the sharp form of a rapier.

"Is nine the limit?"

"…Ugh, for now, this is the best I can do…!"

Ri-na counted the number of flame swords that had appeared and confirmed it. Sora, who was clearly pushing herself, affirmed this in short, broken breaths.

According to her, this new magic sword is far 'heavier' than the sand sword. In addition, if she were to lose control, something terrible would happen, so she couldn't push herself too hard.

Apparently, the cost per sword is equivalent to about ten sand swords, but the difficulty of controlling them is even higher—wait, didn't they say 'the fire attribute is easy to handle'?

"Um… ugh, I'm sorry…!"

"Mm, fire."

At this point, just maintaining them was taking everything she had.

The moment Ri-na gave a swift 'GO' to her pained voice, Sora unleashed the hovering flame swords all at once, as if releasing a breath she'd been holding—

Their speed was not fast, but not slow.

I hadn't tried it myself, but I imagined a reasonably skilled light warrior could probably dodge them even if they were fired from a meter away.

I'd say they were moving at around a hundred kilometers per hour at top speed, but it was a gentle flight that was noticeably slower than her existing sand swords.

And so, the swords of flame, belying their sharp appearance with their heavy, slow movement, drew trails of shimmering heat through the air and reached the 'plates' without a sound—

"That's insane…"

"Whoa…"

The whispers that escaped from me and Mi-na as we witnessed the result contained nothing but pure, unadulterated terror.

"…………Yeah. It's probably confirmed."

Ri-na, who had been observing the experiment from beside the target plates, away from the two of us, nodded as if she had reached a conclusion.

Then, the girl trotted back over to us and announced the result—

"It's about the same length as the 'sword.' It seems to pass clean through any wall up to about a meter thick."

"Yep, Sora-chan is the strongest."

"Yep, Sora-san is the strongest."

"Ehh…"

The second magic sword, which had manifested as a result of the Eastern Wings imbuing it with their full-power 'Fire'—

—Its ability was matter penetration.

It wasn't piercing a hole, though. As Ri-na had said, it was more accurate to say it passed through… phased through it.

The flame sword, which appeared to be a condensation of thermal energy, ignored any obstacle it touched, passing through without losing its shape or power.

[Vanishing Light, Sunfire Ruby]—from the twins' grand spell, which boasted of being 'unavoidable and unblockable,' Sora's Anima had inherited the 'unblockable' property… so that's how it was.

I mean, to put it simply, it was just lawless.

My partner's brokenness knows no bounds, and it's terrifying.

Incidentally, 'passing through' doesn't mean it has zero physical damage. Those 'plates' were simply indestructible objects with an obstacle flag. The fact that the flame swords are effective against non-living things was demonstrated by the poor wooden dummies earlier.

For example, if it were to face a shield held by a player, it would mercilessly pass through the defense while still dealing full damage to the equipment.

Of course, its power against living beings has also been proven.

The evidence and proof is my own avatar. As expected of the fire attribute with its biological special effect, one shot to a vital point and it was lights out.

"…Speed, number, and mastery of control are all issues. But I think it's undeniably 'strong.'"

"Yes… Ehehe, thank you very much."

Sora-san, looking exhausted from showing off her unfamiliar magic sword, accepted Ri-na's congratulatory hug with a slightly troubled smile.

The girl was visibly unsteady on her feet; she was probably reaching her limit.

There were still many things I wanted to test and opinions I wanted to exchange, but this was all happening after her first major expedition, so—

"Well, we've reached a good stopping point. Let's call it a day, shall we?"

…I was slightly surprised when the words I was about to say were stolen right from my mouth by the person next to me.

I mean, I was surprised, but also a little taken aback? I had fully expected the red-haired girl to be all, "The night is still young!" and throw a tantrum…

"Hey, big brother."

"What is it?"

"Do you know the saying, 'The eyes say more than the mouth'?"

"Oh, you know a big word. Good for you."

"Alright, that's some nerve you've got! Get over here!"

—And with that lighthearted exchange…

The commotion over the long-awaited evolution of the [Cradle of Sword-Craft] came to a close, for now, as an unqualified success.



    Chapter 333

    A Distance So Close, Yet Untouchable

    "Alright, good night!"

"Good night."

"Yeah, good n—…hey, that was fast."

I let out a wry smile as the two little ones logged out of the virtual world without even waiting for a reply. My hand, which had been raised in a wave, was left hanging awkwardly in the air.

The echoes of their high-tension "Good night" quickly faded, and the Round Table room was filled with silence.

The only reason we moved here was because you can't fully log out from an instanced area like the training grounds. It wasn't as if we were about to move on to the next event—

"We've got stuff tomorrow, too. Let's call it a day."

"Okay…"

My partner seemed to be at her limit, the exhaustion making her drowsy. Once I saw her off to the real world, I'd take care of one last thing and then wrap up for the day.

"It's fine if you log out right here. When you log back in, you should appear in the plaza at the castle entrance."

"I understand…"

Somehow, every word she returned was… fuzzy.

I've only spent a few late nights with Sora, but I don't remember her being this out of it even in the middle of the night on the day of the victory party… Is she sleep-deprived?

She did look sleepy this morning.

"—Whoa! Hey, hey, go back to the real world *before* you fall asleep. You're a young lady, you know. Don't go acting unseemly… I won't be responsible if that maid of yours scolds you."

She wasn't quite nodding off, but she swayed next to me while rubbing her eyes. I quickly steadied her, my words colored by the memory of that mysterious maid I haven't encountered since.

I heard that Natsume-san is Sora's 'caretaker.' I don't know the specifics of their relationship, but it would be a shame if she got an earful for this.

Even without that, it's better for players to maintain a sense of 'normalcy' as much as possible.

I know the common wisdom is that falling asleep in the virtual world provides a better rest than sleeping in a normal bed in [Arcadia], but…

I've come to realize recently that maintaining a moderate boundary between the real and virtual worlds is important. For us players who travel between the two, leaning too far in either direction can easily throw our minds and bodies out of balance.

"I know… You're the one who shouldn't stay up too late and oversleep, Haru."

"You don't need to worry about me—is what I'd like to say, but I have a bit of a track record."

Well, that aside.

"Sora-san."

"…"

*Is something wrong?*—I didn't need to say the words. My questioning gaze was met with her averting her eyes, pretending not to notice.

They say many people's hands get warm when they're sleepy, but does that carry over to our avatars in the virtual world?

Because right now, my left pinky finger is feeling quite warm, thanks to a certain someone.

Five seconds, ten seconds of silence passed—

"…Um… I'm sorry. It's not really… anything…"

Sora gently let go of my hand. Her sleepy eyes remained, but her face was troubled as she took half a step back. I was troubled myself, but it seemed we were both wondering what was going on.

Could it be that she was sad to say goodbye? —I might have been able to say that before.

"You worked hard today. Get some good rest, okay?"

"…Okay."

Right now, all I can do is say that in a deliberately calm voice.

I have no intention of changing how I cherish Sora as my partner. And as her fake fiancé, I plan to do everything in my limited power to protect her.

However, it goes without saying that I must not cross the 'line' as before, and from now on, I must be even more careful.

To ensure that the words I direct at my partner do not stray from the bounds of 'trust.'

…Lately, Sora has stopped holding my hand as often. I'm not foolish enough to need confirmation to understand 'why.'

So, this tonight…

"Good night."

"Yeah, good night."

I'll chalk it up to a whim, brought on by her sleepiness.

Right now, I'm sure that's what I should do.

◇◆◇◆◇

――――――…

――――……

――…

"—Idiot."

The moment she returned to the real world, that single word escaped her lips as she lay in the darkness.

"Idiot."

Why did I suddenly feel so lonely when we were saying goodbye?

"Idiot."

Was it because we spent the whole day together, more than ever before?

"Idiot."

Even though I'm trying to hold back, why does my hand reach out without thinking?

"…Idiot."

—When I know it will only cause him trouble.

He only touches her when it's necessary for gameplay. And she herself correctly understands that fact. That distance is built on mutual trust.

Needless to say, it's completely different from her, who reaches out *in order* to touch.

She has to stop being so clingy. She, who has neither the resolve nor the right, can't be so needy with him. It wouldn't be fair to the people who are seriously pursuing a romance with him.

If only she could just commit to being his little sister and indulge herself, but—

"…What is wrong with me?"

She, who can't even commit to that, is a greater mystery to herself than anyone else in the world.

And so, she slapped her leg in a petty tantrum that wasn't quite frustration—and the VR rig, detecting the movement, opened its cover as if to say, "Get out already."

"…It's cold."

The chilly air from the air conditioner brushed against her lightly-clad skin. The girl gave the rig a petulant slap, then immediately bowed her head to the machine and said, "I'm sorry."

She felt utterly ridiculous.

She knows she's still a child, emotionally immature, but her mind isn't simple enough to let herself off the hook with that excuse.

*I'll have forgotten by the time I wake up*—wishing for such a miracle, Sora threw herself onto the bed and pulled the blankets over her head.

It was an unladylike gesture that would have surely earned her a lecture from Itsuki.

—*Ah, good night.*

"…………"

She unconsciously recalled the gentle voice she had heard last… and the mere memory made her cheeks soften. She was truly hopeless, she thought with a weary sigh.

"Good night"—whispering to no one in particular, the girl gently closed her eyes.

As her breaths, which faintly disturbed the silent darkness, transitioned into the rhythm of sleep—

It seemed it would take a little longer than usual today as well.



    Chapter 334

    Master and Disciple Under the Moon

    A short while after parting with Sora, I followed a path that had become quite familiar to me, visiting a certain place for an 'errand' that had begun a few days ago.

A gentle breeze blew, and the rustling of bamboo leaves was a pleasant sound to the ear.

Looking up at the sky from a clearing nestled within the bamboo grove, I could see a large, perfectly round moon, as if the spot had been made for it—a perfect moon-viewing location.

I sat on the veranda of this 'dojo,' holding a teacup, and let out a breath, emptying my mind.

This was, without a doubt, a moment of supreme relaxation that would make people all over the world envious—and of course, the elegant Japanese lady sitting beside me was a huge factor in that.

"It's a bit late to be asking, but am I making you shift your rest schedule because of me…?"

"Don't worry, it's fine. I always stay up a little later on Saturdays."

My master brushed off her disciple's concern, her gray hair swaying as she gave a soft smile.

This kind of special treatment is probably not something to be proud of, but Ui-san has already been placed in a 'separate category' from other women in my mind.

She's beautiful, of course… but it's in a different sense. Looking directly at her smile will probably remain difficult for me for a long time to come.

—Somehow, I can't help but see her as a revered guardian figure.

"I always had this image of you, Ui-san, as someone who is the picture of health, going to bed early and waking up early. Something like, in bed by nine and up by five."

"Fufu, that's about right when I don't have anything on. But the Matsukaze dojo is closed on Sundays, so Saturdays have always been my night to stay up late."

"Oh… Forgive me, but I can't imagine it at all. What do you do when you stay up late? Reading, perhaps?"

"I drink."

"Wha-!?"

"I'm only joking, you know."

Th-That scared me… I mean, it's not like there's an issue with her age, but it just doesn't fit her image at all…

She probably teased me on purpose. Seeing my reaction, Ui-san let out a quiet, satisfied chuckle.

"My grandfather is the same, but we have a constitution that doesn't allow us to get drunk. I can enjoy the atmosphere at a large gathering, but I don't drink alcohol by myself."

Wow… somehow, that feels so… adult.

"At night, I always watch videos. The [Arcadia Archive]… yes."

"……………………I see."

"I sensed a slightly rude pause there, you know."

"I'm sorry."

I just couldn't imagine the 'Sword Saint' with a computer any more than I could imagine the 'Sword Saint drinking.'

"Despite appearances, I am a perfectly respectable modern person. I can use a computer just like anyone else."

"And your smartphone skills?"

"This last Four Pillar War was full of highlights, wasn't it? It seems I won't be lacking for company on my late nights for quite some time."

"I see. By the way, Master, about your smartphone skills…"

"—Well, it's ready."

Ah… yes, understood. I'll back down.

My master, who had been continuing her 'work' throughout our conversation, sheathed the [Samidorizuki] she had been holding on her lap and handed it to me.

Every Saturday night at eleven, I have the honor of receiving her time for my sword's maintenance.

Ah, and of course, it's me who is receiving this honor. I absolutely was not pressured by my kind master to show my face on a regular basis. Absolutely not.

"Thank you very much."

"You are most welcome."

Why 'you are most welcome'? When I asked her that on a previous occasion, she replied, looking ever so pleased, "Because you use it with such care."

Well, of course I do. For me, it is without a doubt a 'precious thing'—

"…Is something the matter?"

As I held the received sword on my lap, I noticed her gray eyes staring intently at my face and posed a question.

She didn't answer right away, but continued to gaze at my face for a moment before speaking.

"…I was just feeling relieved that your expression has softened a little again. I intended not to worry, telling myself that you would be fine because you are blessed with good people around you, but…"

"—!"

My body instinctively tried to pull away from her outstretched hand, but after a moment's thought, I held myself still. I'll have to apologize to the two faces that flashed in my mind's eye when I get the chance.

The small hand that touched my forehead gently brushed my bangs aside. Guessing what was expected of me, I met her gaze. My master's eyes were looking at me with infinite calm.

"In the end, it seems it was only an 'intention.' To only realize it now, after feeling relieved… I am still quite inexperienced myself, aren't I?"

"How embarrassing," Ui-san said with a soft smile, and quietly withdrew the hand she had stretched to reach me.

For a moment, I was at a loss for words.

"…It's just my personal theory, but as for a 'disciple'…"

I knew she was a person who didn't need my support, but I opened my mouth anyway.

"Just knowing that their 'master' is watching is enough to make them do their best. I'm sure of it."

I thought that this much would be appropriate as words from a disciple to a master.

"I know you're watching over me, Ui-san, even if you don't say it. That's why I won't go out of my way to say, 'Please help me.'"

As I concluded, my small master blinked, slightly surprised—

"You are a bad disciple, Haru-kun."

—and showed me a smile far more natural than the last.

I know she's a person who can reflect and move forward on her own, without any support from me. But well… if a word or two can shorten her 'self-reflection,' then it's worth swallowing my embarrassment and sharing my personal theory.

"If I recall correctly, 'bad student' was the highest form of praise, so I'll assume I'm being praised as well."

"Fufu… you're right. In that case, as a reward—"

"Please spare me the lap pillow."

"…Making such a preemptive strike is what makes you a mean disciple, you know."

"I, too, am growing every day."

Our master-disciple relationship remains as good as ever.

As we held our teacups, gradually warming our hands, and continued our conversation side-by-side—our 'late night' under the big moon passed peacefully.



    Chapter 335

    Towards a Full-Scale Launch

    "Well now…"

"Wow…!"

Before the 'ordered items' placed on the stand, Sora and I each let out a sigh of admiration.

Watching our reactions with satisfaction—our personal artisan, Kagura-san, who looked faintly haggard for some reason, sank deep into her chair with an exhausted air.

"This one was a difficult birth… but I think it turned out to be a fine piece of work because of it."

We had visited her workshop for none other than to pick up the new equipment she had crafted for us using the materials from [Angalta, God-Wedge Sword-King] that we had left with her the other day.

My idea was for 'something we can use together'—and from the respective 'blue' and 'white' metal chunks, a pair of two-toned kite shields were born.

To call them the common almond shape would be… not just a little, but quite a distortion. They were medium-sized shields with a rather complex shape, closer to a 'magatama' than anything else.

"[Twaibolt Mirari]—just as ordered, I packed it full of those kinds of gimmicks. The catch is, they won't activate unless you two equip them together."

"It's so beautiful…!"

"Twaibolt Mirari…"

The first part of the name was a bit obscure, but I assumed the latter part was simply 'mirror.' The shield's surface was polished to a mirror finish, and its entire form, adorned with intricate patterns derived from that armored knight, looked more like a piece of art than a weapon.

It was no wonder that a girl (Sora) would gaze at it with sparkling eyes, completely engrossed… I wonder what inspired the naming this time.

"Which one is which?"

"You get the white one, Sora gets the blue. They're technically ambidextrous, but you'll probably want to equip yours on your right hand to use with that left-handed weapon of yours."

"In that case…"

"Mine will be on the left, then."

We each took our respective shields and gripped them to try them on—instantly, the belts on the inside moved on their own, wrapping around our forearms and securing the rather large shields firmly to our arms. How convenient.

"It's surprisingly… no, it's just as heavy as it looks, isn't it?"

"It's designed with the activation of its 'abilities' in mind. In terms of weight, it's on par with a greatshield, but its defensive performance is top-notch. Not just physically, but against magic as well."

"That's reassuring—Sora-san, you okay?"

"I-If I get used to it, I'm sure…!"

It was 'rather large' even for me, so it was obvious what would happen when a petite girl equipped it.

Sora, with the blue shield on her left arm, looked completely… 'worn by her equipment.' It was cute.

"You'll be fine, but what's Sora's strength stat?"

"Wasn't it 100?"

"It is…!"

"Ah, then it's not a matter of getting used to it. That thing has a STR requirement of 200, so you'll barely be able to move—but don't make that face, you don't have to worry."

Kagura-san repeated that it was 'designed with ability activation in mind' to the saddened Sora.

"I think it's fine. We had it made more to increase our cooperative options than for it to be used as a simple 'shield,' anyway."

"That's… true, I suppose."

"Of course I'll guarantee *that* part. I've poured all sorts of interesting… and convenient functions into it, so feel free to master them."

Did you need to correct yourself? I'm already more than familiar with your style, and I have both expectations and trust in you.

"Well, at any rate, you should get some practice in. I'm the one who made it, and I'm telling you, it turned out a bit fussy."

"But in exchange, if we master it, it'll be worth a hundred soldiers, right? The usual pattern?"

I tapped the hilt of the rabbit shortsword at my hip, smiling as if to say I understood. In response to this client who spoke with such familiarity—

"If you're done picking it up, then get out of here. I'm always starved for 'interesting requests,' so hurry up and find me some new materials."

The red-haired artisan snorted with a look that wasn't entirely displeased, then shooed me away with her usual brusque attitude.

I, completely used to her style by now, offered a crisp word of thanks and left the room without hesitation. In contrast, my partner, who bowed deeply before scurrying to catch up—

"Kagura-san is always so cool, isn't she…"

—muttered something like a young girl admiring a mature woman.

It's been a while… but if I ever get the chance, I'd love to show her Kagura's true, out-of-character self.

After leaving the Mirage Workshop's Safe Area branch, I checked the current time.

The system clock indicated it was just before 6:00 PM real-world time—in other words, our meeting time was approaching.

I glanced at Sora walking beside me… and as expected, her textbook 'nervous expression' made me smile.

"You don't have to be so tense. I think it'll be fine."

"…Of course *you'll* be fine, Haru, but…!"

"*That's why* Sora-san will be fine, too."

The place we were heading to was a gathering of rankers.

However, it wasn't the familiar 'Eastern Round Table,' but the 'Southern Throne,' which we had been invited to and would be stepping into for the first time.

Gathered there were representatives from each faction… and a few other guests.

The topic of the meeting was, in a word—'Selection of Personnel for the Colored Monster Subjugation Battle.'

"My recommendation as the Acrobat… well, that aside. Do you really think a special combat force, recommended by several other veteran rankers, would be overlooked?"

"That's why! Isn't it unavoidable that I'll be nervous either way!"

I feel for Sora-san, who's getting worked up from the nerves and pressure, but she'll just have to steel herself. She's the one who said she would 'stand by my side,' fully aware that it would make her stand out. I have no intention of holding back now.

"Um, please wait. Let's walk more slowly…!"

"Haha…"

She'd even started resorting to some uncharacteristic delaying tactics. I couldn't hide my amusement as she started lightly tapping my back in protest.

It had been about a week since our expedition with Tiger Lucky's group—and though she had accumulated 'power' at a speed that would have shocked my past self, for better or worse… no.

In infinitely good ways, my partner remained as refreshingly unchanged as ever.

Even so, the shifting world would not stop time—in order to fulfill the role that 'Yotsuya Development' had asked of us.

And even more than that, to play this world to its fullest as players.

The first step towards the subjugation of a 'Colored Monster' was just around the corner.

<hr>

――――――――――――――――――
◇Status◇
Title: Acrobat
Name: Haru　 Lv: 100
STR: 250
AGI: 300
DEX: 0
VIT: 0 (+150)
MID: 300 (+350)
LUC: 300

◇Skill◇
・Arms of Gandharva
[Construction]
[Flip Stroke]
[Whirlwind]
[Exchange Voltate]
[Greed's Precept]

・Water Magic Aptitude (New!)
[Aqua]
[Flood]
[Water Enchant]

・Active
[Reflect Blower] ⇒ [Reflect Explode] (Up!)
[Breath Moment]
[Rocket]
[Floating Leaf]
[Fatal Leak]

・Passive
[Embodied Protection]
[Awakening Blow] ⇒ [Attentive Limit] (Up!)
[Heavy Attack Manipulator] ⇒ [Gigant Figure] (Up!)
[Adamant Sky Dash]
[Hare Real]
[Land Insulate]
[Floating Star]
[Trickster of Zenith]
[Dangerous Light, Fast Recovery]
[Cutting Body, Unyielding Advance]
[Guardian's Cradle] ⇒ [Luna Nobody, Guardian of the Shimmering Moon] (Up!)
[Mana Efficiency]

[Telepathy]
[Four-Sided Blessing] (New!)

◇Arts◇
【Kesshiki Ittoryu】
[Flying Water]
[Striking Iron]
[Heavenly Snow]
[Withered Flame]
[Seven Stars]
[Blade Thunder]
　Secret Art: [Bound Wind]

――――――――――――――――――

◇Status◇
Name: Sora
Lv: 100
STR: 100
AGI: 200
DEX: 100 ⇒ 50
VIT: 100
MID: 550 ⇒ 600 (+200)
LUC: 100

◇Skill◇
・Magic Sword Aptitude
[Optimize Alert]
[Load Bullet] (New!)
[Psychic Sword Control] + [Homing Shot] ⇒ [Maestro of Magic Swords] (Up!)
[Magic Sword Generation Efficiency] ⇒ [Monarch of Magic Swords] (Up!)
[Territory Construction] (New!)
[Attribute Conversion] (New!)

・Light Magic Aptitude
[Qualia Veil]
[Fast Light] (New!)
[Circlet]
[Light Enchant] (New!)

・Active
[Scareless, Song of the Scales]
[Quit Counter] ⇒ [Glad Bounce] (New!)
[Tremble Slide] (New!)
[Observation Eye] ⇒ [Observing Amber Eye] (Up!)

・Passive
[Mana Cladding]
[Acrobatics] ⇒ [Magic Sky Dash] (Up!)
[Jump Maneuver] ⇒ [Jumble Step] ⇒ [Featherfoot] (New!)
[True Eye]
[Healer's Precept] ⇒ [Healer's Devotion] (Up!)
[Mana Efficiency] ⇒ [Master of Magic] (Up!)

[Telepathy]
[Four-Sided Blessing] (New!)
――――――――――――――――――




    Chapter 336

    Southern District

    The district of each of the four factions—East, West, South, and North—can be entered even by players from other factions, as long as one follows the proper procedure.

This 'procedure' isn't particularly complex. Basically, you just need to apply at the Safe Area's 'City Hall' and have an entry pass issued.

Alternatively, entry is also possible if you are given a permit by a ranker representing that faction. I had no idea, but apparently, I already possessed such a privilege… though I'm not sure if the day will ever come when I use that right myself.

In any case, I had already obtained a permit to visit the Southern Faction, Sotalm. Ashe had given it to me through Goldow the other day.

It was a crimson card depicting Sotalm's symbol, the 'Castle.'

By holding this in my hand or placing it in my inventory, the process was the same as going to my own faction's city, Istia.

From a transfer gate within the Safe Area, I could jump to the Southern Faction's city.

—So, as I led Sora toward a nearby transfer gate, I…

"Ah."

"Eh?"

I unexpectedly spotted a familiar face and let out an involuntary sound.

Sora, who had been walking beside me, tilted her head in confusion… but he had probably noticed us first.

Whether out of consideration for me, now a figure of considerable attention, or not, 'he' stopped the foot he had raised to walk away and turned back.

Oh… I'm half grateful, half apologetic.

"Ah—um… it's been a while."

"—Yeah, not since we crossed paths during the Four Pillar War."

He was fairly handsome, which was rare for Arcadia. Or rather, he was somewhere between handsome and a cool older guy, a man who was just starting to acquire a certain refined渋味.

He was a medium-class warrior with a one-handed mace at his hip and a round shield slung across his back.

"Thanks for that time, Zou-sa… Elephant Three."

"Zou-san is fine, everyone calls me that—this is the first time we've met in a calm setting, isn't it, our esteemed Ninth… no, you're the Seventh now, right?"

Elephant Three, commonly known as Zou-san. A veteran Istian and a regular in the Four Pillar War, he is a high-ranking player known as a key figure in the defense corps.

He was my opponent in the first round of the Four Pillar War's main selection tournament, a memory I recall quite vividly.

"And you must be the rumored partner?"

His gaze shifted to Sora, whom I had failed to properly introduce as my mind struggled to catch up with this unexpected encounter. It was natural for one's eyes to drift to a companion during a greeting; this was my fault.

However, my partner, who harbors a slight shyness—

"My name is Sora. It's a pleasure to meet you."

"Ah, a pleasure to meet you too, Sora-chan."

—exchanged greetings with surprising smoothness, without even a hint of a stammer. Her graceful curtsy, coupled with the dress she wore, made her look every bit the part of a young noble lady.

Well, she is a genuine young noble lady, after all.

"Are you two heading out?"

We'd bumped into each other and exchanged greetings—it would be a bit heartless to just say 'see you later' and leave.

Just as I was thinking of something to talk about, he spoke up… This man is a natural conversationalist. He doesn't hesitate to meet your eyes and speak.

As expected of our defense corps leader, he possesses some impressive communication skills.

"Yes, just over to Sotalm."

"To the South…—Ah, I see."

It was a succinct answer on my part, but Zou-san seemed to grasp something from it.

With a surprisingly playful expression and gesture, he clapped his hands together and stepped aside, clearing the path to the transfer gate.

"Then you probably don't have time to entertain a passing old man. We'll save our chat for another time, if the opportunity arises."

"No, no, not at all…" I wanted to say, but the truth was, we didn't have much time to spare. In that case—

"Then… since we seem to have a connection, if you'd like."

I quickly tapped on my window and sent a friend request to the good-natured senior. Seeing the window appear before him, Zou-san's eyes widened slightly in surprise.

"Well, well… haha, now I'll have something to brag about to my wife and son when I get home."

With a kind smile, he tapped 'Yes,' then extended his hand as if asking for an autograph from a celebrity. "Could I trouble you for a handshake?"

…'As if.' I'm a bona fide celebrity now, aren't I?

Somehow, truly—I never would have imagined this would happen back when I faced this senior, who now grips my hand with such a happy expression, in battle.

"A pleasure, Acrobat-kun."

"Please, call me Haru… If you have time, let's go somewhere together sometime."

I felt as if another layer of awareness of how far I'd come had just been added.

◇◆◇◆◇

"Whoa…"

"Haaah…"

After expanding my circle of acquaintances in an unexpected place, we were guided by the light of the transfer to the Southern Faction. Seeing the cityscape, with its distinctly different design from Istia, Sora and I let out a collective sigh of admiration.

Compared to the eastern city… no, compared to *this*, it might be better to call the Istia district a 'town.' The scale and density are probably similar, but the overall atmosphere is completely different.

Sotalm's district is truly a 'city'—the buildings, more orderly than those in the east, have a distinctly fantastical appearance, but… somehow, the scenery exudes a sense of regularity, a certain 'order.'

And there's one more clear difference from the Istia district.

"That really stands out."

"I suppose that's what's normal, though…"

It was probably the center of the city. From a fountain plaza with a rather familiar design, we could see a massive landmark—the Southern Faction's 'Castle.'

"[El Faria, Knight's Royal Castle]… I saw it in the Four Pillar War archives, but it's really flashy."

"It's a… a little intimidating, isn't it?"

Unlike our wartime base, which is for some reason buried underground, this castle proudly displays its majesty above ground.

Each faction's personal color is also reflected; while the eastern Ruvalest is based on 'white,' this El Faria's main color is 'red.'

The structure is also completely different. Ruvalest had a rather eccentric design, a blend of Japanese and Western styles, but this is a classic 'Western castle.'

It's imposing, but undeniably cool—well then…

"And with that… we're done reacting. We've kept you waiting."

"Huh?"

As I made a statement that would be completely nonsensical if one hadn't noticed, I turned around, causing Sora to voice her confusion—well, yeah, I expected that.

I only noticed because my eyes happened to catch something as I was looking around.

"—Fufu, I've been waiting for you."

The voice that replied with a gentle smile belonged to a calm woman.

Whether intentionally or not, she had been standing beside us with a faint presence. She was likely the guide the South had sent for us.

She wore a black skirt suit—an outfit that could belong to an office lady in the real world… but her soft, long peach-colored hair and matching eyes were very characteristic of an avatar from this virtual world.

Her apparent age also seemed to be around twenty, so it might be more accurate to call her a college student in a suit rather than an office lady.

"It's a pleasure to meet you. My name is Momono, and I assist Helena. I've been tasked with being your guide today, so I came to welcome you."

"A pleasure to meet you, I'm Haru."

"H-Hello, I'm Sora. It's a pleasure to meet you."

I wasn't surprised that a guide had been sent, as I had been told to expect one. However, had I shared that information with Sora? No, I had forgotten.

I might get an earful from my surprised partner later—as I was thinking that…

"Then, shall we go?"

With a soft smile, Momono-san began to lead the way. We'd had our share of drama in the real world, but this would be our second time meeting in the virtual world—

"The Princess is apparently waiting with bated breath."

—to the person I knew, Ashe, who was so close, yet so far away.



    Chapter 337

    Gathered at the Throne

    Although this was my first time visiting the Sotalm district, I was here on specific business, so sightseeing would have to wait for another time.

We walked from the fountain plaza to the 'Castle' without incident—that is, without a single person on the street turning to look at us. Hey, wait a minute, stop.

"What just happened…?"

"I didn't feel a single stare…"

As soon as we arrived at the royal castle, El Faria, we were guided by transfer to a waiting room.

Seeing Sora and me looking utterly bewildered, Momono-san, who had led us here so smoothly, let out a soft chuckle.

…Well, yeah, if someone did something, it had to be you. You've got the face of someone whose prank just succeeded, you gentle-looking lady.

"Helena-san instructed me that it would create unnecessary trouble if we made a scene before preparations were complete…"

When I looked at her for an explanation, she raised a hand to her ear as she spoke.

Peeking through her peach-colored hair, a white-and-pink earring shaped like the five petals of a cherry—no, a peach blossom—dangled from her left ear.

"I took the liberty of hiding you two. My skills can't compare to Tetra-kun's stealth, but they're more than enough to disrupt the perception of unsuspecting players."

Oh, you know my junior… well, that aside.

"Hid us… you say?"

"Pardon my asking, but are you perhaps a former ranker?"

She couldn't be a current ranker—that much was certain. When I had looked it up, the name 'Momono' was not on the list of Southern Faction rankers.

When I asked, Momono-san smiled and shook her head. "Oh, heavens no."

"You can't earn a rank in this world with just enough skill to secretly escort VIPs. I'm simply a non-combatant tasked with assisting Helena-san."

Is that so—by the way, due to various circumstances, I've made it a rule to never believe anyone in this world who says 'I'm not strong.'

At least, not until I've seen it with my own eyes. I have a history of being thoroughly messed with by a certain friend who calls himself an 'Insider.'

"I see—and, um… it seems we've just passed the meeting time."

I glanced at the system clock in the corner of my vision and, while sinking into the offered sofa, implicitly asked if we were still waiting.

"I apologize, it seems someone is running a little late… They'd like you two to enter last, to serve as an introduction, so please wait just a little longer."

"Oh… so it's a public self-introduction ceremony."

"…!"

Don't worry, Sora-san. If it comes to it, I'll throw myself to the wolves and snatch all the attention.

◇◆◇◆◇

—And so, after waiting for a little over ten minutes.

We were once again guided by Momono-san to 'that place,' where we stood under the collective gaze of the twelve people already seated.

It wasn't that I had expected a certain group of people, but there were more familiar faces than I had vaguely anticipated. Sora… well, she was another story, but for me, it helped to ease the tension a bit.

Starting with Goldow, seven of the Eastern rankers, excluding the top two, were present.

And at the far end of the long table sat the 'Princess' herself.

Beside her stood a woman in a suit wearing a monocle. She had to be the famous 'Queen's' right-hand woman—the [Lady-in-Waiting].

Like the [Lady-in-Waiting], the remaining three were players I had never met before. However, I had memorized the faces of the current rankers when I researched them before, so I could identify them.

Two men and one woman… each with a commanding presence, which was perfectly fine. At the very least, I didn't sense any hostility in the gazes directed at us.

—Now, what to do? They seem to be expecting something, so maybe I should do a party trick?

Alright, watch closely.

Witness the secret weapon of a man who, when forced to liven up a party during a banquet gig, responded with desperate resolve, only to bomb completely and be hailed as a hero for his bravery—!

"Behold th—"

"Um—!"

—is right hand! —…Huh?

"I am Sora… the partner of Haru… the Acrobat…!"

We had spoken at the same time. One of us stopped, the other did not.

"It's a pleasure to meet you…!"

Completely taken aback by my partner's unexpected vigor and guts, I stood there dumbfounded, my foolish plan forgotten—

"…Ah, I'm Sora-san's partner, Haru. Nice to meet you all."

I gave a lazy wave and a casual greeting, which caused one of the male players to burst out laughing with a choked "psh!"

Success. I have no idea what he found so funny, but if one person laughs, it's my win—Goldow holding his stomach is just business as usual, so that doesn't count.

"Sora."

I called out to my partner, who had frozen in a deep bow. It seemed she had been pushing herself, as she unfroze and stiffly raised her head.

"Thanks."

"…N-No problem."

Just now, and earlier when we met Zou-san—well, that's just how it is, I suppose.

I couldn't help but thank her for pushing through her shyness to act as the Acrobat's partner.

"Can we sit anywhere?"

"Yeah, come on over."

I wasn't sure who to ask, so I played it safe and looked at Goldow, who had just recovered from his laughing fit. I felt like Ashe, whose eyes met mine for a second, had a displeased look on her face, but for now, my only option was to ignore it.

Following his beckoning, I walked toward the area where the Istia members were gathered. The two little ones quickly captured Sora and made off with her.

…Well, I guess I'll take a seat next to Irori at the end.

"—With a greeting like that, no one will know who's whose plus-one."

"No problem. We're both the main event."

I brushed off Irori's immediate teasing and discreetly checked on Sora from a distance.

She was putting on a brave face, but she couldn't hide her nervousness… Well, Mi-na and Ri-na will probably help her out. She's already quite close with them, and next to them is Hinayo-san, whom she also gets along with well.

—Just then, it seemed it was their turn.

After exchanging a glance with Iris beside her, the woman with the monocle stepped forward and gave a respectful… almost mesmerizingly beautiful bow in our direction.

"My name is Helena. I believe we will have many opportunities to meet in the future as Iris's assistant, so I look forward to working with you."

And, was it my imagination—no, this probably isn't my imagination.

Her introduction was directed at both of us, but the part about 'many opportunities to meet' felt like it was about eighty percent aimed at me.

Perhaps Ashe has already told her something—

"Incidentally, the large man over there is my biological father. He may be blunt in his speech, but we are not on bad terms, so please do not worry."

"————…huh, wait, what, say again?"

"E-Eh?"

Wait a second, don't just step back with a prim face. I require a proper explanation for the bombshell you just dropped while pointing at our General Commander—

"Well then, I suppose it's my turn."

Ah, damn, the next person is already standing up… Well, I guess there's no need to pry. It was just so unexpected, the complete opposite of what their appearances and atmospheres suggested.

"I'm Fuji, fourth-ranked of the South, Automata. A pleasure to meet you both."

As Sora and I returned his nod, I couldn't help but react to the name I remembered. I hesitated for a moment, but my eyes met his, which were filled with amusement from behind his glasses, and I decided to engage.

"This senior of mine here scared me half to death about you, my nemesis."

He was none other than the person I had been repeatedly warned to 'avoid encountering' during the Four Pillar War.

I suppose I have ways and means of winning, but on paper, he is indeed my nemesis. At the very least, he's not someone I'd willingly choose to fight.

"A pleasure to meet you for the first time, Lord Acrobat. During the last war, I was thinking the same thing, and I was hoping for an encounter, but…"

The slender man in a robe, with navy blue hair and eyes, shrugged his shoulders—

"Having reviewed the archives now, I wouldn't dare say such a thing. Phew, I'm glad we didn't run into each other. It would have been an instant kill for me, no doubt."

He said this with a gentle smile, whether he was being serious or joking.

Well, he wasn't wrong… it would probably have been one of two outcomes: either I'd instantly kill him, or he'd toy with me and slaughter me…

"No doubt about it. Well, like my partner, I'd probably be instantly killed too."

"The matchup is terrible for us," said the other male player, standing up in a smooth transition. He was a tall light-armored warrior with auburn hair and eyes.

"I'm Auerin, fifth-ranked of the South, Adamant. We're not exactly partners, but we're a duo bound by a long, complicated friendship."

"Nice to meet ya," he said with a ridiculously handsome face and a charming wink.

This guy is definitely popular, I just know it.

"…Hey, what's with that look?"

"Oh, just thinking about how there are different types of handsome guys."

There's the refreshing, likable handsome type, and the refreshing but annoying handsome type… hey, whoa, hold on, wait a minute…! Don't you start reading my mind and reaching for your sword too!!

"Haru—is that okay?"

"Whoa!"

As I was trying to calm down my angry senior with just my eyes, Auerin's voice startled me. He must have walked around the table.

"I saw everything in the archives, too. It's strange for the one who lost to say this, and it's frustrating, but…"

An outstretched right hand, and another cheerful smile.

"—Nice fight. That was insanely hype."

"…………"

Yep, confirmed. This guy is definitely, absolutely, one hundred percent popular.

"Thanks—Auerin… is that okay?"

"Of course. Let's have a match sometime, when you're free."

As I shook his hand, Auerin returned to his seat, leaving behind a somewhat friendly smile. I'll have to remember to send him a friend request later.

And so, all that was left was the last person—

"Then, I'll be the last one."

If I had to describe the woman who stood up in one word, it would be 'adventurer.'

Her body, clad in leather top and bottom with a traveler-esque black long coat, was neither large nor small, neither muscular nor delicate.

Of medium build… though perhaps it's a bit rude to describe a woman that way? However, perhaps because of her exceptionally good posture, she looked more stylish than her height would suggest.

Her stance—or rather, her entire aura—was brimming with 'confidence,' and her youthful face with golden eyes was filled with a triumphant smile that seemed to say, 'This is me!'

The bright, light green hair tied at her neck, swaying in a small tail, suited her perfectly, as she embodied 'full of energy' with her entire being.

"Nice to meet you, Acrobat-kun, and your partner-kun."

Her voice, though slightly husky, was clear and bright, and mostly matched the image I had of her… To reiterate, I have memorized the faces of all the current rankers.

That includes, of course—the faces of the faction tops.

"I'm Lux, first-ranked of the Northern Faction, Nortalia, the Traveler."

Is she a girl, or a grown woman… Like Ashe, it was hard to guess her age from her appearance. She beamed a smile as bright as light itself and puffed out her chest.

Whether she knew that the two newcomers were taken aback by the presence of the 'North's Number One,' who was famous for being a straightforward problem child, or not…

"I've heard all about you from Tora-kun and the others—next time, you have to come on an adventure with me!"

Lux, the Traveler, concluded her words innocently, bringing the round of introductions to a powerful close.



    Chapter 338

    Those Who Bear a Color

    "Now that introductions are complete, let's get right down to business."

As soon as the Northern Faction's top-ranked player had taken her seat, Helena-san, standing beside Ashe, spoke up. "I'm sure some of you are pressed for time," she added.

Aside from Sora, she was the only one here without a rank… but as expected of a former ranker, she possessed an air that was anything but that of a mere *lady-in-waiting*.

Her commanding presence—one that made the moniker "Queen" feel entirely appropriate—was strangely juxtaposed with the faint aura of an attendant. She was truly a peculiar individual.

"First, a question for Haru-sama and Sora-sama."

Her sharp gaze, tinged with an intelligent light, made me sit up straighter. The sudden use of "-sama" was a little embarrassing, but her choice of words carried such conviction that I accepted it in a heartbeat.

"I hear it has not been long since you two came to this virtual world. Before we begin our conference on the Colored Monster Annihilation Battle, I would like to ascertain your current level of understanding."

Ah, I see… That's very considerate of her.

"I've done my homework, at least on whatever information I could find online."

"I have also done as much as I could…"

I was confident I'd crammed in all the knowledge an ordinary person could possibly find. And since I had, I was sure the ever-studious Sora had done the same.

After we both replied, Helena-san nodded once. "Understood."

"In that case, I will forgo any special explanations. If you have any questions, please do not hesitate to interrupt. I imagine there is some information regarding the Colored Monsters that is not publicly known in the real world."

"Oh… Roger that."

"Understood."

With words that piqued my curiosity, Helena-san concluded her consideration for us newcomers… and her dark eyes shifted from us to the room at large.

"Then let us begin—the conference on the White Throne Annihilation Battle will now come to order."

Colored Monsters—they are Arcadia's largest-scale content, a series of raid battles boasting a level of difficulty that the word "unconquerable" fails to capture.

These raids are fundamentally different from those in other games, built upon an extremely peculiar design.

First, each raid can only be cleared *once* per world. This means that if someone defeats a Colored Monster, no other player can even attempt the challenge again.

*What? Is this some next-level garbage game design?*—any objections to such an unheard-of specification for an online game are typically met with a "hold on" for two reasons.

First, Colored Monster raids have no individual rewards. No materials, no items, absolutely nothing for personal gain.

Well, there *are* rewards, but they pertain to the expansion of Arcadia's game systems, and they are things that *all players will eventually obtain*.

In other words, it's the right to get a sneak peek at a new system.

For example, when "the Red"—Riertahelia of the Red Circle—was defeated, the Clan System and the Marriage System were implemented. Of the two, the marriage feature was apparently not officially added until six months after the victory announcement.

Essentially, the heroes who conquered "the Red" were granted early access to the new system.

Some might find it enviable, but considering the absurd difficulty of the raid and their achievement in bringing about a system expansion, the vast majority would likely concede that it's a fair reward.

Second, the developers have officially stated that once all Colored Monsters have been vanquished, a *Reminiscence Battle* feature will be implemented, allowing players to re-challenge them or try for the first time.

What's more, it's not just a straightforward challenge. As the name implies, you can apparently *piggyback on the records of the first-clear party*.

Simply put, you can experience an "if" scenario where you were part of the original heroes' party—at least, that was my immediate thought when I learned about it.

*Holy crap, that sounds awesome.*

You can charge in shoulder-to-shoulder with the mighty champions, or if you lack confidence, you can stick to the sidelines and play the role of a background character… The ways to enjoy it are truly endless.

And the recreated players won't just be mindless dolls; the developers, with their freakish level of technology, have promised to install AI that makes them act "in character."

If you can experience pseudo-communication with the top players without any pressure, the demand would be immense—

As for any mischief one might consider with *soulless lookalikes*, in the world of Arcadia, where a mysterious public order mechanism is at work, such worries are pointless.

To be blunt, I'm talking about things like sexual harassment.

Apparently, whether against a player or an NPC, the harassment prevention system will *predict* the act *before* it happens and restrain you.

I really have no idea what kind of technology makes that possible. A peaceful world free of needless trouble is wonderful, of course, but it's as terrifying as it is welcome.

In any case… for the reasons above, the specification that the "right to conquer" a Colored Monster exists only once is, for now, accepted by the community.

In fact, among the player base, there might be more people wishing, "I don't care who does it, just beat them all already."

The general players hope for future enjoyment, while the top-tier players strive for the glory of a first clear, constantly strengthening themselves… Overall, a general consensus has been reached.

—Well, not that it matters. They were all treated as impossible games and left alone anyway.

At least, that was the case until the Red Circle was defeated two years ago.

"As you know, Colored Monsters grant a 'special effectiveness' to the current rankers of a specific faction. Therefore, for this annihilation battle against the White Throne—"

"You bet. We'll fill as many of those 'slots' as we can from our side."

Although she said she would forgo explanations, Helena-san's way of speaking was exceedingly polite and easy to understand, a clear sign of her consideration for us.

Feeling grateful, I decided to remain quiet and listen until a question arose.

The first topic on the agenda was the members who would participate in the annihilation battle—specifically, who would fill the ten ranker "slots."

If we could bring in the full might of the three factions, excluding the West, things would be much easier… but it seems *those things* are *picky about their challengers*.

What's more, their screening is even stricter than in the Four Pillar War, where former rankers don't count towards the quota. Here, it seems that both former and current rankers fill up a "slot."

So inflexible—but whether out of mercy or something else, this restriction is apparently waived for the faction corresponding to each color, like "White Throne = Istia."

That means people like Lotta can join without taking up a slot. That's honestly reassuring.

"That said… it's gonna be six of us. A little over half."

"Heeey. We'll be holding down the fort over here."

Following Goldow, who was stroking his chin with a grim look, Mi-na, who was clinging to Sora with her partner, raised her hand and casually offered to "decline."

*Why?*

"Eh?"

Sora, who was right beside her, let out a sound before I could voice my own question. Taking it as a query, Ri-na, next to her, spoke up.

"Mi-na and I basically can't use our powers if we move. That thing uses 'Boundaries'—it controls space and spams forced teleports, which is fatally incompatible with us."

"We set up our canvas… our territory, and then we get teleported away and have to start all over! It's like that the whole time. We get totally crushed, we really can't do a thing."

"Wow…"

"Seriously…"

Forced teleports, huh… So *that thing* uses them in battle, too.

"Have you learned about the White Throne's abilities yet?"

"Ah, sorry. Not the details. I've just brushed up on the ABCs of the Colored Monster raids."

It wasn't that I was slacking; there was just too much ambiguous information out there, and I had trouble discerning what to believe.

When I answered Helena-san's question honestly, she shook her head and said, "That's not a problem," before adjusting her monocle with a fingertip.

"To be honest, we only have a superficial understanding of the White Throne's capabilities ourselves. When it comes to the finer details of the strategy, everyone here, not just you, Haru-sama, is largely in the dark."

Her response snagged on one of the bits of knowledge I'd gathered in my ignorance. I see, if she's saying that, then it must mean—

"It's been three years since its discovery, and even the veteran players are calling themselves ignorant… Does that mean *that* ridiculous rumor is actually true?"

Ignorant, meaning they haven't been able to gather information.

And if they can't gather information, it means they haven't been able to conduct countless attempts—trial and error—to obtain it.

"That is correct. The more you challenge them, the stronger they become."

There was only one reason why.

"The Colored Monsters learn from us, the players, and carry those memories into the next battle."

Faced with this, all one could do was throw up their hands and call it a "garbage game"—

This was because of a massive, game-breaking bug-like feature that had no place in an online game.



    Chapter 339

    Lighting the Fuse

    After confirming the abnormality of the Colored Monsters—a feature that seemed to kick the very foundations of the existing "PvE" genre to the curb—the meeting proceeded with surprising smoothness under Helena-san's expert guidance. It made one wonder if she was a professional moderator.

Perhaps it was less a meeting and more of an introduction and a confirmation of future plans. After all, the first topic of discussion—the "slots" for current rankers—was neatly resolved since exactly ten people, excluding Mi-na and Ri-na, were gathered here.

I suppose it was also a venue to get approval for my partner, who currently has zero "achievements," to enter as a special exception.

"Then, it is unanimous."

She surveyed the scene, where everyone but Sora and I had their hands raised.

Helena-san, who had been leading the proceedings from start to finish, gave a single nod and turned her gaze to my partner, who was frozen stiff with a tense expression in her seat a short distance away.

"Sora-sama will be formally welcomed as a member of this annihilation battle."

"No objections!"

The Traveler's particularly bright voice overlapped with the Lady-in-Waiting's dispassionate statement of the results—and with that, the final topic on the agenda concluded without a hitch.

There was no need for me, her partner, to say anything. With the strong endorsement from Mi-na and Ri-na, who had witnessed Sora's abilities as a player firsthand, her inclusion was successfully approved.

When Arcadia's most powerful artillery cannons praise someone as a talent capable of filling the void they leave behind, the persuasiveness of their words is self-evident.

As for Sora herself, she was utterly overwhelmed and rigid as a board, but—

"—Oi, junior."

"Eh… what is it, senpai?"

Just as I was secretly letting out a sigh of relief without letting it show on my face, Irori called out to me from next to my seat. Sensing a hint of exasperation in his tone, I glanced over to find the Blonde Samurai giving me a perfectly infuriating smile.

And before I could glare back with a *what do you want?*—

"You're grinning."

"You've got to be kidding me, how embarrassing."

My poker face, which I hadn't realized was compromised, was pointed out, and I discreetly pulled up the hood of my outerwear while trying to vanish.

I remained a motionless statue until the meeting ended—

all while feeling the gaze of the Princess enthroned before me.

◇◆◇◆◇

"Well, well, Crown-kun! I was so looking forward to meeting you!"

Just as the discussion concluded and a relaxed atmosphere settled over the room, a flash of grassy-green flew at me from a distant seat. Before I could react, my hand was seized at blinding speed and forced into a handshake.

"Uh, thank you… It's an honor to meet you, too."

"I've heard sooo much about you from Tora-kun and the others! I didn't see the war or any of that stuff, so I don't really get it, but they were so happy they'd made a new friend! Thanks a bunch!!"

"Ah, hah… Well, your friends have been a great help to me, too—"

"You're great, you know that? Really great! What's great is your name, Crown! Crown! A king's crown! Treasure! It just has a great ring to it!"

"Um, that's not actually my name—"

"B Y T H E W A Y ! That hair ornament is suuuuper pretty, it looks like a real treasure! I was wondering if you could pretty please tell me where you found it—"

"Okay, fine, I get it! If that's how you're gonna be, then I won't hold back either! Get off me, you're too close, you're annoying!!"

"Whoa, so energetic!!"

She was, after all, the number one ranker of the North. I mercilessly grabbed her by the scruff of her neck and, with a gender-equal pitch, hurled her away. But the incarnation of smiles simply did a flip in mid-air and landed with ease.

"Get back, Sora, she's dangerous…!"

"Ah, haha…"

She must have been taken aback by the sudden comedy show.

I shielded Sora, who had come over and was now frozen with wide, blinking eyes, and glared at the dangerous individual approaching with a slow, bizarre motion.

*This one's bad news… I can't read her thoughts at all…!!*

"You make friends with everyone at lightning speed, don't you, big bro?"

"In a way, that's his greatest talent."

"Is it some kind of medical condition where you die if you don't get dragged into events?"

Mi-na, Ri-na, and the Blonde Samurai, all saying whatever they pleased… Hey, you, Istia's top dog (Goldow), stop holding your stomach and laughing and get a leash on the North's top dog—

"Lux."

"Oh, A-chan."

—and so, salvation arrived like the wind.

The silver-blue figure appeared silently beside theキラキラ head, casually lifted her by the scruff of the neck, and swiftly neutralized the dangerous person.

""—""

Our eyes met for just a moment… but unfortunately, from the garnet eyes I hadn't seen in a while, I couldn't read the Princess's inner thoughts.

Ashe averted her gaze from me and looked at the woman dangling from her hand.

"I always tell you. I know you don't mean any harm, but you have to consider the other person and hold back."

To be honest, seeing her act like that was a little surprising.

Or rather, it was just that I hadn't seen that side of Ashe very often…

"Ah… Nihaha, sorry, sorry. It's been a while since I've been back in the city, so I got a little carried away."

And speaking of surprises, this was another one.

The Traveler, whom I had judged to be the type who doesn't listen to people after just a few dozen seconds, immediately wilted after being scolded by Ashe.

*What's with you two? Are you friends?*

"—Haru."

"—...Yeah?"

As I was spacing out, a familiar voice called my name.

However, no one here knew that Ashe and I were acquaintances… or something. Helena-san seemed a bit suspicious, but Ashe probably hadn't told her everything either.

For a few reasons of my own, I hadn't even been able to tell my partner, Sora, until today.

So, for a split second, I faltered—but we had already decided how we would act in front of others in preparation for this moment, so I had no choice.

"What is it?"

"She's not a bad person. So I'd like you to be friends with her."

"If you say so, then I guess she is. Okay."

"Mm… She's just a little… different."

"Whether it's just 'a little' is debatable, though."

"We're not really in a position to talk."

"When you put it like that, I don't have much of a comeback…"

Without any particular act, we spoke as we always did.

Naturally, to an extent that might seem unnatural to an outsider.

And when we were done, we broke eye contact without hesitation.

"Oh my."

"Oh…?"

"Eh, what?"

"Well now…"

"Hohoh?"

"Wait a sec, seriously?"

"No way, is that what's going on?"

"Huh…"

"Ahh… so that's how it is."

"…?"

—Indistinguishable voices reached my ears simultaneously… and it's not as if there were many people here who were *insensitive to subtleties*.

At Ashe's request, the closeness I had hinted at without hiding it had likely been read perfectly by them all.

And, of course…

"Eh—… Eh?"

My partner, her large eyes wide open in surprise, was no exception.

"…………………………Eeeh…!?"

She looked at me, then at Ashe, then back at me, then back at Ashe—and as I watched Sora's face grow increasingly confused, I wondered if it was okay to look away.

For now, well… the role of supporting my partner, who had stumbled from the shock, would be—

"Gotcha!"

—left to the red-headed girl who had sensed the abnormality and rushed over.



    Chapter 340

    The Villain

    "—Helena."

"As you wish."

A voice like the chiming of a bell quietly sliced through the suddenly buzzing atmosphere of the room. The lady-in-waiting, receiving her master's order, stepped into the center of the room, drawing all eyes.

"We have a private matter to discuss, so I will be borrowing *those two* for a moment."

Her voice was directed at the representative of the Eastern Faction, our General Commander.

Faced with the business-like words from the woman who was apparently his daughter, Goldow, who had been staring blankly at Ashe and me, gave a textbook-perfect bewildered response. "O-Oh…"

"I do not believe it will take long. Those of you who still wish to speak with them, please wait here—Lux. As I told you earlier, you are to wait without fail."

"Hm? Yup yup, okay, got it!"

Just as during the meeting, the situation progressed swiftly, leaving almost everyone with the same bewildered expression as Goldow. The only calm ones were Ashe, Helena-san, and myself.

Well, I was just pretending to be calm.

What I felt most sorry about was Sora, who was currently in the throes of confusion, her eyes spinning… I had been *sworn to secrecy*, so it couldn't be helped, but that didn't mean I wasn't at fault for this surprise.

"Ah… in that case, can I go ahead and get your friend registration? I've got something to do right after this, so let's save the chit-chat for another time."

"In that case, I'd like to ask as well."

"Oh, yes, yes, of course, the pleasure's all mine."

After accepting their welcome offer and registering friends with Auerin and Fuji-san's duo—

"Well then, we will take our leave for a moment."

"Understood. So, Sora, I'm really sorry to spring this on you…"

"Uhm… y-yes, it's alright. I'm just a little… confused…"

Feeling a pang of guilt—a selfish one, I admit—for the considerable burden this sudden turn of events would place on Sora.

I took my partner, who was handed over by the red-headed girl shooting me a pointed glare, and was enveloped in the light of the teleportation that Helena-san activated, leaving the Southern Throne behind.

◇◆◇◆◇

"—In short, I am the one at fault. It was I who asked Haru to remain silent, even though he said he wanted to tell you."

She explained everything: that after this season's Four Pillar War, she had accepted a long-standing offer and entered into a contractual relationship with Yotsuya Development.

That she had maneuvered things that way with *me* as her objective.

That upon contracting with Yotsuya and approaching me, she had been informed that I and Sora—Haru Kasuga and Sora Yotsuya—were in a fake engagement.

Having revealed the entire situation from some time ago, Ashe bowed her head to Sora as an apology for keeping it a secret by making me swear silence.

"…So that's the gist of it, but I'm an accomplice too. I'm sorry for not telling you."

And so, along with my co-conspirator sitting across from me, I bowed my head from the side.

Here in a waiting room inside Istia's Ruvalest—one with a similar construction to its counterpart, differing only in the fine details of its decorations and main color scheme.

"…………………………"

In the dead silent air—my partner sitting next to me was completely frozen, looking more dumbfounded than I had ever seen her before.

…This was, in every sense of the word, excruciatingly awkward.

"…………………………Uhm… so, does… that mean…"

After a silence that lasted ten, then twenty seconds, Sora shifted awkwardly and began to weave a frail, broken string of words.

She turned her hazy eyes, as if in a dream, toward Ashe.

"That *you* wanted… *Haru*… which means—"

"Yes."

Meeting her gaze head-on, Ashe, though apologetic, nodded with the utmost dignity and replied.

"—I love Haru. I've been in love with him since the day he made me smile."

"—…!"

Sora gasped in astonishment.

And Ashe, who had just dropped a bombshell of undeniable affection with the subject of said affection *sitting right here*.

What kind of face was I supposed to make in this situation? At a complete loss, my eyes wandered and met those of the lady-in-waiting attending the Princess—

"Here you are."

"Thank you…"

A tea set she produced from thin air (her inventory) was placed before me, and still at a loss, I accepted a cup of the poured tea.

I couldn't taste a thing.

"You are his partner, and though it may be a pretense, his fiancée. I understood that he cares for you deeply. That's why I wanted to introduce myself to you first."

Whether she was at a loss for words or prompting her to continue, Sora remained silent.

"I don't know the details of your relationship… but even if it were a simple arrangement of mutual benefit, I imagine it wouldn't feel good to have someone make a move on your partner from the side."

And so, Ashe—calmly, yet with all the sincerity she could muster—spoke as she looked Sora straight in the eye.

"I'm sorry it took so long. And… I hope you'll permit me to get closer to the person you hold dear—please."

She bowed her head once more.

…I had heard what she planned to *do* by setting up this meeting, but I never imagined she would go this far.

This just added another reason why I couldn't treat her feelings lightly—

"—Please, don't ask that."

Her reply was colored with confusion and… a multitude of emotions I couldn't decipher.

"I'm sorry, I was silent for so long… Uh, um, please raise your head. It's not for me to say anything about permitting or not permitting…!"

Perhaps it was mainly surprise and panic. Sora, who had rattled off a stream of words, choked and let out a small cough.

"Here you are."

"Th-Thank you…………… I appreciate it."

She drank the tea that had been served to her, just as I had, and after taking a deep breath, she smiled shyly at Helena-san and offered her thanks.

The girl took one more deep breath, and this time, spoke with a calmer demeanor.

"Um, Princess—I, uh… I-Iris-san."

Ashe finally raised her head when her name was called.

Even in this situation, her expression was as blank as ever… yet it probably wasn't my imagination that her face was slightly tense.

"Thank you for your consideration—I'm alright."

To such a woman—the modern-day celestial, the one and only Sword Queen—the heiress of the Yotsuya family, while unable to hide her nervousness, managed to smile with admirable composure.

"Haru."

"…Yeah?"

And now, those eyes turned to me.

"It's the same as with the *other one*, isn't it?"

By "the other one," she obviously meant Nia. I had already told Sora about that matter, as Nia herself had wished for it.

"…Yeah. I've decided to face it, one way or another."

Even if I still lacked the courage to feel romantic love for anyone, if someone felt that way about me—if they had confessed their feelings—I would face them head-on.

"Then, yes…—It really isn't my place to say anything."

She wore that mature expression, the one that had so often made me mistake her for being older than me.

"Iris-san."

"Yes."

Sora turned her gaze back to Ashe… and after a moment of hesitation, as if choosing her words, she opened her mouth with a somewhat troubled look, and said,

"*I'm* the one who's in the—"

"Wait."

This time, it was Ashe who stopped her.

"I'll say it as many times as it takes. *I* am the one in the wrong. The one getting in *your* way is *me*.—Haru, you too, just listen quietly."

Just as I was about to interject, as she once again cast herself as the "villain," I was stopped as well.

"You saved me, Haru. No matter what anyone says, you bear no sin whatsoever for the fact that I fell in love with you. Absolutely none."

Her unwavering garnet eyes now turned to me.

"Don't you dare think it's your fault—for making me fall for you. You, just as you are now, are the most wonderful person in the world. At least, to me."

"…………S-So…!"

"………………"

"…………"

I was rendered speechless by the sheer heat of her words, which washed over me like a tidal wave.

Ashe, who, as always, conveyed her feelings without a shred of hesitation. And me, probably red up to my neck from her assault.

And while Sora stared, dumbfounded once again, and Helena-san stood frozen in apparent surprise—

"So—it's fine if the one who fell in love loses. An intruder, a villain… If it means you'll allow me to be in love with you, Haru, then that's all I need."

The invincible Princess, her expression still blank…

with a faint blush on her cheeks, declared her terms with majestic dignity.

"*Understood*?"

And so, Ashe, having declared that she would not relinquish the role of the "villain" no matter what, completely overwhelmed both Sora and me—

""………………Y-Yes, understood.""

It seemed… for now, we had no choice but to admit defeat.



    Chapter 341

    The Logbook that Records Treasures

    —And that's enough talk unrelated to the game, for now.

With Ashe's words, which concluded the affair with what could only be called a shutout victory, the complex and delicate conversation came to a temporary close.

…Or rather, she was probably just being considerate, thinking it would be better for Sora and me to have time to talk things over later.

I gratefully decided I'd follow up with her later—*later*.

"Hey, sorry about before! I just got so excited and carried away!"

And so, our private conversation came to an end. The next item on the agenda, invited into the room by Helena-san, was the grassy-green ball of energy herself.

"No, well, I ended up reacting pretty badly myself, so let's just call it even…"

I swallowed the retort, *It's not just 'before,' you seem to be at max excitement right now, too, judging by your voice and behavior*.

"Let me reintroduce myself, I'm Lux! A pleasure, a pleasure!"

"I'm Haru. Nice to meet you."

"Sora. It's a pleasure to meet you…!"

We shook hands in turn, and a temporary truce (?) was formed… Even without Ashe's endorsement, I could tell she probably wasn't a bad person.

She was like… a condensed version of the high-energy parts of Nia, Mi-na, and Rinne, kneaded together with a high-purity dose of 'does things at her own pace.' Trying to deal with her head-on would probably leave me exhausted in minutes.

"Regarding the matter at hand… What do you two know about her?"

Following my handshake, Sora was still having her hand shaken, being swung around so vigorously that she was flustered. Ignoring this, Helena-san posed a question in an extremely calm voice.

She's incredible. The number one of the North was rampaging within a one-meter radius, and she didn't even bat an eyelash.

"Whatever I could find out by searching. That she's a total PvE player—or rather, a hardcore *adventurer* with *zero interest* in PvP… and, well, about that Anima of hers?"

"I-I, also, know the same…!"

Like the other rankers, I had a grasp of her stats and general personality. For now, I just wanted to infinitely protest that the description "energetic girl" I'd found online was a massive understatement.

I'm not even sure if it's appropriate to call her a "girl."

"That is sufficient. What we wish to discuss… no, what we wish to request your *cooperation* for, concerns her Anima."

At Helena-san's words, Lux, who had finally released Sora's hand, puffed out her chest with a mysterious, triumphant look. "Hmph-hmph."

This is bad, I really can't get a read on this person's rhythm—

"Lux."

"—Ah, yes. Sorry. I'll be serious."

Fortunately, Ashe seemed to be the only one who could hold her reins. I couldn't tell if she was joking or serious, but a hint of earnestness flickered across her face.

"Alright then… since Har-kun and Sora-chan already know, I'll skip the explanation."

"Har-kun???"

"Aaaand tada! This is my pride and joy Anima—its name is [Reminiel Traveler (Travelogue of Treasured Bookmarks)]!"

My question, born from a sudden, mysterious nickname I thought I'd misheard, was completely ignored. With a beaming smile, the Traveler produced a worn, bookmarked journal with a large, golden clasp from the breast of her coat.

Fifth Tier [Reminiel Traveler]—perhaps the most famous Anima in all of Arcadia, a one-of-a-kind item with an ultra-rare ability, the embodiment of the "ultimate jack-of-all-trades, master of none."

Its ability is to endlessly *copy the Anima of others*.

It's a criminal-level property that makes you immediately think, *That shouldn't be allowed to exist*, but… there are, of course, several restrictions that keep it from being a broken "master of all" and relegate it to a mere "master of none."

First: while there's no limit to copying—recording in the logbook—she can only imitate… that is, wield Anima of a lower rank than her own.

So, as a Fifth Tier, she can only imitate up to the Fourth Tier… but that's not a major restriction, so we can set it aside.

The conditions get tougher from here. Second: when imitating a copied Anima, its tier is further reduced by one, and its performance is slightly nerfed.

In short, even if she imitates a Fourth Tier Anima, when she uses it, it's nerfed down to a degraded Third Tier version.

And third: when fighting with an imitated Anima, neither the user (Lux) nor the Anima gains any experience points.

EXP for levels is irrelevant to her, as she's likely maxed out… but apparently, she gets no combat experience to acquire or grow skills, and not even the accumulated experience to advance her Anima's tier.

On the contrary, if Lux uses [Reminiel Traveler] to imitate someone's Anima for combat, a mysterious function automatically pays a "reward" from her to that "someone" as a fee for its use.

Specifically, she has to pay a usage fee (in runa) corresponding to the *rarity* of the imitated Anima… I don't know the exact amounts, but I've heard it can be a pretty steep price for some items.

Furthermore, fourth: This is the last and biggest problem—the cooldown time.

Like the usage fee, the time also seems to vary with the Anima's rarity… but it's so ridiculously long that regular use is out of the question.

Specifically, the *minimum* is *one day*, meaning twenty-four hours. If the article I read was correct, the current longest record is a full week—a 168-hour cooldown.

It's undoubtedly a powerful Anima… but to give my personal opinion after considering all the restrictions, it's the epitome of inconvenience.

Even if you can use a degraded imitation, it becomes unusable for days afterward… It's not something you can just casually use on a regular basis.

Still, it's undeniably a "game-breaking" ability.

…And so, the cooperation they wanted to ask for, bringing out this [Reminiel Traveler]—well, it was pretty obvious.

I glanced at Helena-san, and she gave a small nod of affirmation.

"We would like to request permission for her to copy Sora-sama's Anima—[Cradle of Sword-Craft]."

"I figured as much."

Information about Sora's [Cradle] had already been shared in the previous meeting, led by Mi-na and Ri-na. Or rather—

"Well, that was part of the sales pitch from the start, so…"

"Right… Yes, I have no problem with it."

Truth be told, we had been informed beforehand that she (Lux) would be attending this gathering.

Furthermore, the Eastern Wings' wholehearted endorsement of Sora as someone who could "fill the hole they left behind" was made with *this* in mind.

—That is, serving as a substitute for the "strongest artillery cannons" with two [Cradle of Sword-Craft]… might be wishful thinking. In any case, she was expected to fulfill a similar role.

It was news to me that they weren't participating at all, but that doesn't change the fact that this is a major pillar of our strategic plan for the upcoming White Throne Annihilation Battle.

"It's just an imitation, a copy… but a lot of people feel a little 'eh' about having their Anima used without their permission, so if you have even the slightest hesitation, please be honest, okay?"

Devout… would that be a disrespectful way to put it? Lux's unexpectedly serious expression as she sought confirmation was met with a gentle smile from Sora, who didn't seem to mind at all.

"It's alright. If this child can be of help… then please, I insist."

"I see—Awesome! Then I'll gratefully accept!"

Her composed demeanor, it seemed, was only momentary.

At the unhesitating reply, Lux's bright, lively smile returned. She picked up the logbook from the table, opened it, and presented it to Sora.

A blank page—or so I thought, but as we watched, a pattern began to emerge on the white surface.

A complex magic circle, with a blank space in the center. Just as I had an inkling, my partner must have sensed it too.

"Please!"

As if presenting a certificate… no, more like she was receiving one. Lux bowed her head while holding the logbook aloft, and Sora, letting out a small laugh, replied—

Sora gently placed her fingertip on the "blank space."

"H-… Heh-heh-heh…!"

"Heh…!?"

The instant she touched it, more surprising than the Anima that flashed with light was Lux's strange laugh, which made Sora reflexively pull her hand back.

I, who was watching from the side, also thought for a moment, *What's with this person?*… but it was probably *that*.

Arcadia's specialty, the good ol' direct-to-brain download, must have just flashed through her virtual mind.

If so, it's no wonder she couldn't help but laugh—it meant that my partner's Anima had produced the expected "result."

"A Second Tier… so it'll be a First Tier when I imitate it, and it's *this* good…"

"Eh, um…?"

Unlike Sora, who was at a loss for how to react, I was on Lux's side, sporting a wicked grin myself.

"So, how was the *rarity*?"

"Mmm-hm-hm… Let's see. On a five-star scale…"

When I posed the question with deliberate theatricality, the Traveler, smiling gleefully, snapped the logbook shut with a flourish and a *thump!*—

"I'd give it eight stars!"

—she declared, her voice high with excitement, a rating that exceeded the maximum.

—Meanwhile, at her side.

"…I lost."

Ashe muttered under her breath, her expression blank but with a hint of regret.



    Chapter 342

    A Wicked Invention

    "—Alright, your turn, Har-kun!"

"I don't know what you mean by 'alright,' but…"

Following Sora's turn, I placed my fingertip on the magic circle of the journal offered to me, a wry smile on my face.

The instant I did, [Reminiel Traveler] glowed once more—and with that, my beloved sword, [Evairquartz], was likely recorded in her Anima as well.

As for [Cradle of Sword-Craft], because it was directly related to the annihilation battle's strategic plan, a formal meeting was arranged and the request was made.

…But apparently, Lux makes a point of asking to copy the Anima of every player she has any sort of interaction with.

So, with no particular reason to refuse, I agreed without a second thought.

When you hear about a troublesome situation like only being able to accumulate experience for evolution by recording new Anima… well, I'm happy to cooperate that much.

By the way,

"So, what's the rarity?"

"Hmm… Two stars!"

I knew it, but it seems my beloved sword is *still* a work in progress.

Well, yeah. A First Tier… so basically a [White-Flawed Straight Sword], with a degradation penalty on top of that, it's no wonder. Let's do our best from now on, partner.

"Just so you know, it's super rare to get anything three stars or higher, okay? Considering its tier, it's more than enough! In fact, I have super high hopes for its future potential!"

"Huh…"

That extra bit of info just makes [Cradle of Sword-Craft]'s monstrousness stand out even more…

"Um, I'd like to confirm something, just in case…"

Sora, who had been watching me get copied from the side, timidly raised her hand.

"I don't mind you using my Anima, but… um, this child is apparently a bit difficult for others to handle."

"Yup, yup. Not just 'a bit difficult,' from what I *understood*."

Lux nodded with an exaggerated flourish, laughing cheerfully, while Sora frowned, seeming to search for the right words.

"So, um… h-how is it? For you, Lux-san…"

Can you handle it properly—that's what she wanted to ask.

Sora had been able to generate and launch magic swords with ease from the very beginning. Having witnessed that up close has skewed my perception a bit, but even without thinking too hard, [Cradle of Sword-Craft] is a massive problem child.

The difficulty of the thought-based controls required to use its abilities and manage its movements is, in a different way from the quick-change skills, nothing short of "extremely high."

Lux, who surely *understood* this fact through the power of her own Anima, replied—

"Ahh, let's see—well, I think it'll be fine?"

She laughed breezily, her tone utterly light as she declared it a non-issue.

"Of course, I can't do the same things you do, Sora-chan. But look, the Magic Sword Aptitude Tree! I was amazed that an Anima had its own dedicated tree, but it seems that imitating your partner grants it to me on a limited basis."

"Wow…"

So that means the skill tree is part of [Cradle of Sword-Craft]'s ability? No wonder it got a bugged-out rating like eight stars.

"So, umm… you know *that thing*! There are those automatic homing projectile skills, right? I'm not as good as you, Sora-chan, but I'm good at thought control too, so I can probably manage to summon magic swords one after another!"

I see. As long as she can generate the magic swords without issue, she can more than fulfill the role of an artillery cannon just by spamming them with skills…

"As for firepower, with your build, Lux…-san, it shouldn't be a problem, right?"

"Hmph-hmph! I'm a perfectly respectable mage, you know!! Also, you can be as casual with me as you are with A-chan, okay? Feel free to call me Lu-chan or something—"

"Alright, Lux it is then."

"So cold!"

Realize it, Lux. I know a hundred percent that you don't see me as a man in the slightest, but Ashe has been staring at you as you've been getting closer and closer.

"But anyway, I'll be sure to practice, so don't you worry! In the real battle, I'll go on a rampage with the magic swords I inherited from Sora-chan and my own magic! Ahaha!"

"…You think you can handle operating magic swords and magic in parallel?"

"U-um… I'm able to, for the most part, but…………"

I asked Sora, who was standing beside the heartily laughing Lux. Judging by her reaction… or even without it, I could tell it was probably incredibly difficult—

Well, she may act like that, but she's the number one of the Northern Faction… In this regard, it might be pointless to worry.

After all, Ashe and Helena-san, who know her far better than we do, haven't voiced any concerns or questions.

…Wait, speaking of which—

"What's the cooldown on the copied [Cradle of Sword-Craft]?"

"Hm? Oh, *ten days*!!"

"Whoa… uh, is that okay? How are you going to practice?"

When I asked about the problem I had just thought of, Lux gave me a genuinely puzzled look and said—

"You can do it as much as you want using the duel system, right? Any cooldowns or costs that happen during a duel get reset."

""Ahh…""

Hearing the answer she gave as if it were the most obvious thing in the world, Sora and I, who must have had the same question, let out a sound of understanding.

"—Which means, it's *GACHA TIME*!!"

"I don't know what you mean by 'which means,' but…"

Watching Lux, whose boundless energy kept her fired up all on her own, I'd grown used to it enough to relax with a cup of tea in hand.

I was trying to set an 'example' with my behavior, but… Sora, true to her nature, couldn't relax, and still seemed a bit tense.

Being surrounded by a group of rankers, it couldn't be helped, but if she didn't get used to it bit by bit, things would be tough for her later. I'd have to support her.

"Um… is *this* also part of the 'agenda'?"

Anyway, I pointed to the suddenly excited Lux and asked Helena-san—but the lady-in-waiting, who never let her sharp expression falter, shook her head.

"That is merely her 'habit.'"

"A habit, you say."

"Yes! This!"

Before I could retort with *what's this*.

Lux stood up from the sofa, still in a mysteriously good mood, and walked to the side of the table… she operated some kind of window, and in the next moment.

"Ta-da!"

"Whoa!"

"Feh…!"

What Lux pulled out of her inventory was a massive leather sack, likely bigger than she was. It slammed onto the waiting room floor with a loud thud, and the resulting vibration made Sora let out a small yelp of surprise.

"This is a thank-you for letting me record your Anima! A gift for each of you from the collection I've gathered as a Traveler wandering this wide, wide virtual world!"

"Oh?"

What's this? This is actually… No, it's frustrating for some reason, but this is actually kind of exciting…!

"I see, *gacha*… so that's what this is?"

"Hee hee hee hee… As expected of Har-kun, you catch on quick…!"

"Your laugh just got creepy all of a sudden."

"That's so mean!!"

Seriously, that was the kind of thing you wouldn't hear even from a drunk old man—anyway,

"What exactly is in this 'collection'?"

"Who knows?"

"'Who knows?'???"

The person who prepared it has no idea what's inside?

"They're all gems I found during my adventures that made me go 'This is it!', but they're all unappraised, so I don't really know!"

"Seriously…"

"Ah, haha…"

"Haru. And Sora, you too."

Just as Sora and I were feeling bewildered by this mysterious gacha of unknown contents, though it certainly seemed interesting, Ashe spoke up.

"This child is like that, but when it comes to adventuring—treasure hunting—no one can beat the Traveler. There are no duds among the things Lux *takes an interest in*, so you can get your hopes up."

"Huh… well then, I guess I'll get my hopes up."

"Hee hee hee, what's wrong, A-chan? You're making me blush!"

I couldn't quite figure out their relationship, whether they were close or not… but judging by Ashe's attitude, they seemed to be connected by a strange sense of trust.

Well, if it has the Sword Queen's seal of approval, my expectations can't help but rise. In that case—… in that case, um, what do I do?

"Should I just stick my hand in?"

"Huh? Oh, yeah, yeah! Then here you go!"

After giving the leather sack a vigorous shuffle with a *clank-clank*, Lux turned the opening, just wide enough for an arm, towards me with a triumphant look.

That was a pretty violent sound just now, you sure some priceless, unknown item didn't just get shattered to pieces inside?—Anyway,

"Alright, excuse me… Oh, you want to go first?"

"H-ah, no, please, you go ahead…!"

Nodding to Sora, who let me go first, I plunged my right hand into the leather sack—or rather, the gacha box.

Hmm… feels like ore, feels like wood, a mysterious rough texture, and a smooth, squishy feel like an animal's skin—what is this, it feels gross!?

Hey, I hope I'm wrong, but there aren't any actual living creatures in here, are there!? C'mon, I can't keep my hand in this abyss for long!!

I grabbed the first round *something* that my fingertips brushed against—

"I choose you!"

I blurted out a strange catchphrase in my panic and yanked my hand out with force. In my right hand was—a clear, amber color, much like someone's eyes.

No, not just amber-colored… it was *amber* itself.

A perfect oval, about five centimeters in diameter. Through the smooth, unblemished surface, sealed within with a calm sparkle, was a pale pink—

"Are those… cherry blossom petals?"

"Maybe…?"

As Sora's words, who was peering over my shoulder with great interest, suggested, the five characteristically shaped petals were undeniably those of a familiar 'sakura.'

When I tapped the amber with my fingertip… a window popped up, revealing the item's name to be [Sacred Sakura Amber Stone].

Judging by its appearance and name, I'd think it was a fairly valuable item… but unfortunately.

The problem was that no one around could tell me just how good of a pull this was.

"…………Go ahead."

"Y-yes…"

So, with the excitement somewhat dampened, I stepped aside and prompted my partner.

—And a few seconds later, it goes without saying that Sora's scream, likely from touching the mysterious squishy thing, echoed through the waiting room.



    Chapter 343

    Where the Eyes Are

    "See ya later!"

With a tension that never left the stratosphere, Lux departed, waving her arm with an intensity I worried would tear it from its socket.

In that moment, an overwhelming silence fell. The boisterous energy from just moments before had been so off the charts that the quiet felt more unsettling than calming.

Ashe and the others seemed used to it, but my partner next to me was likely feeling the same. Our eyes met, and the fidgeting Sora offered a smile with an indescribable expression.

"—That concludes the immediate business. If you are ready, I believe we should return to the conference room. What are your thoughts?"

"Sounds good to me."

"Yes, I'm ready."

With things settled for now… it seemed the private and individual talks were over. We both nodded in response to her question, and Helena-san nodded back, preparing to teleport—

"Haru."

—but before she could, Ashe's voice called out, putting a halt to the proceedings.

"Hm, what is it?"

"I want to talk, just for a moment."

Oh, this is… Judging by her gaze, which was directed straight at me, there was an implied 'the two of us' attached to that, wasn't there?

It might be inconsiderate to Sora—but honestly, it was *convenient*.

"Just for a moment?"

"Yes, just a moment."

"Alright. Sorry, Sora, could you head back first and wait for me?"

And… honestly, I wasn't sure how she would *react*, so I wondered what would happen—

"I'll be waiting patiently, so please, don't worry about me."

—but her response was a perfectly natural and gentle smile.

"Helena-san, if you would."

"As you wish."

There was no particular reaction, no hint of strangeness in her expression or voice.

My partner's inner thoughts, as she departed the waiting room accompanied by Helena-san, were too difficult for me to read. Was she truly not bothered at all? Or perhaps—

"I'm envious."

"Hm?"

"You both naturally put each other first. I've never seen such a pure partnership between a man and a woman… I'm envious."

Receiving what was a genuine compliment—now, should I puff out my chest, or should I offer a wry smile and say, 'It's actually pretty complicated'?

"So, what did you want to talk about?"

When dealing with Ashe, there's no point in choosing my words carefully or trying to probe her thoughts.

She's the type to give an immediate response. If it's something she can't talk about, she'll honestly say, "I can't talk about it." The only problem is that her responses are so quick that conversation topics tend to run out at lightning speed.

"First, I want to ask you about something. A little while ago, you said there was *something* you wanted to *show* me."

Oh, she remembered. The reason I thought her stopping me was convenient was precisely because I was trying to figure out the right time to share that information.

What I wanted to show her—it was, of course, that.

"It's about 'the Red'… about Riertahelia of the Red Circle."

I unhooked the dagger, sheath and all, from my lower back, placed it on the table, and pushed it toward Ashe. It was a rather problematic item that she, too, had plenty of experience fighting against.

"[Rabbit Dagger: Parabellum]—I'm sure you know of Yukajin? A famous artisan. This is a weapon he made for me from that rabbit's horn…"

"Yes. It didn't break, even when it clashed with my sword."

"It's one of my prize possessions. Anyway, what I want you to see is the flavor text."

Check it out—I tapped the table, prompting her to tap the item. Ashe, who obediently opened the Rabbit Dagger's details window, replied,

"—…"

She let out a small, surprised breath, and then narrowed her eyes just a fraction.

Mixed in with her usual, hard-to-read blank expression was a bit of confusion and doubt… Well, that was to be expected.

<[Rabbit Dagger: Parabellum]> Production Weapon: Dagger
A crimson dagger carved from the demon horn of the Ruby Rabbit that guards the Red Spiral.

The demonic brilliance that governs the immortality of 'the Red' holds a curious authority—
Worship and revere it, fear and kneel. The Pillar is yet immortal, thus the gaze of the 'Red Circle' never fades.

Not only was the flavor text deeply meaningful… but the same wording was also included in the incantation for its hidden magic. Which means—

"The Pillar is yet immortal…"

"'The gaze never fades'… or so it says. I don't know, though. Flavor text is just flavor text, it might just be some random words to set the mood."

But still. Considering Arcadia's game design, which I could no longer think of as ordinary, a certain possibility inevitably came to mind.

My clearing of the [Spiral Crimson Tower],

My subsequent acquisition of the horn from the [Ruby Bullet Rabbit],

And the creation of the [Rabbit Dagger: Parabellum] from the [Ruby Rabbit Demon Horn]—

Of course, all of this happened *after* the Red Circle had been defeated.

"—'The Red is Here.'"

"…?"

"That's the incantation for the magic this thing has."

*'The Red is Here,' 'Look to the ground, the eye is there,' 'Look to the sky, the eye is there.'*
*'Defeat, fall, despair, decay, yet stirring is the flame of devotion.'*
*'Worship and revere it, fear and kneel, the gaze of the Red Circle never fades.'*

By the time I had recited the full incantation, the color in Ashe's eyes had clearly changed.

"—It sounds like it's saying it *hasn't* been destroyed yet."

"…Right? That's what I thought, too."

It's precisely because the Red Circle has already been defeated that this flavor text and incantation carry a significant, undeniable meaning.

"Governs… immortality… Infinite and immortal………… A different… entity… ?"

"I've thought about it a lot, but there was still an announcement that it was defeated, right? And the system expansion reward was definitely implemented."

On top of that, even Chitose-san from the development team believed the Red Circle had been defeated. That's what makes it so confusing.

This is probably the kind of mystery that has no answer right now, no matter how hard we try. We don't even know if we should be concerned about it or not.

"I really can't judge this on my own, so I figured I should at least check with a very small group before I start digging around…"

"…Yes, being cautious is a good thing."

Will it become a bombshell, or not? Now that I have a "colleague" with the same goal, it's best to avoid making a decision alone while the answer is unknown.

So, I had planned to just tell Ashe 'let's make some time for this later' and put it on hold… and in the end, I had frankly forgotten about it.

I thought it would be smoother to present my suspicions after she had seen the real thing, but if it was going to be this long, I should have just told her verbally beforehand.

"For now, I'll share this with Helena and have her gather information. If we start a new investigation with the premise that 'the Red' has not yet been destroyed, we might find something."

"Is that where you mobilize your renowned *intelligence unit* or whatever it is…"

"I'm fairly certain we've never conducted espionage on other factions, at least."

A small smile graced her lips as Ashe—

The master of Arcadia's largest clan, 'Alliance,' took the Rabbit Dagger from the table, offered it back to me, and nodded.

"Everyone is very capable, so you can count on them. Thank you for the information."

"You're so reliable it's almost intimidating… Alright, I'll leave this matter to you."

If the hegemonic clan with a total membership of *over five million* is taking on the task, there's nothing to worry about. Even more so if Helena-san is taking the lead.

And with that… my 'business' should be settled, for now.

"So… shall we hear what you wanted to talk about?"

When I asked again, Ashe nodded this time without hesitation—

"Sora… I've greeted your partner, so now I want to move on to the next step."

"…Hm? Ah, eh… next step?"

Her voice was perfectly level and clear. While vaguely guessing the meaning of her words… I asked for confirmation, predicting what was to come.

"The *other one* you mentioned before."

As it turned out, Ashe's intentions were exactly as I had read them….

"—I think love rivals should at least know what the other looks like, don't you?"

"…………"

"What do you think?"

Faced with the words of a princess who was nothing but honest, upright, and fearless, I quietly braced myself, thinking, *So the time has finally come*.

As I vividly pictured the commotion that was about to unfold—

"…………Can I ask for the other party's opinion first?"

As I opened my friends list to send a message, for better or worse, the name of the 'other one' was displayed, showing she was online.



    Chapter 344

    Connecting the Apexes

    "Alright, well… I'm going to head over to Kagura-san's place now."

"Yeah, I'll be there later too."

"…Um, it might not be my place to say this, but…"

"I know, it's okay. I'll do everything in my power to smooth things over."

After deftly handling the 'what was that all about' inquiries led by the red-headed girl, I made my escape, claiming I had things to do, and headed to the [Mirage Workshop].

I waved to Sora-san as she headed towards the magitechnician's place for the second time today from our parting point, and proceeded down another familiar path.

The building's interior was unadorned and rugged, a spartan design that seemed to embody pure practicality, with almost no decorations or landmarks to be found.

I could memorize it after seeing it once, but for some, the hallways lined with unchanging passages and doors might become a labyrinth—

though I imagine that beyond the doors, especially *this one*, each space is filled with the personality of its master.

When I knocked on the door of the studio I'd arrived at, a voice from inside replied, "Yes," in a tone that was slightly more subdued and calmer than usual.

Sensing a presence approaching, I waited… and the master of the room, her indigo hair swaying, peeked her head out with a timid look.

She saw my face, then looked around nervously.

"W-… welcome."

"Sorry to drop in unannounced."

Nia, letting out a breath of relief and relaxing her tense expression, invited me into the room—or rather, grabbed my arm and pulled me in.

"Hey, let go."

"No way."

Still pulling my arm, she led me along, and with an expression that was hard to tell if she was in a good mood or the opposite, she flopped backward onto a large sofa.

Her momentum seemed to imply a desire to have me land next to her, but I used my stats and willpower to remain standing.

"Honestly… so sudden. You really surprised me."

"I know, I'm sorry. It was at *her* insistence, you know."

"Well, I heard about it, so I was prepared, but still…"

When I contacted Nia to set up this 'meeting,' she was, of course, greatly surprised and flustered… but truth be told, I had already told her about the 'other one's' existence beforehand.

To begin with, I'm not one to judge whether I should even tell someone, 'There's another person who likes me besides you.'

—But in this case, I had already let it slip to Ashe once, so there was the reason that it wouldn't be fair not to tell Nia as well.

On the day of her lightning-fast confession, in my confusion, I blurted out, 'There's someone else who I might end up with…' My own carelessness is astounding.

"Just to be sure, one more time… you're okay with this?"

"Yeah, I'm fine. Besides, if I refused now, it would feel like I'm losing. I absolutely hate that."

"Such conviction…"

Should I feel grateful, or should I feel apologetic… It's 100% the latter. A normal person would probably never find themselves in a situation where they're making multiple people wait for an answer like this.

I truly resent my past self for living so selfishly.

"So, where is she? I thought she'd be coming with you."

"Ah, right."

"Don't just 'right,'… when is she coming? Didn't you make it sound like it would be right away?"

"*That's right*."

So let go of my arm—because you're about to meet her, right now.

"*Tetra*."

"—Hn."

"Heh…"

After carefully removing Nia's hand, I tapped the empty space right next to me. And then, my voice, another's, and Nia's followed in succession—

Two people appeared in the room, as if they had been there from the very beginning.

It was none other than my senpai-slash-kouhai, the Undying Tetra, and… the 'other person,' her shimmering silver-blue hair swaying.

"*We were just listening*—I had my ears covered, and my eyes too for part of it, so forgive me, okay?"

"Wh-what… wh-nya… hehueeeh!?"

"I'm sorry, too. I wanted to avoid causing a pointless commotion by walking around outside."

To Nia, who had instantly started glitching out in shock and confusion, the two rankers bowed their heads honestly. I had no intention of stopping them, but I also didn't plan on letting them continue for long, since I was clearly the most at fault.

"…I figured you'd be surprised no matter what, so I did it *this way* to spare you the stress of waiting after being told beforehand."

"S-stre… ss, wha, sur…pri………………………………"

I declared myself the one to blame, but Nia, reacting just as I had imagined, was freaking out like a frantic little animal, her head whipping back and forth between everyone—

Finally, her gaze landed on Ashe, and as she stared intently at her face, she froze completely. She was still breathing, so at least she was alive.

"…Senpai, can I go home now?"

"You've got some nerve in this situation…"

"I'm not a hero, that's why I'm asking to go home."

While I exchanged words with Tetra, who was making it crystal clear with his face, voice, and expression that he wanted no part of this, Nia showed no signs of rebooting.

"Well then. I'll contact you when it's convenient for me regarding *that matter*."

"Ah, sorry. Thanks."

"Hn, see ya."

Even after we continued our conversation and my senpai-kouhai waved and left the room, the indigo-haired girl showed no signs of coming back to life.

"…………Perhaps this was an inconvenience, after all."

"Even if it was, there's no redoing it now…"

Ashe looked at Nia with concern, her blank expression tinged with apology. I stood beside her, waiting for the scolding, but…

For nearly a minute after that, there was no reaction from our personal artisan.

Just as I was starting to seriously worry that she might have been forcibly logged out due to a brainwave abnormality, it happened—

"…—Haaaaaaah!?"

A genuine scream echoed through the room, making even Ashe flinch with a rare, honest-to-goodness startle. And next to her, I, who had foreseen the *oncoming hands* a split second in advance—

"I R E A L L Y D I D N ' T H E A R A N Y T H I N G A B O U T T H I S ! ! ! ! !"

I dutifully swallowed the excuse, *I couldn't tell you*.

As I was grabbed by the collar and shaken back and forth—I accepted the fury of the half-crying Nia, ready to sincerely receive her anger.



    Chapter 345

    Double Front

    "I thought it might be, but…"

After being prompted to a chair, and after a brief silence and exchange of glances.

As expected, it was Ashe who broke the silence first. Her voice made Nia, who was frozen as stiff as a board, jump.

"It really was you—it's been a while."

"…………It's, uh, been a pleasure… to see you again…"

And from the looks of it… I had also thought it might be the case, but it seems they had met before.

There's nothing strange about a player at the forefront of the game's progression and a craftsman famous enough to be known by the general public having some connection.

She seemed to be acquaintances with the rankers from our side, Istia, like Irori and Mi-na, too—though I've never actually seen them interact.

"…Can I ask how you two know each other?"

I had been debating whether to actively join the conversation, but since Nia kept shooting me pleading glances, I decided to step in.

Whether she noticed Nia's obvious relief or not, Ashe, the only one in the room who remained unperturbed, gave a small nod to my question.

"I commissioned her to create something for me once."

"Umm… about that, I am truly sorry."

When I turned to look at the one whose reaction suggested some kind of negative outcome, Nia averted her gaze awkwardly.

"I turned her down."

"Oh?"

"You really don't need to worry about that. I was the one who didn't understand enough and made an unreasonable request."

Ashe shook her head as she spoke, and her gaze then shifted to me. More precisely, to my chest—to the indigo brooch that shone with the same color as someone's eyes.

"…Did that happen before the Four Pillars?"

"…………When I gave it to him, I was honestly still on the fence, but…"

To the question that followed her gaze, Nia gave a small nod, as if mustering her courage.

"Well, yes—for me, it was love at first sight."

"…I see. Enough to entrust him with your eyes, then."

I'll confess, I couldn't say I fully understood the meaning of their conversation.

I suspected that the [Agaphanthus Amulet] was a special item, but seeing their deeply meaningful exchange… it seemed to hold a greater significance than I had imagined.

And my confusion must have been easily seen through.

"You haven't told him?"

"Well, I didn't think it was necessary…"

Ashe's question followed her observation of me, but this time Nia dodged it—but the words she added under her breath, "It's too *heavy*…" were just barely audible.

I debated for a moment whether to press the issue—

"The 'eyes' of [Milmarinus, the Sapphire Fairy] are special."

"H-hey, wait…!?"

—but before I could, Ashe cut in, once again without hesitation or mercy.

"She is the only artisan in this virtual world who can imbue her creations with 'magic' through her own will. And the Anima that makes it possible is [Celestial Aquamarine, Shimmering Blue Jade Twin Stars]."

Faced with her words, spoken calmly yet with a strength no one else could imitate, even our personal artisan could only stammer in protest, unable to interrupt.

"To be able to activate magic at any given moment, even if only once, without needing an incantation, is incredibly powerful. One might even call it cheating."

On top of that, being able to use magic the user themselves can't is a massive cheat. And perhaps no one in the world has felt that more keenly than I have. It's no exaggeration to say that I was able to draw with the Sword Queen thanks to Nia.

"But of course, such power cannot be used without consequence—you're *missing* your right eye, aren't you?"

"Come again?"

"Eh, wait, how did you…"

"The color saturation is just slightly lower. As the intel suggested."

"No, no! I can't even tell unless I stare at myself in a mirror—wha…!?"

I leaned in close, grabbed her shoulders, and stared intently at her two indigo eyes.

I felt bad for the flustered Nia, but she had clearly lied to me, so she'd have to endure it—though even looking this closely, I couldn't really tell… but,

"…Now that you mention it, the right one does seem a little lighter, I think."

"Ugh…"

Having confirmed it, I released Nia and shot her a deliberate narrow-eyed glare. The artisan who had previously feigned the cost as 'losing her sight for a little while' once again averted her gaze awkwardly.

"You… you're not actually blind in that eye right now, are you? Or was the whole sight thing a decoy to begin with?"

"No, um…"

"It's true that she loses her sight immediately after using the ability. It gradually recovers and she can see again, but she can't use the power."

"That means… what I think it means, right?"

"Yes. Until the item imbued with magic—that gem—fulfills its purpose."

"You spilled everything…"

This is… I shouldn't be blaming her for hiding it or not telling me; I should be blaming myself for not looking into it…

To Nia, who was looking away with a sullen face, I probably had no right to say anything—no, maybe I should at least say one thing.

"You should have told me. If I don't know, I can't even thank you properly."

"Because, because it's too heavy! It's something I did on my own…!"

"And now everyone else seems to have figured it out, which just exposes my own ignorance and stupidity, doesn't it?"

"Who cares about that at this point?!"

"I'm trying my best to redeem myself, you know!"

"—You two are close."

A cool voice cut in, bringing both of us to a screeching halt.

To Nia, who had choked on her words—Ashe offered a rare, natural smile.

…Though the person in question had her head down, blushing, so she didn't notice.

"May I call you Nia?"

"…Feel free."

"Yes. You don't need to use honorifics with me, either."

Ignoring Nia, whose face clearly said, *That's a bit much to ask*, Ashe stood up from her chair.

"In terms of order, I came later. So—I'm sorry for cutting in like this."

And then, just as she had with Sora earlier, she bowed her head.

Of course, it was Nia who was flustered.

"H-eh, what… Wait, wait! This kind of thing, I don't know how to react when you apologize…! And it's not like it's anyone's fault or anything—Stop just standing there and help me out!"

"Do I even have the right to speak in this situation…?"

What in the world am I supposed to say? Besides, the moment this situation arose, it was already decided who the ultimate villain was.

But well, for now…

"Ashe. It makes me uncomfortable, and it's making Nia uncomfortable. If you could, please don't do that."

"…Mm, alright."

Seeing the Sword Queen obediently raise her head, I let out a huge sigh of relief—and in the next moment, I pretended not to see her tilt her head and ask, "Ashe???" as if it were the most natural thing in the world.

If I don't call her Ashe, she'll sulk. If I do, Nia will find out. It was a no-win situation from the start.

"As you said, I don't really think anyone is 'at fault' either. This is just my own selfishness, wanting to show sincerity as the one who is greeting you later."

In the end, she continued to cast herself as the villain… yet not once did a feeling of guilt or anything similar cross her face.

"I understand what kind of existence I am to others. So, I also understand that I'm intimidating you."

"Ugh… I'm sorry—… N-no, sorry."

"It's fine, it can't be helped. Even I get nervous when I talk to a 'god.'"

She's probably talking about someone from Yotsuya… The developers are, for better or worse, like gods to the players.

And we're in the absurd situation of having such a god as our sponsor.

"Nia."

"Yes!"

As I was tilting my head at the mention of a god, her name was called, and Nia, who reflexively straightened her back, was met with a smile from the celestial princess.

"It may be difficult, but don't worry about me. Don't hold back, don't show any mercy. You should pursue your own love."

"—…"

The hand she offered—was it intended as a declaration of war to Nia? From my perspective, watching from the side, it didn't seem that way at all.

"I have no intention of losing. But even if I lose, I won't hold a grudge. But before any of that… we first have to make *this person* fall in love, or nothing will begin."

Yes, perhaps the intended recipient was different.

"………………That's, I think, that's true. Yeah."

Nia, who may have understood her intent just as I had, hesitantly took Ashe's hand after a myriad of expressions crossed her face.

"Um, so… alright. This is just *for now*, right?"

"Yes, for now—knowing Haru's personality, it's hard to imagine him suddenly leaning towards one of us in this situation. So… the *competition* can come *after that*."

"Is that, really, how it is…"

I have a feeling a terrifying conversation is unfolding, but at this point, I'm convinced that my right to speak in this situation is a clean and absolute zero.

No matter what I say, or don't say, the future that awaits me is nothing but a severe burn.

And so, the two pairs of eyes turned towards me, one garnet and one aquamarine—

"For now, let's work *together*—and make him fall in love."

As they have been, and as they will be… for which I am truly grateful.

"…Please, be gentle with me."

They would mercilessly—steal away any chance of escape from a pathetic guy like me.



    Chapter 346

    An Indigo Harmony

    The Sword Queen, a.k.a. Iris, a.k.a. Alicia White, a.k.a. Ashe-san, never hesitated or delayed in any of her actions.

Having conveyed what she needed to convey and said what she wanted to say, the princess, who had completed her friend registration with Nia with an undeniable force—

"Well then, see you."

—left with a single, simple utterance, swiftly departing using a 'Key.'

It was the same type of ranker-exclusive teleportation key that Goldow had entrusted to me. The destination it connected to was likely, or rather, undoubtedly, the 'Southern Throne.'

And so, Nia and I were left behind, at first letting out a breath as the storm passed, then staring into space—that was the story from a few minutes ago.

Now that the source of her rigid tension, the reason she had been acting like a borrowed cat in her own room, was gone….

"I demand an explanation."

"Too close, too close, too close."

Well, it was bound to *happen*, I suppose… I pushed back Nia, who was pressing in on me after cornering me on the sofa, but of course, she wasn't about to let me escape, standing before me like a guardian king.

"Since when?"

"Since when what?—Oof, hey, stop…! Hey, wait, calm down, stop it…!"

"Since, when, have, you, two, been, so, chummy?!"

I hadn't been playing dumb, just asking for details, but a cushion was slammed into my face, followed by a rain of *thwack-thwack* blows.

"Th-the day after the Four Pillars… no, the day after that. She contacted me, and it's been since then…"

"And you were already like *that* back then?"

"Yes."

"That's real love… a straight-up beeline…………"

"Ah, and… whoa, careful!? Hey, stop, seriously…!"

And after our exchange, I reflexively caught the *main event* mass bomb that came flying at me, protecting myself. Of course, it wasn't a fist or a punch, but her own body.

This looks bad in a hundred different ways. I will now commence the merciless removal operation—

"Just for ten seconds………… I'll count it as one of your dates…"

"…, …………"

Her voice sounded somewhat lonely, and that alone—was enough to stop me from pushing away her slender body, which was merely leaning its weight against me, not even hugging me.

I was thoroughly disgusted with my own weakness of will.

—Alright, ten seconds.

"Hup!"

"Wha—!?"

I sprang up from the sofa, lifting her body that had been pressing against me through the cushion, spun once on my heel, and released Nia back onto the sofa.

As a finishing touch, she caught the cushion I tossed at her and turned to me with her cheeks puffed out, her face full of dissatisfaction.

"What the heck! You're supposed to just grab me there! Nia-chan would have had zero problems with that, you know!?"

"Are you an idiot?"

Don't underestimate the reasoning of a healthy young man; it's as thin as ice.

"By the way, what did you mean by 'count it as one of your dates'? I just let it slide, but have you been secretly racking up some kind of stock without my knowledge?"

"Of course. Even after subtracting that one, I've still got well into the double digits."

"Oh really… How about a stroll through the sky? The stars are beautiful and romantic at night."

"What's the speed?"

"About five hundred kilometers per hour."

"Like hell I'd go!!!"

Well, that's a shame—anyway, I'm glad to see you seem to be in better spirits than I expected.

"Hmph… what a hmph… calling her Ashe, using a nickname and all…"

"That was practically forced on me, forgive me. That one, if you just call her by her regular name, she'll ignore you like it's the most natural thing in the world, you know? She's more selfish and does whatever she wants than you are."

"Ehh… that's kind of surprising—Who are you calling selfish and does whatever she wants!"

"You're aware of it, aren't you?"

"I A M , B U T ! !"

Not that it really matters to me.

I've already resolved myself to face all of it, head-on.

"…It's not fair, a special nickname."

"Even if you say that… if there's something you want me to call you, I will."

"……………………………………What's a nickname for 'Nia'?"

"Don't ask me???"

Whether I shorten it or add to it, I have a feeling there's no way to avoid it sounding silly… As I was thinking something slightly rude, Nia, with her cheeks still puffed out, mumbled something under her breath.

"……Then, *Lilia*."

"What?"

Where did that come from—

"*My name*."

"…………………………Ah, eh… your real… name…?"

As I froze at her sudden *self-introduction*, Nia gave a clumsy nod. Don't just drop personal information on me without any warning….

And what's with that face? Stop it, don't look at me like that…!!

"Hey… I'm telling you for your own good, back down. You know your usual pattern is to make me say your name and then self-destruct, right?!"

Besides, you can't just use a real name as a nickname—that perfectly valid point was completely ignored. She just wants me to call her by her name at this point, I knew it.

"C'mon, you're a guy, what are you getting all shy for! Hurry up and say it, say it now! Preferably in a slightly nonchalant, whispered tone!!"

"Are your desires on full display or what!? H-hey… don't come closer, what, you wanna go?! Fine by me, you bastard, bring it on!"

—Five minutes later.

"I told you to stop, *Lilia*."

"Ugh…"

"I'm used to it now, but how about you, *Lilia*?"

"Fuguu…!"

"What's wrong, *Lilia*? Are you okay, *Lilia*? Your face is red, *Lilia*?"

"B-…Bully!! There's a bully here!!"

"In Japan, we call this karma, Miss Liliania Vroubeli."

"Stop using my full name…!"

By the way, when I asked if it was a common name in Russia, she said her mother named her after a princess from a fairy tale she liked.

Liliania, huh… which means 'Nia' was probably the nickname to begin with.

I wonder what she's trying to accomplish, this adorable princess who lives up to her name—

…Well, even I am not so caught up in my role-playing as to spout such cheesy lines.

So, for now, let's just…

"So… I'm going to pop over to Kagura-san's place for a bit. You wanna come, Lilia?"

"Just get out of here already!!"

"Whoa, you really put your all into that push."

Now that we've had a good bit of fun, maybe it's time for a reset.



    Chapter 347

    Outside the Mosquito Net, and Further Still

    "Sora."

"…………"

"Sora!"

"—Ah… y-yes…!"

"Just to confirm, are you alright with these specifications?"

"Y-yes, it's fine…! *These specifications*…!"

"I see. And what kind of specifications are those?"

"Wh-… a-ah, so………………"

"Sorry, but I'm not the kind of person who can pour my heart and soul into a custom order when my client is spacing out—Don't make that face. I'm not so short on patience that I'd get angry over something like this."

"I'm sorry…"

"If it's bothering you that much, you can go drag him over here right now."

"Th-that would be an imposition, so…—Ah, um, no…! Bothering, I'm not bothered at all…!"

"It makes no difference to me, either way. I'm just watching from the outside."

"…………………………Um, am I that easy to read…?"

"Who knows? I'm not sure what you're asking… but in the few times we've met, there's only ever been one direction you're looking."

"………………"

"Well, I'm not about to meddle as a bystander—but on the flip side, you can think of me as 'just a bystander' and vent your thoughts to me if you like."

"…………Kagura-san, I feel like you're the type of person who's popular with girls."

"Hah, and you're the type who gets doted on by older people, whether you like it or not."

"Ahaha… I'm sorry, and thank you. Well, um… if the opportunity arises, I might, ask for your help."

"Sure thing. If I remember until that 'opportunity' comes, that is."

"…………You really do seem popular."

"Do me a favor and don't fall for me and make things complicated, even as a joke."

"Ahaha."

"What's this, you can laugh like that too?—If you're feeling better, get serious and think about the specs."

"Ah, y-yes…! I'm sorry…!"

"………………"

And yet, while being plenty meddlesome, the artisan known as Yukajin sighed to herself.

*Why can't they just be honest about their feelings?*

*How can he just turn a blind eye to this?*

"Birds of a feather, I guess…"

"Yes?"

To the girl who tilted her head at the words that had slipped out, she waved it off with a "It's nothing," and let out another wry smile in her heart.

It was surprisingly tiring, just watching from the sidelines—as she watched over her group of peculiar and hopelessly clumsy friends, from outside the mosquito net.



    Chapter 348

    Looking Toward a Grand Ambition

    In the depths of extreme concentration, the first thing to vanish is sound.

The clash of swords, the world itself—I can hear it, yet I can't. I perceive it, yet it remains outside my consciousness. It's a strange, indescribable sensation.

When I enter that state, it feels a bit arrogant to say, but I'm pretty much invincible.

I can somehow feel how my opponent will move, what they're thinking. My avatar moves more freely than words can express, exactly as I command.

*I don't feel like I can lose*—it's a state where I can make such a shameless boast.

However... there are currently two individuals against whom I'd have no choice but to throw in the towel, thinking, *This is impossible, I can't win.*

The strongest of all, the [Sword Queen], and my master, the [Sword Saint]. They were, without a doubt, the top two in my personal rankings—or so I thought.

Yes, they *were*.

It's not that I was underestimating the countless other skilled players out there, but I had categorized those two as being in a league of their own. I was... just a newcomer who still had much to learn and whose understanding was shallow. This was a fact that was being hammered into me, day after day.

"Gah!?—Dammit...!"

A ridiculously powerful sword strike, reminiscent of the [Sword Queen] and the [Sword Saint], sent my katana flying. Into my now-empty hands, I instantly summoned two crimson daggers, but—

"Too slow."

"Ngh—"

A blade flashed like a gale, easily shattering them to pieces.

There was no time for shock, nor was I ignorant enough to be surprised by something of this level anymore.

Even so, my opponent's movements had *once again* exceeded my expectations, forcing me into a hasty retreat—and in that instant, I knew I had lost.

"—... Dammit all to hell! Ugh...!"

This was a genuine, full-status, all-out backstep.

A pure white blade followed my high-speed maneuver as if it were a matter of course and was pressed firmly against my neck... another defeat piled on. I let my frustration show with a cry from the bottom of my heart.

"Well now, how many wins in a row is that?"

"Ninety-nine."

"I see. In that case, let's go for one more to make it a nice, round number."

"Assuming you're going to win...!"

Beside us, the blue-haired girl acting as our analyst, Ri-na, announced the miserable battle record. The expressions on our faces as we continued our endless exchange of blows were a study in contrasts.

That is to say, the ever-victorious champion and the ever-losing weakling—the gap in skill between Irori (Fourth) and myself (Seventh) was so vast it was, simply put, depressing....

"Hey, big bro. Instead of getting all down on yourself, why don't you consider how Irorin feels, having to pull out a brand-new style against a rookie who's only been playing for a little over three months?"

"Hey, quiet over there in the cheap seats."

"He's more desperate than you think, you know. He's the very embodiment of a sore loser."

"Alright, I get it. You're next."

Irori went to deal with Mi-na, who was fulfilling her role not as support, but as a simple heckler, and my monumental 100th consecutive loss was postponed for a little while.

*...This is bad. I'm starting to assume I'm going to lose, too.*

This sparring match, which we'd started the day after the meeting to fine-tune my avatar control—I wonder when the day will come that I can actually land a single clean hit....

"—Still not going to use that 'thread'?"

"...No. There's no point in using it."

As I collapsed onto the training ground floor in exhaustion, spread-eagled, Ri-na approached and we repeated a question-and-answer session we'd had countless times before.

It goes without saying, but for me, [Trickster of Zenith] is basically a forbidden technique.

Whether it's PvP or PvE, I can't just count a power I can't rely on for a true *victory*—one that assumes my own death—as a card in my hand.

Of course, in a situation like the Four Pillar War where 'a win for the team is a win,' I wouldn't hesitate to play that absurd death card... but relying on it all the time would be wrong.

I'm confident that if I threw victory to the wind and challenged him recklessly like I did once before, I could probably hold my own against Irori even now—but that confidence doesn't translate into self-assurance.

Besides, my partner is working hard, too.

"That's the spirit, Sora-chan. Alright, let's add another ten."

"Hah... ugh, nnngh...! Y-Yes, ma'am...!"

Next to the area where Irori and I were engaged in our superhuman swordplay, a slightly different brand of spartan training was unfolding.

My partner stood with her eyes closed, beads of sweat on her face, both hands held out to the sky. Surrounding her were countless flame swords.

And bathed in the light of those white-hot blades was her demon instructor, calmly watching over the girl.

At the casually offered, unreasonable demand that followed a word of praise, Sora furrowed her brow as if wringing out every last bit of her strength to make it happen—

"Whoops."

"She did her best."

As I and Ri-na watched, her knees suddenly buckled.

If I'd been next to her, I would have instinctively caught her... but there was no need for me to rush over. Her kind demon instructor was right by her side.

"Forty-seven—a new record. You did wonderfully."

As she caught Sora's collapsing body, a shower of smiles and sweet words rained down.

The 'teacher' who machine-gunned candy and whips without mercy was Hinayo-san. Perhaps finally getting used to it, Sora didn't even try to hide her wry smile.

That was simply because...

"However, in a real battle, I'd say fifteen is your limit. First, let's aim for a nice round fifty and keep going, shall we?"

"Ah, yes..."

She had learned that after the candy, the whip would follow without a moment's delay.

"And you. How long do you plan on lying there?"

"Ugh..."

And of course, I couldn't just relax and watch my partner forever.

I shot a pleading look at my own demon instructor, whose shadow fell over me, silently begging for a little more rest. I already knew there was a ninety-nine percent chance my appeal would be rejected.

"What's with that face? Get up. This will be my hundredth win."

"It's our hundredth *match*...!"

From the day the 'White Throne Subjugation' project was officially launched.

Getting roughed up by our頼もしい—in more ways than one—seniors, we spent our days in luxurious training. Sora and I were being worked to the bone with heartbreaking mercilessness—

"Yes, just like that. Now, let's add another ten. Be mindful of the *trick* I taught you."

"Hurry up and get ready. I don't want to hear any whining, disciple of the [Sword Saint]."

""...Yes, sir/ma'am."" 

We were steadily, surely accumulating strength and experience, our eyes fixed solely on 'that day.'



    Chapter 349

    The Director, the Chef, the Maid, the Manager, and the Acrobat

    It's a small thing to be proud of, but ever since elementary school, I was often praised for my class notes.

I suppose I was good at processing information—organizing and recording it. When I lent my notes to classmates, they'd call them neat; when I submitted them to teachers, they'd say they were easy to understand. It always made me puff out my chest a bit.

That skill never faded. It only sharpened over the years, and even now as a university student, it's on full display. Just look at this artistically arranged notebook of mine—

"...I have absolutely no idea what any of this says."

"You're the one who wrote it. What are you talking about?"

I scanned the open page from top to bottom, then gracefully admitted defeat and threw in the towel at its sheer incomprehensibility. Toshiki, sitting next to me, just let out a wry laugh, as expected.

As expected of a top-tier university... I never intended to underestimate it, but I've been spectacularly left in the dust.

"Well, it can't be helped, can it? You've got other things on your mind."

From my other side, Shoko, who was sitting between me and my partner, offered some support. What she said was absolutely true, but I didn't want to use the virtual world as an excuse....

After all, I was the one who decided to continue attending university like a normal student.

"Sorry to ask, but if I get to the point where I don't understand a single thing, maybe we could have a study session or something...?"

"Oh, good idea! Let's do it, that sounds fun."

"I don't mind, but do you really have time for that?"

"Ah... not for a while, no."

My daily life was packed to the brim, caught between the real and virtual worlds.

I was somehow getting used to the torrential pace and was starting to regain some mental composure, but still.

Mizuki once said something like—*'The responsibilities expected of you are so immense, I can't imagine it's possible to juggle them with your studies.'* Well, she was spot on.

Balancing life as 'a regular student in the real world' and 'a ranker in the virtual world' was proving to be quite the mission impossible.

I was so overloaded with fulfilling activities that I could barely see tomorrow.

"—Kaede, sorry to keep you waiting."

After the last class of the day ended, I parted ways with Toshiki and the others and headed straight for our meeting spot. My friend... and manager, who had arrived first, turned around when I called out to her. She smiled her usual gentle smile and gave a little wave, saying, "Good work today."

The young lady of the Shijo family, my public sponsor, seemed to be in high spirits today as well.

"Sorry for taking up your time so suddenly."

"Don't apologize, that just makes it awkward. It's not like you were the one who called me here."

Blending into the crowd near the school gate, we exchanged words with an air of familiarity born from sharing all sorts of secrets.

"Ah... well, thanks, then. I'll be in your care today."

"Of course. I'll be in your care as well."

We bowed to each other with mock formality, a little bit of playful banter to start things off... then, I glanced around—

"Looks like our ride is already here."

Parked nearby was a car I recognized. The license plate was the same as I remembered, so there was no doubt our chef was waiting inside.

"Well then, shall we?"

"You've got a lot of nerve for someone who looks so gentle, Kaede-san."

"Hehe, my heart's actually pounding like crazy, you know."

Kaede started walking without hesitation toward the car I had indicated with my eyes. When I commented on it with admiration, the young lady gave a smile that seemed to be trying to feign courage.

*Ah, I see.* Her cheeks were indeed twitching just a little.

As we approached while chatting, the car door opened automatically to welcome us. We climbed inside—

"Hello there. Shijo Kaede-san, it's a pleasure to meet you in person for the first time."

"Yes, a pleasure to meet you. I'll be in your care today."

"The pleasure is all mine. I'm Chitose Kazuharu."

I once thought that Kaede was 'a little like Sora,' but compared to my partner, this young lady was... how should I put it, more the part.

Part of it was simply that she was older, but she carried herself with a certain poise, an unflappable air. Even before Chitose-san, who had a considerable aura of his own, she remained perfectly composed.

From the perspective of someone her age, she's genuinely cool—*though she's a bit much when she goes into fan mode....*

"Let's save the formal greetings for when we've settled in. Are you ready to head out?"

"We are."

Kaede and I nodded in unison. Our eyes met his in the rearview mirror, and he returned the nod before starting the engine.

◇◆◇◆◇

—And so, while the young lady of the Shijo family had put on a magnificent display of composure before Chitose-san, the 'Director's Aide,'...

"A pleasure to meet you. I am Yotsuya Togo."

"Y-Yes, sir...! Um, I-I am Shijo Kaede...!"

As expected... or perhaps, as predicted, her 'armor' proved insufficient against the director of the world-renowned Yotsuya Development.

I completely understood why Kaede was frozen stiff with nervousness before him. The man just had this presence, this aura.

*Though on the inside, he's just a doting, pushy father who always gets his way.*

We were in the same office I had visited before. This was the first in-person meeting for this group, which, including Kaede and me, totaled five people.

Mr. Togo, Chitose-san, and not my partner, of course, but the mysterious maid I hadn't seen in a while, Natsume-san.

"I trust Kana-san and Yoshiki-kun are doing well?"

"Oh, y-yes! Especially my mother, she's almost *too* energetic...!"

They started to break the ice with some small talk—a topic I wasn't entirely uninvolved in, but still—the head of the 'Yotsuya' family and the daughter of the 'Shijo' family.

I've heard talk of main families and branch families, a fantastical relationship that most people living in the modern world would never encounter, but—

"Here you go. It's been a while."

"Thank you. It has."

It's the kind of thing I can't really comprehend, and besides, when we first discussed things like employment, sponsors, and managers, I was told 'not to worry about it.'

So... I nonchalantly slipped out of the conversation and savored the coffee that was served, making my way over to the maid who was radiating a 'let's talk' aura.

As always, her brewing skills were superb. My own amateur efforts couldn't hold a candle.

"So, how has my young lady been doing since we last spoke?"

"How has she been?"

"Is she cute?"

"I don't understand the question."

"She's cute, isn't she?"

"You're as unrestrained as ever, Natsume-san."

"Are you saying she's not cute?"

"There's no getting through to this maid...."

I knew she was doing it on purpose, and I had a pretty good idea of her intentions... but Sora probably has to deal with this, too.

An older-sister-like maid who loves to tease, and a pure, innocent younger-sister-like young lady—their character archetypes are a bit too strong.

...Wait a minute. Speaking of which...

"Um... is this okay?"

I glanced over at Kaede, who was still flusteredly dealing with Mr. Togo, and made a silent gesture for 'secret.'

After all, the existence of Sora, the Yotsuya heiress, was supposed to be a top-secret matter, unknown to the general public—

"We're related. The Shijo family knows, of course."

The answer to my question came from the director's aide beside me.

"Ah, I see."

Now that he mentioned it, I suppose it was only natural.

I was momentarily worried, but if that's the case, then it's fine—what's with that look? Being stared at by an older woman is making me uncomfortable, so could you please stop?

"The fact that your risk management is so solid gets you high marks in my book."

"...I think I'll refrain from asking what I'm being graded on."

This meeting got off to a rather chaotic start... but even in this short time, there was one thing I could say with certainty.

The most formidable person here—both in appearance and in substance—was without a doubt this mysterious maid.



    Chapter 350

    The Boss, the Hero, and the Normal Person

    Now then. The director of 'Yotsuya Development,' the company that brought the world's only virtual reality to life, surely has no time to spare.

Which meant his personal appearance at this meeting couldn't possibly be for the courteous reason of meeting my manager.

In truth, that was more of a side objective, something along the lines of, 'Since I'm making time anyway, I might as well greet the Shijo girl.'

After some friendly conversation to establish a baseline of trust, we enjoyed some tea expertly prepared by his prized maid, and then the meeting with her was brought to a simple close.

So, what was the main event?

That, of course, was to have a 'talk' with me—or more accurately, with *us*.

Driven by the director's aide, Chitose-san, the setting changed from the 'office' to the 'headquarters'—a massive building that stood out even in the heart of the city, a place I had visited once before to order [Arcadia].

"Well then, please call if you need anything."

"Ah, thank you."

With no time to think, I was led along, invited not to the top of the giant tower, but to an upper floor reached after a long ride in a spacious elevator. We entered what was not a president's office, but a director's office.

The subordinate bowed and exited after seeing his boss take a seat on one side of a large sofa-and-table set. The director gave a wave of thanks in return.

And then...

"Hello."

"Hey there."

Sitting across from him, next to me, was Ashe, who had arrived earlier and was relaxing as if it were the most natural thing in the world.

Mr. Togo's extremely busy schedule had finally cleared, allowing for the long-awaited, *real* meeting. In other words, the long-overdue reveal of the 'company secrets' was about to begin.

"Well then, shall we begin?"

To put it another way...

"Yes, let's."

Following her session with Chitose Kazuharu—this was the invincible princess's Interrogation Time, Part 2.

"First, I would like to make a disclaimer."

It was Mr. Togo who spoke first.

"As you have likely surmised from my title of 'Director'... I am not the ultimate authority when it comes to 'Yotsuya Development'—or more accurately, when it comes to [Arcadia]."

That was quite a shocking statement to start with.

However, something of *that* level had been the subject of wild speculation all over the world ever since [Arcadia] was first announced.

Even I, who had only looked into it lightly after some time had passed, wasn't surprised enough to think, *You've got to be kidding me.* Ashe, beside me, also showed no reaction.

"Therefore, there are several matters that I am not permitted to speak of. I must ask for your understanding on that point."

"Understood."

"Of course."

As someone who *volunteered to support us*, and as our 'client,' he has a tendency to treat us with respect—or rather, as if we are his superiors.

I had no way of knowing what the princess next to me thought of it, but for me, it was incredibly humbling. Still, his sincerity was almost overwhelming.

His request, delivered with a sincere bow, was one we couldn't refuse. Honestly, I wished he would raise his head as soon as possible, because it was giving me a stomachache.

"Thank you. Now then, I will answer what I can."

Though he was cloaked in a solemn atmosphere, Mr. Togo's expression as he smiled calmly was a gentle one. And despite having said the other day, *'Even I get nervous dealing with gods,'* Ashe wore her usual placid expression.

*I'm the only one here with a normal person's mentality. I'll just keep quiet until they ask me something.*

"...Well then, first—"

After a moment of thought, Ashe, prompted to speak, began to lay out her questions one by one.

If Yotsuya Togo is the 'Director,' then who is this 'pinnacle' he speaks of?

Despite being on the development and management side, what is their purpose or intention in hiring us to 'clear the game' and supporting us in that goal?

And why, based on his phrasing so far, does it seem as though Yotsuya Development has absolutely no control over [Arcadia]—

And so on. The doubts she had been holding back were unleashed like a torrent... but just as you'd expect from her, or rather, just *like* her, her questions weren't random. They were neatly categorized.

In other words—

"I see... ah, just as you surmised, those are all questions I cannot answer."

"Is that so."

And that was that.

As a starting point, she likely wanted to gauge Yotsuya's critical line. Ashe accepted the lack of an answer with simple resignation.

As for me, who had timidly resigned myself to the role of listener, there was nothing unexpected about this—which is why his next words took me by surprise.

"However, I am permitted to give... partial answers. Not *complete* answers, but some."

But even then, the princess's expression didn't waver...

*No way. Did she deliberately choose and fire off questions she guessed he *could* partially answer, rather than ones he couldn't?*

Ah, nope, that's it. I can't keep up with this. I'm officially going to make myself invisible.

"That being said, this is still a proper 'company secret'—though in truth, 'Yotsuya Development' isn't really a company... well, in any case, it is still a 'grave secret.'"

As he spoke, Mr. Togo rose and walked over to what looked like a president's desk... and then opened a tall, rectangular object installed on the wall beside it.

And what he took out was a single bottle—*wait, are you serious? Is that some kind of cooler?*

It looked like it was made of wood, and I'd just assumed it was a coat locker or something....

"This will take a while. Let's do away with the formalities, shall we?"

He then retrieved glasses and other things from a nearby shelf, prepared some snacks—and while I and Iris stared dumbfounded, Mr. Togo, having filled the large table with refreshments, smiled a friendly smile as if to set an example.

And that friendly smile and those words—

"Since you'll be hearing what comes next... you'll officially become 'one of us,' after all."

If only they had truly been as casual as they seemed.



    Chapter 351

    A Name the World Doesn't Know

    "Let's start with the core of the matter."

After reiterating that he would be speaking *vaguely*, Mr. Togo began his story.

"First, as you suspect, we do not have the authority to interfere with the virtual world within [Arcadia]. That is why, despite holding the titles of management and development, we needed to request 'game clearance' from an 'outside' party."

"..."

I remained silent next to Ashe, who was wordlessly prompting him to continue, but from the very beginning, I had no idea what he was talking about....

From Mr. Togo's phrasing, it was clear he had a superior, a 'pinnacle' figure. And it was easy to guess that this person's power was on a completely different level from his own—

Setting aside *why* they want the game cleared, the mystery is *how* they are even able to take action to get it cleared.

If the person above him holds such absolute power, I don't understand why they would allow Mr. Togo and his team to act freely while only restricting the disclosure of some information.

'Some is permitted' implies that the act of requesting outside help to clear the game is, in itself, allowed.

It's allowed, but restricted. Permitted, but not permitted.

Is their stance something like, 'We won't help, but you can do as you please'? I have absolutely no clue what the intentions of this 'pinnacle' figure, the de facto ruler, are.

Since they aren't cooperating and are imposing restrictions, one would think they aren't at least positively inclined toward clearing the game....

So why not just stop them? If they hold all authority over [Arcadia], that should be easy enough.

"I'm sure you have many questions, but unfortunately, there is not much I can say about those 'above.' If I were to break our contract, it could cost me my head."

"You don't need to force yourself."

Mr. Togo smiled gently at Ashe's words, saying, "Thank you," but what he was saying was not gentle at all.

*Contract, cost me my head*... The disparity in their positions and the one-sided exertion of power became even more pronounced.

"However... what I'm forbidden to say is specifically *who* it is. I can share other information. For example, yes—"

He swirled the grape juice—not wine—in his glass with a cool, if unnecessary, flair.

Smiling like a mischievous boy rebelling against his parents, Mr. Togo said.

"The virtual world is currently being operated by a single individual."

"—..."

"...That's enough. I won't ask any more about that matter."

I had been silent from the start, but that vaguely phrased, roundabout information bombshell left me utterly speechless. Ashe, for her part, forgot her polite speech and, on behalf of my useless self, put a stop to his revelations.

*This old man just casually dropped an incomprehensible, insane, shocking bombshell—*

"That, indirectly, should serve as an 'answer.' An answer to the 'why' you must have been wondering about."

"—Wait, stop... Are you really sure this is okay?"

*He's still going*—I couldn't help but interject, but judging by his face, it seemed it *was* 'okay.' I have no clue where the line is... if *that* counts as safe, what kind of nuke would be considered out of bounds?

"For better or for worse, *that one* is indifferent to us. As long as we don't explicitly break our promise, I doubt it would bother to reprimand us—though I'm sure it's watching us closely, even at this very moment."

....................................

"...Uh, um... Ashe?"

"...Yeah."

"Should we head home now?"

"...I'll try a little longer."

*Right, you'll try... well, it's probably too late for us now, anyway....*

—If you're going to eat poison, you might as well lick the plate clean. Let's do this.

"Can I ask a question?"

"Of course."

I raised my hand, taking over for Ashe, who was likely organizing her thoughts and considering how to proceed. Mr. Togo, looking satisfied at having successfully recruited more 'insiders,' nodded in return.

"I've always thought the technology in [Arcadia] was insane, but could it be—or rather, as I suspected, are the developers also... something like that?"

My question, in other words, was whether they were the same kind of being as the 'single individual' currently running the virtual world. In response, he closed his eyes for a moment—

He nodded, then shook his head.

Yes and No. What that meant was...

"The 'one' currently in control of that world is an operator and a developer—however, there are two developers for [Arcadia]."

So, one of them is *like that*. And the other is not.

I wanted to know the answer, yet I didn't—as I stared at him with an indescribable expression on my face, the Director of Yotsuya Development opened his mouth.

"The other's name is Yotsuya Tsukihito."

The name he spoke was one that, as far as I knew, was unknown to the world.

"He is my son... and Sora's twin brother."

That was, without a doubt, a piece of a secret that, once heard, there was no turning back from.

"Um... may I?"

"Of course."

"Is that safe to say?"

"Ah, of course."

*I see... I have absolutely, positively, no freaking clue where the line is....*



    Chapter 352

    On Hold

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

After we got home, we were practically dead.

As for me, I forgot to even question Ashe as she rolled into my room as if it were the most natural thing in the world—

As for Ashe, she was lying on the sofa, more drained than I had ever seen her, staring blankly into space.

This was all the fault of the Director of Yotsuya Development, who switched between casualness and its polar opposite with enough whiplash to make you sick. Does that man do anything besides drop bombshells?

"...Haru."

"What is it?"

"Are you okay?"

"Mentally, I might not be."

Unlike Ashe, who was maintaining her usual placid expression, I was still trying to process the very real shock I was feeling.

Starting with 'him'—Yotsuya Tsukihito—we were bombarded with all sorts of 'vague' stories, and our meeting ended after about an hour, but...

Well, how do I put this... the shivers just won't go away.

"His son is one thing, but..."

"Yeah."

"The 'someone' currently running things... it's probably what we think it is, isn't it..."

"...I suppose so."

I say 'probably'—perhaps unconsciously, as a way to protect my own psyche.

It's one thing in that virtual world, which is basically a fantasy realm, but to come face-to-face with *that kind of thing* here, in the real world... well, no one could blame me for feeling this way.

"A normal person... even if they weren't a normal person, managing that world alone would be absolutely impossible. Even for an existing online game other than Arcadia, I don't think it's realistic."

"...Well, there's a chance Mr. Togo is bluffing about a lot of things, like maybe they're using incredibly advanced AIs like the NPCs as a workforce...."

"If it's the former, that's scary in its own way. I don't think the latter is a possibility."

I turned my gaze to Ashe, who had spoken with finality. The princess was staring at the ceiling, her thoughts and words flowing in parallel.

"He stated at the beginning that there was much he couldn't say. If he wanted to keep it hidden, he could have just remained silent. And even if he were to lie, there's no benefit to deceiving us."

"No benefit, huh... No, you're right, there isn't."

I thought about her reasoning myself, but I couldn't come up with a counterargument. She was right. If he didn't want to talk, he could have just stayed silent, as he had before.

And even if it were a bluff, there would be no point in saying such things just to plant doubts in our minds.

In other words, the most likely scenario right now is—

"Considering how he emphasized 'a single individual'... that 'someone' is..."

Unlikely to be human.

I muttered a conclusion that was vague yet not vague at all, and her dark eyes turned to me.

"Haru."

"...Yeah?"

In a truly rare state, she was slumped on the priceless sofa. In a posture that would make the titles 'princess' and 'queen' weep, Ashe called my name.

She beckoned me over, and I peeked at her from behind the sofa—the hand that had summoned me was then held out.

What was this? Was she asking me to pull her up?

Thinking so, I obediently took her hand... but instead, she pulled my hand towards her, so it seemed that wasn't her intention.

"...What's wrong?"

Her usual quick responses were nowhere to be found. She held my lightly gripped hand captive beside her small face, closing and opening her eyes without giving an answer.

A strange period of silence continued—and just as the awkward posture started to ache in my lower back, Ashe spoke again.

"One reassurance, and one thing I don't understand."

I tilted my head at that equally 'incomprehensible' statement and prompted her to continue.

"Seeing his willingness to proactively provide information where possible, I felt that he desires 'cooperation' rather than 'use.'"

"Yeah, that makes sense."

That man is a doting father through and through.

From the beginning, I had held a certain level of trust in him, believing he wasn't the type to deceive me, who was close to Sora, or Ashe, who was close to me (?).

So, this meeting had, for me, somewhat deepened that trust... and it seemed Ashe had a similar impression.

"So, that's a small reassurance... At the very least, he seems like he will sincerely fulfill his role of protecting you."

"Us, you mean?"

"I... no, my family, the Whites, are not so weak as to need protection from others."

"Huh... oh, right...."

"...I see now that your interest in me is still rather thin."

"Wh-what, no, that's not...! Hold on, that's a misunderstanding—hey, stop it! Where are you trying to lead my hand...?!"

Do you think I'm the type of person who would brazenly search for an acquaintance's private information, no matter how famous they are? Even if it's public knowledge, looking it up myself just feels... wrong...!

"Seriously, what's gotten into you? This isn't your usual vibe."

Although I managed to prevent my hand from being led somewhere, I had to give up on shaking it free against her surprisingly un-ladylike grip.

Since my back was hurting, I knelt on the floor and rested my chin on the back of the sofa, going along with her mysterious behavior... but she, too, looked as if she didn't quite understand her own actions.

...Wait, could this be it?

That 'incomprehensible' feeling might be—

"Could it be that you weren't actually okay, either...?"

"..."

*Aha, a bullseye.*

Not that I'm going to laugh or tease her about it. I mean, I'm still getting goosebumps from the hinted possibility that fantasy exists in reality.

No matter how steely the mentality of the [Sword Queen], it's been proven in the past that she isn't immune to being shaken or troubled.

She even mentioned it briefly earlier, with the talk about AI—she said it was 'scary.'

"...I understood that [Arcadia]'s technology was abnormal, but..."

"To have one aspect of that abnormality clearly—well, vaguely, but still—presented in concrete terms... yeah, that's a different story from just *knowing* it was strange."

It's only natural for humans to fear the unknown.

As we trembled before the unseen—and possibly unseeable in the future—'Operator-sama,' the conclusion we, as mere players, came to for the time being was—

"—Alright, let's pretend we didn't hear it."

"—Thinking about it is useless, isn't it."

Together, we kicked the useless information out of our minds.



    Chapter 353

    Soaring Through the Sky

    And so, with that...

Setting aside the goosebump-inducing, likely real-life fantasy matter, I had things to do.

I felt a little bad for Ashe, who seemed to want to linger, but I had a fair number of unfinished tasks piled up.

So, for today, I had her quietly take her leave and took a dive into the virtual world.

I landed at the Round Table, which has become my temporary base of operations lately, and did a stretch to acclimate to the sudden shift in sensation from my physical body to my superhuman avatar... Come to think of it, I've gotten quite used to this 'switch.'

Back when I first started Arcadia, the drastic gap in physical sensation every time I logged in and out was rough—anyway.

"Yo, junior. You're up early today."

"Just so you know, I'm not completely nocturnal."

An earlier arrival greeted me without reaction. It was Tetra, working on something just like last time. He replied without even looking up.

Incidentally, the current time is just past four in the afternoon. It's evening.

"Training again today?"

"Nah, I've got today and tomorrow off... well, not off, Irori just has something to do."

"Huh. So what are you doing, tagging along with your partner?"

"Unfortunately, I don't have the time or luxury to slack off."

"Haha, good point. Where are you headed?"

"Just a little trip up north."

"I'm sure it's not 'just a little' trip."

We exchanged words at a quick tempo, two guys sharing an easy smile.

A lot has happened—or rather, a lot *is going to* happen—but I feel like the distance between us has shrunk even more. He's my junior (and my senior).

With his consideration since before and after the Four Pillars event, and with this recent 'proposal,' I feel like I'm only accumulating debts to him, which is a little embarrassing and pathetic, but...

Well, he's my junior. I'll just have to let my 'senior' spoil me a bit.

"We're meeting up tomorrow, right?"

"Yeah, at the scheduled time. It's not late at night, so make sure you wake up early."

"I'm telling you, I'm not that nocturnal."

The black-cat-like boy didn't seem to be in a playful mood, giving me a dismissive 'shoo, shoo' wave and a deadpan stare.

Getting scolded by someone I consider my junior, even if he is my senior, does a fair bit of damage to my mental state. I should probably keep the teasing to a minimum—and as I shrugged and was about to make a quick exit, a 'ping' notified me of a message.

Now who could that be... hey, don't send me a letter from less than two meters away.

"Uh, what's with this list of material-like names and this map data..."

"You're going north, right? If you have time, just grab these for me while you're at it."

"These names all sound like the parts of some seriously poisonous creatures. Are these things I can just pick up off the ground?"

"Mmm... you know, I think you owe me quite a few 'favors,' don't you?"

"You're absolutely right, I'm on my way!"

Well, he is my junior... I can run an errand or two for him!

◇◆◇◆◇

Ever since I went wild during the war, my avatar has become well-known, drawing attention wherever I go. However, it's rare for anyone to try to talk to me or bother me.

At most, I get a greeting or a wave. In fact, it feels like people are even keeping their distance—and that's all thanks to my seniors.

In the early days... or rather, when rankers started being treated like big-name stars, things were apparently chaotic and awful.

Walking through town meant being instantly surrounded. Heading out into the field meant being followed by *groupies*. Day in and day out, 'freedom' was a distant dream. Normal gameplay was out of the question.

My seniors didn't ignore that mess. They worked hard to establish some order, which is why new title holders like me have it so *easy*.

Of course, a big part of it is that Arcadia players were already a select group of well-mannered individuals, a far cry from the 'melting pot of humanity' you find in other online games.

Still, the achievements of those who took the lead are immense—I really owe a lot to Goldow, Ashe, Ui-san, and the other original rankers.

Thanks to them, I can walk around alone like this without a care.

"Mmm... it's been a while since I felt this lonely."

On the northern outskirts of the city. At the edge of the open-air metropolis with no outer walls, on the roof of the tallest building I could find.

I muttered to myself with mock drama, and the words sounded so much colder than I expected that I had to laugh.

Lately, I've really never been alone, either here in the virtual world or back in the real one, so I'm surprised at how lost my mood feels.

I guess at my core, I really do prefer party play... The man who once thought solo play was cool and mastered solitude in MMOs is dead and gone.

Well, I say 'mastered,' but really the guild I belonged to crashed and burned, and I automatically became a loner. After witnessing such a spectacular explosion of human relationships, I just didn't feel like joining another one right away....

—Anyway, enough with laughing at my past self.

"Alright... let's go."

With an avatar that has super-maxed balance, I did some warm-up squats on the unstable rooftop to pump myself up.

I gave a half-hearted peace sign to the players looking up at me from below... and while I was thinking about being lonely and all that, there was a part of me that was also excited.

In the past few days of training, I've had more than enough *test runs*.

The new gear supporting my express-train legs is of that top-tier Pyre Artisan quality, no complaints there. In that case, I'm counting on you—[Marine Stake Boots]!

Without changing their original shape or design, the refined boots now have metal parts that gleam a deep blue, containing particles of gold like stardust.

One of the rare ores I brought back from the Great Rock Ant Hive. With these boots, updated with the magical ore that holds the power of water, I kicked off the rooftop with all my might—

"[Rocket]."

Two skills responded to the keyword.

One was, of course, the lethal skill [Rocket], which has sent many versions of me to their doom with its violent and uncontrollable burst of acceleration.

And the other... was the water magic linked to [Rocket]'s activation by the additional ability of the [Marine Stake Boots]—[Aqua].

It was a trick I'd shown off against [Angalta] before, a workaround that turned the game-like, extreme load effect of 'water' to my advantage.

[Aqua], automatically cast from the boots, instantly submerged my kicking foot in water... and the perfectly dulled sensation acted as a rein to tame the wild horse.

Thirty percent output, straight ahead—let's fly!

I kicked off the void, and my vision became meaningless.

But in the vast blue expanse of the sky, there were no obstacles—now, how far can I go... For starters, let's aim for a casual one thousand kilometers in a straight line!

The moment I kicked off the air with a spray of water, my figure left all eyes behind.

A single explosive sound, like a gunshot, was the only souvenir left for the dumbfounded onlookers.



    Chapter 354

    Three Thousand Kilometers to the Mountain

    As a means of long-distance travel, [Rocket] is an exceptionally good skill.

Of course, this is all based on the premise that the enhancement effect of my special title, 'Acrobat,' [Crown Crown], allows me to negate the self-inflicted damage that serves as its cost.

Being able to use it repeatedly at no cost, as long as I don't mind my health bar being permanently in the red, could be said to have both feet firmly planted in cheat territory.

—But, for solo travel as a physical bullet, it had one fatal flaw.

"................................................I'm bored."

My field of vision was basically either the blue of the sky or the white of the clouds.

Even if I tried to look down at the ground for a change of scenery while soaring through the air, my super-high-speed movement rendered my sight useless, capturing everything as mere 'lines.'

To top it off, just flying straight ahead, with the assistance of the [Marine Stake Boots], only required me to move my legs alternately while activating the skill.

There were no ups or downs on this journey, only sky.

My sense of time was also becoming vague, but fortunately, this world is a game and I am a player. Thanks to the user interface, which functions perfectly and clearly even amidst the blurred scenery, I could keep track of the elapsed time and my current location.

To avoid dying from an unexpected accident, including slip damage from the strain, I was throttling [Rocket]'s output to some extent. Because of that, I couldn't quite break the four-digit kilometer mark in a neat one hour, but I had passed that major milestone a while ago.

At first, the thrill and exhilaration of flying through the sky with my own body, without any *cheats*, had my spirits high, but unfortunately, that too faded in less than ten minutes.

I mean, I can't see the scenery or anything, so there's nothing to enjoy.

Maybe I should have just invited Sora... but then again, she's really into her training, and this material gathering trip is a personal errand of mine....

Speaking of which, the reason for this solo expedition was—

"—There's this mountain range? Or a sacred peak? Way, way, waaaaaay north of the city, and apparently there's an enemy there that drops some interesting materials."

"...What's this all of a sudden?"

"I'm talking about your clothes. I'm very happy that you like them, but it's embarrassing to have you in a stopgap outfit forever, so let's finally get you an upgrade."

"Hey, you call this a stopgap, but from what I've researched, this is more than top-tier—"

"Being satisfied with 'top-tier' isn't good enough for a ranker!"

"Seriously...? I'm not embarrassed at all, in fact, I'm proud of this gear."

"It's embarrassing for me as an artisan to have you wearing something half-assed! Stop complaining and go get the materials!"

—And so, I was kicked out the door by the lady Milmarinus, who is serious and proud when it comes to her work....

Well, it's fine. It's true that I'm very fond of my current outfit, the El-Gran series, but if Nia, the one who made it, is offering to make me something new, I'm honestly happy about it.

The problem is the one and only point that the target that drops the material she requested, with a demand of 'just go get it,' is a 'phantom' level rare enemy.

About three thousand kilometers due north from the safe area.

Among the many mountains that form the range, there is one—the [Eternal Ice Peaks of Extreme White]. The main objective of this expedition is the 'feather' of the 'lord' that inhabits its frigid summit.

It's only phantom-level, so apparently anyone can encounter it. What raises the rarity of the material to 'phantom' is the extreme difficulty of reaching the lord's lair.

An enemy on the summit of a frozen mountain that drops a 'feather'... I can pretty much guess what makes it so difficult without hearing the details.

If we're talking just about facing the 'lord,' then I suppose you could say this request is suited for me.

—The problem is...

"...I hope I don't get frozen solid."

It's whether this cutting-edge avatar, with zero points in VIT, can hold its own against an extreme environment that apparently makes even veteran pioneers shake their heads and say, 'I don't want to go there.'

◇◆◇◆◇

"S-s-s-s-s-so c-c-c-c-cold...."

—And so, I've arrived at the [Eternal Ice Peaks of Extreme White]. If I were to carelessly use water magic here, I'd probably be flash-frozen along with it at the [Eternal Ice Peaks of Extreme White].

With the snowstorm raging fiercely, my visibility is, as if by right, almost zero. Just like on the way here, there's no scenery to speak of.

Blizzard and ice—that's all I can see.

On top of that, I'm wearing a fluffy winter coat over my [El-Gran Series] that Nia lent me with the terrifying warning, 'You're better off not asking the price,' and I've used a cold-resistance buff potion she also forced on me, and it's still this cold.

To be precise, it's not so much cold as it is a temperature that has settled into the 'too cool' range... but perhaps because of the gap between my superhuman avatar, which usually feels neither hot nor cold, feeling a chill, my body naturally starts to shiver.

...Wait a second, there's a debuff icon with a snowflake on it lit up.

Does that mean this shivering and the slight numbness in my hands and feet aren't just my imagination, but a clear system-based disadvantage?

Apparently, extreme cold and heat in Arcadia can be mitigated depending on your VIT stat, so maybe if I had a decent build and the same level of winter gear, I could offset it.

I can't say I can ignore the knee-deep snow, as it's something I'm used to, but with this howling wind, it's probably for the best not to carelessly jump or fly until I get my bearings.

—Which brings up the problem.

"Wait, isn't this, like, a really bad matchup...?"

With my one trick of jumping and flying sealed, can I overcome the many obstacles that await me in this extreme mountain climb?

...Something's wrong. Now that I think about it, this is nothing but problems.

Nia-chan??? Can you hear me???



    Chapter 355

    The Clamor in the Snow

    As far as I've gathered from information and personal experience, Arcadia isn't designed like a lawless zone where the area outside of town is swarming with enemies.

Monsters each have their own territories and habitats, and to 'field grind' in this game, you need to identify their homes and travel there.

I've thought this many times, but this world is so unlike a typical MMORPG.

It's called a VRMMO because there's no other suitable name, but overall, it might be better to think of it as a similar but different genre—

That aside, once you do step into one of those 'territories,' the majestic and tranquil 'Garden of Divine Creation' instantly transforms its appearance.

In other words, what I mean is...

"Gyaaaaaaaaaah!! H-hold on, scary, scary, time out!!"

If you wander into a dangerous place, you get a fittingly chaotic festival—a very MMO-like experience of being chased around by endlessly spawning enemies.

Letting out a genuinely pathetic scream, I kicked through the snow in a full-blown sprint. I wonder how much time has passed since this chase began.

The fury of the [Eternal Ice Peaks of Extreme White], which bared its fangs the moment I started climbing, seems to have no intention of letting an intruder it has targeted escape.

So, what's so *scary*?

That would be the countless pursuers with ferocious faces, closing in from behind like a tidal wave.

—Enemy #1 of the ice mountain, the transparent wolf, the [Crystal Wolf].

As its name suggests, its pure white fur allows it to disappear into the blizzard, launching surprise attacks from all directions. They're not just a nuisance; they're absolute bastards.

What's so cruel is their overwhelming numbers, which the word 'pack' doesn't even begin to cover. They don't just coordinate within their pack; it seems the *packs themselves* coordinate with each other. Just when you think you've shaken one group, you're immediately surrounded by another.

Probably, the only way to get a moment's peace is to stand your ground and annihilate one of the attacking groups. Honestly, if it were just them, they wouldn't be much of a threat, but...

Enemy #2, the snowman, the [Nostra Yeti].

Also true to its name, it's a giant ape-man over three meters tall with long arms that reach the ground even when standing upright, its body protected by thick, white fur.

They appear from out of nowhere in response to the wolves' howls used for coordinating with their allies, and once they target a player, they become clingy bastards who will chase you relentlessly to the ends of the earth.

Although its torso is covered in thick fur, it's a pure physical powerhouse with the insane durability to withstand a direct hit from the [Gravidon] and a brute strength that matches its appearance.

You'd think it would be slow, but it's nimble enough to easily outpace the wolves and has no trouble keeping up with me, even with my feet caught in the snow and my aerial mobility restricted.

And as a ridiculous bonus trait, when its HP gets low, it has an aggressive and violent heart-breaking design where it *eats* the Crystal Wolves loitering nearby to restore its health.

Oh, and whether they're a mated pair or parent and child, I don't know, but they always appear in a set of two, one large and one small.

So while one is healing, the other will act as a guard, displaying wonderful teamwork. Are you guys some kind of sub-bosses?

Also, their visuals are just plain scary. Being chased with murderous intent by a snowman on a snowy mountain is pure horror, and their faces are too terrifying. They should have considered some level of stylization.

And there's more. Enemy #3, the mysterious glowing orb, the [Lipis-Aicia].

They appear rarely and suddenly, fire off one big, 'indiscriminate icicle drop' type of area-of-effect magic, and then leave. They're a mysterious and extremely annoying enemy.

Simply put, they suck. Next.

Enemy #4, the [Frosty Breath-Horn].

I can't tell if it's frozen or made entirely of ice, but it's a white-spotted deer with a single horn like a giant icicle. It's a bundle of indirect murderous intent disguised as a *victim*.

Since the Yetis and wolves will actively try to prey on them when found, they must be in the 'weak prey' category, but their survival instinct to escape from predators also turns its fangs on players.

Specifically, it lets out a strangely creepy, high-pitched cry, and its prized horn glows, unleashing an indiscriminate AoE stun wave.

Since I usually encounter them while fleeing, I'm naturally the first one to be affected.

Which means that the moment I'm stopped in my tracks, my pursuers, who were safely outside the debuff's range, close the distance with a furious rush. Are you kidding me? Please, for the love of god, stop!

—And with that, let me state my impression, or rather, my conclusion.

"This is NOT a place to come to solo!!"

I decapitated another one of those idiot deer that appeared in my path with the crimson blade of my Rabbit Dagger and continued my desperate run without slowing down.

I've given up on trying to defeat the Yetis, which are currently the biggest threat, because there are too many other enemies around to have the time to slowly chip away at their tough HP, and preventing them from healing is difficult.

As for the wolves, I've tried thinning them out by throwing Bullets when I get a chance, but even if I reduce their numbers a bit, I immediately encounter another pack, so it's a futile effort.

To make matters worse, those wolves fire high-speed, homing ice projectiles that are both physical and magical, so carelessly jumping just increases the number of enemy attacks—I'm starting to feel like I'm seriously stuck.

I'm seriously considering using [Meltraction] to summon Sora-san... no, not yet, it's not over yet, I haven't lost yet!

Since there's a chance of getting hit by a stray ice bullet, which is extremely hard to see in the blizzard, reducing my health in this situation is extremely risky... but if I can't see a way out without taking a gamble, then I have no other choice.

Using water magic for control in this environment would be suicide, so here I go, full power!

"[Rocket]!"

After confirming my HP was still nearly full thanks to focusing on evasion, I disabled the assistance from the [Marine Stake Boots] and kicked straight up at one hundred percent, no-holds-barred output.

The self-inflicted damage from [Rocket], which should have taken all of my HP, was stopped at ninety percent by the power of my special title, 'Acrobat.'

Furthermore, the strain of the無理な instantaneous acceleration, exceeding my stats, assaulted my avatar, but the last ten percent of HP that should have vanished was replenished by a massive cheat—or rather, it was *undone*.

The [Crimson Rabbit Hairpin] behind my neck shattered, and its special effect, [Desperate Crimson], activated.

I soared high into the sky in a single leap, and for a moment, I and my pursuers below stared each other down... The stalemate lasted but an instant—it was either me or them. The curtain rose on a battle of barrages.

[Flip Stroke] activated, so let 'em fly!

"[Parabellum Bullet]!!"

Cloaked in a crown and crimson light, I unleashed a storm of red daggers.

The skill caused a rain of Rabbit Daggers to fly from my fingertips, colliding with the ice projectiles being shot up at me and annihilating the pack of [Crystal Wolves].

Their stealth is probably some kind of magic. When they shoot their ice projectiles, their camouflage weakens, making them just barely visible, which is a small mercy.

No, for a solo player, it's no mercy at all! Go extinct, you bastards!

While raining down Rabbit Daggers as I fell, I also summoned the [Revolving Wheel Shield] to my right hand and casually shot down any ice projectiles that slipped through the barrage.

The homing type is a pain when you're being chased, but when you're meeting them head-on, their trajectory is easy to read, making them easy to deal with—well, not easy, but manageable with enough spirit.

Their speed and numbers are nothing compared to my partner's magic swords! Alright, last one!!

After annihilating all the wolves I could see, my next target was, of course, the [Nostra Yetis] who had lost their 'prey.'

I took aim at the bigger, more conspicuous one, used [Hare Real] to adjust my falling trajectory by kicking the empty air—and as the ape-man naturally swung its massive arm back for a counter, I activated [Reflect Explode].

The effect of this skill, evolved from [Reflect Blower], is exactly as its name implies. In other words... reactive armor is a man's romance!!

The powerful arm, whipping toward me, collided with the [Revolving Wheel Shield], which was cloaked in a red-hot light effect—and a crimson wave, like a bursting flame, countered the incoming blow, sending it flying back.

The massive damage, incomparable to its pre-evolution form, made the Yeti let out a deep, pained roar... And there's my opening.

No matter how tough you are, a blow to the head should still hurt, right?

"[Whirlwind]."

A wind-enchanted, merciless shield and right-straight punch to the face—followed by!

"[Shot]!!"

My [Ever-Quartz], responding to my call, delivered a zero-distance pile bunker to its face. That should kill it... hey, what the hell are you doing here now, you mysterious spirit? Begone.

Despite its ethereal appearance, it wasn't immune to physical attacks, so as long as I had the leeway to deal with it, the [Lipis-Aicia], which left itself wide open while casting its big spell, was easy to handle.

I popped the cap off a high potion from my coat pocket with my thumb and, with my other hand, threw a Rabbit Dagger to pierce its core of light, dealing with it messily.

As I put on a show of余裕, the last Yeti stared at me, then took a step back with a comically flustered gesture—

"Alright... now it's my turn to be 'it.' I'll give you a count of three. Now, run."

Three seconds later, as promised.

The jade blade of my drawn [Samidorizuki] hacked the ape-man's ferocious face to pieces... and the monster panic on the snowy mountain came to a temporary close.

—Can I just say one thing?

"This is way too much effort for a trash mob fight...."

This snowy mountain is more grueling than I could have possibly imagined.



    Chapter 356

    The Lord of the Sacred Peak

    "—Ah... s-sorry, a message...!"

In the middle of our ongoing training, which seemed to have no end in sight, a notification popped up in the corner of my vision with a light sound. Distracted, my concentration wavered, and my control over the magic swords faltered.

I hastily dispelled the flame swords, which had started to blur, and managed to avoid a major accident—I found myself reflexively bowing my head to my 'teacher' standing next to me.

"If anything, I think you should be proud of being able to dismiss them instantly without incident. This is a good time, let's take a short break."

She was a teacher who was strict, yet kind, yet still strict... but Hinayo would offer corrections and pointers, never scolding, only praising.

She wasn't just kind; she was the very model of the 'praise and nurture' type of teacher.

As always, she gave Sora a beautiful, mature smile—it was easy to see why she had so many female fans.

"Aren't you going to check your message?"

"Ah... y-yes!"

I'd secretly come to admire her since she started training me, and sometimes I'd find myself just staring at her blankly.

When a person who is the very picture of a 'composed adult woman' gives you a knowing smile, it's doubly embarrassing.

Prompted by her, I flusteredly opened the received message... and was greeted by a message from the expected sender, containing a perplexing request.

Following its instructions, I switched windows again, and the item inventory replaced the message screen—

"..................Wow."

A blinking, bright red weight icon indicated I had exceeded my carrying capacity.

And overflowing in the bag I shared with 'a certain someone' were heaps of materials with similar names like 'Snow—' and 'Ice—.'

"What's up?"

"Whoa, whoa...!"

—Suddenly, a slight weight pressed against my back.

Mi-na, who had been watching our training today as well, was peeking over my shoulder at the invisible system window.

And, of course, if she was being playful...

"Mm."

Ri-na, with a look that said it was only natural, also snuggled up—I'm honestly happy that they've taken a liking to me, but it's still so humbling, and a part of my heart still feels nervous.

Why did they take such a liking to me in the first place?

"Um... Haru seems to be out gathering materials, and he's asking if I could take one weapon out of our inventory because it's full."

"What's with that? He's so disorganized, just as you'd expect."

Mi-na said with an exasperated tone, but I wondered if I should defend him by showing her the mountains of loot, or by explaining that he carries around more weapons than the average person.

...The problem is, I don't think either would count as a defense.

I'd probably just be met with a different kind of exasperation. Just like how I was currently offering a wry smile.

"I mean, taking out just one weapon won't make that much of a difference, will it?"

Another exasperated sigh. Unfortunately, on that point, she was mistaken.

Feeling a little mischievous, I manipulated the inventory without answering her question. From the interdimensional bag that connected us across the distance, I pulled out my partner's weapon—

"Hyaah!?"

"...!"

The 'lump of iron' appeared at a higher position than I expected and fell to the training ground floor with a tremendous crash. Mi-na jumped at the tremor and the roar, Ri-na's shoulders flinched, and even Hinayo beside us blinked in surprise.

[Gravidon]—the problem child that took up several dozen percent of our shared inventory capacity all by itself, a weapon made by the Pyre Artisan that was... something else, in more ways than one.

"Eh..................eh, I don't get it, I don't get it, what is this, a joke weapon?"

"For a party trick...?"

"Um... for everyday use, I think."

"...He carries *this* around with him normally?"

All three of them couldn't hide their taken-aback expressions, but even Sora couldn't think of an excuse to defend her partner on this one.

"Huh? Is he an idiot?"

...And against Mi-na's merciless jab,

"Ah, haha..."

All I could do was offer a vague smile, avoiding a direct answer.

◇◆◇◆◇

"—Achoo!!"

A chill seeped into my skin, and I couldn't help but let out a massive sneeze. I'm grateful to Nia for forcing that expensive coat on me; I feel like I'm going to catch a cold in a virtual world.

And I'm also grateful to my partner for pulling that heavy weight out on her end. Now I can launch an attack on *that thing* without any worries.

—So, what is that thing, anyway? What kind of design sense...??

It had been a little over two hours since I started climbing.

After getting thoroughly fed up with the endless battles against wolves and snowmen, I decided to just go for the aerial route, figuring if I got shot down or died in an accident, so be it.

After carving a 'path' with my Rabbit Daggers and weaving through the anti-air barrage of the [Crystal Wolves] to reach the summit, I tilted my head as I looked up at the sky in the completely changed scenery.

Breaking through the haze of what could be clouds or fog, the open space was a clear sky, free of the blizzard. The summit, which must have looked sharp and pointed from a distance, was about the size of a 'small plaza.'

Beneath a cloudless sky, the mountain face glittered, illuminated by the slowly setting sun. A frigid field of ice, frozen solid.

In its center stood a great tree of ice—it had no leaves, but at its top, its countless branches spread out like a cup, forming a 'throne.' And on it, without even flapping its wings, it floated.

"..................A manta ray with wings?"

It is with sincere regret that I admit my vocabulary could not come up with a more accurate description.

A flat, large, diamond-shaped body, and a long, thin tail.

That characteristic silhouette could only be described as a 'manta ray'—though it had 'wings' instead of fins.

But that was only the overall silhouette.

A translucent, pale blue body, not quite white. Seeing its form, covered in feathers, no one would call it a fish.

Even more bizarre was its head, which had a gaping hole in it. Pulsating in the center of the hollowed-out circle was a blue light, like a giant version of that 'mysterious glowing orb.'

Seeing the countless extremely annoying enemies serving as its minions around it—I see, so in terms of category, this must be their boss.

"Ah... h-hold on a second?"

As soon as I stepped onto the summit, the pursuit of the wolves stopped cold. Perhaps annoyed at the intruder who was blankly admiring its form, the giant figure stirred.

—From the tip of its left wing to the tip of its right, I estimated it to be over twenty meters.

Was it a threat, or just a whim? The gust of wind stirred up by a great flap of its wings buffeted me, and I instinctively braced myself to avoid being blown away. A giant shadow fell over me.

The wind stopped. I looked up.

"Th-this isn't a raid boss... is it...?"

Displayed above its head was a five-layered health gauge. And engraved on the ornate status bar, a symbol of a boss enemy, was the name—[Epel, Great Ice Spirit Guardian].

The lord of the sacred peak, attended by countless ice spirits, looked down from its high throne with a gaze that needed no eyes... upon the tiny, uninvited guest.



    Chapter 357

    The Faceless Ice Wings

    Pure instinct—no, it would be more accurate to say my body moved on its own.

It was only an instant later that I understood my feet had kicked off the ground, sensing something. It was that feeling again, one I hadn't felt in a while, where my thoughts were left behind by my body.

And another instant later, the sight of pure 'blue' that filled my vision showed me that my split-second evasion had saved my life.

Where my avatar had just been, a barrage of massive ice pillar cannonballs rained down. The gunners were none other than the countless ice spirits attending the faceless one that was staring me down.

And the magic circles that served as their muzzles—

"Ngh...—Come on!"

—did not fade.

"[Twaibolt Mirari]!!"

I reflexively summoned the pair of blue and white shields—I'm sorry for taking our shared equipment without permission, but this is an emergency...!

Negating the weight of the greatshields with the ability of [Construction], I slammed the 'tips' of the comma-shaped, distorted shields into the frozen ground of the summit.

The next moment, another volley of countless ice pillars rained down, striking the fixed [Twaibolt Mirari] and shattering on impact, scattering a mist of ice dust.

I don't know if it's a rapid-fire spell or what, but the barrage of ice showed no signs of stopping...—Okay, I see. For now, I can assume that even though it has no eyes, it's tracking me by 'sight' or something similar.

Why? Because it's persistently firing only at the shields I left behind—in that case!

"—I'm counting on you, partner!"

From a position I had retreated to under the cover of the mist, I unhesitatingly unleashed the only 'helping hand' I could call upon in this situation.

As I heard the sound of my [Ever-Quartz] shattering one of the targets as it flew through the curtain of ice dust that obscured my form—

"Then let's go straight to the climax...!"

I tossed aside the empty bottle of the high-grade magic recovery potion I had chugged in one gulp and followed my cheerfully pioneering partner at full throttle.

I got a good idea of how dangerous this opponent was from that merciless opening barrage.

I have no idea what its exact 'rank' is, but I can tell it's not an opponent I can afford to leisurely test the waters against on my first solo attempt.

So, if it's an opponent I can wear down with sheer momentum, then that's great.

Conversely, if 'momentum' doesn't work, then a solo victory with my one-hundred-percent-momentum build is impossible, so I have no choice but to go all out and see what happens!

"Become my arms—[An=Ru Galta (Hypothesis: The Wedge-Armor that Sings of the Royal Road)]!"

As I dodged the volley of projectiles from the [Lipis-Aicia]s that had re-targeted me, I sent the twin shields that had blocked the initial attack back to my inventory.

In their place, I summoned the [Revolving Wheel Shield]—and simultaneously activated [Fatal Peek] and [Whirlwind].

Ahead of me, the boss, Epel, still floated serenely in the sky, unmoving.

It just stared, stared at me with its eyeless gaze... Could it be the type whose main body isn't that strong in combat?—Nah, looking at that physique, I can't really hold onto such wishful thinking!

Trusting the bright red attack prediction lines that filled my vision, I ran, parrying the rain of ice pillars, which were too large to be called pebbles, with my armored left arm and my small right shield.

While building up the defense count on the [Revolving Wheel Shield] and watching my MP deplete at a terrifying rate, I waited for that moment—the moment the rain stopped.

And that moment, which came several dozen seconds later, was now.

"It's my turn, king of the mountain...!"

I sent a silent praise to my beloved sword for wiping out the nuisance turrets (the Lipis-Aicia) as ordered—and charged straight ahead into the cleared field of view.

You had your minions fire at me willy-nilly, and now my counter is maxed out, you bastard.

"Unfurl—[Runatiara]!"

The silver armor born from the [Revolving Wheel Shield], which I slammed against my chest, instantly enveloped my body as I ran up the trunk of the great tree I had landed on after a great leap.

Light rain won't work on me anymore—now, let's see what you've got, [Epel, Great Ice Spirit Guardian]! I wouldn't mind if you turned out to have surprisingly paper-thin durability and died in one hit, you know!!

"Kesshiki, Itto—... Tenth Strike!"

Kicking reality to the curb, I ran straight up the great tree. The steps of 'Matoi,' which shattered the ice trunk one after another, imbued my body with my master's technique.

This is the one near-ultimate single strike that I, in my base state without relying on skills, can execute with a precision close to the original, albeit imperfectly!!

Just straight ahead.

Throwing away the brakes, a sword of ultimate speed at the end of a multi-stage acceleration without a thought for the consequences.

Its name is—

"—[Blade of Thunder]!!"

I poured all my speed into the katana held over my shoulder and just swung it down with all my might.

If the blade grazes, the roar of a lightning flash that sears even steel.

A great roar that seemed impossible to have come from a single sword swing shook the sky—

"........................Alright, let's reset and go again."

I aimed my blade true at the 'core,' the likely weak point that existed within the blue light in place of its head, and felt a solid impact.

The momentum of the technique sent me flying over it, and I bit back a wry smile—and forced my sinking spirits back up.

While controlling my body, which was threatening to go into a spin from the recoil, I managed to look back. The great spirit's HP gauge, which was scattering a massive damage effect as it writhed in agony, showed that one of its five bars was about half-depleted.

And the next moment, whether out of anger or not, [Epel, Great Ice Spirit Guardian] let out a deep, resounding roar reminiscent of a whale—and from the light that had been scattering blood-like red, this time countless small 'blue' lights were scattered.

That was, without a doubt....

"['Flaking' Ice Spirit]... I see."

It was none other than the act of replenishing its minions—or rather, its own clones that had once been annihilated.

In other words, the 'spoils of war' I had gained at the cost of nearly sixty percent of my MP and significant mental fatigue from concentration amounted to about one-tenth of its total health....

"Give me a break...."

Now I had to do it all over again—a rematch against the great spirit, whose pulsating light was growing more intense, indicating its anger.

Alright, okay. Let me say it again, out loud.

"Give me a break...!"

...Unfortunately, the only reply to my lament was...

The light of countless magic circles, mercilessly deployed once more.



    Chapter 358

    Reckless and Wingless

    Let's get straight to the point: [Epel, Great Ice Spirit Guardian] is not the kind of boss an unprepared solo player can somehow manage on their first try.

In fact, it's doubtful the fight was even designed for a standard party. This thing is probably a major piece of content meant for a full raid.

No, not probably—it's almost certain. The proof? The mechanics are clearly beyond what a small group could possibly handle.

First, there are the countless *clones* it has deployed at all times, right from the start of the fight. They unleash a hailstorm of icicles that even I, with my evasion-focused build, can't completely dodge without [Fatal Read].

As the battle progresses, their attack patterns—or rather, the types of magic they use—increase to three, and at that point, it becomes truly impossible to deal with.

The icicles, thankfully, don't hit as hard as they look, but that's a cold comfort when you're trying to handle everything alone.

They have it all: fast-moving icicles that home in on you, beams fired at a slight offset to throw off your timing, and an area-of-effect freezing debuff. It's a free-for-all.

*No way. I've got my hands full just dealing with these things. And they get instantly replaced when I take them out? It's like the game is blatantly telling solo players to get lost. I just don't have enough hands for this!*

And putting those *little extras* aside, the real problem—one that makes its annoying minions look like a joke—is the big boss itself, Epel.

To start, it comes standard with an absurdly cheap ability: once an attack lands a clean hit, that attack no longer works on it.

I'm alone and constantly being chased by a barrage of projectiles, so I haven't been able to test this thoroughly. My assessment is just a guess for now, but the fact is, after I landed that first blow, my [Samidorizuki]’s slashes stopped doing any real damage.

I confirmed that the [Parabellum Bullet] I threw afterward did inflict damage, so thankfully it doesn't seem to gain resistance to broad categories like 'Swords' or 'Slashes'.

However, for a solo player like me whose options are limited—even if I have a *few* more than the average player—this is a fatal flaw. It only gains resistance, so a tiny bit of damage still gets through, meaning I *could* chip away at it... but that's it.

It's just not realistic. Trying to fight a war of attrition against this thing while being relentlessly targeted by an army of floating turrets? I wouldn't do it even if you paid me.

If it were more like the [Gemlant Quintesta, the Jewel-Eating Queen] I fought before—a boss that stays put and focuses on summoning—I might have had a chance...

—but it seems this Great Spirit is the type that likes to get its own hands dirty.

"Tch—I messed up...!"

With no room to breathe, I realized the count I'd been struggling to keep in the back of my mind was off. I let out a loud curse.

I dodged a volley of beams from the minions, and as my body hung in the air, I used [Hare Real]'s void-touch to slam myself back down onto the icy ground—[Construction].

I managed to deploy [Twaibolt Mirari] just in time, successfully hiding my cowering form beneath the twin greatshields.

And a moment later—

"Whoa... that was close!?"

A high-pitched *ping*—the telltale sign my ears had picked up just before—was followed by Epel's periodic ultimate attack: a 'Homing & Spread Mixed Indiscriminate Wide-Range Super-Destruction Beam'.

Number of beams: a lot.

Power: probably instant death if one grazes you.

It's a mandatory gimmick skill. A warning sound echoes five seconds before it fires, and it reloads ninety seconds after it's done.

Perhaps they share an energy source, because the minions stop moving when Epel unleashes that attack. So, if you handle it properly—by hiding behind one of the great ice trees, which is likely the intended method—it can even become a short break...

"Ngh... ghh, g-ghh...!"

But if you mess up the timing, this is what happens. The beam pins both me and my shields to the ground, its aftershock mercilessly chipping away at my HP.

Recovery is possible, but Arcadia's built-in healing method, potions, are the humble type—they heal over time and restore a modest amount of health.

Plus, there's a cooldown, so you can't use them consecutively or stack their effects. And if you rely on them too much, you get a wonderfully thematic debuff called 'Potion Sickness,' which leaves you unable to use them at all and lowers your stats.

In short, they're garbage. *Help me, Sora-sama!* 

"Nngh...! ...Hah!—I survived!"

The moment the light and pressure of the massive laser vanished, I dismissed my twin shields and immediately jumped away.

Instantly, the minions, the [Splinter Ice Sprites (Liepis Aisia)], resumed their barrage—and the Great Spirit, having finished its spectacular show, became a *mass projectile* itself.

In other words, a direct physical attack from the big guy.

Seriously, every single monster is the same...! Can you please not use your massive size as a simple but brutally effective offensive tool!?

"DAAAAAAAHHHHHH! This is impossible! I can't win!"

It's just not happening. This isn't a scale one person can handle! I've been messing with this thing for nearly thirty minutes and I've only taken down a single health bar!

I scrambled desperately to escape the combination of its low-altitude charge and the unending barrage of ice, searching my mind for any strategy or technique, but came up with nothing.

I felt like I was being slapped in the face with the reality of solo play.

Our usual duo strategy is already considered outrageous by Arcadia's standards, but that only works because of my partner's incredible versatility.

They can call me a Ranker or an Acrobat all they want, but in the end, I'm just one player. It's only natural that a specialized build like mine has its limits on solo expeditions...!

Okay, I get it. I admit it.

This is just like the [Dusty Worm, Great Serpent of Dust]. As I am now, I don't see any way to beat Epel on my own—so it's time to change my objective!

Come to think of it, I've never tried this anywhere else, but a certain precedent has proven that *it* is systemically possible.

That's right. Even if I can't defeat it, if all I'm doing is forcibly snatching the material I'm after—

"You damn monster... I'm at least taking one of those feathers back with me...!"

Just like the [Ruby Bullet Rabbit], whose materials can be obtained without killing it by breaking off its horn, it's worth a shot. There's a sliver of hope.

In that case, I don't need a weapon that can't deal damage anymore.

What I need are legs to weave through the bullet hell and the brute force of its giant body to get close to those massive wings. And hands, to grab those feathers, rip them out, and make them mine!

"Alright, you overgrown bird, give me those feathers!"

And so, with a roar fueled entirely by desperation...

the curtain rose on a chaotic second round between me and the Great Spirit.



    Chapter 359

    Weakness

    Total combat time: one hour and twenty-something minutes.

Fueled by stubbornness and greed, the most pathetic and drawn-out battle in my virtual life finally came to an end after countless trials and errors led me to the 'solution'.

I devised a technique for ripping out the feathers of its great wing—feathers that were, no exaggeration, bigger than my entire body. I call it the 'Forceful Grab-and-Rocket-Purge', and it worked like a charm, allowing me to successfully secure my target material.

The procedure is extremely simple. First, I use the brute strength of my [An-Ru Galta (Hypothesis: Armor Singing of the King's Road)] to get a full-force grip on a feather at its base. Then, I activate [Rocket] at maximum output and launch myself away from its body.

If I had to point out one flaw in this plan...

"I managed to yank it out safely, but I couldn't control my posture afterward, and what little HP I had left after the self-damage got picked off by the minions."

"That doesn't sound safe at all. Are you an idiot???"

Her utterly merciless look of exasperation and her words hit their mark, but having accomplished my initial goal, my mental state was invincible.

*Special delivery for you!*—is what I'd basically shouted as I stormed into the atelier just a few minutes ago. When I shamelessly recounted my tale of same-day delivery and fresh-from-the-field adventure, Nia just stared at me, blinking in stunned silence.

"Hold on, just be quiet for a second. Seriously, you're giving me a headache..."

Eventually, she started holding her head, but I was, unapologetically, in a great mood. I brandished Epel's feather—the [Woven Feather of the Ice Guardian]—which, despite being ridiculously huge, felt weightless. I swung it around wildly in a victory dance.

I only managed to bring back two of them. However, she'd already assured me that with this size, it would be more than enough material for a single piece of clothing.

Bottom line, as far as I'm concerned, this attack was a massive success.

"You Istians... How are you so energetic right after a game over? Seriously..."

"Have you forgotten my build? This is pretty much a daily occurrence. You get used to it or you don't survive."

"I get it, but... you should be aware of that, you know? To someone who gave up on combat to become a production-class player, the very idea of casually accepting a death experience, even in a game, is just... something else."

I know that. I'm used to it now, so the fear is overshadowed by excitement, but back in the day, I used to be pretty scared, whether I was facing monsters or other players.

In a world that feels just as real as our own, you're trading virtual lives. Of course it's scary for anyone with a normal sensibility, even if they know it's just a game.

"By the way, are you in the 'gave up' camp?"

"I've been a pure crafter from the very start, thank you very much."

Apparently, my personal artisan and tailor was a born crafter. How she could call herself 'pure' while juggling two different professions was beyond me.

"Alright, whatever. Let me see it. Big sis will inspect the goods for you."

"Who are you calling big sis?"

"I'm older than you, aren't I?"

"Only by one year!"

With an aura that practically screamed, *'My, my, what am I to do with you,'* the 'big sis' beckoned me over. I slapped Epel's feather into her hand.

With that, the playful mood was over.

With her usual quick shift in demeanor, [Milmarinus], her face now that of an artisan, narrowed her trademark aquamarine eyes and began her inspection.

"Is this the first time you've seen one, too?"

"Yeah. Like I said, it's practically a phantom. The number of successful kills reported is super low. It's far from any town, so *normally* it's an expedition that takes several days. And since the difficulty of the field, including the boss, is what it is, *normally* it's assumed you'll tackle it with multiple parties..."

"I get it, so could you stop emphasizing 'normally'? I failed precisely because of that, which is why I came back after getting my butt kicked."

"'Came back?' I didn't think you'd go alone in the first place."

"Sorry, maybe 'kicked' is more accurate."

I'm properly reflecting on it, too. Even though I hate spoilers, going in solo with zero research was way too arrogant.

When I obediently bowed my head, Nia let out her umpteenth sigh of the day.

"Well, whatever... Because of all that, the hurdle just to go hunt it is really high. And as for this material you thought 'looked interesting,' it's only something that might suit you. For the general public, it's kind of meh."

"So, not much demand for it, huh?"

"The fact that it's not being hunted suggests that. I mean, there are *thousands* of bosses out there. Obviously, people are going to hunt the ones that drop useful loot."

"This game is as insane as ever."

Seriously, you could probably play this forever. How awesome is that?

"So? Now that you've seen it, what do you think of its so-called 'suitability' for me?"

As we chatted, I posed the question to the artisan, whose eyes remained fixed on the pale blue feather. A few more seconds passed as Nia continued her silent staring contest.

"........................—Yeah, I think I can make something *good*."

When she looked up at me, her eyes were filled with the joy unique to a crafter who has found a quality material.

Seeing that, the tension finally left my shoulders in the truest sense.

Mission complete, without a single hitch... or so I thought.

*—Ah, crap! I completely forgot about my kouhai's order! I was just thinking, 'I'll just stop by on my way back after I beat it!'*

There's no 'on the way back' when you die and respawn!

"S-so, sorry, but I'll leave this feather with you. I just remembered I have an errand to run, so I'm heading out of town again—"

"Stop."

Panicked by the sudden memory of my 'other request,' I glanced at the system clock and tried to leave the atelier, but Nia stopped me.

*Look, I'm sorry for the rush, but I'll be back later, so please let me go—*

"Take it off."

—The words that hit me as I tried to explain weren't meant to hold me back. It was an unexpected demand that made it my turn to blink in surprise.

"...Come again?"

"You can go. Just hurry up and take off those clothes."

"Why!?"

Not content with just words, Nia stood up and marched towards me, grabbing my clothes. What is this—hey, stop it! Don't try to undress me!

"Whoa, whoa, hold on, calm down, I'll give them to you! I'll change myself, just wait a sec, hey...!"

With a face that said, *'I have no ulterior motives whatsoever,'* which, for once, was probably true, I managed to calm Nia down and used [Construction].

I switched from my [El-Gran Series] to another one of her creations, the Lounge Series, and presented my white and blue battle attire to the rampaging artisan.

"Thanks. See you later!"

"You're invincible in artisan mode, aren't you... What are you going to do with that?"

As soon as she had her own creation in hand, she gave me a cool wave and started to retreat into her workshop. I threw the question at her back.

Without breaking her stride, Nia glanced back over her shoulder, offering a gentle smile that, for a moment, seemed truly befitting of someone older.

"You like it, right? Big sis is going to give it a cool *remake*, so you'd better look forward to it!"

And with a wink that was surprisingly... well, surprisingly fitting, she disappeared into her workshop, leaving me to watch her go...

"........................Hmm."

Overwhelmed by a mix of emotions, I put on a poker face, even though no one was watching, and left the atelier.

As for this newfound self-awareness...

"Am I seriously weak to older women... ?"

Since that's a problem completely unrelated to the game, I think I'll take it home and mull it over.



    Chapter 360

    The Reason for the Real Face

    "—Oh, it's the human missile."

"Yo! The flying pervert is here!"

"Hello."

After a whirlwind of a day spent running around in both the real and virtual worlds, the night has passed.

I headed over to the now-familiar Shijo residence, only to be greeted by the lively, teasing remarks of my friends.

"Hey, Mizuki, hello."

"Wow, you just ignored me."

"He's starting to act more like his virtual self in the real world, too."

"Maybe you two should reflect on your own behavior?"

"Ahaha..."

I returned a greeting to the ever-quiet Mizuki, went through the usual pointless banter with the childhood-friend duo, and Kaede, who had led me to the room, let out a noncommittal laugh.

A lazy weekend afternoon, an ideal gathering with friends where you don't have to be on your guard.

One of us might be slightly outside the bounds of a 'normal person' by societal standards, and the rest of us may be a temporary support team to assist said person... but emotionally, we're all just normal university students.

*What's wrong with getting together to chat when we're free?*—was Shoko's suggestion that led to today's get-together.

Though, in my case, I can't really say I'm 'free'... but that's a separate issue.

I decided myself that I wouldn't give up on my university life, so I have to be a little reckless with my scheduling for both.

"Anyway, it was just yesterday. Has word already spread?"

"Of course, man. It's Arcadia's first-ever true aerial jump skill. It's been a huge deal everywhere since yesterday afternoon."

"Honestly, it's already been on the news."

"So they reported on it with no mercy, huh..."

Between that and the fact that Togo-shi knew about my and Sora's gameplay, there's a serious lack of privacy. Still, that was part of the contract when I ordered [Arcadia], so I can't complain as a player, nor do I intend to.

"Well, at least things are pretty peaceful for you in the real world. Honestly, I thought you'd get doxxed pretty much instantly, one way or another."

"Peaceful... Well, I guess so."

"Huh, what's with that reaction? I smell a juicy story."

"I plead the fifth."

"Then I won't ask."

I gave Toshiki a vague response, and when the group's number one curiosity monster immediately took the bait, I stood firm.

One of Shoko's disarming qualities is that she gives up immediately if I say "no."

"...In fact, there's an almost unnatural lack of activity regarding your real identity. It's possible Yotsuya is making a move."

"That... might be it."

Togo-shi and Chitose-san haven't said anything to me, but since we have a contract for my protection, it's a definite possibility—

In fact, they've almost certainly taken measures. My friend-produced Disguise Ver. 2.0 is still in effect, but hardly anyone stops to look at me when I'm walking around so carefree.

As Nia and Iris said, the visual manipulation seems to be working better than expected. Same face, yet a different face. It's received high praise (?), I guess.

"This is kinda late to ask, but why'd you make your avatar with your real face? If you were worried about getting doxxed, you should've just tweaked it a bit."

"Oh, that—before that, can I please have a seat?"

"Oh, sorry, sorry! Go ahead!"

When I asked how long we were expected to stand around talking, Shoko slid across the sofa as if she hadn't noticed at all.

She just casually picked my seat for me. Not that I mind.

"The usual tea?"

"Yes, the usual delicious kind, please."

When I politely accepted Kaede's offer to host, the young lady of the Shijo house replied, "You got it," with a happy smile and went to make tea.

I used to be hesitant, but after she insisted things like "I like taking care of people" and "making tea is my hobby," refusing would have been rude.

First Sora, now Kaede; the daughters of the Yotsuya family have extremely high refined-lady specs. I'll offer a silent prayer of thanks.

"Sooo? Is this a story you can actually tell?"

As I was lost in my foolish thoughts, a prompt came from beside me.

Toshiki and Mizuki seemed interested as well, ready to listen. I thought about waiting for Kaede, but... whatever. Explaining *that* would only take a sentence.

"It's simple—when I ordered my unit, I got a VRE diagnosis."

"V-R—wait, no way..."

"What...!? No, you've got to be kidding."

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

I said it casually, without any drama or emotion, and was met with three different reactions. I expected them to be a little surprised, but it's not that big of a deal.

"Basically, it's not that I *didn't* customize my character; it's that I *couldn't*."

VRE—full name, Virtual Reality Entrainment... something, something syndrome? I feel like I'm getting it slightly wrong, but it's a 'symptom' with a similar meaning.

Simply put, it means that the discrepancy between your real body and your virtual body, your avatar, causes a drop in controllability, and that *disadvantage* is way more pronounced for me than for others.

It sounds like a disease, but it's more like a physical constitution. To varying degrees, about one in thirty people apparently has it.

"In my case, the symptoms are moderate... If I change my face or build, it's pretty much game over. I can get away with changing my eye or hair color, but that's about my limit."

"Huh... And that's considered moderate?"

"Yeah. Apparently, in severe cases, you can't even move if you change the slightest thing from reality."

"Seriously? I've never really looked into it..."

"...I'm surprised, but it makes sense."

Cases that severe are supposedly on the level of one in a thousand, though. As I finished, the two girls looked like they understood, but Toshiki had a dumbfounded expression, as if a pigeon had been hit by a pea shooter.

"And here I was thinking you were some kind of chosen child of the virtual world."

"Hah, what's that supposed to mean?"

Talk about overestimating me.

At this point, I wouldn't dare say I'm not special... but if that title truly belongs to anyone, it would be my partner or people like Iris.

"Sorry to keep you waiting—...huh, what were you all talking about?"

Afterward, I shared my situation with Kaede when she brought the tea, and went through the whole surprise-and-explanation routine again.

"Oh, so you're the same as my older sister."

"Oh, wait, really?"

And just like that, I was surprised by something new myself.

The gathering continued for a while longer, filled with lively conversation as I answered the barrage of questions from my ever-curious friends.



    Chapter 361

    A Bond Forged in a Name

    It's not that I don't dream of late nights spent fooling around with friends, enjoying the student life—but right now, I'm a busy man swamped with endless tasks.

The get-together at the Shijo residence ended at a perfectly reasonable hour. I rushed back to my room and, in one fluid motion, initiated the dive.

The current time is just before six P.M.—right on schedule for our meeting.

For better or worse, [Arcadia] has no tedious, lengthy startup sequence. You close your eyes, drift off to sleep, and reality flips with dreams—

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

When you open your eyes again, you're in another world, a sprawling virtual space.

"Ah."

"Hm, looks like everyone's here."

My login point was the Eastern Round Table. As I materialized into the world in a flash of blue light, I was greeted by two familiar voices.

My self-proclaimed junior, who was, as usual, occupying a large portion of the table with some suspicious-looking work, and my partner, standing beside him. As far as I knew, they hadn't had much interaction yet, but perhaps they'd exchanged a few words while waiting for me.

Sora's expression, standing next to Tetra, showed no noticeable tension, though maybe not a complete lack of it.

"Sorry, did I keep you waiting?"

"You're right on time."

"You're right on time."

Their voices, identical except for the ending, overlapped perfectly. The two of them exchanged glances—a faint smile from one, a wry grin from the other. Hmm, it seems they get along well enough.

Considering what's to come, that's a good thing.

"Introductions... we've already done that. Is there anything else we need to say?"

"I don't think so."

Just as Tetra gave a crisp, clear answer, Sora, too, seemed to have nothing to add. My partner nodded, and I returned the gesture. With that, I decided to get straight to the point.

"Alright then, let's get started. First up..."

There's a very specific reason we've gathered here today.

"I guess the most important part is the naming ceremony, right?"

To form a clan—with me, Sora, and Tetra.

In this game, the player support organizations known as 'clans' offer two main benefits to their members.

First is the right to use the 'Clan Room'. It's a dedicated dimensional space accessible from your faction's city.

It can be used as a shared clan warehouse and also has housing elements, which is a nice feature. However, it requires Luna as a catalyst—in other words, a usage fee—to maintain the space, and the price is quite steep, so some choose not to use it.

Of course, we're going to throw money at the problem and use it to its fullest. It sounds fun.

The second benefit is a small enhancement effect known as a 'clan buff'. This is a common feature in online games with guild or clan systems, and there's no harm in taking what you can get.

When I first learned about this, I broke out in a cold sweat, thinking, *'Oh, is this another mark against me for my Four Pillar War negligence?'* But thankfully, the effects aren't directly related to combat power. I managed to avoid the cold stares of Irori and the others.

The most common buffs are said to be increased drop rates and experience gain.

The former is obvious, but the latter, the experience boost, also affects skill growth rates, so it's not a waste. If you can join a clan, it's better to do so.

—But that's where my position becomes a problem.

Not a huge problem, mind you, but as a Ranker who's constantly in the spotlight, the news of me joining 'some clan' would, at a bare minimum, cause a hundred-percent chance of unnecessary commotion.

Again, not a huge problem, but dealing with all the fuss would be a pain... so the smoothest option is to just 'make our own'.

If there had been a massive guild like Sotalm's [Alliance], which most of the faction's players join with a 'might as well' attitude, things might have been different... but our Eastern Faction, with its abundance of free spirits, seems to favor small-scale clans.

There are benefits to a larger organization, like slightly enhanced buffs proportional to its size, but—well, the bigger you get, the bigger the drawbacks.

Goldow, after threatening me with talk of the entanglements and other issues faced by the largest guild run by 'his daughter,' advised me, "I'm telling you for your own good, just make a small, modest one." Following his advice seemed like the safest bet.

So, naturally, the conversation turned to 'let's just form a duo clan for now'... but the problem was the minimum number of people required to establish a clan.

The minimum requirement is exactly three—in other words, the system told us to bring one more person.

And so, I didn't even have to ask... My self-proclaimed younger senior and junior, the Ninth-ranked [Undying], Tetra, unexpectedly raised his hand himself.

His reason: he happened to be a free agent, and it sounded interesting.

Excellent. Hired! And so, we arrived at today's gathering. Our first joint task as we gathered to form a new clan was—

"""Hmmmm..."""

—a meeting that formed a very relaxed, peaceful atmosphere, as we all tilted our heads in contemplation before the 'clan name' suggestions we had brought.

"I'm terrible at naming things..."

"Same here."

"Same here, too..."

Even the equipment and skill names in this game are all enthusiastically named by the crafters or my master (and her grandfather), so I've never had the chance.

Wait, if we're going by that logic—

"Tetra, you do some crafting, right? Aren't you a little more used to naming things?"

"Don't ask the impossible. You saw the name of the dagger I gave you, right? Don't expect any creativity or sense from me."

"I thought it was a good name, though. The Shadow-Sewing Ritual Dagger."

"Honestly, I ripped it off from a manga."

"Oh, you read manga?"

That's a bit surprising. I kind of imagined him as the type to just wander around aimlessly when he's free.

"Well, anyway..."

Looking at the 'suggestions' we had each written on paper—especially the names I had come up with—Tetra gave a wry, indescribable smile.

"Alright, let's hear it. Say what you want to say."

"You heard him, Sora-senpai."

"Wh-ah... W-wha, me!?"

Startled by the unexpected pass, Sora let out a bewildered cry, which Tetra ignored with a cool, unapologetic expression.

I'm glad they're getting along so well, but does he call Sora 'senpai' too?

Despite his avatar's appearance, his speech and behavior often seem wise or even world-weary... Just how old is this senior-junior of mine?

Anyway—

"Well, like I said. I'm seriously bad at this kind of thing, and I know my sense of style is nonexistent, so you don't have to spare my feelings."

As I spoke, I flipped over my idea sheet, which had elicited a wry smile from Tetra and a troubled look from Sora, sealing it away. I'm not hurt at all. I don't mind.

"In that case... I guess this is the most straightforward option, isn't it?"

"If Tetra's okay with it, I have no objections either."

"Eh... m-me............"

Following my rather tragic sheet of paper, Tetra also flipped his over. Seeing her own suggestion left, Sora's voice shifted from surprise to hesitation as she mumbled the same words.

"I feel like mine lacks any creativity at all, though..."

"But I think it has style. At least more than mine."

"It has style. At least more than senpai's."

Sora-san looked down shyly, but even with a quick glance, I could see several 'nice-sounding' names.

Maybe it's because I know she came up with them, but they're all names you could use with confidence, without feeling like you're trying too hard to be cool.

"Alright, let's pick from Sora's suggestions."

"Sounds good."

"Ugh...!"

And so, the naming meeting for our clan formation proceeded smoothly—

◇ Clan [Azure Sky] has been formed ◇

A small new connection was born in the virtual world.

However, regarding that matter, one person in particular—

"Why am I the master!?"

—cried out in protest against the decision reached by a rigorous deliberation (a majority vote).



    Chapter 362

    A Proper Hierarchy

    "—Haru, you planned this from the start, didn't you?"

"Sorry."

As soon as the clan was established, our heartless third member declared, "Alright, I'm off to mess with the room," and promptly left us behind. I found myself one-on-one with a very displeased Sora at the quiet Round Table.

The girl who had been unceremoniously pushed into the role of clan master didn't even try to hide her pout as she shot me a reproachful look.

She's super cute—but if I don't follow up properly, I'll end up having to grovel on my knees later. That's something I've learned from our time together.

...The fact that I've learned that lesson already says a lot about my own foolishness.

"For the record, I didn't just push it on you. I need you to understand that both my and Tetra's leadership skills are nonexistent, so you were the only option."

"...I don't know about Tetra-kun, but I think you have leadership qualities, Haru."

"What I have isn't leadership. I'm just charging ahead blindly."

Besides—from the very beginning, if you were to ask who was *leading*, I think it was Sora. In the sense that she was the one who kept adding fuel to my already burning motivation at every turn.

It's true that I was the one running in front, and Sora might have been watching my back... but—ah, this is, well. If I think about it too much, I'm going to say something cringey, so I'll stop there.

"It's not like being the master comes with any annoying jobs, and we don't even need to publicize the clan, so the title is just a formality... It's simply that I thought it *suited* you, Sora—so, would you be willing to accept the title alone?"

If she really hates it, I'm not against taking over... but man, it really doesn't suit me. It's always been this way, but I'm just not the type to stand above others, even in name only.

"........................It's not that I mind."

Sora, who had been glaring at me out of the corner of her eye, muttered softly.

I don't know if my words convinced her, or if she read my inner thoughts about not being 'the right type'...

"It's not that I hate the idea... and if there's no responsibility or anything like that, then it's not worth making a fuss over, but..."

"Nope, no responsibility. The system just required us to set a 'clan master,' but a sub-master has all the same permissions and authority, so—"

"But!"

"Yes, ma'am!"

Her unusually strong tone cut me off, and I immediately straightened my back, maintaining a posture ready to execute a perfect bow in a fraction of a second.

It was only after she had stared daggers at me for a few seconds that I realized I had been *paid back*. Her expression softened, and a small smile touched her lips.

"That's one favor you owe me—someday, you'll have to grant a selfish request of my own."

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

Hey world, are you watching? You probably can't see this, what a pity.

Turns out my partner is the type of beautiful girl who can say something like that while holding up her index finger for 'one favor,' and even top it off with a mischievous smile.

What's with this Yotsuya heiress? Her cute level is off the charts.

"Um, is something wrong...?"

"It's nothing."

I managed to cover up the fact that I had zoned out for a moment, and crumpled up the paper I had left on the table, stuffing it into my inventory. It's a dangerous classified document that could expose my hopelessly bad naming sense to the world. I'll make sure to dispose of it properly.

"...By the way, about your naming sense."

"Hold on, are you still mad?"

Is the payback going to continue indefinitely...? I braced myself, thinking she was about to exploit my newly exposed weakness, but that didn't seem to be the case.

Sora shook her head, saying, "No, that's not it," and tilted her head with a curious expression.

"Haru, you're good at naming skills, aren't you?"

"Huh?"

"You know, for me..."

"Ohh."

For a moment, I was about to tilt my head in confusion myself, but now that she mentions it, I guess I have done that—but Sora's perception isn't quite right.

"Sora-san, allow me to teach you a truth of this world."

"Yes?"

A truth that most men who have come into contact with that language eventually discover.

"—You don't need any sense to come up with cool names in the language of that country."

"..................Yes?"

"You don't need it, a naming sense. In that language, you can just line up words and it becomes the coolest, most invincible name ever."

"............Ah... s-so... eh?"

"Kugelschreiber."

"I'm sorry?"

"Kugelschreiber...—It means 'ballpoint pen'."

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

I understand that she's taken aback by my sudden, strange burst of energy, but I'm also gradually losing track of what I'm saying, yet I can't back down now.

Why I can't back down is also a mystery to me.

"It'll probably come out eventually anyway, so I'll just be upfront and brace myself for the consequences... Every skill name I've come up with has been one hundred percent based on momentum and how cool it sounds."

"...Momentum and how it sounds. Um... I'll ask, just in case, but do they at least make sense—"

"I'm just a dabbler, so I can't guarantee anything on that front."

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

You might think I'm using the word 'all' incorrectly, but in my mind, it's not wrong at all. I'm certain that was what I was meant to do.

As I nervously faced Sora-san, who was staring at me with a silent, calm expression,

As I wondered in confusion why I was running headlong down a path of self-destruction,

I concluded, foolishly, that my brain was probably fried from her cute maneuver earlier—a conclusion that itself proved my brain was fried.

"I'm aware I went a bit wild, but I have no regrets. In fact, your super cool skill name series has been very well-received, especially by Tiger—"

"Haru."

"Yes."

"Let's have a little talk, shall we?"

"............Should I sit in seiza?"

"I'll leave that up to you."

"Yes, ma'am."

And so, the first price I had to pay was the forfeiture of my right to sit on a chair.

For some reason, I tend to do foolish things when I get flustered in front of Sora. For a while after that, I voluntarily sat in seiza on the carpeted floor.

As the younger girl lectured me, I just kept bowing my head over and over.



    Chapter 363

    A Change of Clothes

    After receiving a lecture that I had entirely brought upon myself, the very natural progression of 'well then, let's go check out this 'Clan Room'' was interrupted by an incoming message.

'It's done. Come.' A summons that left no room for refusal.

*In that case, we might as well take our time later*—were Sora's words. After being seen off by my partner, who headed off for another day of spirited training, I made my way to the event that had been scheduled just the day before.

And so, a few minutes after showing up at her atelier...

"—Can I take a picture?"

"What are you going to do with a picture of this?"

As if savoring some emotion, Nia was silently losing her mind behind a poor poker face. I shot back a retort to her comment.

For the record, I usually have my privacy settings on, so unauthorized photoshoots are prevented. The GMs watching from on high are one thing, but as long as I don't say 'yes', other players can't take pictures or videos of me.

So I don't have to worry about my picture being taken for some unknown purpose... but man, she's staring at me so intently, she doesn't even need a camera. Is she trying to burn this into her retinas?

"I was thinking, after I calmed down, you know?"

"Uh-huh. Uh-huh?"

"Isn't it insane to have the person you like wear not just your favorite clothes... but clothes you made yourself? Like, should I be paying for this privilege or something???"

"What in the world are you talking about?"

I'll just ignore the hard-to-retort-to word that she casually slipped in there for now.

I pushed back Nia, who was approaching me while spouting nonsense. The only thing I could do was offer a strained smile to cover it up.

Please, give me a break—wearing new clothes is already weirdly embarrassing enough as it is.

"Haaaah... I can't, I'm a genius...! This is the best...!"

"Why is the creator having a solo appreciation session...? If you don't cut it out, I'm going to run for it, you hear me...?!"

Everything about her was over the top. Seeing Nia collapse onto the sofa, clutching her head, only amplified my embarrassment.

But I had to grit my teeth through the shame and say at least one thing.

"Well, uh, you know...—As always, it's an impressive piece of work."

"Of course it is!"

Belatedly, I offered a comment that could barely be called a review, and Nia shot up, her eyes sparkling, responding with the same high tension.

Calm down. I was about to add, 'with one exception'.

Anyway... I desperately want to escape this situation, but if I do, I have no idea how much of a 'tab' I'll rack up.

It certainly won't be settled with just one date. I have no choice but to endure...!

"[El-Gran Stasia: Azure Sky, Six-Petaled Snowflake]—I know I'm the one who made it, but this is a bit of a masterpiece! I'm confident I've surpassed the material's potential!"

"I-I get it, you're too close. Calm down, you're too close."

Her movements seemed to defy the limits of her stats. I caught Nia's forehead with my palm as she approached with unprecedented agility, and engaged in a pushing match with the rampaging blue-haired girl for the sake of my personal space.

Her horsepower, however, seemed unchanged, as the pressure from her hand was the usual 'extremely weak'.

El-Gran Stasia—my new battle attire, bearing the poetic name for snow.

As Nia had said, it was a 'remake', so the overall white and blue structure hadn't changed much. A half-parka on top, loose-fitting bottoms, both three-quarter length. The feel was exactly the same, and it already fit my body perfectly.

The immediately noticeable changes were the shape of the hood and the sash at my back—...Let's put the former aside for a moment and talk about the latter.

On the previous [El-Gran Series], the sash was a simple decoration, but after the remake, it has been transformed to a size that covers half of my right leg.

It's still part of the clothing but treated as an effect, so it has that wonderful feature of not feeling like it's there and not getting tangled in my legs.

A complex, arcane geometric pattern reminiscent of a magic circle has been embroidered with an exquisite balance that avoids looking cluttered. It's simply cool.

To me, it feels a little pretentious, which makes me a bit restless... but I'll trust Nia's sense. And I'll hope the fantasy atmosphere of this world will tone it down a bit.

—And now, for the hood, which I have a few things to say about... what is this mysterious shape?

"Can I ask something?"

"Ask away!"

"Alright, excuse me then—what are these 'ears'?"

"Those are ears!"

"I know that! I'm asking why there are ears attached to it!"

The hood of the El-Gran, which had previously been a simple design apart from its baggy size, has now undergone a dramatic before-and-after transformation...

"Ah, hey, stop, don't...!"

Before I could stop her, the tailor threw *it* over my head, looking utterly pleased with herself.

"—*And* it's cute! How about that, admit defeat!"

"Yeah, I'm... completely defeated, from the bottom of my heart...!"

Even if I trust her, perhaps I trusted this high-tension monster a little too unconditionally. Seriously, who would have predicted this—an eighteen-year-old man, who would have thought the day would come when he would be wearing a *bunny-ear hoodie*...!

"...Nia, excuse my rudeness, but I must ask."

"Nope."

"Wait, you can't be serious...!"

While it's not a design that screams cuteness with a rounded feel, it's a shape that anyone would likely recognize the motif of at a glance.

Given the Acrobat's deep connection with 'rabbits', it should be next to impossible not to make the connection.

"No way, no how, I'm absolutely not changing it. I knew you'd be reluctant, but I pushed forward with the conviction that it would look good on you, so just relax!"

"I can't relax!"

"Why not! It's fine, it's just a design element! It looks good on guys too, it's a fantasy world so it suits you, it suits you, just wear the hood up forever!"

"You've never talked this fast before...!"

"Oh, can I take a picture while you're like that?"

"Absolutely not!"

Damn it...! There are so many points to praise, like the added decorations on the sleeves and collar, that my complaints about the one problem she threw in just won't stop...!

Just when I thought the divine outfit had been brushed up to reach new heights, what in the world is this trap—oh, I see, it's because she's completely dropped any pretense of holding back with me in so many ways...!?

"You... you just ruthlessly threw your own tastes at me, didn't you!?"

"What's wrong with that! I wasn't even going to charge you!"

"I'll pay! I'll pay double the regular price, so just give me a version without your personal taste—"

"Oh, just be quiet! It's about performance over appearance!"

"That's something you'd one hundred percent get mad about if someone said it to you!!?"

And so, the back-and-forth, with neither side giving an inch, continued for some time...

Unflinching, she pushed her own desires, and as for who emerged the victor—well, that goes without saying.

Seriously, girls are too strong.



    Chapter 364

    White, Slowly Stained

    "—Hmph. So, you guys ended up making your own, then?"

"It was the easiest and most straightforward option."

"Straightforward... Isn't it a little late to be playing the pacifist?"

"Don't make me sound like a troublemaker... I don't mind a bit of chaos, but that doesn't mean I *want* to cause it on purpose, you know?"

"Right. Okay, left hand up."

"Are you even listening to me???"

I exchanged words with Nia for a while as she tinkered with various parts of my outfit, making what she called 'final adjustments,' while asking me this and that.

The topic shifted to the clan matter I had briefly mentioned recently, but she remained as dismissive as ever while working. I couldn't help but think, *you're the one who brought it up...* but her flawless, efficient movements were so cool that I swallowed my complaints.

Artisans are just unfair. Like the master and Kagura-san, they have this strange presence that seems to quell any minor unreasonable behavior with a mysterious force—

...Well, maybe it's just that I have a certain admiration for 'professionals'.

Craftsmen are just cool, pure and simple.

"Mmm... I think that's about it? Try twisting your body around a bit, see if anything feels off."

"Nope. It feels so natural, it's almost weird."

Apparently, the automatic fitting function like the one on those lounge clothes requires a bit of the item's ability resource. So, not just for hardcore players, but it's standard practice to have combat attire optimized for the individual like this each time.

I once thought Nia was the type to 'finish the product upon delivery'... but it turns out, that style is the 'norm', not just for her.

"An-n-nd... the finishing touch!"

And then, for the umpteenth time, the aquamarine charm was fitted into the intentionally empty slot on my chest.

One hundred percent intentional.

There's no doubt she did it with a very pleased, happy smile, having calculated exactly how I would react.

"...Hehe."

"It's not 'hehe'... Haven't you been a little too brazenly cute lately?"

"I dunno. It's your fault for being weak to my cute act, isn't it?"

It's not that I'm weak to her cute act, it's more that she's just... Whatever I say, I'll just be digging my own grave. I should retreat on this front.

"By the way, is it okay to keep the Purify enchantment on it?"

"Yeah, that's fine. Thanks."

After hearing all about her 'eyes', I've come to cherish the [Agaphanthus Amulet] with even greater gratitude—it's fine, in fact, it's an unparalleled trump card that I can honestly say is 'the best I could ask for'.

The most troublesome thing about incapacitating status effects like stun is that, normally, 'once you're hit, you can't do anything about it yourself'.

Well, of course. You can't act. If you can get healing from an ally, that's one thing, but the greatest strength of these effects is that the victim can't break free on their own.

In that case, the [Agaphanthus Amulet], which can dispel such effects with a single, instantaneous mental command and no lag... as Iris said, it's just plain *broken*.

My durability has improved a bit lately, but considering my frequent self-damaging actions, I could never claim to be 'tough'.

My build is such that if an accident happens after I charge in, there's a high probability of instant death. This amulet is undoubtedly one of the reasons I can floor the accelerator without fear of accidents.

—And so, when I showed hesitation at monopolizing an item that so many players would drool over, she was the one who, after Iris spilled the beans, pinned me down with a 'if you even think about giving it back, I'll smack you'.

...I'd rather not be smacked, and I certainly don't want her to sulk, so my only option is to 'gratefully accept it'.

"But, of all things, you had to be 'water' too... You might be able to use Purify yourself eventually, you know."

Separate from that, Nia seems to have another concern regarding my awakening to the same magic attribute as her.

Since she's completely hopeless in combat, she may understand the demand for her abilities, but it might be difficult for her to imagine just how huge the actual benefit is.

"Putting aside whether I can even learn healing magic... even if I could use it myself, this thing's position wouldn't be threatened."

First of all, there's no way I'd have time to chant when I need it for myself.

Maybe for something like 'poison', which I've never been hit with, but if I'm solo, any action-inhibiting effect is an instant loss.

And because those kinds of effects *would normally* be an instant loss, this amulet allows me to pull off a heinously unfair surprise counterattack.

Its effectiveness against monsters is unknown, but in PvP, I'm sure I'd be hit with complaints about it being a cheat and an unfair move.

—And so, out of my daily gratitude, I passionately explained its usefulness, and Nia's cheeks relaxed into a not-so-displeased expression.

In about two seconds, it would probably turn into a smug look.

"H-Hmph...! W-well, it's not that big a deal...!"

See, what did I tell you? Cu—... what a transparent girl.

"—Okay, if anything feels off, bring it to me right away. If it's an emergency, you can contact me in the real world, too."

"Such great after-sales service. Very reassuring."

After we finished adjusting the new outfit and sharing information, it was just about dinnertime. We were both at a good point to log out, so parting ways was the natural course of action.

She says such reliable things... but should I think of the artisan who says 'contact me anytime' as simply reliable, or should I feel guilty for *making* a girl wait who so casually says 'contact me anytime'?

Should I even feel guilty in the first place?

If that's just for my own self-preservation or self-satisfaction, then perhaps being straightforward and acting as I always have is the more 'sincere' path.

...I don't know.

I still don't know anything, but—

"Hm? What's wrong?"

At some point, she stopped trying to hide her straightforward affection.

Towards a troublesome guy who can't even handle a normal romance... her gaze towards me has also remained unchanged—and because of that,

Because of that, if there's one thing that has changed within me.

"One week from now."

"Huh?"

"You know, the day of the decisive battle."

"...Ah, wha... seriously, already?"

"Yeah. The personnel selection and scheduling are done, and everyone's motivation is high. There's no point in dragging it out, they said."

"Haaa... s-so... I see. Wow, wait, my heart's starting to pound, this is bad..."

"I've been feeling a little restless since I heard, too."

"I see..."

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

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

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

"...Um... is that it?"

"...That's it, I mean... it'll be over then, I mean."

"Mm, mmm...?"

—Well, yeah, I guess so.

I'm trying to do something I'm not used to, and my own mind is pretty much a blank slate, so it's probably too much to ask her to understand...

"I mean, basically... after a week, my schedule will clear up for a bit."

"Clear up..."

"Regardless of whether we succeed or not, there'll probably be a 'good job for now' kind of break, and I'll have some time..."

"Time..."

"So, uh..."

I know I shouldn't be thinking this, but in this situation, I, who am already clumsy and awkward, can't help but think 'what if'.

What if... yes, what if—

"Once I have time, I won't make excuses to turn you down or run away... is what I'm trying to say."

If the girl who confessed her feelings to me had been the only one.

I wonder if I could have avoided saying such incredibly uncool, passive words.

I wonder if I could have been the one to ask her out on a date, face to face.

"...Uh, um."

"...Sorry, I know what I'm saying is weird."

I can't look at Nia's blank face, so I avert my eyes and unconsciously scratch my head. Ugh, my pathetic behavior is leaking out.

"One or the other, or both... considering the current situation, it would be wrong for me to ask you out, right? Well, the current situation itself is already wrong, but—"

"Hey, um. You know, let's just calm down for a second?"

As I endlessly panicked, even Nia couldn't help but give a genuine, wry smile.

As if to reset the parting conversation, she took my hand and, with an exaggerated "heave-ho," tossed me onto the sofa.

This is, to put it mildly—

"I'm being incredibly uncool right now..."

"To some people, it might look that way."

To all of humanity, no doubt... With that self-deprecating thought, I looked up, but the expression I saw wasn't one of exasperation or disappointment at my pathetic state.

To the girl who saw a man who, *to some people*, looked incredibly uncool, she was just looking at him happily.

"You know..."

"Yes."

"When the person you like is being uncharacteristically clumsy and trying so hard to think about you..."

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

"There's no way I'd think you're uncool."

"...Now, after the guilt, I feel like I'm going to die of embarrassment."

I can't meet the gaze of Nia, who is kneeling in front of the sofa and looking up at me—it's just too bright.

"The princess said it too, right? It's no one's fault. And if you'll allow me to be selfish, I'd rather you not go around creating villains."

"That's a difficult selfish request..."

"And besides, from my perspective... and I think the princess would agree...

My sleeve was tugged, and my gaze was naturally pulled along with it. When our eyes met, her expression hadn't changed.

"Being confessed to by two people at the same time, that's not normal, is it? I don't really want to put it this way, but if we had to say 'who's the victim here,' I think it's you."

"Hey, you can't just..."

"Of course, I'm not the perpetrator either! If we're going to point fingers, then it's just 'fate'—so you can curse your own fate!"

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

"*And* one of them was love at first sight! Unpredictable and unavoidable! How's that, admit defeat!"

"........................Your face is bright red, you know."

"Sh-shut up...!"

It's not a very smooth ending, which is so very her—or so my past self would have thought.

But my current self can read her correctly. I can laugh and say she has no room to talk, but I know that Nia is keenly aware of her audience and chooses her words with precision.

"So, anyway... what I'm saying is, you're overthinking it. It's not like you're two-timing us, and right now is our approach time, isn't it?"

I hadn't meant to be looking down, but a gentle push on my forehead made me look up.

"Have you forgotten who put you in the position of having to choose?—And I, for one, feel not a shred of guilt about it, thank you very much."

Slender fingertips gently brushed my bangs aside... and in my now-clear vision, the large, sparkling aquamarine gems were vividly reflected.

Reflected—and I just thought.

"I... I don't have time to be thinking about that stuff right now."

As I listened to those words, which were so sweet to me,

"All I can think about is how to make you fall in love with me."

If only the name that occupied my mind was just one.

"So if you have time to think about troublesome things, just hurry up and fall for me—and with that, I think I'll make a reservation for a date right now!"

Even if I can't break my passive stance, just waiting would be insincere.

So at the very least, I have to show a more proactive attitude... but that half-baked idea was brilliantly shot down—

Forget all that, just look at me, she says.

"...Nia."

"Yes?"

"You're too close. Don't try to use the chaos to attempt excessive skinship."

"What's the big deal? It's not like you'll wear out!"

"Yes, it is! A lot of my mental fortitude will wear out...!"

And that's why, with each passing day, I think.

I have to be able to give an answer soon—no, not out of a sense of duty.

"Hey, author, don't play with your own creation's ears."

"Well, I was just thinking, I really am a genius... Hey, a picture?"

"Nope."

"Aww... what's with the 'aww'...?!"

I want to be able to give an answer soon, from the bottom of my heart.



    Chapter 365

    Dinner on the Eve

    "Oh, are you alone today?"

"The other one's pretty busy."

Living a life where a chef appears when you ring a bell at dinnertime—even a real-life fantasy like that, you start to get used to it after a month.

When he tells me, 'I'm getting paid for this too,' it feels wasteful to be overly reserved.

Because of that, I feel like I've gotten quite friendly with Chitose-san over the past month or so. We even occasionally sit down and have a meal together, the three of us.

"You're in a similar boat, I'd imagine—what'll it be?"

"The usual."

Namely, the chef's recommended course.

No matter what I order, it always exceeds my expectations, so I've come to the conclusion that I can't go wrong leaving it all up to him.

I've told him what I don't like, and at this point, my trust in him is at one hundred percent. It wouldn't be an exaggeration to say that both Alicia and I have had our stomachs completely won over.

...Though, she seems to be from the White family, so she's probably used to eating good food.

"Sorry for the wait—I was thinking of joining you, if you don't mind?"

"I'd be happy to have you."

I welcomed the chef-slash-waiter, who had brought three large plates and a serving dish without making the slightest sound, and so began a rare dinner for two men.

Tonight's menu: bonito carpaccio and beef tagliata. And to add a splendid splash of color to the table of red meat and fish, a vegetable terrine.

This man can make anything, but I get the feeling he has a fondness for Italian food. When I ask for the chef's choice, it comes up quite often.

"How do you have a terrine ready in less than twenty minutes?"

"Oh, that's just something I made in my spare time. I just cut a slice."

"You really do love to cook..."

This is my first time having a proper one, but... oh, it's delicious.

Perhaps because we talk every day, the sense of reservation and tension that comes with dealing with a stranger has faded considerably.

From my perspective, Chitose-san has already settled into the position of a friendly older brother. And he's a great cook, which is wonderful.

"Hmm, this makes me want some wine."

"Go ahead and have some."

"You think so? Then I'll help myself."

Isn't this technically his job?—Such a comment would be tactless. Let's keep it casual. I prefer an atmosphere where I don't have to be on my guard either.

...Oh, why did he bring two glasses?

"You know my age, right?"

"Of course I do. That's why this is non-alcoholic. It's like a dry grape juice."

*A high-end one that looks just like the real thing, though*—the friendly older brother uncorked the bottle with a mischievous grin.

Regarding the adults at the Yotsuya residence, so far, they all seem to be free spirits who haven't forgotten their inner child.

"A little something to get you fired up before the battle—how are you feeling?"

"Fired up with non-alcoholic wine...—Well, from what I've seen in the reference videos, I can't say it'll be a walk in the park."

When I honestly shared my thoughts... Chitose-san simply smiled gently and tilted his own glass.

I followed his lead and picked up the expensive-looking wine glass filled with a deep red liquid.

As for the contents, which I was even more afraid to ask the price of than the glass, they had a complex flavor that was hard for someone like me, who has never had alcohol, to describe.

"If you're talking about the footage left in the archives, that's from a year ago. The strength of the players, including the Rankers, has undoubtedly improved since then."

I know that, of course. But even with that understanding—

"Even if everyone has gotten twice as strong, isn't it still a tough fight?"

The objective comparison of our combat strength is unshakable.

The memory of throwing my all at it when I was still completely inexperienced. The thing in the 'footage' that completely overwrote that memory was a true monster.

"Well, that may be true."

Furthermore, the archive footage is an incomplete record of a defeat—meaning, there's still more to it than that.

As an outside observer, he would understand that better than I do. He nodded without disagreeing... but his expression remained relaxed, exuding a sense of confidence.

"If you think of it as a game, the difficulty of those 'Colored Monsters' is, without a doubt, unreasonable. I don't think a straightforward approach will work."

"...Is it okay for you to say that, in more ways than one?"

Even if it's just a title, that's a line someone involved in the development and management shouldn't be saying.

"Probably not. But it's fine—that's why that world allows for the exceptional."

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

I don't really understand what he's saying, but I'm already starting to want to cover my ears. Maybe I'll just let him talk and focus on the food...

My inner thoughts, which I didn't bother to hide, must have shown on my face. Chitose-san laughed, amused. "It's not a difficult concept."

"It's simple. Even a year ago, there was 'exceptional' combat strength. The 'Red Circle' was defeated two years ago. There's no reason why the 'White Throne' can't be beaten."

"Well, there's the compatibility with the chosen members, and the mysterious power-up after the 'Red Circle' was defeated..."

"Yes, I'm sure there are various factors."

He nodded, but his expression and tone did not affirm my pessimism.

It wasn't the optimism of a non-participant—there was a mysterious reliability in the depths of his black eyes.

"I'm not a gamer, but... after watching Arcadia's players for three years, I have come to one conviction, a truth about all of you."

"Oh? Let's hear it."

While I had put down my knife and fork some time ago, he continued to eat the meal, which he himself seemed to be satisfied with.

The non-gamer, assistant representative of Yotsuya, and chef, spoke with an air of complete ease.

"More than technical skill, more than the quality of your equipment, more than anything else—it's motivation. That is the single greatest factor directly linked to the 'combat strength' of you players."

"Ah..."

As for that declaration, my take on it is...

"As someone who has watched over the players more than anyone, I can guarantee it. Thanks to *someone*, they are more fired up than ever before... no, it's like when the world first began. They are driven by an unceasing motivation that has them excited day and night—"

I can't say it'll be a walk in the park, and I'm full of pessimism and anxiety.

But for some reason—

"Compared to a year ago, twice as strong doesn't even begin to cover it."

—as for me, strangely enough, I don't feel like we're going to lose.

"...I'll do my best to meet our client's expectations."

"Yes, I'm looking forward to it, Lord Acrobat."

Of course, naturally, there was no way I could disagree with his words.

We've trained, we've powered up, we've gathered our equipment... the preparation period flew by, and the day of the decisive battle is tomorrow.

As for me, I can't ignore the heat of the motivation churning in my gut—

I probably won't sleep well tonight, I thought, and let out a wry smile, feeling like a child before a field trip.



    Chapter 366

    Thoughts on the Incarnation of Unreasonableness

    And so, the next morning came.

"—Hah... ...Kuh, haaaah...!"

"Are you sleepy...?"

My partner, who I met up with in the still-bare Clan Room that had become our new base, hit me with a retort right off the bat.

Well, it's my fault for letting out a huge yawn right away.

"Come on, Haru, you got enough sleep, right?"

"I did, I did. I think I got about six hours..."

I had been warned the night before, "Don't stay up late," so it was only natural that I'd get scolded for showing obvious signs of sleep deprivation.

I managed to get some sleep, but it wasn't a deep one, and I didn't exactly wake up feeling refreshed and energetic. I had no room to talk back.

—So, I'll just quickly change the subject.

"I'm more worried about whether the Night-Type Boy will wake up without oversleeping."

"...In your mind, Tetra-kun is completely nocturnal, isn't he?"

"Come on, Sora-san, you've never seen him log in before nine P.M. either, have you?"

"Ah... um............"

Since we formed the clan, I've been going to see him whenever our schedules align and I have free time, but every time, he sends me away with a clear 'leave me alone' aura.

I go to see him, to bother him, and I get pushed away. But when we run into each other unintentionally, he's sometimes the one to start a conversation.

—He's a complete cat. He's practically a cute little brother to me, even though he's my senior.

"It would be nice if the three of us could go on a picnic sometime."

"That sounds fun, but it definitely wouldn't be a peaceful picnic, would it?"

"He loves poisonous creatures, after all..."

"That's not it. It's because you'd get carried away and cause a huge commotion, Haru."

"No way."

...And so, in that manner.

Somehow, it's become a routine for us to start with some random chit-chat before even saying hello. We trade words endlessly.

Without tiring of it, we naturally take turns speaking, engaging in a back-and-forth (?), looking for a suitable break.

And in the end, we both notice what's happening and let out a wry smile at the same time—

"Morning, Sora."

"Good morning, Haru."

Our expressions soften, and we finally exchange greetings.

I might be a little sleep-deprived, but my mental condition isn't bad. At the very least, my fighting spirit and energy are more than sufficient.

The day of the decisive battle has finally arrived—let's enjoy it to the fullest.

◇◆◇◆◇

"Alright, I'm only saying this once, so listen up—stop pulling my 'ears'."

"Your voice is so low, that's scary."

My partner and I moved to a different location, arriving right on time for the scheduled gathering.

At the Eastern Round Table, where our nocturnal clan member and the other key players had assembled, I was, as has become a daily routine, threatening the red one (Mi-na).

Despite my threats, she continued to tug on my hood. She's gradually getting more comfortable with me... my scary face isn't working on her anymore.

"Besides, why does Ri-na-chan get a pass! What, do you have a thing for cool-type beauties? Are you a lolicon?"

"I said stop *yanking* on them! If you were as gentle as your partner, I wouldn't complain every single time!"

"Ears, cute."

"Thanks a lot!"

Ugh, seriously—this is why I was reluctant!

I knew they'd be used as a toy one way or another, just like this!

While the guys just brushed off the design of my new outfit with a casual 'that kind of thing is common in virtual worlds and games,' the girls generally didn't let it slide.

As expected, it started with the red and blue pair.

Sora-san's eyes lit up at first sight, saying, "Bunny, ears...!" Kagura-san teased me with an "Oh, how cute." My master and Hinayo-san just smiled, and when I ran into Rinne in town, she chased me around saying, "Let me take a picture."

To top it all off, for some reason, Alicia gave me a hoodie with bunny ears attached in the real world as a gift—no, there is absolutely, positively, no way I'm wearing that!

I'm glad it's well-received, but I'd appreciate a little consideration for my feelings when you're teasing me. Is a guy with 'ears' that unusual?! ...It probably is!

"Oi, kid."

"Yes, Lord General Commander?"

"I don't mind you being relaxed, but get your head in the game. We're finishing up this meeting and moving on to final adjustments."

"I can't shake the feeling that everyone thinks I'm the one instigating this nonsense...!"

—During the preparation period, I crammed as much information as I could about the 'White Throne' into my head. Going into a fight blind is the 'ultimate delicacy' in gaming, but some opponents just don't play by those rules.

A 'raid boss' is the embodiment of that exception. It's a massive wall that can't even be challenged without every member of the raid sharing accurate information and coordinating closely.

So, this time, I can't just dive in and improvise like I did with [Epel, Great Ice Spirit Guardian] the other day. Both Sora and I have been studying hard.

That said... there's still no complete information on [Tsarkalv of the White Throne]. Even after scouring the internet and listening to the experiences of those who have actually faced it, like Alicia, it's laughably insufficient.

In the end, all we know for sure are a few of its attack patterns and some theories about its abilities.

Since it learns and gets stronger the more you fight it, we can't just casually do a recon-in-force. And if we try to investigate with a smaller force, a half-hearted team would be wiped out before they could gather any information—it's a real 'what are we supposed to do?' situation.

Alicia and the other top-tier players at the forefront of the攻略 are a sharp bunch. They must have spent years trying various strategies, and if the result is the scarce data we have now... then there really was nothing they could do.

The only path left is to face the unknown, adapt on the fly, and overwhelm it with our own power.

Excellent. Let's ignore the unreasonable setup that kicks the MMO standard of trial and error to the curb. I don't mind a challenge with a party.

We can complain about what a terrible game this is after we've been defeated, if by some chance our strength isn't enough and we have to hold a disappointed after-party.

Now, about the abilities of this incarnation of unreasonableness, the 'Colored Monster'... as has been discussed many times, the 'White Throne' we're facing this time has abilities related to 'space'.

Namely, teleportation—the biggest raid gimmick and the worst obstacle: a full-field forced teleportation shuffle that activates every hundred seconds.

What's so insane about this is that it basically makes formations meaningless, or rather, impossible to form in the first place.

The frontline forms a wall, the backline provides fire support and healing, and the skirmishers adjust the battle situation as needed. This fundamental strategy of large-scale combat is completely unusable.

Proper coordination is almost impossible.

When I heard that, I couldn't help but give a wry smile.

Even for a group of belligerent battle junkies, that's one of the reasons our faction (Istia) places an excessive emphasis on 'individual combat strength'.

What's required is the skill to survive as long as possible on your own.

Even a healer, who normally wouldn't need to consider solo combat—can be summoned right in front of the monster, without any say in the matter.



    Chapter 367

    The Pre-Battle Whatever

    —Alright, there are still more massive hurdles to overcome against the 'White Throne'.

Putting aside its outrageous abilities for a moment, let's talk about its actual stats. And you guessed it, they're just as outrageous.

First, as a premise, despite its extremely slow-looking, massive body, it's not a 'boss that moves around a lot'.

It has a *certain amount* of actions, like the tail swipe it used to swat me away like a gnat during my first encounter, but it's generally the type to stand its ground and hold the line.

So, is it similar to the [Gemlant Quintesta, the Jewel-Eating Queen]? Not exactly. While you could call it a 'bullet hell type', I'm not sure if you can even call *that* a 'bullet'...

Well, regardless, its number of attacks is insane. It's a given that while it stands its ground, we'll be thrown into a chaotic festival of pandemonium.

And then, beyond the vision of hell that's so easy to imagine.

After overcoming the soul-crushing design where the 'bullets' and the 'main body' have different physical or magical resistances, and let's say we manage to chip away at its health a bit—that's when Phase 2 begins.

The enhanced form that was updated after the 'Red Circle' was defeated... or rather, it's simply a different form. The curtain rises on a *fun* chaotic battle with *multiple clones*.

The first challenge was two years ago, before the raid on [Ryeltaheria of the Red Circle], where I saw a raid of a hundred people, including Iris, get instantly wiped out.

And a year after that—meaning, a year ago from now. The second challenge, where the chosen members were蹂躙 by that clone form.

Unlike the original body, it's a brutally difficult combination of multiple aggressive, mobile monsters and the stationary forced teleportation gimmick... Of course a first-time clear was impossible. In fact, I was impressed by the past record of them managing to take down half of them even so.

Even a year ago, the freaks of nature were still freaks of nature. A very reassuring thought.

—And so,

"Well, in the end, there's no point in overthinking it. With so little information, we'll just have to have everyone adapt on the fly and perform at their best."

After a final review of each person's role and a recap of the shared information, Goldow concluded with a sense of resignation.

That's exactly right. In the end, that's all there is to it.

We're both 'first-timers', fair and square. There's no other way but to overcome their 'unknown' with our own 'unknown' and crush them with our power.

"—Haru, and Sora."

"Yeah."

"Yes!"

He looked around at the faces of those who nodded at the reconfirmed strategy, and his gaze finally turned to us.

To Sora, who I had squeezed into my seventh-ranked seat because there weren't enough chairs, and to me, standing next to her.

"No matter how you slice it, the White Throne forces a certain amount of solo play on everyone, so each of you is the star—but it doesn't change the fact that you guys are the 'keystone'. We're counting on you, along with Lux."

"You can count on me, with everything I've got."

"I'll do my best...!"

I'm well aware that I'm in a position where pressure is expected.

This time, it's no exaggeration to say that the overall combat efficiency of the raid will depend heavily on our performance... No, I'm being completely serious.

Sora and Lux aside, if I slip up and die, I'll be branded a 'war criminal' and teased about it for all eternity. I'm starting to tremble.

"Sorry to interrupt your trembling, but I'm going to be especially hard on you, since you'll be the one *putting your body on the line*. I don't want to talk about triage, but don't get your priorities mixed up, you hear?"

"I know. I'll use my head as much as I can and strive for the best possible outcome."

When I nodded obediently, the General gave one big nod and—

"Alright... for now, dismissed! Take a break, make adjustments, grab some food—everyone, get your condition in order and reassemble at noon."

A cheerful clap echoed, signaling the end of the meeting.

◇◆◇◆◇

"—...And I bet no one would believe that during my break, I'm being made to cook lunch for the 'Sword Queen'...

"And I'm sure no one would believe I'm having the 'Acrobat' cook for me."

"If anyone found out, the 'White Throne' subjugation would be the last thing on anyone's mind. The internet would be in flames right now..."

I've already finished all the necessary adjustments and meetings the day before. So, rather than rushing around now, a relaxed approach is the smarter choice.

My condition check at the training grounds was just that—a quick check, and then I was done. Since the assembly is at noon, I decided to have an early lunch and parted ways with Sora in the virtual world—

Only to be caught by Alicia, who had come to my room looking for food, which brings us to the present.

"...Pasta?"

"According to a certain someone, this is what a man who can cook, cooks."

Once I tossed the egg yolks and milk in the pan off the heat, the spaghetti carbonara, coated in a glossy sauce, was complete.

I plated it, finished it with a sprinkle of black pepper... and voila, delicious. I can tell without even tasting it. It has less to do with my skills and more to do with the fact that the ingredients, like the expensive bacon and cheese, are high quality.

By the way, the Kasuga household doesn't use egg whites. I'll use the leftovers to make some biscuits later.

"Here you go. Enjoy."

"Mm... Thank you for the meal."

For better or worse, I've gotten used to sharing meals with Alicia.

While we don't live together, we are, in fact, 'under one roof'. I do feel a bit guilty towards the other person (Nia), but... as for *that*, I've submitted a request to the higher-ups and am currently awaiting a response. All I can do is wait.

As for making it up to her, or whatever you want to call it, I'll deal with that sincerely afterward. Though, it would be best if this princess would exercise some self-restraint until then—

"Delicious."

"Glad to hear it."

With the same vigor she used to provoke Nia, she seems to have no intention of holding back herself. As always, she barges in, barges in, and barges in, doing whatever she wants.

"How are you feeling?"

"Mm, perfect. And you?"

"Helena has been working very hard."

"Thank goodness for our Lady-in-Waiting."

"Without her, managing a large number of people would be absolutely impossible. I'm really just a figurehead."

"Isn't that fine? It's all about putting the right person in the right place. Though, from my perspective, you're the type with a ridiculously sharp mind."

"Compared to someone truly brilliant, I'm just average. From my point of view... I'm envious of people like you, who can just power through with momentum."

"...........................I'll take that as a compliment."

"It is a compliment."

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

"...Even though I know it's just a front, and that you're actually thinking a lot."

"Iris-san."

"Yes."

"Aren't you eating a little fast?"

"It was delicious. Thank you for the meal."

"...You're welcome."

And so, we passed the time over a lunch that was both relaxed and not-so-relaxed, but at least devoid of any tension—and with its passing, the time drew steadily closer.

At last, the long-awaited moment,

The day of my reunion with the immense adversary—the one who, long ago, set fire to my heart when I was looking down on that virtual world.



    Chapter 368

    Those Who Aim for the White Throne

    After finishing lunch and parting ways with Arche, I logged back in. There were still thirty minutes until the meeting time, leaving me with a little extra, but I was embarrassed to admit I couldn't wait any longer.

Fortunately, my training regimen had long since passed the point where a little light movement would tire me out. I figured I'd kill some time and do some final tuning at the training grounds—

"—Whoops."

"Heh, ah…"

As I thought that and returned to the virtual world… I found my second visit to the Clan Room for the day already had a guest in its shared space.

Tetra was only interested in customizing his room, which was slowly turning into a suspicious laboratory, while Sora and I had been too busy with special training and the like to even think about it.

Thus, our castle, completely untouched by furniture or any other additions, was still a cavernous and truly lonely space.

The 'Room,' which apparently exists in a separate dimension, couldn't be exited to the 'outside,' but it did have windows that displayed a simulated landscape.

So, for now, the only visual comfort was the serene flower field and the vast azure sky, fitting for our clan's name. Once things settled down, I'd have to start making some changes—but that aside…

"Practicing in a place like this? I take it you're already feeling quite confident with your control."

"W-well, this was a result of considering that it has the same indestructible properties as the training grounds…"

She must have been aware that it was a bit… *improper*.

Sora averted her gaze shyly at my teasing and dispelled the flame sword, the Flam, that she had been levitating with a swing of the “wand” in her hand.

"Looks like you've got a perfect handle on *that*, too."

"Ehehe…"

Until recently, she would use a single “command sword” she’d created to control her magic swords. It wasn’t that the sword itself had any special effect; it was simply a prop she used to aid her mental control by striking a *pose*…

Unfortunately, the new power, the Flam, she'd gained when [Cradle of Sword-Craft (Cradle)] evolved to the Second Tier couldn't be used with her “command sword” as before.

The reason was simple—she couldn't hold it.

The slender sword, a mass of condensed thermal energy, didn't recklessly spew heat like a mischievous, blazing fire.

But creating dozens of them would generate enough heat to create a shimmering haze. In other words, it wasn't some special conceptual fire; it was just plain hot.

And that heat would burn even its master's skin on direct contact… Essentially, if Sora tried to grip it like a wand, she’d take damage as well.

One might suggest she just make the command sword out of “sand” like before, but it wasn't that simple either.

It had to do with a skill called `Attribute Conversion`, which appeared in the `Magic Sword Aptitude` tree following the evolution of [Cradle of Sword-Craft (Cradle)]—basically, it was impossible to handle two attributes simultaneously.

She couldn't use “sand” and “flame” at the same time without switching attributes each time. It was unclear how this might change in the future, but… I felt a mix of disappointment and relief.

The fact that her Anima, which had been barreling down the path of being ridiculously overpowered, now had a clear limitation… it felt more realistic, somehow.

Though if someone asked if that was really such a major limitation, I'd have to admit it wasn't—

In any case, that's how it was. For a time, Sora had practiced controlling the swords without a command sword, but it didn't go well, so she wanted an external substitute.

And so she had Kagura-san make this “wand.”

[Integral (Dawn's Lodging Staff)]—a short staff crafted by combining a mysterious, source-unknown piece of wood called [Thin Dawn Spirit Tree Fragment], which I received from Lux, with Sora's long-stored [Mycelial Ancient Wood].

Actually, I had also used that same material for the scabbard of my Rabbit Dagger. Thinking back, it was quite nostalgic; the first spoils we'd ever won together were finally both out in the open.

It was a compact twenty centimeters long and extremely slender. While not as delicate as a conductor's baton, its appearance was quite similar.

The gradient from the black handle to the whitish wood at the tip was a stylish piece that evoked the dawn, just as its name suggested.

…Incidentally, the “holster” Kagura-san tried to make her attach to her thigh was now worn on her slender waist, thanks to Sora's firm 'NO.'

She's wearing a knee-length skirt, after all. I think that's for the best, too.

No matter how much the system's protection in this world, Arcadia, prevents you from *seeing* anything, I'd probably be on the edge of my seat every time she drew the wand, so nervous I'd have an accident and die. I'm sure of it.

"—And as for you, Haru, have you gotten *used* to it?"

"Ah… honestly, it's iffy."

Sora sheathed her wand, and her gaze turned to my right hip. There, in a black leather scabbard matching the [Rabbit Dagger (Rabbit) Parabellum] on my back, rested a single straight sword.

It wasn't that I'd added another weapon type to my arsenal at this late stage… The true identity of this unnecessary dead weight was none other than my beloved sword, still in its rebellious phase.

It was [Everquartz (Sky-Soaring White Crystal Sword)], which had materialized a few days ago and refused to turn back.

"It feels so heavy at my hip. The sense of wrongness is insane."

"Ahaha… I guess you've never had to carry one before, have you?"

Not once, aside from the Rabbit Dagger, which is practically weightless… well, I guess I carried a few things back in the very first “forest.”

What in the world is wrong with my willful other half? It's not even in its usual semi-transparent, ethereal form; it's completely materialized, and I have no idea why.

To top it off, it gets *rejected* by my inventory, and it completely ignores my Construction skill's attempts to switch it out, as if that's its natural right. It's doing whatever it pleases.

I mean, you could materialize all along? Why didn't you disclose all your abilities to your master???

"…I don't know for sure, but I'm sure…"

Not content with just staying materialized, the problem child wouldn't even respond to requests for autonomous movement. Watching me tap the pommel of the sword, Sora smiled with a hint of amusement.

"It's saying, 'Use me,' I think."

"Ah, well… wait… this thing uses *boku*?"

"I-It's fine, isn't it? It's just an image, an image…!"

Teasing Sora back in retaliation, I let out a wry chuckle.

"Sheesh… you don't have to be so blatant about it."

It's not like I have any other choice but to use you, partner.

I know. This isn't just my revenge—it's *our* revenge. I won't forget. You can count on it.

"We still have a little time… Let's head to the training grounds. Someone else might be there."

"…Fufu, let's."

As Sora started walking with me, I realized I had never told her the details of the reckless, absurd 'grudge' I held with the White Throne from the past.

But my partner seemed to easily perceive my hidden feelings.

That's right. I'm looking forward to it. I've been waiting for it—for the moment I can slam this beloved sword, once a pickaxe, into the White Throne once again.



    Chapter 369

    Noisy Yet Calm

    —Throughout history, a 'group' has always been something that draws a lot of attention. It’s not just limited to people; wherever a 'multitude' gathers in one place, they inevitably become the center of focus.

It's no different in a game. When a large number of players gather and create a lively commotion, most people will stop and think, "Oh, is there an event?"

This is especially true for a 'raid party' like this, composed almost entirely of renowned powerhouses, led by rankers.

Each one is clad head-to-toe in their prized equipment, their expressions filled with fighting spirit… it's obvious to anyone that they're about to *start something*.

—*That group looks insane.*

—*A surprise event?*

—*Wait, all of our rankers are there.*

—*Lady Hinayo is so beautiful.*

—*Ri-na-chan, look over here!*—

And so, figuring we'd 'stand out no matter where we gathered,' we decided to be bold.

The hundred-plus members assembled at the transfer gate nearest the fountain plaza, and as a result, the Istia district was filled with a fervor reminiscent of the Four Pillar War selection match.

A man who said, 'All of *our* rankers are here,' got smacked by a Sword Saint fan for forgetting, "Ui-sama isn't there!" Meanwhile, a certain red-headed player pouted as blue-themed cheers erupted for someone else, causing her own fans to go wild. It was utter chaos.

"…Our faction's women are as popular as ever, huh."

"Of course they are. They're strong, cute, fun, and approachable."

"Plus they're all gorgeous in real life. It's no wonder they mass-produce guys who are seriously in love with them."

"The other day, I ran into Hinayo-sama in town and worked up the courage to say hi. She smiled and waved back, and my heart just stopped. I literally died."

"You're kidding, I'm so jealous. Go on and pass into the afterlife. Need some help?"

"One time, I was just spacing out in an empty lot when Mi-na-chan came up and started talking to me. 'Whatcha doin', mister?' she said…"

"I've heard that brag about two thousand times now, shut up and go bald."

"Most of the famous players here act like they're 'just another gamer,' so they feel really close. It's the best…"

"I see… By the way, the guys are pretty popular too, right?"

"You bet."

"They're all so cool. The General Commander is every guy's fantasy, and Gen-san is a real man who embodies the dreams of men. And the Sword Protector… wait, no, Peerless has that battle-maniac vibe, which is great."

"Irori-kun is such a nice young man when you talk to him, it makes an old guy like me tear up."

"He's the kind of handsome guy you can forgive, you know?"

"Haha… well, I guess I can't argue with that."

I'm the only one who's currently being 'taught' by him, and it's true that for those who haven't experienced his Spartan training, he has nothing but annoyingly good qualities…

Now then, as for our junior (senpai) whose name conveniently didn't come up—

"""……………………—Huh?"""

Just as I was about to ask, it seemed they unfortunately noticed me.

The three male players, who seemed to be acquaintances chatting together, finally registered the intruder who had so smoothly joined their conversation and stared blankly.

At that, I, who had joined their chat with a perfectly natural expression, gave a wave with a smile. "Goodbye, see you later," I said, and faded out.

My smile may not compare to that of the 'Goddess,' as 'Lady Hinayo' is known in some circles, but it's a genuine smile I've polished through countless part-time jobs.

I don't know if there's any demand for it, but please accept it as you will—now, if you'll excuse me?

With cries of surprise rising a moment too late behind me, I suppressed my presence and weaved through the 'group,' searching for my next target.

I was in the *center* of the center, drawing even more attention from the 'insiders' who were themselves being watched from the 'outside.'

I was surrounded by the Title Holders, who formed a circle around me like bodyguards—and I could feel the complicated gaze of my partner, whose expression was a mix of tension and exasperation.

◇◆◇◆◇

"He looks like a seasoned salaryman making his rounds."

"That's definitely a talent of his."

"Where does he get that mysterious communication skill that lets him talk to anyone and everyone?"

"Maybe he's actually an old man with a lot of life experience."

—And so, as Mi-na, followed by Ri-na, Irori, and Tetra, all had their say, the young man who was the center of their attention—my partner—coolly continued his "rounds."

It was something I could never imitate. I knew, of course, that he had no intention of showing off, but it felt like he was, making me feel a little complicated.

After gathering at noon and a final confirmation, we moved—and as soon as we arrived at the general assembly point, he was at it again without a moment's hesitation.

He really is a handful.

Because I can't help but see right through his intentions and inner thoughts.

"…Nihi."

"…What is it now?"

Mi-na's attention, which had been drawn to my partner who was causing a stir among the surrounding players, shifted to me as she playfully pounced as usual. Seeing the undisguised amusement in her eyes, Sora turned her face away with a sulk.

I had a feeling that if I engaged, I would lose—

Unfortunately, the small shadow that 'playfully pounces as usual' also comes as a set, as usual.

"He's trying to stand out on purpose. Because you'll both be getting attention anyway."

"…I know that, so please…!"

I turned my face away, only for Ri-na to be waiting there, putting it into words. Exactly. It was something I already knew without even having to think about it.

In the end, he was just being his *usual* self.

"He's doing a pretty good job of being your partner, don't you think? For someone who usually acts so aloof and standoffish!"

"…I think that depends on who he's with."

I knew it was just her usual banter, and it wasn't that I was offended by her teasing my partner. 

So, the lack of reservation in my tone was simply due to embarrassment… but the girl of the [Left Wing] immediately lit up.

"Oh, that's it! Keep it up and drop the formalities with us too! You can start by dropping the honorifics, come on!!!"

"Mi-na, you're being too pushy."

"That's why you always scare people off."

"'Scare people off' is an exaggeration! I'm sure Sora-chan isn't scared of me!! I mean, I'm not *that* scary, right!?"

And so it went, with the increasingly boisterous Mi-na being pulled away by a certain caring young man, just as usual.

I'm happy for the attention, but my current problem is that I don't feel like I can give them the fun reactions they're looking for.

I know they don't mind, but—

"So, how are you feeling?"

"Oh, what's this, Irorin? Trying to pick up girls in public—myuggyu…!"

It wasn't that rare, but since he often hangs out with my partner, I don't get many chances to talk to Irori, so he struck up a conversation.

Sora let out a wry smile at his skill in instantly silencing the immediate heckler with a single palm, and she returned his smile while unconsciously stroking the wand in the holster at her hip.

"—In top form. I'll do my best today."

"…I see. In that case, I'll be expecting great things."

He said with a gentle smile. I've seen him at the training grounds many times, so I'm somewhat used to him.

Still, his position as a 'ranker' is so far above me that I still feel intimidated… but I can't show him anything embarrassing. I don't want to.

Because I decided myself that I would stand beside a certain someone.

I looked over again, and that certain someone was still making his rounds. Sometimes he was met with surprise, sometimes with smiles, and sometimes with a friendly pat on the shoulder.

My partner, who was demonstrating a communication ability that made me wonder 'where he learned it,' might even be suspected of being 'actually an old man,' as Tetra suggested.

As I entertained such a joke and let out a small chuckle… I couldn't completely shake off my nerves, but I could at least distract myself from the tension and the stares.

"…I'm okay."

*You don't need to worry, you don't need to be overprotective, I'm okay*—I murmured in my heart.

After today, *I* will be the one gathering people's gazes, as *myself*. I think I'm prepared for that, and if I may be so bold, I'd say I *welcome* it.

Because this is almost too good to be true.

The person I promised to 'protect each other' with is standing right next to me, looking out for me with his meddlesome care.

And even the people surrounding him, who are almost too kind… they're going to watch over me, now that I've found my courage.

So, yes—I'm sure there's nothing to be afraid of.

"Oh."

"They've arrived."

"Right on time."

A stir rippled through the waves of players, bringing with it a peak of excitement.

Mi-na, who was trying to start a friendly brawl, was being easily handled by Irori with one hand, while Ri-na stuck close by his side as always.

The other rankers were nearby, some chatting, some standing quietly, some exchanging messages like a boss and subordinate.

They, and I, who was surrounded by them. And my partner, who had been flitting about on his own. The gazes of the surrounding players had been on us.

And further beyond, the great wave of passersby who were watching the assembled raid members from a distance—all their gazes, without exception, were drawn to the silver-blue figure that had just appeared.

"—…"

She absorbed the gazes of hundreds with what could only be described as ultimate naturalness.

In a way, she was a girl I admired—in a different direction from the [Sword Saint].

She doesn't bend, she doesn't break even when struck, and though she may look down, she never stops walking forward. The person who stands beside Haru, embodying a way of being I could never imitate.

[Sword Queen] Iris, accompanied by three others—two from her own faction (Fuji and Auerin) and one from the North (Lux)—walked straight ahead with a presence so commanding it was captivating.

No one would be surprised that the crowd parted for her on its own.

Following the 'path' thus created, she quickly reached the representative of the East, the [General Commander]—

"—Sorry to keep you waiting. Let's go."

It was almost as if she felt no particular emotion, so much so that one might misunderstand.

With a placid expression, she spoke quietly—and reached her hand toward the transfer gate.



    Chapter 370

    Re: Straight Down the Cliff

    Now that I've thoroughly experienced the vastness of the main field, the [Garden of Divine Creation], it makes perfect sense, but apparently, the 'beginner areas' for all factions, not just Istia, are in a state of extreme depopulation.

With a boundless, unknown world stretching out to the east, west, north, and south, there's no reason to return to a tutorial map where you can't expect any decent loot.

For that reason, and because we didn't have any peers, Sora and I never thought about it, but it seems the various fields of the [Trial Spheres of Partition] were basically instant-generated spaces.

Well, that's to be expected… Even these maps, when measured against the standards of the *analog games* Arche mentioned, could be considered vast in terms of area.

However, a scale of that size could never handle the chaos of the service's initial launch. It was a natural design choice to manage the massive number of players before they moved on to the virtually infinite main field.

So, the seven maps prepared for each faction are structurally the same as dungeons.

Unless you manipulate the 'settings' like we did during our run, it uses an automatic matchmaking system up to the maximum number of people. If you properly tweak things, you can also enter a party-exclusive instance.

—So, wouldn't that mean multiple 'White Thrones' could exist simultaneously in the final areas of these instances? As for that question, unfortunately, the players haven't found a correct answer.

It has been confirmed that you can't enter the crater if someone else is fighting in another instance… but apparently, you can still visually confirm that 'it' is in the center.

In other words, it's a fact that multiple versions exist simultaneously in different spaces.

'Boundary'—since it's a being that governs space, I guess that makes sense. It's an entity beyond comprehension from the start, so there's a limit to how much we can speculate.

In any case, the important thing is that, for these reasons, we don't have to worry about interference or a gallery.

After we all piled into the transfer gate, led by Arche, I can imagine the commotion on the other side as people realize, 'Could it be?'…

Whether we win or lose, the events of today's battle will be uploaded to the archives anyway. The public uproar is just a matter of sooner or later.

And so, the march toward the 'White Throne,' which began in a surprisingly calm manner—

"Is this a mountain climbing tour?"

"…W-well, you could call it a grand spectacle, I suppose."

Even Sora's attempt to smooth things over was a little lacking this time.

The nostalgic [Cliff Road of the Sky Bridge]—trailing along its narrow, unreliable cliff path was a long, long line of over a hundred top-tier players.

Clad in their glittering armor, chatting animatedly with those in front of and behind them, the scene… was, to put it simply, exactly that of a mountain picnic.

It was a sight you often see on elementary school hiking trips.

Except the ones climbing weren't innocent children, but innocent (?) gamers decked out in sparkling gear.

Well, well, it seems morale is high, which is a good thing.

"In a few minutes, all of them are going to start *jumping off*…"

"That would be, well, quite a sight… I mean, are we really jumping off?"

"Eh, I don't know. From what Arche told me, probably?"

It wasn't a major issue for me either way, so I only asked briefly, but when I questioned how we'd get down the cliff, she said, "We'll just go down normally."

The [Sword Queen] going down *normally*.

With all due respect, I couldn't picture her using ropes or anything else 'normal,' so I just arbitrarily decided, *ah, so we're just jumping off normally.*

Well, it's an attraction that a rookie around level thirty can survive with a desperate struggle. Considering that everyone here is max level and a top-tier powerhouse, a full-on freefall is at least plausible.

…And so on.

Having been ordered by Goldow to 'help any idiots who lose their footing,' my partner and I had been serving as the rearguard for several minutes now.

The front of the line must have reached the most convenient drop point, the one closest to the great crater. The column, which had been advancing at a leisurely pace, came to a halt.

Well then… I suppose I should be proactive about socializing.

"Excuse me, handsome older gentleman over there."

"Whoa…! Oh, what's up, Lord Crown?"

Since I'd been asked to handle any accidents, I'd kept some distance from the back of the line to get a better view of the whole group.

Because of that, I hadn't been chatting until now, so he must have been surprised when I suddenly spoke to him. Though he initially had a big reaction, the nice middle-aged man with light gray hair and a dandy beard immediately flashed a friendly grin.

They may praise the rankers to high heaven, but from a truly general perspective, every single player gathered here is the 'cream of the crop.'

In other words, to varying degrees, they are also leaders.

They might get rowdy and cheer, but if you talk to them, they'll respond as 'fellow players.'

As someone who's about to become their comrade-in-arms, it's a relief, and I'm grateful for it.

"Pardon my ignorance, but I've only been given a vague explanation. What's the plan from here? I heard we're just going down normally, but…"

Exposing my own ignorance is nothing new to me at this point.

I asked in a way that feigned embarrassment, though I myself thought, *'Who are you to talk?'* The handsome man with a longsword slung over his back just nodded without a care, saying, "Ah, I see."

"That's right, we're just going down normally. There's a spot ahead where the cliff face becomes a bit gentler… well, 'gentle' *compared* to a sheer cliff, anyway."

"I see. Well, I guess with our avatars' physical abilities…"

"Yeah. The advance team will lay down some cushions below, and as long as we just slide down, there shouldn't be a problem… and if a problem does arise, the advance team will help us out too."

"Got it, got it… I understand. Thanks for the explanation."

"Don't mention it—we're counting on you today, our Seventh!"

"Haha—you can bet I'll work like a horse, so look forward to it."

I returned his proffered fist with my own, and with that, our excellent communication was complete. Let's see… I think his name was Mouton-san.

I did go through introductions with the selected members the other day for a 'meet-and-greet,' but I've perfectly memorized all one hundred names.

As always, my memory is disgustingly good, even to me.

If I could use this in the real world, I probably wouldn't need study groups… wait a minute. If I somehow duplicated my lecture notes over here and memorized them—

"Haru?"

"Yes."

"I don't know what it is, but you're making a wicked face."

"It was just a thought. Forgive me."

How did she know… well, she's right, cheating isn't good. Especially since I'm already enjoying the massive real-world cheat of Arcadia, which gives me 50% more entertainment time compared to those who can't partake in its benefits.

In truth, I don't even know the detailed mechanics of 'memory' over here, so I have no idea if such a scheme would even work.

But that aside—

"Long story short, it seems we're sliding down rather than jumping. There's a point where the sheer cliff becomes more like a super-steep slope."

"Long story short…"

Sora chuckled at my choice of words… Perhaps happy to avoid jumping, she nodded in satisfaction. "Right, that's what's normal, isn't it?"

At this point, I think she has quite the aptitude for action herself, but her everyday mentality never strays from that of an 'extremely modest' young lady of the Yotsuya family.

There's no need for any tactless rebuttals—so, there are other things for me to consider right now.

A steep slope, almost a sheer cliff.

Sliding down with great momentum.

We are at the very back.

And Sora is wearing a knee-length skirt.

"………………Nope, not happening."

"Yes?"

"I don't think that's going to work."

"Wha, huh…? What do you mean, what's wrong—"

There's no what's wrong about it.

And so, a short while later… let's check our answers—this is what I meant.

No matter how excellent Arcadia's Tough Skirt System (TSS) is, men are simple creatures who get excited just by the glimpse of skin between a skirt and long boots!

"Like hell I'm letting anyone look up from below, you idiots!!"

"Who are you talking to and what are you doing!?"

There was absolutely no other choice. I completely ignored the slide, which was more like a controlled fall.

After seeing Mouton-shi disappear into the fog below with a thumbs-up, I naturally scooped Sora up into my arms—

"Alright, let's go! A counterexample to 'people can't fly,' Part 2!"

"Stop, let g—mooooooooooooh!!"

Just like that one time, I stepped off the cliff without a hint of hesitation.



    Chapter 371

    To the Realm of the Boundary

    I wasn't about to do something that would ruin the very line of sight I'd worked to establish after making my rounds and drawing attention to myself.

I understand how my *usual antics* look to others—so, I slipped into the familiar “fog,” evaded the eyes of those who went ahead, and landed a short distance away.

Sora, for her part, has grown accustomed to my shenanigans, so luckily I was forgiven with just a light swat of scolding.

In the first place, the area below the cliff was filled with a fog so thick you couldn't see your hand in front of your face, so was there even a need to worry about being seen from below?

As for the realization that hit me mid-*fall*—

"That's some real 'magic' right there."

"Right? ..."

Well, since they had a way to deal with it, Mouton-shi had said, 'the advance team will help you even if there's an accident.'

After reaching the bottom of the cliff, relieved of our duty as rescue insurance for stragglers, we joined the rankers at the front and proceeded along the path.

As I watched the scenery, where the fog had been cleanly carved away around the group, and murmured in admiration, a voice overflowing with smugness came from my side.

I thought she was harassing Arche at the front a moment ago. When did this [Traveler] teleport here? Scary. I'll just pretend I didn't see anything—

"Wind magic, right… ?"

And so, my honest partner would deal with her in my stead.

"Yup! It's super convenient magic that blows away fog, poison, miasma, and stuff like that! It's got great range! It's cheap to cast! And it's super useful for adventuring!"

"I, I see… so that's how…"

Who on earth is she trying to sell this to? Overwhelmed by the boundless energy packed into every word, Sora cracked a wry smile.

I've had a few chances to meet her since our first encounter, but she, Lux, is always like this. To be honest, seeing her live solely on hype and momentum, I've had the rude thought, 'Is she really okay?' more than once…

But in that regard, she's the top of the North, as expected. She's successfully cleared all the expectations placed on her, so I can only apologize in my heart.

She may be like this, but I doubt there's any need to worry about her handling of [Cradle of Sword-Craft (Cradle)].

"Hey, what's wrong, Har-kun? You're looking a little down."

"Not at all. My tension gauge is marking a solid eighty percent."

As I quietly listened to my partner's conversation, a demonic hand immediately reached out from the hyperactive monster. I wish she, like a certain indigo-haired girl, would stop judging others as 'not being into it' based on her own energy levels.

Well, in Nia's case, I've come to understand that she's not so much high-energy as she is just fundamentally panicking.

"Don't go expending all your energy now and running out of breath halfway through, okay?"

Knowing it was an unnecessary worry, I offered the advice anyway. Lux just smiled, looking thoroughly amused, though I couldn't guess what she was thinking.

"Nhehehe, no worries, no worries… but well, if the *leader* says so, I have no choice but to say roger that!"

"Unfortunately, I'm not the leader."

"Why me, of all people…"

As I casually made small talk with the 'party members' who were restlessly wandering around, Sora let out a small sigh while looking at the empty air.

What she was looking at was the user interface displayed in my vision as well—namely, the party members' status bars.

At the very top of the four rows of HP & MP gauges, the name [Sora] shone, adorned with a small crown icon signifying her as the party leader.

The maximum number of participants for a 'Colored Monster' subjugation battle is one hundred and ten: ten rankers plus one hundred general slots. Since Arcadia's standard party size is six, it's impossible to divide the members evenly if the maximum number of participants gathers.

Therefore, while most parties would be formed of six, some, including the specially designated rankers, would be composed of four or five—we were one of those.

The members of the recently formed [Azure Sky Clan], plus Lux, made a total of four, which was the roster for our party in this 'White Throne' battle.

Well, my party, or rather, my partner's party—though it looks like a ragtag group, it's actually a lineup with *demonic* synergy.

To be precise, I'm the one who sticks out, but I'd appreciate it if you'd consider my personal coordination with my partner as part of that synergy…

"Um, really… I can't give out orders, you know? It's not just that it's presumptuous, but I'll probably have my hands full with my own job…"

"She says that, but when the time comes, our Sora will get it done."

"That's something to look forward to!"

My lighthearted comment earned me another cute little swat of scolding. Well, it wasn't just a lighthearted comment; I seriously think Sora is suited to be a commander, but—

"—Forget commanding, at least give us a signal. I'll have to be on the front lines too, and I probably won't have the luxury of constantly keeping an eye on the *gauge*."

As the fourth member popped his head in from the side and made a casual request, our esteemed leader and master made a rare expression, letting out a small "Ugh…"

*I want to do my best, but I'm too anxious.*

Or perhaps, *I don't mind, but I'd rather not if I can help it*—that kind of face.

I get it. When I was assigned a crucial gimmick in an MMO boss fight, I felt a similar mix of happy and not-so-happy feelings.

"Well, don't worry about it too much."

"Once it starts, you won't have time for niceties or hesitation anyway."

"Right, right! Let's just have fun!"

"I'll do my best, but…"

Leaving aside the build compatibility, this group is surprisingly well-matched… While it's essential to support Sora, who's been put in the difficult position by process of elimination, we also have Tetra, who's a master of subtle consideration, so things should work out well.

Aside from our helper Lux, the future of [Azure Sky Clan] looks to be quite lively—and with that, just as I was thinking about it…

"—This feels more like a picnic than a raid."

"I think it's lovely that everyone gets along so well."

So said Goldow with a relaxed smile and Hinayo with a warm one.

"Stay sharp. I won't forgive you if you make a fool of yourself."

From Irori, I personally received a lighthearted remark delivered in a joking tone, but the words themselves were not a joke.

"…Well, don't sweat it."

I even received a very rare word of encouragement from Genkotsu-san.

"Let's do this."

"I'm expecting you to go on a rampage."

I bumped fists lightly with the pair of Fuji-san and Auerin.

Mi-na and Ri-na had already given me their encouragement back at the city's transfer gate. I responded to the red-head who enthusiastically drummed on my back with a grateful palm to her head.

And so, as we advanced, I lined up next to the silver-blue figure who had stopped at the front—

"………………It's finally time."

"Yeah, it's finally time."

Through a crack in the great wall that formed a circle around us, I peeked in. In the center of the great crater, that color remained, silent and still.

Even in a battlefield that was absurdly vast, several kilometers in diameter, its overwhelmingly colossal body allowed me to make out its details.

A flat, oval head like a catfish, and a mouth that took up most of it. A bloated, caterpillar-like abdomen, legs like giant trees, great wings that would form a canopy if spread… and at the tip of its long tail, a distorted human face with its eyelids closed.

[Tsarkalv of the White Throne]—one of the 'Colored Monsters,' a being that bears the name 'White' and governs 'Boundary.'

Back when I was a rookie, it was the source of the 'passion' that carved an unending impression into my heart.

"It's still got a crazy look to it."

"Its face is scary. I'm not a big fan either."

"Which face?"

"Both of them. 'Red' was a little cuter."

"……………Was it? Cute? I mean, size-wise, I guess you could say it wasn't not cute, but—"

"…You watched the archive? I told you I didn't want you to."

"Well, I had to study it as an example…"

"………………Fine. I'll just *overwrite* it *this time*."

"You didn't need to overwrite it; you were cool enough as it was."

Did my follow-up, which wasn't meant as a compliment, get through to her or not? After exchanging a few words in a low voice, Arche turned to look back.

In this place, without the [Lady-in-Waiting], there were two people who should take the lead for the group. Namely, the top of the East (Goldow) and the top of the South (Iris).

To each their own. The top of the North (Lux) should just sit quietly.

In any case, considering that most of the general slots are filled by players from Istia, the 'Sword of the Players,' it's natural for Goldow to take command.

And that's why we were shown.

A scene where all eyes naturally gathered, seeking 'something' from the figure who stood boldly at the front and turned back.

A state of being where no one questioned her, looking up to her as the pinnacle.

Before the start of the Four Pillar War. There was probably no one here who wanted the passionate speech our [General Commander] gave us then.

"The third time. This time, it'll definitely be okay. So…"

We've already finished sharing the strategy and held detailed meetings in preparation for this day. Therefore, long and complicated words are no longer necessary.

At this moment… what the people listening to that quiet yet resonant, sweet yet dignified voice want is—a single word from their 'Princess.'

"—Let's win, everyone."

Perhaps in keeping with her calm atmosphere, there were no boisterous war cries typical of the East. Instead, the sound of fists bumping against each other, as if savoring the moment, echoed here and there—

"Haru."

"Yeah."

The words Arche spoke as she turned forward and took a step were directed at her 'colleague.' If our comrades, trembling with excitement, had heard it, they probably would have ganged up on me without a second thought. With her usual voice and expression… she followed the happily smiling girl.

We had both been waiting for this moment.

Let's enjoy it to the fullest—

"Let's have some fun."

"Let's have a blast."

There was nothing lacking in the grand stage we were heading to.

My comrades challenging it with me were a lineup of celestial beings that the me of 'that day' could never have imagined.

Well then, let's get this started—my first-ever, largest-scale raid!
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    The raid formation for the battle against [Tsarkalv of the White Throne] was split 6:4 between frontline and backline. The backline was further divided equally between damage dealers and healer-supports.

When it came to the balance of the composition, I had no choice but to trust the 'leadership,' including Helena-san. As a newcomer, I had no room to doubt; this had to be the best possible team.

Incidentally, I spotted some familiar faces, like Lotta and Zou-san.

While my friend [ElephantThree], who was assigned as a party leader for the tank squad in the versatile frontline role, was one thing, the fact that my other friend was participating as a healer was where I had to draw the line.

Didn't you go on a rampage against multiple melee players in the selection preliminaries? What do you mean your main job is a pure healer and not a magic knight? Get a grip.

But I digress—since roles had been assigned, the standard procedure would be to form a battle line and challenge the mighty boss.

Perhaps because the players were accustomed to their 'positions,' they naturally formed frontline and backline positions as they eagerly stepped into the crater.

Yes, they did.

But the moment all one hundred and ten members of the raid party stepped into the combat zone, before they could react to the change in the air, *that* anomaly occurred.

A bizarre teleportation, as always.

Unlike the light effects that accompany using a transfer gate, this felt like being forcefully dragged by the hand—the work of a divine messenger.

My vision blurred, space jumped… and what spread before my eyes was,

"—This is it… sheesh."

Simply the sight of the white avatar, conveying nothing but 'weight.'

A quick look around revealed that the opening forced teleport had sent everyone together in front of it. However, our formation and ranks were a complete mess right from the start.

It's already begun.

There's no time to be dazed. To get *set up*, I have to meet up with Sora quickly—before it wakes up and starts moving.

"—Alright, move it, you lot!! Get fired up, we're gonna tear it apart!!"

Of course, there were no newbies here who would be stunned by a teleport. As the [General Commander]'s voice rang out like a starting gun,

"Frontline, advance!! The first hit is coming, tanks, get ready!"

"Run, you cowards, run! Backline, retreat! First, focus on getting distance!!"

All at once, the players sprang into action, every last one a top-tier elite at the pinnacle of the virtual world. They were selected with their compatibility against the 'White Throne' in mind, so while they might not be the absolute top hundred, they were undoubtedly chosen warriors from the top few fractions of a percent.

A gathering of self-sufficient players who have mastered individual combat in various fields—which means there's no one here who can't think and act for themselves.

"You all set your *timers*, right?! No one forgot, did they!?"

"Mages, group up, keep your chants ready! We're layering them from the first shot!!"

Each person assesses the situation, and those best suited for the moment shout orders without hesitation.

The absolute condition for the 'White Throne' battle, which forces you into a state of unreasonable flux, is adaptability. That's why they gathered a hundred captains—no, a raid of a *hundred captains all at once*.

"—They're so reliable, it feels like we can't lose."

"…It's only just begun."

Weaving through the sharply moving raid force, I safely met up with Sora using the radar. The face of my partner, whom I found in the crowd… seemed a little tense.

The earth-shattering tremor that had once caught me off guard and sent me tumbling to the ground now shook my avatar.

In response to the players who began to run without fear, even after being dragged before it, the white giant lifted its face.

The eyelids slowly opened, and behind them, its cloudy white eyes—looked down upon them all.

Here it comes.

'White's' *opening move* is a *sweeping attack* with its *long tail*.

"—Goldow."

"—You bet!!"

The opening blow. The tail swung down, raising a tremor, and slipping past the tank squad that braced itself to *prevent the aftershock from reaching the rear*—silver-blue and gold dashed forward.

One held a 'sword.' A blade of divine make, the only one of its kind in this virtual world, embodying the extraordinary.

The other held a 'fist.' An Anima armor, the only one of its kind in this virtual world, that had reached the seventh tier.

Extra-class Equipment [Xultiomart-type Calibur]—Category Error, the *Exceptional Sword*.

Anima [Goldion, Golden Armor of Heroes]—Anima Ranking Weapon Category #1, the *Supreme Battle Garb*.

'——————————'

"Hmph, h—…!!"

"UOOORAAAAAAAHHHHH!!"

In that moment, white, silver-blue, and gold collided—and space itself, not figuratively, distorted.

A great waterfall of impact and sound, which could only be described as a roar, easily shook the avatars that surpassed human limits. The 'White Throne's' first attack, and the two small standard-bearers who challenged it.

The victor—was the small one, who had combined their strength.

"————…Now!!"

"—Keeeeeep iiiiiit cooooomiiiiiiing!!"

There was no one who wouldn't be fired up by the command of their representatives, who had magnificently *struck back* the tail and shaken the giant's body. A true signal for the start of battle rose as a war cry from all over,

And a 'barrage' of greeting fire rained down on the White Throne.

"—……………"

I'm sure she'd done countless mental rehearsals on her own.

My partner is serious and hardworking, so it's not hard to imagine she'd been preparing for this day by watching the archives over and over.

But, you know.

It's only natural—to be overwhelmed, to be left speechless by a kind of感動, I understand that feeling so well it's laughable.

Small beings, challenging a giant 'dragon.'

Exploding flames, flashing sword light.

Look right, look left, it's overflowing with fantasy.

—Isn't this the best? You'd never see a sight like this in the real world.

"Sora."

"…………"

When I called her name, my partner, who had been holding her breath with her large eyes filled with the scene before her, looked at me. Seeing her slightly flushed cheeks—I could read her heart like an open book.

It's not that we're just standing around dazed. We're just waiting for our turn to fulfill our assigned 'role.'

Watching our comrades charge the White Throne one after another, waiting for our turn.

That's right, partner. For the esteemed young lady of the Yotsuya family—to have such an excited face, as if you just can't wait any longer.

In that case— `Construction`.

I summon the pair of greatshields, [Twaibolt Mirari]. The distorted pair combined into a single round shield, a pale blue mirror armor, and I slipped my right arm through one side.

If you can't wait, let's get ready ahead of time.

"I predict—it's going to be insanely fun."

"…My heart might just explode."

As if to calm her racing heart, the girl placed a hand on her chest once… and slipped her offered left hand through the blue shield made for her.

Equipped simultaneously in a combined state—condition met.

""—`Crossing`!""

The keyword was acknowledged, and a shining golden chain shot out from the separated shields.

The thin chain that connected 'White' and 'Blue' vanished in an instant—but the connection certainly conveyed the other's presence to their hands.

Not just presence… but also their 'power,' for sure.

[Twaibolt Mirari]—one of the abilities hidden within the pair-exclusive equipment for me and Sora is the *integration of our STR stats* and a *partial sensory resonance*.

As for the stat integration, the sum of my and Sora's STR is applied to both of us. In other words, in our base state, we can both wield an STR of 350, the sum of my 250 and Sora's 100—

"`Scareless`."

And so, like this… if you add Sora's *trump card* on top, you get the explosive birth of two muscle-bound monsters with an STR of 650.

Sora's MID is still higher, so she narrowly avoids being labeled a meathead. As for me, who is evenly matched and welcomes being a meathead, I'll happily slam my muscles around.

The sensory resonance has various uses, but in a chaotic battle, it has a particularly convenient application for coordinating as a pair.

To put it simply, we always know where the other is without relying on radar or sight.

For the new coordination we devised to fulfill our 'role' this time, it's an essential piece, as Sora needs to know my exact position.

Bravo, [Playful Fire Person]—I'll make full use of it, my exclusive magic crafter.

Now, the White Throne battle has started with a grand opening and a bold offensive from the players, but the fact that we *can't see its progress* is a huge disconnect for someone used to the system's protection.

Its HP gauge isn't visible—which is natural and expected from a realistic perspective, but extremely inconvenient from a game perspective, a setting unbecoming of an RPG.

The fact that it's a system that exists for other enemies, including bosses, makes the disconnect even stronger. Is this also what makes the 'Colored Monsters' special?—and just as I was thinking that,

A small alarm sounds in my mind, *pi pi pip…*

It's nothing special, just a convenient little feature all players can use… a system clock set to repeat, announcing that the count has reached zero.

It's nothing less than our 'lifeline' in this raid.

"—Forced teleport, it's coming!!"

A warning cry from someone, doubling as insurance, reaches my ears.

A hundred-second count, the activation of the first gimmick. It is the second signal, signifying the true start of the battle with the White Throne, which has now awakened from its slumber… after the battle's opening.

A noise, a premonition, runs through my senses.

The world blurs, and in that moment—the gazes we exchanged were more than enough to communicate our intentions.

Even if we're separated, even if we can't see each other… as long as the golden chain, our bond, connects us,

"—Let's do our best!"

"—Yeah, let's have a blast!"

On this battlefield, we will always be side by side.
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    The first forced teleport—and the 'White Throne's' second gimmick activates.

Ignoring the players who were forced to make a split-second check of their surroundings and assess the situation after the random shuffle, an abnormality occurred in the 'dragon' that had let out a roar reminiscent of a whale's call.

It was as if water was being torn apart; white dots separated from its body like droplets. However, they only appeared as dots because the White Throne's body, the object of comparison, was simply too massive.

I couldn't tell the exact size of the things that floated up into the sky, but even from a distance, I could tell that each one had enough mass to crush a player.

And there were dozens of those 'dots,' so many they were countless.

Their true identity was *turrets*, its *split-off bodies*, that *fired a barrage of bizarre projectiles*.

—And they were, of all things, our *designated targets*.

"Crush 'em!!"

Long before the General's voice, which rang out from somewhere, could kick me in the back,

"`Rocket`."

I threw caution to the wind and went full throttle from the start. Scattering my own HP and water droplets, I shot straight up into the sky.

Those turrets floating above the White Throne have the property of targeting the *closest player* and unleashing concentrated fire.

In that case, with the addition of a rule-breaker who can simply fly through the sky this time—

"Bring it on—if you can even keep up!!"

The plan is that, depending on my performance, my comrades *below* can completely ignore one of the damn annoying gimmicks… but of course, I'm the one who ends up going through hell.

What's fired from the white split-off bodies floating in the air is a swarm of 'tentacles' like a danmaku barrage.

They're not the gentle kind that entangle and restrain the enemy; they're hundreds of spears that pierce through without mercy. If they catch you, it's death—so I just have to not get caught!!

With no obstacles and infinite space, it might seem like the perfect stage for `Rocket`, but unfortunately, I can't just fly around and escape as I please.

My role is purely a decoy. To attract every last turret, I have to remain the closest player to all of them.

Furthermore, the order Goldow just gave wasn't 'attract them,' but 'crush them.' In other words, *my* role is the decoy, but *our* role is—

"Lux-san!"

"Okay, let's do it!!"

""`Schwert Kreis`—""

The time limit is one hundred seconds. To ensure the tentacle spears don't rain down on the raid members when I'm dragged down by the forced teleport and their targets scatter—we have to destroy every last one of them each time the teleport and turret deployment cycle repeats.

"`Zwei Tausend`!"

"`Continuous Volley`!!"

Two rings activated, and a 'dust storm' far exceeding the number of 'White's' minions surged into the sky.

Two thousand sand swords, controlled by Sora, flying freely through the air.

And a continuous, super-long-range barrage of unending projectiles fired by Lux, who had copied [Cradle of Sword-Craft (Cradle)] with her [Reminiel Traveler (Treasure-Marked Traveler's Notebook)] and tamed it in her own way—a rising rain.

What a spectacular sight, truly the pinnacle of—not that I have a single millimeter of time to think such carefree thoughts!!

"`Fatal Leak`—…!!"

Since I've already declared that 'friendly fire is not a concern,' it would be too uncool for words if I were to accidentally get hit and fall from the sky.

As far as *MP consumption* is concerned, for *this time only*, there's *no need to worry*—I won't hold back, I'll keep it active at all times……………wait a second?

"Tch, I know, I know, stop rattling around…!"

Dodging the approaching tentacles, dodging the flying magic swords, and spamming `Rocket` in quick succession. My head is already fried from managing the skill and my posture.

If I lose focus in this state, I'll be on a one-way trip to an accidental death. I gripped the hilt of my beloved sword, which had started to thrash about in the scabbard on my right hip, with my left hand, and soothed it, telling it to calm down, partner.

Don't you worry.

—Do you really think your master, of all people, would be satisfied with just running away?

Whether my inner thoughts got through or not, the unruly horse quieted down, and I couldn't help but grin… no, I've been smiling for a long time now.

Yeah, this is fun—so, let's make it even more fun!

"Sora!"

My voice doesn't reach her, *but it does*.

My request travels through the bond woven by the chains connecting our shields. And the response from my partner certainly came back to me.

Seven sand swords broke away from their task of targeting the White Throne's turrets and carving up the tentacles they fired. I grabbed one of them with the right hand that held the shield.

It's bulky, but not impossible to swing. But I don't need to swing it as a weapon. Because this is a substitute for an *antenna*—the reins of a vassal, bestowed by the master of the magic swords.

"The decoy act is over. Follow me…!!"

The attack prediction lines provided by `Fatal Leak` and a quick calculation of my own breakthrough power tell me—no need for tricks, a single point breakthrough is more than enough!

"`Rocket`!!"

I kicked off the void, full throttle. The six magic swords, linked to the one I held, followed me at super-high speed, spiraling beyond the limits of Sora's skill.

No need to evade. While slicing through the tentacles in my path with my entourage of blades… I can't see it clearly, but the timing is now.

As I passed by one of the turrets, a target I'd memorized in an instant—I drew and cut it in two.

"—————Ha…!"

There was *no resistance* whatsoever.

Seeing that dozens of magic swords were attacking each one, the durability of each turret was thought to be considerable.

And yet, this.

It truly felt like I had cut through empty air.

"You're in a good mood, aren't you—let's go on a rampage, partner!!"

Whether it was my imagination or not, the sword blade, which seemed to be glowing faintly, shone a pure white that rivaled the 'White'—and [Everquartz (Sky-Soaring White Crystal Sword)], released from its scabbard, seemed to be unable to contain its excitement for its long-awaited *stage*, carving a dazzling trail across the azure sky.

---

[Everquartz (Sky-Soaring White Crystal Sword)] Anima: Straight Sword/Ring
Its steel remembers the karma of defying a divine messenger.
Its blade remembers the honor of sinking its fangs into a pillar.
Its sword will not forget—the heroic figure of its master, who soared without yielding to divine might.

・Special Effect: 'One Who Aims for the White Throne'
Provides a special attack bonus against [Tsarkalv of the White Throne] and its kin.
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    —Two years have passed since I first visited this virtual world.

And a little over a year since I was burdened with the unsuitable title of ranker.

Starting with the last 'White Throne' battle, which felt like my debut, I've already grown accustomed to placing myself in the out-of-place arena of great wars.

It's truly against my will—I got into [Arcadia] seeking a carefree solo journey, so this is beyond unexpected.

Is it good fortune or misfortune that the build I created to thoroughly avoid battles has somehow proven effective on various battlefields…

Whining and using my age as an excuse would be troublesome and, above all, uncool. Until a junior truly worthy of being an 'Eastern Ranker' finally ousts me, I'll just play the part of the seat that's been pushed on me, getting by moderately, appropriately—

I was aware that, from the perspective of others, this might make me look like a cynical child, uncool, or sarcastic.

Fortunately, the inhabitants of this world were all *mature adults*, no matter where I looked.

Those who were clearly several years older, and those who were around my own age. They were all fun-loving, considerate, and skilled at 'getting along with others.'

It's a comfortable world where the constraints of the real world seem foolish. A world where you are affirmed, never denied.

I owe a debt of gratitude to the management who created this utopia, Arcadia, through their strict entry screening, and to the 'Princess' who made them *recognize its specialness* through her very being.

If the atmosphere weren't what it is now, I would have undoubtedly left the virtual world the moment I was saddled with something as troublesome as being a ranker.

If that had happened—I wouldn't be here now, with an uncharacteristic smile on my face, witnessing this dumbfounding sight before me.

It's a scene of great battle that I've grown accustomed to, albeit reluctantly. However, I have no memory of a crazy festival this insane.

Numerous warriors challenging a 'dragon' with a massive body that makes my neck hurt to look up at.

Above its head, where countless weapons flash and explosions fly, a swarm of freely soaring sand swords that seem to fill the sky like a canopy.

And weaving through the barrage of bullets fired from the 'White's' turrets and the rain of blades, a pure white trail (contrail) that zips across the heavens at a speed that's impossible to follow with the naked eye.

I'm not the only one looking up, waiting for my turn.

"Oh my god, that person is actually flying!!"

"It looks so fun, I'm so jealous, I want to do that too!"

"His partner is insane, was there a rank update!?"

"German! He was shouting something German-like!"

"So if I can fly, I can get a cute partner too!!"

"I don't get what you mean!—Here it comes, tank squad, brace yourselves!!"

"""Let's gooooo!!"""

Shouting all sorts of incomprehensible nonsense, the frontline warriors, who didn't miss the preparatory motion, intercepted the swinging tail of the 'White Throne,' their skill effects trailing behind them.

While they couldn't match the two otherworldly representatives, the seven of them working together managed to stop the massive object—even if they couldn't make it waver, their work was more than enough.

Instantly, the magic of the artillery squad rained down on the head and torso of the 'White Throne,' which had stopped moving—and bursting through the remnants and aftershocks, the *otherworldly ones* charged in.

[Peerless]'s first sword slash ripped open its throat,

The fists of [Twin Fists] and the greatsword of [Adamant] simultaneously caught its snout as they leaped forward side by side,

The silver-blue of the [Sword Queen] and the gold of the [General Commander] once again made the 'White' tremble.

And,

"Copy it!!"

"As you wish…!"

The follow-up was immediate. As if in response to Goldow's command, who had slammed his combined fists onto its crown, several golden figures appeared above his head.

There were five of them—translucent, with no faces behind their masks, copied dolls.

"`Quintet`!!"

The follow-up attack from the dolls summoned by [Full Auto (Automata)] landed. Although inferior to the original, a five-fold simultaneous attack could potentially surpass it in total damage.

And so, the 'White Throne,' which had been subjected to a fierce assault by the 'monsters' who were like grains of sand in comparison, was—was it working, or not?

Its body trembled, raising a tremor, and it let out a whale-like roar,

"—`First Bullet, Awakening Blink`."

No signal, no warning, was needed or necessary. Following the flow of the instantly constructed coordination without any prior arrangement, all the players distanced themselves from the 'White Throne' in an instant.

A massive heat ray, far surpassing the simultaneous barrage of the mages, erupted as if to push back the roar that shook space itself.

The first shot—the start-up of the Anima [Nova Rescellerate, Mirror Illuminating Six Stars]—fired without hesitation from behind me, who was keeping to the very center of the battlefield, was a clean hit.

When I looked back, a wink flew from the direction of our matched gazes.

My senior, [Scorching Heat Gaze], with whom I'm often paired as a buddy due to our excellent compatibility—the former fourth-ranked player who was praised as the greatest long-range firepower until the rise of the 'Eastern Wings' with their rule-breaking artillery power.

And, a secret from the person herself, someone who has secured an unshakable position as a person you don't want to anger—well then, it's about time I got to work too.

If I'm suspected of slacking off, even by chance, it wouldn't look good.

Ninth Rank, [Undying]—winning without fighting, or rather, not fighting at all, and *therefore not dying*.

It's a style that's not very Istia-like, but I've never once doubted the build I created solely for a carefree solo journey.

It's a problem that the system ended up giving me its 'seal of approval'—but now that I have the opportunity to join this festival as a 'linchpin.'

"I don't like to stand out… but having fun isn't so bad."

No, it's not bad—it's hard to call him a 'mature adult,' but I've made a junior (senpai) who seems to be having more fun than anyone else.

The unexpected outcome of me, who had prized solo play above all and acted aloof, joining a clan on a *whim*.

Well, it seems like it'll be a lot of fun—the fact that I can genuinely look forward to the game ahead like this.

It's not bad. So, I don't think of this as troublesome or unwilling.

Without warning, but at a predicted timing, a single sand sword descended from the sky and stabbed into the ground before me.

A *signal* from my other junior, who is dutiful, honest, and so pure it makes me worry.

She probably tried her best to live up to the lighthearted remark I made before the battle. The way it stabbed into the ground with such force, at a speed that left little room for error, made a faint smile escape my lips.

"Understood, leave it to me—Dazzle Release."

Darkness spilled out, and shadows spread.

Black feathers danced, and an invisible hand reached out.

When I gripped the hilt of the sword before me, I followed the shadow and the battlefield was in the palm of my hand.

…When I confirmed *that* again, I couldn't help but laugh. I had an idea of the materials used, but I never thought such a coincidence could exist.

Although there's a difference between a normal species and a rare species. For the three of us who gathered to form a clan to be unintentionally wearing *similar equipment* is quite a probability.

Haru's [El-Gran Series]… or rather, [El-Gran Stasia, Azure Sky Six Flowers - White Cloud].

Sora's [Dress of El-Clelia].

And the Terror Armament that has become half of Tetra for the past year, born from a variant of the [White-Shining Bird of Fortune]—[Per=Fe Grim, True Theory: Shadow Cloth Looking Up to Black Wings].

The coincidental commonality of our battle garments being made from the feathers of beings that govern the same 'luck' feels like a very deliberate fate… it's embarrassing and makes me fidgety.

It's completely out of character. I know it's out of character, but—no matter how much I pretend to be an adult and act aloof, I guess I was still just a fifteen-year-old (a kid) after all.

"Embrace—`Grimnote, Black Sky Roc Wings`."

Somehow, the elements that build up the excitement are off the charts.

I can't help but let my cheeks relax into a childish grin.



    Chapter 375

    The White Lingering Dream, Swaying in Slumber - Part 4

    The biggest problem in this White Throne subjugation battle is the immense burden on us, who are dealing with countless turrets with just a few people, constantly at full power.

It's not about the effort, but simply that our MP (resources) won't last.

Of course, everyone in the squad brought mana recovery potions, but Arcadia's potions, considering their meager effects, are nothing more than insurance.

Therefore, under normal circumstances, our mana wouldn't keep up. Sora, who is operating `Scareless` while going all out with magic sword generation and control, is a given, but I'm also rapidly depleting my MP gauge by keeping `Fatal Leak` constantly active.

Lux, for her part, seems to have abandoned trying to control the magic swords freely like Sora and is using a fire-and-forget style. Because of this, the loss from firing and dispelling means her MP will also run out soon.

And that's where our junior (senpai), the boy clad in black, comes in.

Tetra's Terror Armament, [Per=Fe Grim, True Theory: Shadow Cloth Looking Up to Black Wings], has the ability of *Dominion of Darkness*.

It's so cool it makes you tremble, which is great, but what kind of performance does it have? That's a question that can't be avoided—but it's impossible to give an answer to that.

Because among the five currently confirmed Terror Armaments, including my [An=Ru Galta (Hypothesis: Wedge-Armor Singing of the King's Road)], that black robe is the only one whose information has not been made public at all.

According to its wielder—

"It's kind of a mess of sophistry and broad interpretations."

"Oh?"

"Because of that, I'm honestly just tilting my head while using it."

"I see…?"

"That's why I haven't made it public. It would mean spreading uncertain information, and if my own interpretation gets muddled, it might interfere with my ability to use its powers."

"………………I, I see."

"Haru, that was a textbook monotone response."

—And so on.

The detailed information about that black robe is completely unknown. Bits and pieces of its abilities, like generating a mysterious *dark field* or draining luck stats, have been confirmed, but the origin of these phenomena and their precise effects have not been revealed, making it a mysterious armament.

Well, it's cool and mysterious, I think. It fits his character, and since there's PvP, it's only natural to keep your personal build information secret.

If he can accomplish something no one else can, like he's doing now—then no one can complain.

"—…Alright, that'll last for a hundred seconds, at least!"

After slicing the *last turret* in two, my role for the first cycle is successfully completed. Clear time was just under ninety seconds, a decent score with some room to spare.

I'll need to be careful about performance degradation due to fatigue and loss of concentration, but judging by the excitement below, a phase transition will likely occur soon.

When that happens, the anti-air ace will be temporarily off duty. In other words, as long as I get 'resupplied,' there's no problem at all.

With the continuous cost of `Fatal Leak` and the small cost of `Aqua` required each time I use `Rocket`, I can manage one cycle with about 80% of my max MP.

And as for that resupply, a super-express delivery has already been dispatched.

—The power of [Per=Fe Grim, True Theory: Shadow Cloth Looking Up to Black Wings] is Dominion of Darkness. Though he prefaced it with a 'details are NG,' Tetra said his image of 'the power of darkness' is to 'swallow.'

For example, the *remnants of magical power* overflowing in space from over a hundred players firing off skills and magic.

For example, the vast battlefield itself, by spreading his shadows.

For example—us party members, using the magic swords of [Cradle of Sword-Craft (Cradle)], an *antenna* connected by Sora's invisible mana path, as a medium.

His 'darkness' swallows all equally, and *shares* it.

In short, Tetra's most important mission in this White Throne subjugation battle is,

"Ha—…busted."

To connect and share an inexhaustible source of mana with me, Sora, and Lux, the members who are pouring out resources while ignoring the rate of consumption.

A buff icon lit up below my status bar, and a night-sky-like darkness overflowed from the antenna I held in my right hand. It traveled along the sand sword, and Tetra's shadow hand seeped into my avatar—my nearly depleted MP gauge was instantly fully charged.

Not just mine, but the gauges of all the members in my view.

Though there are apparently many limitations, for an individual to possess a means of instantly fully recovering the MP of multiple people is beyond abnormal. With the existence of just one person, the words 'war of attrition' are half-erased from our side's vocabulary—an lawless power.

Unlike HP, for which there is the option of healing magic, there are currently almost no means of recovering MP in Arcadia, aside from potions.

It's exceptionally rare—the usefulness of that ability alone is enough to convince the public that it's no wonder he was added to the rankers.

The gentle tone of the alarm. A tune that announces the second forced teleport after the start of the battle.

As expected, I can't hope for a safe landing if I get hit by that while flying or falling. So, to avoid crashing to my death, I returned to the ground by following the path laid out by my Bullets.

Instantly, a flood of praise and other comments washed over me from my surroundings, to which I responded with a noncommittal "No, no, not at all"… I looked up, and before my eyes was the unchanging majesty of the 'White.'

…Well, 'unchanging' might not be right.

"Your skin seems a little sooty… Now, how many more times will it be?"

Two times, three times, or even more?

Our morale and fuel (MP) are literally infinite. As for my stamina (HP), it's at my standard 100%, which means I'm operating in my stable 10% fixed `Crown Crown` style…

—This is just starting to get fun. I'll play with you as long as you want, you monster.

"The second round is coming!!"

A warning, a form of insurance, rises from somewhere. And the second teleport (gimmick) since the start of the battle, the third since our encounter, activates… The 'White Throne,' which has *yet to show any significant movement*, continues to mess with the small ones.

The battle is proceeding smoothly. But its progress is not visible.

For all we know, we might not have even reached one percent yet—the large-scale raid battle with no end in sight has only just begun.



    Chapter 376

    The White Lingering Dream, Swaying in Slumber - Part 5

    My vision cleared, and a flood of information rushed in.

In a world thrown into chaos, I instantly grasped my position, and my body moved faster than anyone else's—no, at the same time as *someone* who was already soaring into the sky.

There was no need to hold back. Unlike in PvP, this was a hopelessly disadvantageous test of strength against an overwhelming individual, where no amount of force could be considered excessive.

Lift, and bring down.

With a slow, almost languid motion, a small shadow rushed like the wind to the landing point of the descending foreleg and swung the 'sword' in its hand with all its might.

"—Tch…"

Stalemate was allowed for only a moment. Unlike the *unmotivated* tail sweep, interrupting a movement that carried an absurd amount of weight was, as expected, a tough sell.

Even with the [Sword Queen], the best she could do was slightly deflect it.

"Get back."

"Thanks…!!"

However, the objective (support) was successfully accomplished. A support mage, who had been summoned to extreme close range and would have been unable to escape no matter how hard they struggled, quickly retreated.

Just a little more… now.

"`Fort Rouge`."

As I whispered a keyword to reinforce the image, my 'Anima' changed its form in response to its master's request. The dress-like attire, befitting its name, shifted—from a serene white to a brilliant red.

[Anciel Illsee (Phantom Goddess)]—also known as the 'Rainbow Garment.' While not the *absolute best*, it is one of the few Sixth Tier Anima that exist in the virtual world.

A versatile armor ranked second in the armor category of the 'Unofficial Anima Ranking,' for which the graders are unknown.

Its hidden ability is,

"—…!!"

The *free and unrestricted transition of stats*.

The offensive red. The defensive performance of both avatar and armor is stripped to the limit, and the poured-in power doubles the might transmitted to the 'sword,' sublimating a single swing that could at best *strike* the monster into a small blade.

Again, there's no need to hold back. The moment the retreating player was out of the range of the *aftershock*, Iris unleashed a slash with all her might.

There's no need for the blade to reach.

The divine sword, swung from bottom to top as if looking up at the heavens—brings with it a blade along the extension of its trajectory.

'————————————————'

The slash that ran through the air struck the 'White Throne's' lower jaw, and a roar echoed from its wavering body. As always, it was a sluggish reaction that made it impossible to tell if it was effective or not.

I was keenly reminded of how grateful I should be for the system of visualizing life force (HP gauges) in games.

Unlike analog games where you just need to look at the screen, VR games, where you yourself enter, have a桁違い of information flowing in. The battles in Arcadia, which must be fought while processing all of that, are taxing not just on the body, but on the mind as well.

Simply put, it's tiring. And not being able to see the end of that fatigue is, while it varies from person to person, usually a great source of stress for humans.

You can't see the opponent's health, and you're required to challenge it for the first time to avoid it learning. All in all, it's a difficulty level that's laughable, for better or for worse.

…I'm sure I would have been fed up.

If I had remained withdrawn in my shell, like before—sullen and pathetic, pretending to be alone as I challenged it.

"`Armo Blanche`."

The transition is from red to white.

A well-balanced, slightly agility-focused stat adjustment—I regained my mobility and kicked off the ground. The next moment, a barrage of cannon fire, based on trust, came from behind without any warning, and one after another, they struck the faltering white giant.

And the next wave was human figures. Blowing away the remnants of the layered magic and dust, the warriors representing the East and South overtook Iris.

Following them were the frontline fighters.

As I braked and came to a stop, the songs of the mages weaving their next volley came from behind.

—And when I looked up,

"…………"

There he was, soaring through the sky with countless sand swords, looking like he was having fun.

"…Hey, Goldow."

That day, I think he said something like this.

When you get old, you get sentimental—he said.

I'm still not old enough to say I'm getting old, but.

"…I think I might have become a bit of a crybaby too."

Because from my heart, which has become lighter thanks to someone… for some reason.

If I let my guard down, all sorts of things start to overflow and I can't stop them.

When I think about when I was alone, it's like a lie—because I can smile and think, *this is fun*.

Two, three times, the small one's numbers don't change, the cycle is repeated calmly and steadily.

Even without an end in sight, the steps are surely being taken—and in the back of an eye that reflects nothing, someone's pupils light up.

By a strange coincidence—like the one who changed their attire from white to red.

By a strange coincidence—like the one who wears white, commands red, and soars through the sky.

At the bottom of the source 'White,' a writhing 'Red' flickered.

---

[Anciel Illsee (Phantom Goddess)] Anima: Battle Garment
Iris's full-body attire and one of the few Sixth Tier Anima in the virtual world. It can freely change the wearer's stats, ignoring the once-a-month restriction, and can also arbitrarily customize all its numerical values, such as the equipment's own correction values and resistances. It is speculated that its name is derived from the French word for rainbow, 'arc-en-ciel,' and is thus called the 'Rainbow Garment,' but there is no such restriction as seven types; the variations are infinite. However, even the Sword Queen can't perform instant memory transcription like someone else, so if there are too many options, switching becomes confusing. Therefore, the 'colors' she generally uses are about five. The versatile 'White' is a one-size-fits-all powerhouse unless the situation is extreme, and the specialized other colors tend to be overkill, so she rarely changes colors in PvP (she actually tried to switch to a specialized anti-physical defense build to counter `Yuikaze` in the final scene of the Four Pillar War, but didn't make it in time). Incidentally, not only its numerical specs but also its appearance can be freely customized. Its current attire is a simple design dress armor with little metal armor, but it can also be used mischievously, such as having the performance of a physically specialized heavy armor with the appearance of a thin one-piece dress.

Looking only at the catalog specs of its positive aspects, it's broken. However, it also has a huge demerit. Specifically, if she combines it with other equipment, the Anima gets sulky, so Iris can only wear a few accessories that don't interfere with [Anciel Illsee (Phantom Goddess)]. So what, it's still broken.

Note: The basic design of the dress is Presented by family.



    Chapter 377

    The White Karmic Journey, Entrusted with No Burdens - Part 1

    If I haven't miscounted, it happened on the *fifth cycle*.

Without warning… at least, for *us*, it was sudden. Every player likely noticed the premonition of change that swept across the battlefield at the same time.

No, there was one exception here—

"Oh, crap…!?"

It was probably a system-based 'hunch,' unrelated to intuition. Before the silent notification that something was about to happen…

The ruby embedded in [Everquartz (Sky-Soaring White Crystal Sword)], which I held in my left hand, flashed and flickered as if in response to something. It was as if it was saying—'Brace yourself.'

——————!

I thought I heard someone's voice from far below.

Your concern is understandable… If I hadn't been startled by my suddenly glowing sword and braked beforehand, I wouldn't have been able to *switch gears* in time…!

I threw caution to the wind and, without hesitation, set my course straight down and activated `Rocket`. My vision was already starting to blur—a sign of a forced teleport, with only a little time left.

Since we're doing this on the fly, there's no answer to the question of what would happen if I got hit by the teleport (gimmick) while flying around in the air.

Would I just be dragged down to the ground without incident, or would I be thrown out into the air at random… In the worst-case scenario, I couldn't rule out being thrown to the ground while maintaining my inertia and becoming a *human grater*.

It's a forced improvisation with no test plays, and the fact that I can't just say 'I died in an accident, let's try again' is tough.

The way its 'learning' works is also unknown. It's possible that it could instantly react to the *weirdo flying around in the sky* and change the turret's targeting routine entirely.

An unreasonable one-shot setting, and the first forced attempt is supposedly the lowest difficulty… I'm sending an angry email, dammit.

"`Flood`!!"

While sheathing my beloved sword, I kicked off the void and at the same time, thrust my left hand straight ahead, towards the ground I was heading for. On the path of my avatar, which was hurtling towards a ground-stain route at high speed—water overflowed.

Water magic `Flood`, also known as *Terra Aqua*. And the description on some info site was a simple, single line.

'Never use in an enclosed space.'

Well, to put it simply—if I fire it off with my MID stats, it's about the size of a twenty-five-meter school swimming pool.

"—Gabo…!"

Control is impossible. My body, which had plunged into the magic that simply 'creates a large amount of water in an instant,' was caught in a very game-like and exaggerated load processing and rapidly decelerated.

Recoil damage is nothing—at almost the same time as I deployed Flood, I had already passed through the green light gate (Qualia Veil) that had appeared right in my path. Sora is God.

And so,

"—You reckless bastard, my heart skipped a beat."

"Gah, ugh… he, hehe…"

After slowing down as much as possible, I was caught by something incredibly rugged as I was thrown out near the ground. My apologies, your magnificent golden armor is soaking wet, along with everything else.

My own heart skipped a beat, but somehow, I made it in time.

Unfortunately, there's no time to say thanks, nor is there time to worry about the water damage around me. I jumped down from the embodiment of reliability's powerful arm, and a moment before,

In that single moment of猶予, our gazes met with the eyes that shone brightly behind the mask… I've gotten to the point where I can communicate with our [General Commander] with just a look.

I'm sure that if we had three more seconds, we would have said the exact same words.

Namely—this is where the real fight begins.

The disruption of the teleport (gimmick) that occurred at hundred-second intervals. And from the sky, the remaining turrets had vanished. As the information suggested, these were the precursors to it *truly waking up*.

My vision blurred, the world mixed, and

'——————————————————'

A roar sounded, and the next phase began.

My vision returned to my wide-open eyes—and a transformed battlefield spread out at once.

The massive body of the 'White Throne' had vanished from the center of the great crater.

And just like the forced teleports before, scattered among the players were… ten, *small whites*.

This is where the real fight begins, and

"Become my arms—[An=Ru Galta (Hypothesis: Wedge-Armor Singing of the King's Road)]!!"

"Gather, ice flowers—`Blade Road`…!"

"Get fired up, you lot!—`Golden Hour`!!"

"—`Truth Dream`."

"Alright, let's ramp it up!—`Zel-Ex Destra`!!"

The opening was bold, full throttle.

Though their voices couldn't reach each other, their fighting spirit and passion deepened on the battlefield.

As planned—[Peerless], [General Commander], [Twin Fists], [Adamant], and five other close-combat specialists, including me, donned their crowns and went all out without holding back.

The second phase against the 'White Throne,' a battle of annihilation against its ten split bodies.

Against the ultimate first-time killer that led to their defeat in the last challenge, this third time, the tactic we (the players) chose was—

"    L e t   ' e m   h a v e   i t   ! ! !    "

To kick *taking turns* to the curb and go for a *one-turn kill* right after the phase transition.

The time limit of the reset forced teleport is our strategy's time limit. In other words—we'll beat them all, from one to ten, within a hundred seconds!!

"`Rocke—————"

In this phase, the role I've been given is *interceptor*.

Simply put, my area of activity is the *entire battlefield*. As long as I can reach it, I just have to run around and provide support from one end to the other!

"——————t`!!"

I 'memorized' the situation within my field of view. Well then, first, from the *nearest* one…!

I kicked the earth, shattered the void, and closed in on the first one. A split body of the 'White Throne'—its form was a miniature dragon that had undergone a dramatic *shape-up*, reducing its volume to a tenth of its original size.

Miniature, but still a dragon. Its caterpillar-like belly was gone, its legs were slender yet retained their strength, and its long tail was taut, but it was still huge.

While manifesting the crown of `Crown Crown`, which had once receded thanks to my partner's emergency heal, I instantly closed the distance between us, and my vision was filled with a sea of white.

…Now then, again, this phase is a first-time killer. In other words, it's the embodiment of the intent to catch the poor players off guard, reduce their numbers, and then wipe them out.

In that case, it's only natural that *their* first move would follow suit—with a speed that's on a different level from its previous sluggish movements, its forearms are already raised.

Alright, bring it on—I'm as fragile as paper when it comes to taking hits, but I'm confident in a brawl!

`Construction` followed by `Exchange Voltate`. I summoned the black and red heavy bomb (with a high-speed propulsion device attached)…!!

"————`Ignition`!!"

The white forearms, still like giant trees even after being miniaturized, and the [Gravidon], which roared as it accelerated using its master's life (HP) as fuel, collided head-on.

Stars scattered, and a dizzying impact shot through me at close range—

"Ha, just as the intel said…!"

—Barely, I was the one who won the push.

The split is a vicious gimmick that can be fatal, but the specs, including the brute force, of each individual body are significantly and appropriately lower. A tenth… or maybe even less.

In that case, it's possible—as long as we can deal with them across the entire battlefield in time, a complete victory is not a dream. Just as planned, we'll crush them without letting them do anything!

………………Oh, what's up, Lotta? You been well?

"I'm leaving the rest to you, [Insighter]!!"

"Leave it to me, [Haru the Acrobat]!!"

I jumped into a situation where my hands wouldn't have been enough, fired off some support, and immediately retreated.

After repelling the first blow and switching with the surrounding frontline warriors whose reactions had caught up, my job here was done for now. Auerin, the reliable big brother, was nearby; based on the distance I memorized, he should arrive as reinforcements in about five seconds—so, it's time for `Rocket`.

While exchanging a mental thumbs-up with my friend who was holding a sword despite being a pure healer, I kicked off. Next up is the one next to it. Hey, stop that hand, wait a minute!!

I switched weapons and threw my battle axe at the forearm that was about to swing sideways at a single 'dress-clad' figure who was trying to gain distance.

The [Giant's Hand Axe], which roared as it flew through the air, embedded its blade in its foot without missing—and at the same time, my left hand, which had arrived, caught the axe head in its palm.

Well then… Kesshiki Ittoryu, weaponless technique.

"`Shinden`!!"

As a final push, I activated `Rocket`, and the immense propulsive energy generated by my step was channeled without waste into the palm I had pressed against it, half by force, half by technique—

Along with an indescribable roar, the 'White's' forearm, into which the black blade had been pushed, was torn off from the estimated ankle up… wait a second, that's unexpected. An unexpected critical hit, to say the least. I need a second to process the situation.

There's no need to look around; even without doing so, I've etched the surrounding situation into my mind before I started running—ah, okay.

I have *eight seconds flat*, and with that much *time*, I can *press the attack*.

"—Hinayo-san!"

As it turned out, my command was completely unnecessary.

Without even turning around… a lustrous gardenia-colored dress was already dancing gracefully next to me.

"`Second Bullet, Opening Twin Eyes`."

A large red pistol, held straight. Unfortunately, I didn't have time to cover my ears—and the massive heat ray that was fired exploded into the white at almost point-blank range.

I reflexively almost covered my face with the [Twaibolt Mirari] on my right, but since it wasn't a graze *like that one time*, there was no damage.

In front of the 'older sister' who was holding up her Anima that radiated heat rays with a cool expression, I managed to suppress my urge to freak out—hey, you're late. You could have gotten here a second earlier.

Well then… ready, set!!

"First Strike."

"`Rinka`."

"—`Hisui`!!"

"—`Ittou`!!"

The moment the [Scorching Heat Gaze]'s second shot ended,

The jade blade I drew and the blue blade that lined up behind me flashed simultaneously, slicing through the neck of the 'White's' split body, which let out a roar that could clearly be described as a 'scream,' from the left and right.

…Damn it, it's frustrating, but I feel like my blade, which I forcefully recreated with the thrust of `Rocket`, didn't cut as deep. I won't lose next time, you hear me!

"Haru!"

"Haru-kun!"

"I know!!"

Reinforcements were gathering from all around, and *this one's* *end* was *in sight*.

In that case, there's no place for me here anymore. Without waiting for the command of my two seniors, my legs were already treading on the void—well then, next up is a no-brainer.

"`Rocket`!!"

To my partner, who was putting on a performance that was no less impressive than the rankers.



    Chapter 378

    The White Journey Unburdened, Part Two

    The phase transition was happening several stages earlier than predicted from the last attempt's data.

They must have assumed the change was still a ways off. Before I knew it, a cry of reflexive panic escaped my lips, aimed at my partner who was still soaring through the sky at full power.

My desperate follow-up bore fruit, and I watched her narrowly escape another one of her reckless stunts—the moment I breathed a sigh of relief, my vision was filled by a great wall of 'white.'

Close enough to touch, if *it* reached out.

It was the avatar of the [White Throne] and me. Nothing else.

The only other players within what could be called close range were two… a light warrior with twin swords who looked anything but a tank, and a support caster clad in cloth robes. The girl had just barely grasped the situation when one of the ten 'whites' made its move.

And then,

"—[Schwert Kreis]!"

Casting aside tension, panic, fear, and everything else,

"[Turm Riesig]!"

Sora raised a 'sword' that could be mistaken for a colossal tower. It all happened in almost the same instant.

As if following the swing of her right hand, a giant sword of sand emerged from the void, point-first, and collided with the 'white' one's forearm. A tremendous shockwave, one that seemed to blow away sound itself, erupted and sent cracks spiderwebbing across the ground beneath them as if it were a joke.

"Ngh… urg, ughhh…!"

*It's heavy. But not so heavy that a pushing contest is impossible.*

If she'd been able to pour her full MID—undiminished by the cost of [Scareless]—into the magic sword, pushing it back on her own wouldn't have been out of the question.

Which meant that with the scales currently tipped in my (Haru's) favor, this was her limit. Taking it head-on, she could do no more than fight it to a standstill—but that was more than enough.

"…Please, I need… help!"

"""WE'RE ON IT!"""

The frontline warriors, who had rushed in during the brief moment the girl had bought them, all pushed at once against the massive sand sword that was locked with the 'white' one's tree-trunk-like forearm.

Instantly, the stalemate that had been tipping into disadvantage shattered with ease—

"[Drei Riesig]!"

Released from the immense pressure, the master of the magic sword wove a series of towers that slammed into the staggering 'white' one's side with a deafening roar.

A shockwave twice as powerful as the last collision surged through the air.

『————————』

A cry, which could only be taken as a scream of agony, echoed across the field.

"Seriously, that's insane…!"

"My goddess was right here all along…!"

"Looks like I've got a new favorite!"

Putting aside the buzz surrounding her position, she was a complete unknown with no track record to speak of.

Yet as they watched the girl wield her power in a public setting for the first time, they shouted whatever came to mind, utterly dumbfounded—but these were men who were celebrated in their own right.

"Get up there and form a wall, you idiots! We're defending our Sora-chan with our lives!"

"Hold for ten seconds! That's all it'll take for *him* to get here!"

"Don't you dare fall this early on! Stay alive, focus on defense!"

They were at the very edge of the battlefield, separated from the ranked players who served as the core fighting force.

The number of players who could act as vanguards could be counted on one hand, and their rear guard was skewed toward support casters—a force composition that embodied the 'worst-case scenario.' Yet, not a single one of them had lost their fighting spirit.

The warriors swapped places with the girl who had been called their 'linchpin,' raising their weapons without a hint of fear to challenge the 'white' one, despite their thin numbers.

The even fewer artillery mages layered their incantations, weaving a song to make their meager firepower count… while the support casters, in turn, layered their own chants into a round, forming a chain of countless healing spells to sustain the front line.

Even in the face of disadvantage, the smiles never left their faces.

And so, the saving arrow they all believed in—

"—Sorry, did you wait?"

"—Yes, I waited. You're late."

—arrived far sooner than anyone there, save for the one person complaining so sweetly, had expected.

Words were unnecessary. At this moment, in this place, even meeting each other's gaze was superfluous.

"[Vermeil Kreis]."

"Manifestation, Release."

They knew what the other wanted to do as if they were holding it in their own hands.

"[Turm Riesig]."

Only a single flame sword was born. The second magic sword swelled like a raging inferno gaining strength, feeding on the magic bestowed by its master and changing its 'color'—

"—Here I come, Haru!"

"Let's do this, Sora!"

A giant tower of flame, now blazing a brilliant blue instead of white, was unleashed in a straight line.

It wasn't slow, but it wasn't fast either. It was a speed that allowed the astonished players to react and dodge in time.

Therefore, the avatar of the 'white' one, now a mobile 'dragon,' certainly wouldn't be polite enough to take it head-on. As the frontline fighters who had been swarming it pulled back in preparation for the impact, it showed signs of evasion, just as expected—

"Invert—"

Faster than the encroaching heat could scorch him, a white shadow caught up to the flying azure flame and held out its left hand… no, it seized the flame in its grasp.

The armor on its pulsating left arm shone with a singular brilliance—and what manifested in its hand was the flame sword, transformed. It radiated a light so fierce it was difficult to look at directly, a single blade that could be mistaken for the sun.

"[Angalta (Soul-Stealing Sword)]."

An arc of white and blue streaked forth to pierce the 'white' one, and the number of foes was reduced from ten to nine.

Having delivered that single slash, he was wreathed in the fading remnants of the brilliant sword. The eyes of one person, carried by momentum into the air, and another finally met.

As if capturing a vision of the future he'd just imagined, his partner flashed a grin and a peace sign—

"—The *next one*! *Hurry*!"

"Yes, ma'am! Sorry, on my way!"

Sora barked a concise command, and Haru, responding instantly, scrambled to kick off the air and retreat. He was flustered… but the smile never left his face.

Because he had already seen the look on his partner's face, who was trying—and failing—to compose herself for the sake of time and place.

Of course, the only one who could correctly read the girl's inner thoughts from such a fleeting exchange was a certain 'someone'…

"…………Um, is something the matter…?"

"—Not at all! Your orders, please!"

"Huh?! Uh, um…"

""We await your command!""

"Wha… I, what—"

"""YOUR ORDERS!"""

"Eek… I, I don't know! Just hurry up and go support everyone else!"

"""""Understood! ALRIGHT, LET'S GO, YOU GUYS!"""""

Was it truly an unfortunate accident that his partner's reputation—who *appeared* to have the infamous [Acrobat] *completely* under her thumb—had been instantly twisted in a bizarre, albeit still positive, direction… or was it something else entirely?

"……………………"

Though her mind was reeling, she had urged her partner to 'hurry,' so…

"…………I don't really get it, but I'm sure it's Haru's fault."

For now, she pushed aside her confusion—and chasing after the boisterous group of men, the girl also kicked off the ground and sprinted forward.



    Chapter 379

    The White Journey Unburdened, Part Three

    In the corner of my vision, I saw a small sun suddenly appear and incinerate one of the 'white' ones.

I couldn't help but remember. That day, still seared into my memory, that brought a 'heat' still churning in the pit of my stomach.

The storm of reports announcing a ridiculous battle record.

The scoreboard counter, ticking up points as if it had gone mad.

And the countless pillars of light that repeatedly struck the canopy.

—Ah, here we go again, without learning a single lesson.

Again, it's truly… truly, truly, truly, truly, truly—

"You just can't get enough of this, can you…!"

In a corner of the battlefield that the white and blue shadow had passed through ten seconds ago.

A single young man, having created a stalemate far away, possessed a combination of 'speed' and 'power' that would make a pure power fighter like me want to cry about having 'no place to stand.'

My new friend, who continued to paint one spectacularly flashy picture after another. Once his switch was flipped, he'd cast aside all complexities and reach for ecstasy.

Friend and foe alike—he was a poison swamp, pulling you in before you even realized it.

Our friendship was still new. We'd only had a handful of chances to talk, barely enough to get a faint grasp of his character.

And yet, just standing on the same battlefield with him was enough to do this.

His flashy fighting style inevitably catches your eye, and then you're hit with that intense smile that seems to scream, *'This is the most fun I've ever had!'*

He was undoubtedly the same kind as the 'Princess' I looked up to—in other words, a natural-born charmer.

In the most positive sense, of course.

Ah, I can't help but get fired up, wanting to join in—he was a natural and supreme agitator.

"Hold it down, [Insighter]!"

"—Ngh, *one second*!"

"That's plenty!"

While taking the lead on the front lines with a sword in hand, he was also keeping a healing spell on standby. As someone who could only do something as simple as *charge in and punch things*, his versatile, all-around performance was something I could only admire.

I dashed past the red-robed figure who was putting on a magnificent display, one worthy of his title as the [General Commander]'s right arm. Our communication was instantaneous.

My build isn't specialized for agility; I've only allocated the bare minimum of status points to AGI. So while I might be able to keep up with the main body before it split, there was no way I could follow the movements of the avatars, which had gained agility by reducing their mass.

So, I'll just have to stop it.

"Open—[Akasha]!"

The former seventh seat of the Eastern Faction, the [Insighter], opened his eyes.

From green to jet black. His onyx-like eyes, which swallowed all light and glimmered without shining, captured the 'white' one's avatar—

『—, ————』

The massive body, which had been about to swing its tail to sweep away the approaching 'tobi-iro'—the color of a hawk's feathers—froze unnaturally. As if it had been struck by lag.

And that would prove fatal for that one unit.

"Engrave—[Emblem Trigger]!"

[Adamant], who had vaulted his ponderous body with brute strength instead of agility, got above the 'white' one. A greatsword, nearly as tall as he was, was unleashed from his back and swung with both arms.

The black wrappings came undone, revealing a double-edged blade covered in unreadable glyphs. And so, the strike from the Southern Faction's fifth seat, who boasted the highest strength stat in all of Arcadia, was drawn unerringly toward the top of the 'white' one's head—

The greatsword was repelled with a light *clink* before shattering into a thousand pieces the next moment.

"Game set—or is it too soon to say that?"

Paying no mind to his disintegrating weapon, Orin, who had latched onto its head, *thrust* one hand into the 'white' one's surface and bared his teeth in a grin.

To the uninformed, the result of that strike would look like not just a misfire, but a catastrophic failure—two anomalies occurred.

One was a magic circle that spread across the 'white' one's surface, centered on the point where the greatsword's blade had touched.

And the other… was the crimson aura that now blazed from the limbs of [Adamant], shining the same color as the crest.

The Fifth Tier Anima, [Emblem Trigger]—its hidden ability was to *force a bare-knuckle brawl*.

Any target touched by that blade as its name is called is forced into a contract with the user—and their unarmed attacks against each other are fixed to their maximum possible damage.

In other words—whether it's a full-power straight punch or a light flick to the forehead, as long as it connects, it's transformed into a guaranteed killing blow.

"Sorry, but this is first come, first served… yeah!"

A single right fist from a mounted position.

The fast blow, thrown with little force, caught the 'white' one's forehead, and the dragon's massive body was slammed into the ground as if it had been hit by a mass bomb.

Naturally, Orin, who was clinging to its head, stumbled from the impact—

Even the light taps he delivered to its forehead again were converted into devastating blows, mercilessly beating down the 'white' one's avatar.

And as he landed attacks in sequence—right hand, right foot, left foot… the crown of countless blades floating above his head began to glow.

The enhancement effect of the unique title 'Adamant': [Zel-Ex Destra].

Its power was to grant a slashing attribute to his own limbs. And the moment attacks from both hands and both feet all landed—it would trigger a follow-up attack on the target, equal to the sum of all four hits.

"Well then… that makes *three*."

The Southern Faction (Sotalm)'s fifth seat, [Adamant] Orin—also known as 'Top Melee DPS.'

The descending left fist lightly tapped the 'white' one's brutally caved-in forehead… and with a sound like a thunderclap, he completely sundered its massive head.

The dragon stopped moving, cheers erupted from the surrounding players, and when he met the [Insighter]'s gaze, he was met with a shrug that seemed to say, 'You're terrifying'—

But Orin just let out a wry smile atop the corpse.

"Ah… no, wait. Was that *five*?"

He caught sight of [Peerless], who had taken the head off the dragon he'd been fighting just a moment before Orin delivered the final blow. Furthermore, on the opposite side of the battlefield, he saw the 'Princess' who had just scored her second kill almost single-handedly… and he amended his own words.

And then,

"Ahhh… seriously, this brings back memories."

A streak of white and blue shot across the battlefield, and a gleaming white sword flashed—a sixth one fell.

That figure he had seen in the archive footage that day, toppling one Pillar after another and taking the virtual world by storm… it was truly, from the bottom of his heart, irresistible.

"Hey, Rotta-san."

"What is it, Orin-kun?"

"I wonder how old that guy is."

"…That's rather out of the blue. What are you talking about?"

The second phase, which just a moment ago seemed to be drawing to a close, was over in a flash, as if the crushing defeat of the last challenge had been a lie. Looking over the battlefield, he judged that there was no point in running out now… and as the two men chatted idly, their eyes were fixed on a single young man frantically flying about.

"Well, I was just thinking it'd be fun to have a drink with him."

"Ah, that… yes, that does sound like fun."

Sharing a stifled laugh, they, like the dumbfounded players around them… became engrossed in chasing the star that ran across the ground and sky alike.

Because that figure, who challenged a mighty foe with a constant smile, full of life and knowing no fear, overlapped so perfectly—it was almost comical—with the superhero he had admired as a child.
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    "————…Can we call this smooth sailing, I wonder."

"On the surface, at least…"

The two of them surveyed the battle, stopping to exchange words.

To Hinayo's murmur as she lowered the barrel of her gun, still shimmering with heat haze… Irori, who was *striving* to *remain calm*, replied with a nod as he dispelled the white blade in his hand into the air.

Including the one he had successfully decapitated with his junior's assistance, the total kill count was already eight. The remaining two were being handled by the [Sword Queen], backed by the support of surrounding players, and the tag team of Goldow & Genkotsu, who were moving in for the kill.

There was likely no need to rush to either's aid.

The second phase, which they had challenged with the intent of a full-power blitz, was coming to a surprisingly smooth end.

Yes, it was going very well—*on the surface*.

The biggest challenge of this phase, where they had suffered a narrow defeat in their attempt a year ago, was that the forced teleportation would activate while the ten split 'white' ones continued their rampage, making it impossible to avoid an immediate 'accident,' no matter how hard they tried.

This wasn't just limited to the general players; the same held true for the rankers. Just as Hinayo had found herself in a perilous situation moments ago, the more rounds they went through, the higher the probability that their own forces would be whittled down.

Hence, the all-out blitz.

They disregarded exhaustion. By suppressing the avatars at top speed, they would blow past the phase without letting it do anything—and indeed, their plan had succeeded.

But it came at the cost of significant fatigue among their core members and a portion of their trump cards.

Following the white blade that vanished from his left hand like melting snow, the ice crown that had manifested above his head shattered with a *crack*.

The disappearance was due to his Anima and the enhancement effect of his unique title reaching their time limit.

In Irori's case, he could use it again once the cooldown was over, but several trump cards, including a certain someone's 'ultimate move,' were one-use only.

It was the price they had paid to instantly annihilate the avatars that should have been running wild.

He wanted to believe it was better than losing numbers. After all,

"From here on out…"

"Yes… it's uncharted territory."

In the distance, the last two collapsed with a rumble, almost simultaneously—meaning, with all ten defeated, no one yet knew what awaited them.

◇◆◇◆◇

"—Isn't getting three kills a bit much?"

"You took down two yourself."

"Nah, I had plenty of support."

"If you're going to say that, then I received a lot of help myself."

Seeing one of the clones being pummeled by the four fists of the [General Commander] and [Twin Fists], I had rushed over to the 'Princess' who had been bravely fighting a giant on her own, but… well, I knew this side didn't need any help either.

The last one collapsed the moment I arrived. Ashe stood before its 'corpse' with a cool expression, showing no signs of fatigue as she smiled.

As expected, I suppose… to be honest, while I wasn't about to collapse, I was already starting to feel a bit out of breath.

—Anyway,

"Well then… what's next?"

"I don't know."

Voicing our questions and uncertainties, our gazes—the gazes of every player here—were fixed on one single point.

None other than—the ten white corpses that had been slashed, beaten, and crushed, yet remained on the battlefield without disappearing even after they had stopped moving.

If I could be greedy, I'd appreciate a short break right about now… but it seemed that wasn't going to be the case.

A faint *jiji* sound, and again, my vision—the world—began to blur and waver slightly.

A completely different kind of tension from what we had experienced so far, where we were allowed to *prepare*, began to rise. An indescribable tingling sensation ran up my spine, while heat and cold churned in the back of my mind.

The third stage of the [Tsarkalv of the White Throne], something no one in the world had yet seen.

As the challengers held their breath in preparation, a ground-shaking tremor that seemed to cling to their bodies from the ground up began… and *It* started to move.

"……, …………"

"What is that, what's going on…"

The avatars of 'white,' which could only be described as 'corpses,' had ceased all activity.

Their severed legs and tails remained as they were.

Their decapitated heads remained as they were.

With movements that could hardly be called biological… as if being pulled by *something*, the torsos of the massive bodies that had been lying on the ground began to rise.

Watching the eerie spectacle, the word 'strings' came to mind—namely, the same kind of 'puppet strings' I needed to replicate my master's techniques.

As I, having envisioned the 'strings' attached to the corpses, reflexively looked up, Ashe, who stood beside me, was staring straight at the center of the 'white' ones.

More precisely—

"………………Something,"

*Beyond* it—*inside* it.

"—Something is inside."

Just as she muttered those words and gripped her 'sword' tighter, the moment arrived.

The backs of the 'white' ones split open, and 'red' overflowed like fresh blood.

All ten corpses. Those with crushed heads, those with severed necks, those missing limbs—as the overflowing 'red' coursed over their surfaces, infecting them, the grotesquely convulsing bodies began to swell.

"……………………Ngh… seriously… Arcadia, come on…!"

It was, in short, a horror movie. Simply grotesque.

*Oh, come on…* I thought, glancing into the distance. Just as I expected, I could faintly see Sora-san watching the event unfold, her face pale with terror.

She's gained some experience and developed a certain tolerance, so I don't think she'll react *like she did before*… but it's not just my partner who's looking pale.

"…You okay?"

"…………Y-Yeah, I'm fine."

Oh man, that's the first time I've ever heard Ashe stutter.

Well, yeah, I get it. A few of the guys around us are making faces like 'ugh,' and even for me, who has a decent tolerance for gore and horror, this is a bit much.

Isn't this the kind of thing that should have its age rating bumped up? And what makes it so nasty is…

"Sorry, but you'll have to steel yourself, Princess… this looks seriously bad…!"

"I know…!"

We are currently in the middle of a one-shot raid attempt.

That means losing our will to fight or calling for a 'time-out' is not an option—no matter how scary or disgusting it is, we have no choice but to brace ourselves and face it…!

My vision blurs.

Static runs through my senses.

It's the precursor to a forced teleportation, a raid mechanic I've experienced many times now. So what's it going to be? A simple powered-up version of the second phase, or a hardcore mode with a mountain of additional mechanics?

While we can't avoid improvising on this first encounter, we're not foolish enough to tackle it without a plan. We've devised and shared strategies for every conceivable pattern, and I'm prepared to push through the exhaustion and run around again.

If I could be selfish, I'd wish for the good fortune of being teleported right next to Sora on the first jump. I don't know if I'll have the time, but I could at least offer a word of encouragement—

"——————"

A *snap*, like something popping at the back of my neck.

It was obvious the situation was completely incomprehensible. Why was 'red' gushing out from inside 'white'? There was no time to ponder that question.

The time until the forced teleportation mechanic activates is probably short. The world's distortion is increasing…………………………………………………………No, wait a second.

*This… this might be bad.*

"Ngh————!"

"Hah—ah…?!"

Whether it was instinct or borrowing from a thought that hadn't even fully formed, my body kicked off the ground on its own… but by then, it was probably too late.

Right now, what's distorting and wavering isn't our vision—that is, not our avatars. It's the space surrounding the monster, that fusion of 'white' and 'red.'

I was so stunned by the bizarre sight that my mind wasn't working properly. It was probably the same for Ashe, who let out a cry of alarm the moment I changed direction.

This is a precursor to *something different* from the forced teleportations *we've experienced so far*.

[Tsarkalv of the White Throne] governs 'Boundaries'—and 'teleportation' isn't the only *trial* one would expect from a being that manipulates space.

And yet, a step too late, I reached out a frustrated hand. I felt like my eyes met my distant partner's… in that instant.

A strange sound, like something shattering, echoed across the battlefield.

With each of the ten avatars as a focal point, cliffs of pure white space rose up.
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    The moment the towering, endless white walls appeared, several things happened at once.

The effect of [Scareless] that had been residing in my avatar vanished.

Sora's presence, which had been linked to me through the golden chains of [Twaibolt Mirari], was lost, and the STR stat-sharing effect disappeared along with it.

Furthermore, the status bars of my party members in the corner of my vision lost their color, turning an unfamiliar shade of gray and freezing in place…

It didn't take a genius to figure out what the grotesquely transformed [White Throne] had done.

"We've been had…!"

First 'Forced Teleportation,' now 'Spatial Isolation'… most likely, the players around the ten avatars were pulled in and separated—no, that's not right. The numbers are *down*.

There should have been a considerable number of players around the last two clones, yet when I look around this space, I can count the number of people on two hands.

Eleven… exactly one-tenth of the one hundred and ten raid members. The game has graciously provided all the clues needed to imagine the full scope of this gimmick.

Basically, we were probably *sorted by proximity* or something like that.

We've fallen into a trap—that much is certain. Which means there's only one thing to do. I have to crush this thing as fast as possible and open a path back to my allies.

"[Construction]."

Stowing away the now-unconnected shields, I summoned a gleaming jade blade to my right hand. With white in my left and green in my right, I kicked off the ground and charged forward, a single shadow joining me in stride.

It was a strange feeling. Not only was this the first time we'd fought side-by-side, but we had never even practiced coordinating our attacks—

Yet without a word or even a glance, we understood each other's movements as if we were holding them in our hands.

The 'white' avatar, now clad in 'red' and swollen in size, trembled and let out a furious roar without even opening its mouth. The eerie cry was clearly different from the strangely serene one it had before.

Its agility, judging by its increased mass and sluggish movements as it took a thunderous step forward… has probably dropped to somewhere between that of the main body and the split avatars.

From the way it cracked the ground just by stepping, it was safe to assume its physical strength had skyrocketed.

And as the monster clearly took a charging stance, a fresh wave of crimson tentacles erupted from the 'hole' on its back—the gaping black void from which the 'red' had first poured out—

*Alright then, so that's how we're dividing the roles.*

[Rocket] activated. With twin blades in hand, I soared through the air, systematically severing the countless tentacles at their roots as they emerged.

The translucent 'red' that failed to become a barrage writhed unnervingly before dissipating into mist.

"[Forte Rouge]."

In the instant before the 'white' one could take its second step, a small shadow leaped before it—and just as curiously, changed its color from white to red. She swung down a 'sword' of mythic proportions.

『——————————』

A roar and a shockwave tore through the earth, and a distorted scream echoed from the massive body as it was slammed to the ground.

Controlling my body as it was buffeted by the blast of wind with a mid-air touch from [Hare Real]… another [Rocket]. I cut down the bundle of tentacles that were sprouting endlessly once more on my way back.

I then swooped in and hooked my arm around the 'Princess's' body as she hung in the air—just as a volley of layered magic spells rained down on the prone 'white' one.

It seemed there was no need to worry about morale. Excellent.

"How's it feel?"

"It hit. But it's incomparably tougher than before."

"I see. In that case—"

"Yes, I agree—"

Releasing Ashe as I landed, we stood side-by-side again, facing the enemy.

Scorched by explosions and struck by lightning, yet still showing no visible wounds. The massive body rose sluggishly, trembling with rage.

""—We'll slice it to ribbons.""

As we both took a step forward, our shared fighting spirit held not a single shred of fear.

Leaving the role of damage dealer to Ashe, I raced ahead, my task being to handle the barrage of projectiles, just as I had in the second phase.

Fortunately, unlike the first stage, it didn't seem to be creating any turrets. The rain of tentacles it unleashed from its own body was, in terms of sheer numbers, just barely manageable.

No, I'm exaggerating. To be precise… it was a massive barrage that was *right at my absolute limit*. Something I could just barely pretend to see through.

Cutting them at the root was one thing, but trying to knock them down one by one after they spread out was too much. With my link to Tetra severed, my [Foresight] had long since clocked out.

What to do… No choice. I can't think of anything else.

I sheathed [Alv Stella], which for *some reason* had lost its light and seemed to have lost all motivation. While fending off the swarm of tentacles that rushed me as I pushed forward, I switched [Samidorizuki] to my empty left hand—if you're going with 'red,' then I'll meet you with 'crimson'!

I drew [Parabellum Bullet] with my right hand and drove it straight into my own heart. A faint shattering sound echoed. My unbound hair tickled my neck.

I carelessly played my one-time death-avoidance card… activating [Desperate Crimson].

Through my widened vision, I instantly 'memorized' everything I saw. I'd think about it later—the post-mortem analysis could wait until after I'd made my run!

"Heeeeeeere………… I GO!"

Scattering crimson phosphorescence, I charged.

I kicked away one that grazed my side and cleaved a volley coming straight at me in two with the jade blade in my left. Activating [Flip Stroke], I used a single pinky finger, freed from the crimson sword in my right, to return a rain of blades to the barrage approaching from below. Then, after a backflip and a septuple axel, I sliced through the 'red' that was closing in from all directions.

Escaping up or down wouldn't change the density of enemy fire. So, I just had to push forward—I had a reliable blade in each hand, and as long as I moved my right or left according to instinct and memory, I could intercept them.

Forward.

Forward, forward.

Forward, forward, forward… straight ahead.

If you keep moving forward without fear—*this is how you can reach your destination*.

Kesshiki Ittoryu, Tenth Strike, revised.

"————[Reaping Lightning]!"

On the back I had reached with my two legs, I unleashed a blade of lightning that streaked sideways. The flashing jade sword roared, and with a blade that should have been far too short,

I mowed down the bundle of innumerable rising 'red' tentacles in a single slash.

"Ashe!"

From white to red, red to white, and now… from white to blue.

"[Ventus Bluea]."

The next moment, a flash of blue and silver shot through the path I had cleared.

Her blue (speed) was different from mine, which focused on omnidirectional mobility. Her steps were solely for one purpose—to run straight ahead and deliver a single, god-speed strike.

"*Wake up*."

It was both a call and a key phrase. A voice that roused the 'proof' that had been forced upon her, whether she liked it or not.

And yet, the 'sword' which conveyed a faint, whisper-like tremor to her hand,

"————Hmph…!"

Obeying its one and only master, it carved its blade deep into the great wall that stood in its way.
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    In a corner of the battlefield, separated by the spatial isolation of the [White Throne] annihilation battle's third stage—two shadows fought against a monster with bursting flames and a single blade.

In the field carved out by the pure white cliffs, only *three* things were moving.

"—…Ngh!"

"Dammit… focus, Hinayo! If we go down too, this won't even be a funny story!"

Namely, the 'white' one's avatar, and the two champions, [Peerless] and [Heat Gaze], who faced it. In this place where *nine* others had been scattered in the blink of an eye, they were all that remained.

With her back to the white wall, taking as much distance from the 'white' one as possible, Hinayo—the current eighth seat of the Eastern Faction (Istia)—had a pale complexion as her wide eyes shot down every 'red' projectile in her vision.

Her concentration wavered, causing her to miss a few shots… and she earned a sharp rebuke from Irori, who was holding the front line alone.

It was impossible to tell her not to blame herself.

Of the eleven people trapped with this avatar, all ten besides her were frontline players. For that reason, they had prioritized protecting Hinayo, their only 'cannon'—and in the end, they had fought valiantly, their numbers dwindling one by one.

What was terrifying was the power of the 'white' one… which had mixed with 'red' and become a 'vermilion' abomination.

Irori, who could fudge things *to some extent* with the power of his Anima, was somehow holding on, but those red tentacles had pierced right through the shields of even the most dedicated warriors.

They were fragile masses of power, easily cut by a swinging blade. But if you were caught by their points even once, they were countless lances specialized in destruction that could easily pierce through you.

It was, in effect, a mirror image of Hinayo's own style, which was to unilaterally burn everything to the ground… and for that very reason, the fact that she had been overpowered and unable to protect her allies was unbearably frustrating.

Thanks to the efforts of her junior, who was showing incredible resilience despite being unable to use his trump card, they were managing to fight back, albeit little by little.

However, the combination was just too poor. And this was before even considering the compatibility of 'that vermilion thing' and themselves; it was a more fundamental problem.

Simply put—*Hinayo and Irori's compatibility was just too awful*.

Fire and ice. Their respective attributes, which canceled each other out, did not allow them to stand side-by-side.

With no other options, Hinayo had no choice but to wield her flames… which inevitably meant that Irori was in a state where his trump card was sealed during its cooldown, and he was under further restrictions.

And due to the heat that was unavoidably spreading across the area, he was already beginning to have difficulty even maintaining his [Bushin] barrier that protected him.

If they had someone to bridge the gap, or if both of them had been in perfect condition, it might have been a different story… but as things stood, proper coordination in a one-on-one situation was impossible.

They each shot down the barrages that came at them, and when they found an opening, they each attacked the main body. It was, all in all, an incredibly inefficient state of affairs.

Without the support of a healer, a prolonged battle was hopeless.

"…This is the limit, I suppose."

Hinayo murmured, a drop of sweat trickling down her cheek as she continued to shoot down the approaching 'red' projectiles in her vision.

*'If we go down too, this won't even be a funny story.'*—He was right.

However, they were completely checkmated. A 'long-range cannon that exceeds my own rate of fire' was, to begin with, Hinayo's weakest area, even more so than a close-quarters fighter.

Like, for example, the 'Wings' who had overtaken her—she didn't have a card that could forcefully break through such an opponent head-on.

"…………"

Unfortunately, she only possessed one such card.

"Irori-kun!"

"Ngh, what—"

In a brief opening, the young man turned for just an instant, and his gaze met Hinayo's. No matter how poor their combat style compatibility was… they had been comrades on the battlefield for a year and a half.

Connecting their thoughts was a simple matter.

"Da, mmit…!"

Swearing in a way that was unlike him, Irori immediately turned on his heel.

Activating [Extended Step], he further ignited his unbalanced strength stat and dodged through the rain of tentacles pouring down on him—

He even slipped past the 'vermilion' giant's body, and in an instant, he was outside its perception.

Without hesitation or even a word in response, he had swallowed everything with a single curse and acted on it. Having watched him make that swift judgment, as always…

"[These Eyes Desire Ashes]."

Above the head of the lady clad in a dress and explosive flames, a crown of the Fire King manifested, as if forged from compressed fire itself, radiating a dazzling light.

The twin guns that had been in her hands had vanished, and in their place, a small flame now resided on her left index finger. She pointed it, like a hand-gun, at the 'enemy' that was to be annihilated.

"Your 'red,' and my 'flame'… shall we decide which is hotter?"

In that moment, in place of the vanished [Peerless]—all of the 'vermilion' one's hostility was directed towards the red flame shining in the distance.

『——————————』

"[Ars]…————!"

And then, a beat later.

Of the two facing each other, only one unleashed a 'bullet.'

The countless 'red' projectiles fired in pursuit of the small body opposite it were all cut to shreds and melted into the void.

Hinayo, wearing the crown and with a flame still lit on her fingertip, stared in stunned silence—

"————Hah… ngh, haah… That, um, you see…!"

She looked on in astonishment at the back of her *junior*, who had his hands on his knees, holding two crimson blades, his undone hair swaying as his shoulders heaved dramatically.

"Whew… I messed up last time and didn't look cool at all, so let's call this take two. —How about some *reinforcements*, *Hinayo-san*?"

His profile, stained with an exhaustion that suggested he had been through *quite an ordeal* to get here.

"………………—Yes, you're more than welcome, Haru-kun."

Blowing out the desperate 'flame' on her fingertip, [Heat Gaze] took up the twin guns that formed from the scattering phosphorescence—and with a smile that was truly her own, she sang out happily.

Seeing his smile as he turned around, she found herself completely convinced.

"This time, shall we dance together?"

Ah, yes—it was no wonder the Princess wouldn't leave him alone.



    Chapter 383

    The White Journey Unburdened, Part Seven

    The 'vermilion' one collapsed with a tremor a few minutes after my intervention. I thought they were in a completely hopeless situation, but it seems they had been mounting a comeback of their own.

As expected of my two great seniors—hold on, sorry, I'm at my limit. Let me rest for thirty seconds…!

"Hah…! It's rough… impossible…!"

My avatar, about to fall backward from exhaustion, was caught by someone. Irori—I wish it had been, but the blonde samurai, wearing a rare look of fatigue, was standing three meters in front of me.

Therefore, the soft sensation supporting me… well, I'm sure I'll be forgiven. I've worked this hard; I'd like to request that mitigating circumstances be considered in my guilty verdict.

"…You really saved us. Thank you, Haru-kun."

"Not at all… It's debatable whether I made it in time, so I apologize."

I managed to get to the two of them just in the nick of time, but when I jumped into this 'Boundary,' the other nine members were already gone.

Unfortunately, that must mean they were taken down by that monster—

"—You were in time. No doubt about it. Thanks."

"Whoa… that's a rare one. I'll take it."

Just then, Irori walked up to me, a genuine smile on his face, and offered a fist bump. I returned it, but… it's embarrassing, so I'd prefer it if you went back to being your usual blonde samurai self.

"The fact that you came means that's how this *mechanic works*—how many is that?"

"This is the *third one here*… Ashe is probably faster. More than half might be done already."

"You split up?"

"After we blitzed the first one with everything we had, three holes opened up. So, me, Ashe, and the remaining nine split up and jumped in."

"…You and her would be more effective moving solo, I suppose. What about the second location?"

"It was a rear-guard-heavy unit with Tetra and the others, so I had them all jump into one. Seeing as they managed to get by with group stealth until I arrived, I figured the casters would be safer with him—…Anyway, we don't have time to be chatting."

Thanking Hinayo-san for supporting my back as I sat, I stood up. I'd caught my breath somewhat, but this was no time to be standing still.

"There are two holes here. What's the plan?"

"—Let's split up."

It was Hinayo-san who answered my question without hesitation.

"It feels strange saying it myself, but… we were unlucky. If we'd had a more balanced formation with other rankers, I don't think we would have struggled this much against that opponent."

"…The fact that I was out of gas was also a big factor. That's probably true."

Are these two okay? They seem more down than I thought—

"They should at least be at a stalemate… In that case, it's better to split our forces and ensure reinforcements reach every battlefield. We should be able to tip the scales in one go."

Just like a certain someone—she said, giving me a dazzling wink… to my surprise, my head automatically turned away. The impact must have been too high.

"Then I'll take this one. Haru, I'm counting on you to escort Hinayo."

"Aye, roger that. …………Irori."

"What—"

Considering our compatibility, it was a conclusion I couldn't argue with. I called out to the samurai as he started walking toward the rift in the 'Boundary.'

I called out to him—and pressed a 'sword,' sheath and all, into his chest.

"Your two-sword style is out of commission for a while, right? Show them what you're really made of, Lord [Peerless]."

"Ngh… hey, you, this is—"

"Treat. It. With. Care."

I was well aware he was about to lecture me, so I wasn't going to listen.

Even I, while having no hesitation in doing so, feel a slight pang of reluctance… but it's okay. If it's for you, I'm sure Master will forgive me.

"………………—Haru!"

I gently pushed Hinayo-san, who was watching the two of us with a meaningful 'ufufu' smile, on the back and headed straight for the opposite rift.

On the way, a voice called out to my back, and I turned just my head.

"—, ————"

Were the words that escaped his slightly moving lips thanks, or was it a sarcastic remark?

Irori, who had placed the [Samidorizuki] I had forced on him next to his [Frostblade Shirosou], was once again holding out a fist toward me—you really like that, don't you.

Not that I dislike it, though.



    Chapter 384

    The White Journey Unburdened, Part Eight

    The moment he understood the situation around him, within the 'Boundary' that had transformed into what seemed to be the third phase of the raid, he honestly thought it was *over*.

There was the 'vermilion' monster, a mixture of 'white' and 'red,' which exuded an incomparably greater pressure than before as a result of its grotesque transformation.

In contrast, their side was a group of eleven that lacked any notable fighting power… and what's more, their balance was poor. They were a group skewed toward damage dealers, without a single support caster.

No, to be precise, there was one person who could be called 'notable fighting power' mixed in—but even though she had clearly demonstrated her strength on this battlefield, he couldn't immediately hail this girl, who was still a complete unknown, as their 'hope.'

—And so,

"—You two on the right, fall back! Heal up and get back in there immediately!"

""Understood!""

—And so, remembering a day long past, he thought.

"I'll take down the projectiles! Everyone in the rear, just keep layering your attacks on the main body!"

—Ah, perhaps I truly,

"*Tank*, hold on for another ten seconds!"

—had no eye for people at all.

"Leave it to me!"

With no hesitation or distrust, [Elephant Three] charged forward.

She wasn't just their linchpin; she was their core, holding together a desperate situation with insufficient forces. There was no other possible answer to the girl's command but 'yes.'

It was because of her that he, the sole tank, was able to properly fulfill his role.

It was because of her that the damage dealers, who would have had to prioritize their own survival and been utterly unable to do their jobs if they fought it head-on, were able to swing their weapons with all their might.

It was because of her that the rear guard, who would have been wiped out in an instant, unable to even flee if they were targeted, were able to chant their incantations with resounding voices.

She had taken on the roles of commanding the unit and protecting it all by herself, and had succeeded magnificently—without the partner of the infamous [Acrobat], none of this would have been possible.

Mace in one hand, shield in the other. He had switched from his former light warrior style, and this was now the steadfast defensive form he was familiar with.

However, this monster was a natural enemy for him.

Or rather, for any warrior who built their defense with a shield. Whether it was due to simple, overwhelming 'power' or some kind of ability, the 'red' tentacles, which were fragile when struck but boasted an unnatural attack power, had once easily pierced a hole in his prized shield.

That he was still on the battlefield was entirely thanks to her (Sora). When she had intervened at the last second and even healed his wounds with magic…

His jaw had dropped. That was the only way to describe it.

She had built up a track record worthy of trust in the blink of an eye. He may be an old man—but it would be a lie to say he didn't feel a fire light up inside him, kicking aside all sense of age.

"Come on, you monster…!"

Beneath the sky where the girl deftly handled the barrage of tentacles with her flying sand swords, the 'vermilion' one, its head still missing its upper half, took aim at the tiny shadow that had leaped out in front of it.

The giant body, tall enough to have to look up at, tensed, shaking both the ground and the space itself—and charged.

Just looking at the scene, it was a head-on clash that would make you doubt your sanity. For a title holder, perhaps, but for a warrior who prided himself on being a skilled fighter within the bounds of common sense, it was not a mass he could properly contend with.

Yes, that is, if he *properly contended* with it.

An effect of yellow, not yet gold, enveloped the shield he held aloft. With only a fraction of a second until impact—the warrior's face was filled only with faith in his weapon.

Though he wasn't a ranker, his specialty, as a man known as the 'Defense Captain,' was counter-tactics against former high-mobility warriors like himself, utilizing his own experience.

Therefore, no matter how fast an impossibly large body approached, seeing through its movements was not difficult. And if he could see it—

"[Primus Genus]!"

—then pushing back a reckless charge, with every ounce of his being, was not impossible.

The round shield, with its *plain appearance relative to its performance*, was often the subject of good-natured teasing, being called 'just like him' or 'resembling its meticulous owner,' but it was a prized 'Anima' that had never once betrayed its master in a crucial moment.

The Third Tier [Giant Elephant's Round Shield]—its hidden power was extremely simple.

It was a one-time use, *perfect reflection ability*.

『——————————』

The moment the 'vermilion' one's claw touched it, there was no impact on the arm holding the shield.

On the other side of the warrior who had met the charge without taking a single step back, the massive body that had been *sent flying by its own attack* was knocked back with a roar and collapsed—and then,

"The rest is up to you…!"

Taking no damage, but as a price, his right arm, its durability completely depleted, was blown away. As he fell to one knee, he looked ahead.

"[Vermeil Kreis]—!"

A flash of gold rushed past him, dancing… drawing a straight trajectory, running, and,

"Ah… honestly."

A laugh of disbelief escaped his lips.

Seeing the *back that had gone from one person to two* in the blink of an eye—

"You just can't get enough of them, can you? These protagonists."

His gentle eyes, watching the young people full of power, narrowed as if the sight was too bright.

◇◆◇◆◇

I knew you would come.

I knew you would make it in time.

I believed, without a shred of doubt, that it couldn't be any other way—and that's why I threw myself into doing something I was unused to, something beyond my station.

I was scared, I was terrified, I was embarrassed, I was hesitant… but still, I knew that you would,

""—[Crossing]!""

—come running to my side.

My partner appeared out of nowhere, like a whimsical gust of wind. As if telepathy were a given, he ran alongside me without a word, slipping his arm through the twin shields he had summoned and uttering the key phrase.

The connection was restored. [Scareless]—I wouldn't use it.

We were moments away from clashing with the 'vermilion' one, and without any discussion… our gazes met for an instant, and his seemed to say with amusement, 'It's your turn.'

So, the girl drew her 'staff.'

The [Staff of Dawning] released from the holster at her waist was a command staff, yet not a command staff. Because what she desired was not to be a mage, but—

""[Enchant]!""

—to be a swordswoman, fighting alongside someone.

'Light' and 'Water,' two magical powers that, while not strictly opposing, could not normally coexist.

However, there was the unidentifiable wood fragment gifted from the [Traveler], and the ancient wood obtained from the first boss she had defeated with her partner, which could '*convert magic into growth*.'

The special staff created by the legendary [Playful Fire Crafter] by combining these two materials… could hardly be expected to have its performance confined to the realm of the ordinary.

The [Staff of Dawning]—its nature was the absorption and integration of limitless magic, regardless of attribute.

Devouring, mastering, and weaving together the magic poured into it, it would form… the proof of the swordswoman the girl wished to be.

With the magic generously poured in by two players with MID stats of 800 and 650, what ignited at the tip of the staff was—a great magic sword of 'Light' and 'Water.'

"Clear the way, please!"

"Ha, you've really learned to say that, haven't you—with pleasure!"

A flash of white and blue, a grin plastered across his face, kicked off the ground and soared through the air, carving through the 'red' that rained down.

As always, his movements were impossible to follow with the eyes. No matter how much I chased, it was a talent unique to him, one I had to accept I could never replicate.

*And that's why* I have to run, too.

To be by my proud partner's side—to earnestly give shape to my own unique talent, one he could never replicate.

………………Even so, I *still* think this *name* is a *bad idea*.

Even if I have no plans to announce it to the world,

Even if, considering the two attributes, it's not a completely off-the-mark name,

Even if the other member said, 'I don't think it's that bad,' giving it a passing grade—embarrassing is embarrassing.

Still, to meet the global standard of this virtual world,

"T-Tomoyori-no-Tsurugi—Ver. 1…!"

—one must declare their 'ultimate move' with all their might.

"————[Souten]!"

A single streak of light shot toward the 'vermilion' one's massive body, which had been pushed back by the shield of the warrior who had become a great citadel, its restraining barrage torn to shreds.

The brilliant sword of light, wreathed in water, cut through the tail unleashed in a counterattack after a moment's stalemate—

The girl, clad in her Azure Sky Raiment, landed silently on the 'vermilion' one's back.

And then, the *master of the magic sword swung her staff*. The next moment—

"————[Granschwärmer Neun]."

Nine blades of azure flame that had been gathering light in the sky rained down, piercing and skewering the massive body. With each tower of flame that rose, the dragon writhed in resistance, shaking the earth… and with the ninth.

The monster, illuminated by the flame swords that stood like grave markers,

『————, ————, ————————』

—let out two, three more inhuman cries before falling silent—

"……………………Ngh, …………haah…!!!"

As for the girl who had magnificently accomplished her 'great task,' she had reached her limit, and—atop the dragon that had become a 'corpse' for the second time, she collapsed with a soft *thump*.



    Chapter 385

    The White Journey Unburdened, Part Nine

    "—Can I give you my thoughts?"

"No, you may not…!"

On top of the now-motionless 'vermilion' one. I offered Sora a hand as she sat slumped over, and she immediately shot me down, telling me not to say a word.

Too bad, but oh well. The fact that I thought she was super cool and amazing is a given, and I can tell from her beet-red face as she looks at me that the praise has already been conveyed.

Any effect my earlier plan of making the rounds to greet everyone—so as not to make them needlessly nervous before the fight—might have had has likely been completely blown away by now.

At the very least, the people who were here have probably realized the rather serious fact that my partner is even crazier than I am.

—Anyway,

That makes five of the 'vermilion' ones we've taken down across the 'Boundaries'… and based on what Ashe said when we ran into each other at the fourth one, this must have been the *last* of the ten.

"Which means… something else is about to happen. You okay?"

"I'm not, okay, but………… I can still… keep going…!"

Shaking off her deep fatigue, Sora took my hand with a start and stood up, clenching her fists as if to steel herself.

*Super cute. I want to pat her head*—the fact that such thoughts are popping into my head suggests that my own mental fatigue is accumulating quite a bit.

But regardless, the third phase of the [White Throne] annihilation battle was now complete. Naturally, the *surviving* raid members began to gather in this location one after another.

"—Nineteen people. Should we see that as a lot, or a few… I wonder."

Lord [General Commander], who had come over to my side, muttered as he looked around at the assembled members—

"It's better to think of it as few. Both in terms of fact and for morale."

Next to him, the voice that rang out belonged to the sole exception among the members, who were all, to varying degrees, covered in fatigue. The princess, with her prim and proper face, showed no signs of tiredness or negative emotion.

"You could say that thanks to the guys who put their bodies on the line, we rankers made it to the next stage at full strength. Considering this was a completely blind, forced improvisation…"

"We might be able to consider this the best possible outcome."

The two from the south, Orin and Fuji-san, followed up from behind him.

"Though it was INCREDIBLY exhausting!!!"

Lux, who popped his head out from even further behind, followed with a vivaciousness that seemed impossible for an ordinary human, his face a mixture of utter exhaustion and boundless energy.

Glad to see you're doing well. Just stay right there, okay?

My partner is tired too, so if you come flying at her with that energy, I won't hesitate to catch and release.

—And,

"………………Um, Hinayo-san, I'm really sorry. That deadpan stare is effective on me in a lot of ways, so please have mercy."

Having *chucked aside* my 'escort' duty as Irori had requested and run to my partner's aid, the older lady was currently giving me the side-eye.

"Oh, I'm just kidding. I don't mind at all, really."

"Even if you say that without a single twitch of your expression…"

I know she's joking, but unless she shows me her usual mischievous smile, I can't really feel at ease—

Ah, that's the one. Thank you very much…!

"You seem pretty relaxed, huh."

"Ah, haha…"

And so it went. A pair of observers watched the extremely pathetic clan member heave a sigh of relief upon receiving a soft smile.

The sight of the petite Sora and Tetra standing side-by-side, chatting amicably (?), had a unique healing effect.

I know I'm not one to talk, but it's heartwarming to see my comrades getting along. If it helps, you can use me as a topic of conversation as much as you like.

"—Haru."

"*You* hold onto it for a while longer. We don't know what's coming next or for how long."

"…Alright. I owe you one."

"Don't owe me anything. Don't worry about it."

To Irori, who had made a show of returning [Samidorizuki] with a solemn face, I indicated that he should keep it, trying to sound as casual as possible. I knew he hadn't been able to prepare a spare sword for certain reasons, and the fact that he hadn't said anything meant he had been able to *use it without issue*.

In that case, there was nothing more to be said. I would go so far as to say with confidence that if my master knew it had been of help to Irori, she would praise me instead of scolding me—

…………………………So, anyway?

"…Isn't this taking a while?"

"A break time, perhaps…?"

To Tetra's muttered question, Goldow, stroking his chin, replied.

It had been a while since the last 'vermilion' one had stopped moving. As they looked around the 'Boundary,' where a hush had fallen except for the murmuring of players regrouping,

Our party, which had happily emptied our MP, had already been resupplied by Tetra and was back in fighting shape. If some other kind of separation gimmick were to activate, we were at least in a position to go on a rampage… but,

As Goldow said, perhaps we were being granted a brief respite.

Just as someone was about to ask another question about the minutes-long lull—it happened.

"—Up."

The warrior who had been standing silently by the [General Commander]'s side as usual, muttered quietly as he looked straight up. Everyone who heard his voice was guided by it and looked up as well—

"""——————————"""

The moment everyone was rendered speechless, the field began to transform once again.

The pure white walls that had separated the 'Boundary' cracked without a sound, shattering and dissolving into the air with an almost unnatural silence.

And so, the battlefield, now reconnected, returned to a state where the original large crater could be seen in its entirety—and from the 'hole' that had opened in the canopy covering the vast space, no one could tear their eyes away.

""…………What the hell is that, the gates of hell?""

The chance matching of words came from me and Goldow. However, not a single person objected to the line we had both uttered.

The massive vortex that had opened in the center of the sky was on such a ridiculous scale that it was impossible to gauge its size from a distance.

With a roar that felt like an illusion, the swirling clouds changed color from 'white' to 'vermilion,' and from 'vermilion' to 'red' the closer they got to the 'hole'—

And in the center of the vortex, something came into view.

What was formed by the torn fragments of red clouds was too vague to be called a 'figure.'

However, its distinctive form—

"………………Hey."

"This is a little strange, isn't it…?"

"That's…"

"How in the world did that happen…?"

Questions arose in the murmurs of one person after another.

Those who had faced it directly, of course, but also those who had only ever seen its 'figure' in videos—all of them asked why.

That pillar was the color of red.

If it were likened to a living creature, it was the form of a 'great stag' with two magnificent horns.

What was drawn using the clouds was a massive head, far removed from its original… previously formed body. However, that alone was enough for recognition.

At the tips of its twin horns—the majesty of another pair of 'eyes' modeled above its head was something you could never forget once you saw it, even in a video.

"—'Red Circle'… Rierta, Helia."

The one who spoke its name was the [Sword Queen] who had once taken its head.

Ashe, staring straight back at the giant head of the 'Red Circle' that looked down from the heavens with its two pairs of eyes at the small creatures crawling on the earth, was about to speak again… the next moment.

"————Ngh…"

At my waist, the crimson blade trembled as if trying to tell me something.

The great stag of 'red,' which had flickered in the sky far above, dropped a 'tear' from its eyes.

The red drop, a small tear-like droplet—swelled to an enormous size as it fell.

"Is this bad…?!"

"Hey, you've gotta be kidding—!"

"————ALL HANDS, EVACUATE!"

Before the [General Commander]'s order was even finished, every player had turned on their heel and fled for their lives, and behind them, it *dripped*… *down*…

And carved another 'deep crimson hole' in the center of the large crater.



    Chapter 386

    Soliloquy

    ————Someone is watching someone else, who is hugging their knees.

It is a void between voids, where all is filled with blankness.

A small, empty room where looking up or down holds no meaning.

The fragments of consciousness fall away, one by one. How many are left?

Or perhaps, is it just an illusion that any still remain,

And has the existence known as 'I' already vanished, like foam on a wave?

—I wanted to see the stars, I thought.

I wanted to see the sky, I kept thinking.

Just one more time… I want to see the moon, an impossible wish for all eternity.

'I,' who hugs my knees like a child,

'I,' who hugs my knees like an adult,

I, who hugs my knees like a person————someone is watching me.

In the distant, precious memories of someone sinking into a colorless world,

The whisper of 'Red,' which nestled close to 'White' and flickered,

Rang out, whether in dream or reality, and echoed through a small world.



    Chapter 387

    Dawn Breaks White, and the Beginning Sings a Dirge: Part One

    Well then, let's begin.

<hr>

"—Damage report…!"

Somehow managing to escape the rain of 'red' droplets, each dozens of meters in diameter, the [General Commander] was the first to shout. Responses flew back from the various party leaders one after another.

Even to my listening ear, the reports of 'casualties' kept coming, though thankfully, the damage from this cruel surprise event seemed to be zero.

"…Goldow, we should prepare."

"Right—all units, form groups of nine and spread out to the 'corpses'! Be ready for anything, whether it's teleportation or isolation!"

The two at the top immediately reached an agreement, and Goldow's command echoed loudly.

It was as if they had planned it… or rather, they had probably been positioned with *this* in mind. The ten evenly spaced 'corpses' all remained in a ring around the large hole. In that case, being wary of them was the correct judgment.

With some members down, one might expect chaos when ordered to form groups of 'exactly nine,' but—everyone moved with frightening speed.

As the rankers, including myself, took our positions at a distance… players began to gather under the ten newly formed 'heads,' communicating concisely with words and glances.

They must have memorized the raid roster. They moved with a swiftness and order that suggested they knew exactly who they should be following.

"…This is like an army, isn't it?"

"It's amazing, isn't it…"

Exchanging a slightly dumbfounded admiration with my partner next to me, I gave a standard nod to the seven players who had come to my group, thinking, *'Ah, thank you, I'm honored.'*—Oops, I hadn't thanked him yet.

Leading the group that followed in perfect formation toward a distant 'corpse,' I belatedly sent a salute to the *one-armed warrior*.

In return, I received a genuinely good-natured smile.

"Seems my partner was in your care. Thanks for the support."

"You should watch the archive later. We were the ones who received support."

"……, Ngh…………"

Well now, this should be fun to watch later. I feel a bit sorry for Sora-san, who's looking rather embarrassed, but I'll be sure to enjoy it to the fullest—now then,

"…………It's not moving."

At the edge of the battlefield where they had stopped, one of the mages carefully observing the dragon's corpse muttered a doubtful word.

"Possibility that the last phase was actually the final one."

"And now we're in the ending event, you think?"

"No way."

"I'll bet a hundred million Luuna that it's not over yet."

"The odds are 1.0, is that acceptable?"

"Getting my money back, lol."

Were the lighthearted remarks that followed a sign of confidence… or a petty bravado to mask their tension?

"Haru-kun."

"Yes?"

I was in the middle of 'memorizing' the deployment of the scattered raid members so that I wouldn't mistake where I needed to rush to, no matter what happened.

The Defense Captain who had called out to me tapped his now-missing right shoulder and laughed casually.

"I'm in this state. If the need arises, I'll be the one to *scout things out*, so use it as a reference."

"…………Understood. Thank you."

"As long as the raid wins in the end. I'm here to be useful, after all."

Seriously, what is up with Arcadia? This virtual world is filled with nothing but cool guys—

"————Haru."

"Yeah, I *know*."

Exchanging words, scattering tension, and masking fatigue. The eyes of the players, waiting impatiently for the next anomaly, could not possibly have missed *it*.

Instantly falling silent, all eyes were directed not at the motionless 'corpses,' nor at the 'hole' in the center of the crater that seemed to lead to hell… and not at the whereabouts of the 'Red Circle' that had vanished as if dissolving.

It was the red rain that had begun to fall from the ominous swirling clouds that still covered the sky.

Not inside, but outside. The raindrops pouring from the clouds, now completely dyed a blood-like 'red,' fell only on the outer perimeter, like a curtain surrounding the vast battlefield.

It rained, and rained, and rained, and kept raining—and the resulting puddle, like a river of blood, swelled to a size visible even from a distance… and *bubbled* up.

And then,

"…………Um, I—I've seen that before."

"I know, right… I've seen it recently too."

To add to that, the stage was the same. If there was a difference, it was… whether it was *already filled from the beginning*, or whether it was *about to be filled*. That was the only thing.

"………………What's the plan, Lord Acrobat?"

Unfortunately, I didn't have the luxury to retort to the unwelcome nickname as I looked ahead at the all-too-predictable future.

"…Sora-san. I know this is a big ask, but I have a favor."

"……, …………"

My partner, who went through about five different expressions in response to my eye contact, finally gave a resigned nod and summoned her sand command sword.

"Well then… it's not much, but I will."

"Understood, Leader."

The players who had seen the exchange between Sora and [Elephant Three]-shi immediately understood and formed a battle line. With their commander as the focal point—they faced the swarm of 'red.'

That's a relief. I can leave my back to them without a shred of anxiety… in that case, *shall we do this?*

Drawing [Parabellum Bullet], which had been trembling as if in anticipation, with my right hand, I passed it to my left and got my short sword and shield ready.

The appearance and combination might be a bit strange, but in game terms, this is a perfectly valid 'dual wield'—as long as I slash with my left and punch with my right, there's no problem.

Charge, or wait? After a moment's thought, I decided.

"————[Rocket]."

First strike takes all.

Ahead of the [Remnants of the Red Circle] that were flooding in, as if targeting the players positioned in the center of the battlefield—I kicked off the ground and launched my own assault.



    Chapter 388

    Dawn Breaks White, a Funeral Song for a New Beginning, Part Two

    From the center of the battlefield, spanning several kilometers in diameter, to its very edge—a distance I could cross in just a few strides.

Propelled by a continuous activation of [Rocket], I closed in on the crimson tsunami in an instant. What spread before my eyes was, as expected, a familiar vision of hell.

As I passed, I swiftly lopped off the countless necks sprouting from that hellscape that were within my reach… and an immediate sense of wrongness shot through the hand gripping my dagger.

"—Tough…!"

The blade went through, and it wasn't hard to take them down in one strike if I aimed for a vital point—but the feedback was completely different from the Remnants of the Red Circle I had fought in the southern basin.

This was the result of a blow from my rabbit dagger, fully charged with the momentum of my approach. A half-hearted swing wouldn't be enough to slice them cleanly in two… a thought I conveyed via my ultimate player skill.

"Secret technique: High-Speed Blind Typing!"

With a *clang*, I momentarily sheathed the rabbit dagger, deployed the system window with my recently acquired skill, and fired off a message.

'They're pretty strong.'

Typing out a few words like that was a piece of cake. I was sure Goldow, the recipient, would issue a warning to everyone else.

My job as the vanguard was done—now, it was time to wreak as much havoc as possible!

It was entirely my fault for charging in with zero hesitation, but a beat later, I restarted my engine, scattering the phosphorescent light of [Scareless] that now dwelled in my avatar, and blasted off once more.

Fangs, claws, thorns, and more rained down on me, the lone figure who had plunged into the horde. I weaved through every vicious weapon, swinging my arms with all my might.

This was the very definition of having no place to stand. But, if I could step on the air—

"Barely… somehow, I can manage!"

I could feel the presence of *that certain something* resonating with me, but my rabbit dagger probably wasn't manifesting a special effect like the [Evaquartz].

However, with the strength boost from the double whammy of my [Twaibolt Mirari] and [Scareless], its already high base specs were more than enough to be effective.

I leaped, I slashed, I *smashed* them, gradually widening a circle of emptiness within the tsunami—well, yeah, I knew this would happen.

No matter how much I raised the peace index in my immediate vicinity, it was a drop in the bucket compared to the spawn points that had appeared all around the entire circumference of this vast battlefield.

My heart nearly broke as I watched the great crimson tsunami relentlessly encroach inward, but without any area-of-effect attacks, there was nothing else I could do.

"…Where does it all end? This whole damn hellscape…!"

I muttered to myself as I swung my arms wildly, trying to reduce the burden on the main force by even a single percent… and then, a few seconds later.

As if growing impatient with something.

The beloved sword that had remained silent in its sheath rattled with a *clatter*.
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    What the players understood almost simultaneously about the fourth phase of the White Throne battle came just a few seconds after the chaotic melee began.

The moment they realized that the horde, which reacted to approaching players but never stopped moving, was swarming toward the unmoving 'corpse,' the raid instantly transformed into a defensive battle.

If the crimson tide reached the dragon's remains, they would melt and merge with it… No one could say what would happen at the end of that 'ritual.'

But without exchanging a single word, they were all united in their prediction. Namely, that something absolutely, positively, without a doubt, terrible would happen.

What unfolded was a grand melee that bordered on pure chaos.

But no matter how inexhaustible the tsunami seemed, in terms of overall specs besides sheer numbers, the players overwhelmingly dominated at the water's edge.

The problem wasn't whether they could succeed in this tower defense. It was that no one knew how long this pandemonium would last.

And meanwhile—

"—Wait, wait, wait, hold on…!? This isn't funny! It's not funny, so wait, calm down, time-out, time-out!"

Distracted by this unexpected development, I lost control of my body and was currently on the verge of death in the middle of the crimson horde—a pitiful man, one and all—It's me, myself, and I!!!!!

Not content with just rattling in its sheath, my [Evaquartz] had started to pull my avatar, and it had been several minutes since it had gone out of control.

I deserved praise for surviving this long while barely able to move, but my concentration, breath, and spirit were all reaching their limits.

I tried to just let it go and do as it pleased, but for some reason, the damn thing wouldn't leave its sheath. Alright, alright, I get it… you want me to go over there, don't you!?

As if sensing my change of heart, my partner stopped its tantrum the moment I turned on my heel. Unable to suppress a wry smile, I activated [Rocket].

Shaking off the swarming Remnants of the Red Circle, I returned to the main force surrounding the 'corpse' that seemed to be the enemy's target… but this place, too, was a serious vision of hell.

They were managing, but they were far from comfortable. The battlefield, where blades, bludgeons, magic, and roars flew in response to the endless enemy assault, was, to put it mildly, a bloody festival.

"…! Haru, what happened!?"

"Sorry, some kind of weird malfunction…!"

I yelled a reply to my partner, who had landed right beside me, surprised at my appearance, as I tried to restrain my beloved sword, which had started acting up again, pointing insistently in one direction.

Battles against large groups were my partner's specialty.

Lining up alongside Hinayo-san and Lux, who were also skilled at mowing down hordes… no, not just lining up, Sora was a step above. The density of red around her was thinner.

I had a little leeway to mess around by myself… which meant I needed to make peace with this thing, and fast—

"—Haru."

Just then, a voice called out from behind me. It belonged to the 'Princess,' who should have been mowing down the tsunami with more force than anyone else.

"…! Iris, sorry, I've got a problem! I don't know why, but suddenly—"

"I saw you were moving strangely. What's wrong?"

She was probably checking to see if the gap she'd left had been properly filled. When I turned, she was looking into the distance, firing off questions.

"My Anima is going berserk for some reason. It's rattling, it's pulling, and it refuses to leave its sheath. I can't do anything with it…!"

"…Pulled where?"

Where… In other words, where the [Evaquartz] was trying to go. Even I had figured that much out.

My eyes turned to the center of the battlefield.

The great crimson hole opened by the 'red' tears.

I knew it—that's why if Iris hadn't come to me, I was planning on going to her for an opinion.

"Your 'Anima' is—"

"Yes, *that thing* is its origin."

In a normal game, an individual player would never be entrusted with such a 'key.'

But this world was Arcadia, the utopia woven by the one and only VR console, [Arcadia]—a god's playground that casually allows for the extraordinary.

With its overwhelming freedom and a world too vast to ever fully explore, it's a lawless otherworld, unbound even by the framework of a game, that presents everyone with the potential to become 'special in their own way.'

That's why my speculation led to this.

The possibility that my 'Anima' was pointing the way forward for this raid.

The place *it* was trying to take me was the gate to hell opened in the earth. So, beyond that 'gate'—there was probably something.

""—""

Our gazes met, and garnet eyes stared straight at me. Without a word, we both took in each other and the fate of the battlefield. In the end,

"—Let's go."

"—Let's go."

Following the conclusion we'd reached, we stood up.
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    "Goldow, we're leaving the line now."

"W-What did you say!?"

"That's not nearly enough explanation…!"

That was our opening line after approaching the General Commander, who was busy directing troops and occasionally jumping into the front lines himself. Goldow's eyes went wide behind his helmet in response to Iris's killer pass.

Naturally, the commander's strained shout and my retort were met with a slightly displeased look from the princess, as if to say, "I wasn't finished."

Her forceful opening was just the start. With her quick wit and sharp mind, the complicated explanation about my Anima's malfunction and its origins was a simple matter for her.

And so, in less than a few dozen seconds, the situation was fully conveyed—

"…I see, I get the gist—so, who's going?"

"It's already decided."

Goldow, who had also grasped the unusual situation with his impressive comprehension, asked the question, and Iris answered immediately, as if it were a matter of course.

"—Me, Haru, and Sora. The three of us."

"Come again???"

This time, it was my turn for my eyes to go wide at her instant reply.

"Wait, how did you… We don't even know what's in there, and you want to go with just three people—"

"Because we don't know what's there, we need a small team with a composition that can handle almost anything. I've considered several patterns, and this is the best—trust me."

No objections… or rather, I was silenced by the pressure in her words, which was unusual for her. I didn't feel intimidated, but I reflexively shut my mouth, feeling I should.

"…Risk hedging, a backup plan, balancing the unknown over there with what's happening here… I guess that's the safest bet."

"Either way, since we don't know if this will ever end, we have to go in. At the very least, the situation shows that 'numbers' are what's needed here. To demand the same thing on another front would be a broken game design for a 'Colored Monster' subjugation battle, which has a limited number of participants… so, I'd like to think that won't happen."

…Wow, she's amazing. I was convinced after just ten seconds of silence.

When you think about it, she's right. This is a defensive battle against a massive horde, a forced melee. The elements required for success are defensive and suppressive power, which equals 'numbers.'

On top of that, if we assume a two-front operation where another objective awaits beyond the 'hole' my Anima is pointing to—

Then it's highly likely that whatever is there can be dealt with by a small group.

*Highly likely* is wishful thinking. But in the end, this battle is, and always will be, a forced blind run. All we players can do is deduce 'what if' from the hints we're given.

And the answer Iris came up with was a three-man cell that balanced adaptability with the smallest possible number—namely, 'the strongest (herself),' 'the versatile (Sora),' and 'the wild card (me).'

We could handle long, medium, and close ranges, and each of us was an individual capable of surviving and performing on our own. Iris's solo performance was a given, but Sora and I were a ridiculous duo who could coordinate remotely as long as we were in the same space, even when fighting solo.

With my versatile partner also equipped with healing magic, we could even expect some level of recovery if forced into a war of attrition… I'll say it, knowing it's conceited,

"It might just be the optimal solution… I guess."

"Yeah, I'll admit that—but at least take Tetra with you."

"He can't go. If Sora leaves, the burden on Lux and Scorching Gaze for area suppression will skyrocket. The moment they run out of steam, we'll be pushed back—Haru, reorganize the party."

"Got it, one sec."

This time, I had absolutely no objections. If we had time to hesitate, it was better to bet on a plausible possibility and act quickly.

Either way, we wouldn't know what the right answer was until it was all over.

I opened the system window again and sent a second message. The response from my partner was immediate. The party was temporarily disbanded by the leader's authority, and the status bar at the edge of my vision vanished—then, a new invitation immediately flew in.

I hit 'Yes' on the acceptance screen, and the newly formed party UI lit up with the names [Haru], [Sora], and [Iris].

Sora must have contacted Tetra and Lux, who had been left out, and another three-man cell including Hinayo-san had probably already been formed.

Preparations were complete—dallying any longer would just needlessly accumulate exhaustion.

"I'm counting on you here. After that, all judgment calls are yours."

"…—Yeah, leave it to me. Go!"

The conversation between the unlikely friends was brief and filled with trust… Ignoring the General Commander, who had dispensed with any lengthy encouragement and focused on his command, the Sword Queen turned to me and smiled softly.

"Haru, go get your partner."

"Aye, roger that—is what I'd like to say, but."

Our acquaintance is still short, so it can't be helped, but my partner, while a genuine 'young lady,' has a greedy specification of having a protagonist's disposition, unlike a typical young lady.

Therefore,

"—Thank you for waiting, let's go!"

She'll show up wherever she's needed, dashing in on her own, without me having to go and get her.

And so, the three of us gathered and broke into a run, heading for the 'hole.' With our backs to one battlefield, we charged toward another that surely lay beyond—

"On three…!"

"…two…"

"—Go!"

Driven by a battle-high that was half reasoning and half 'whatever-happens-happens,' we leaped—into the great crimson hole that gaped open in the basin.
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    There was no long, drawn-out fall into a bottomless pit, no darkness that seemed ready to swallow us whole.

We were enveloped by the sensation of falling for only a few seconds after we leaped. The telltale signs of a forced teleportation—something I had experienced countless times—assaulted my unhesitating avatar.

"""—"""

Our eyes shot open, and in the next moment, we were thrown out into a clear, cloudless blue sky.

"Hey… what about the people who can't fly!? Me included!"

"—Haru, get Iris-san!"

"I know!"

Sora, at least, was fine.

My partner was the master of a magic sword that danced freely through the air; she could manage. But this game was fundamentally designed so that players couldn't just soar through the skies.

"…!"

"Hold on tight! And don't bite your tongue!"

Even the great Sword Queen couldn't fly. I snatched her body as she was in freefall, her eyes wide with surprise, and prepared to activate [Rocket].

Output at ten percent. It would still be fast… but my evolved transport skill, [Luna Nobody], should offset the G-forces with its defensive capabilities, twice that of its predecessor, [Guardian's Cradle].

That being the case, there was only one place to go.

"This has gotta be it, right!? I'm thinking we go all out from the start! Any objections!?"

"None!"

"None at all!"

As we fell from the sky, the gazes of all three of us converged on a single point below.

A great basin, identical to the battlefield we had just been on. And in its center—a familiar 'white' taking on an unfamiliar 'form.'

That form was, in the truest sense of the word, a 'dragon'… A long neck, a long tail. Standing firm on four powerful legs, a creature of fantasy equipped with massive wings.

A manifestation of beauty, terror, and awe. A colossal 'white dragon' with golden eyes that felt sacred, and a halo-like ring of light above its head.

I had no way of knowing which was its true form, but,

"Came back for a rematch—Tsarkalv!"

『—!!!』

A tiny shout and a tremendous roar crossed between us from above and below—and unable to suppress the grin spreading across my face, I soared through the sky just as I had once before.

It wouldn't even take an instant to close the distance.

"[Forte Rouge]—!"

I delivered the 'strongest and most invincible' right to the 'white' one's face. Responding to the explosive acceleration of [Rocket] as if it were nothing, Iris dyed her dress crimson and swung her 'sword.'

It was a full-power strike, no doubt about it—but,

"…!"

It didn't reach.

The blade, likely aimed at the roaring dragon's snout, was stopped by a barrier formed from countless tendrils—no, bands of light—emitted from the halo floating above its head.

『—』

Its golden eyes narrowed, and its great wings spread. A pre-motion that strongly suggested some kind of 'counterattack' began.

"[Schwert Kreis]."

A second golden flash descended a moment later, and with a single sword in hand, she intoned the key words.

"—[Nel Wiedersch]!"

The scales tipped, and the one magic sword woven from a thousand was brought down. With the activation of [Scareless] and the status sharing of [Twaibolt Mirari], the sword of sand, which had defied all common sense, shattered the barrier that had once stopped 'the strongest' with an even greater 'abnormality.'

The colossal body wavered—and the third arrow, having finished its escort duty, was already loaded.

"[An-ru Galta (Hypothesis: The Wedge-Armor that Sings of the King's Road)]."

I released Iris, landed on the ground—and reversed my momentum. My left hand, now deploying the light armor that was finally available again, reached for the hilt of the stubborn brat still holed up in its sheath.

"This time… I'm not backing down without dealing some damage!"

With a loud ring, the drawn [Evaquartz]'s blade blazed with a brilliant, pure white radiance—soaring through the air, it sank its fangs into the 'white' being that was its origin.

It was shallow. But the crimson effect etched into its neck was proof that I had reached it.

I passed by it, moving from below to above. When I turned back, my gaze met its golden eyes, which were aimed straight at me… Hey. I'm going into this believing it's the final battle, so let's have some fun.

From that day when all I could do was look up, shout empty boasts, and land one tiny, spiteful bite—

Both I and this thing have been honed into 'swords,' and we've made it this far.

"I'm not gonna lose—get ready for me."

A beat of silence, and then.

The blue-silver, the gold, and the pure white all took a single step forward at the same time.
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    "—! Haru! Iris-san! Give me twenty seconds!"

The movements of the 'white' one were completely different from the being that existed 'on the surface'—deceptively fast and sharp for its massive size.

As her two party members fought it to a standstill, creating a stalemate that seemed like a joke, Sora yelled her plea. They responded not with words, but with even greater acceleration.

"Area Designation—… Restriction, lifted!"

The two swords flashed, bands of light danced wildly, and the colossal body flew about. With that otherworldly battlefield as a starting point, the sand swords flying through the air began to stab into the great basin one after another, drawing a massive circle.

Just a little more, a little further—and then, the circle was complete.

"[Territory Construction]…! Here I go!"

In that instant, as if they had planned it from the start.

The two, without even looking back, read the girl's intent and charged the 'white' one from the left and right… and above and below the pinned white dragon, a spark ignited.

The area within the circle drawn by the swords was a domain ruled by the 'Master of the Magic Sword'—which meant that right now, all the space within her sight was an extension of her fingertips, from which she could birth her blades.

"—[Riverimento Kieferion]!"

A total of ten colossal azure towers, born from both the earth and the sky, became a veritable 'jaw' that bit down on the white dragon's massive body.

It was a true 'finishing move,' one that would make you scream, "What else could possibly work if this doesn't!?"—but it was precisely because this wasn't the end that it was an Abnormal Existence (Colored).

Therefore,

『—!!!』

"Not yet…!"

Even hearing the dragon's scream, she didn't let up.

"[Explode… Perflam]!"

It wasn't a technique, precisely, but the final destination of a flame sword (flam) that had been released from all control. As the key word echoed, the two who had been holding down the 'white' one instantly distanced themselves.

The ten colossal towers exploded all at once, swallowing the dragon's roar and everything else, shaking the world with fierce destruction and a deafening roar.

"—Ugh… kh…"

She could still move, but she couldn't stop herself from falling to her knees.

Despite this being her first large-scale battle, the girl had continually surpassed every player's expectations, fulfilling her crucial role to the very end.

Her sensory fatigue had reached its peak; she could no longer be expected to perform at a high level.

But this was fine.

The moment they laid eyes on the new… the true 'White Throne,' the wills of the three of them had surely become one.

There was no thinking about what came after. They had no choice but to strike it down with all their might.

Without a doubt, she had accomplished her task.

"It's your turn, you two…!"

She had delivered the opening move that would connect to the 'final blow' in this short, decisive battle she had deemed the end.

◇◆◇◆◇

—*I'm jealous.*

That word, which ran through my mind at this critical moment, made me smile.

It was a self-deprecating smile, one tinged with astonishment at myself. This was no time for such things, yet here I was, harboring feelings of jealousy.

I struck down the approaching bands of light, batted them away, and leaped aside to evade the massive, tree-trunk-like tail that swung down from above.

Even though I was having so much fun right now… I suppose humans are creatures who, once they obtain something, always want 'more.' It was so hopeless, I could only be amazed.

This 'jealousy' was directed at those two.

At the thought that Haru and Sora had walked the path of adventure to this point as each other's greatest partners. A feeling of envy from the bottom of my heart.

Its wings scorched by the girl's all-out attack, the white dragon turned its golden eyes, which held a strong will—be it anger or something else—toward Iris… and its jaw opened.

I couldn't see the flicker of fire deep in its throat, but I knew what was coming.

When you think of a dragon—it's impossible for it not to possess *that*.

Evasion was the only option. The spot I had just leaped from was assaulted by something both expected and unexpected. In place of the 'dragon's breath' one might imagine, something invisible carved a deep gouge into the earth.

It was probably a breath of annihilation, one that erased space itself… Here at the end, its abilities were as ridiculously overpowered as ever.

In that case,

"Sword-Glow, release."

I would simply meet one absurdity with another and cut it down head-on.

…It goes without saying, this was a first.

"'In the name of the Sword King—"

To unleash this single strike, a finishing move acknowledged by the virtual world itself,

"'—here and now, I shall reveal my divine might.'"

For someone else, to connect to what comes next.

And that is why—precisely why,

"I shall weave… the world—!"

I couldn't suppress the pounding of my heart at this long-awaited 'adventure alongside someone else.'

"—[Arcadia, Ideal Land Embracing the Old Moon]!"

For the first time, I chanted the name of that technique not for myself, but for someone else.

A tremendous flash of silver ascended to the heavens. The 'sword,' which governed the 'world' and embodied 'power,' closed in on the white dragon, which governed 'boundaries' and made 'space' its own—

It sliced through the tail swung to protect the beast, and furthermore, it shattered the halo floating above the dragon's head and swallowed it whole.

And then,

"—…Haru, it's your turn."

The next move was made, and the link was forged.

"Show me what you've got, my prince."

To the pale blue figure, high in the sky, holding a dazzling, star-like brilliance in his hand.
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    The demonic 'sword' woven by my partner, Sora, shines.

The worldly 'sword' spun by the princess, Iris, shines.

And the 'sword' in my hand, soaring high into the sky, glimmers pure white, dyeing the heavens.

"—'The breath of slumbering white.'"

My armor is gone, my shields are gone. There is nothing else I need but this single blade I hold aloft.

"'The arm of a fool, clinging to memories, who longed for the distant, sacred canopy.'"

It was once a piece of scrap metal that, following its master's pride, had merely sunk its fangs.

"'Severed world of emptiness, lament of the void, cleave through the darkness and return.'"

It was once the one with whom I challenged the endless pillar, the one with whom I swore to rise again and seek a rematch.

"'This side, blessed.'"

The time for waiting is over. Now, here, with a brilliance more dazzling than anything else,

"'That side, desired.'"

It soars through the sky with me—a part of my soul, seeking to strike down its one and only object of aspiration.

…Hey, boss. This is a rematch, so I've gotta pay you back, right?

I know I've brought along some rule-bending reinforcements and received some ridiculously overpowered follow-up from a barrage of ultimate attacks, but I'll declare this with the privilege of a 'challenger (player).'

One strike that was next to nothing, and one strike from an endless height.

We started this relationship with a one-for-one exchange—so there's no other way to end it!

"'This blade's point is the singing arrow of the end and the beginning'…!"

Its wings burned, its tail severed, its halo shattered, the White Throne lifts its neck.

The white dragon that once looked down on me from so far above. Our gazes meet, our positions reversed… its eyes, as if telling a story, 'I remember you.'

Tsarkalv of the White Throne narrows its golden eyes and slowly turns its jaw toward the heavens.

As if to say, *I accept your challenge*—very well, then. Let's do this.

"'Become the divine lightning… that reaches the White Throne'!"

To hell with the consequences. Either we win, or you win—

"'Here and now, I shall etch a falling star'!"

I entrust everything to my soul's partner, my Anima, and unleash it.

"Reach, pierce, and penetrate—[El Solas, The White Lightning of Nostalgia that Deceives Gods]!"

The breath of annihilation released from the dragon's jaw, and the lightning of the white sword hurled from a man's hand.

The intersection ended without a sound, as if recreating that long-ago encounter.

The pure white light, which devoured the breath and streaked from heaven to earth,

『—…』

Deeply pierced the body of the white dragon, which had peacefully closed its eyes.

Straight through, to its very core.



    Chapter 394

    At the End of a Long Slumber

    I loved soaring through the sky.

—*Your name is Alv.*

I loved watching the clouds drift by.

—*The wish I entrust is 'freedom,' the power I bestow is 'boundaries.'*

From high above, I looked down upon the earth.

—*O, white guardian, who can be dyed by anything, yet is dyed by nothing.*

I loved watching life sprout and thrive.

And more than anything,

—*Please, protect this world.*

Her precious voice, striking my ears.

—*Our utopia, which that person loved.*

The soft, warm hand that stroked my snout.

—*I, too, will watch over you all for eternity.*

Her smile, full of affection, was what I loved more than anything in the world.

◇◆◇◆◇

—…… ——————…… ————————…… ——————————……

"—"

The 'lightning' I unleashed pierced the 'dragon,' and the world was enveloped in a pure white light—When I opened my eyes, I was sitting on the ground.

I felt like I had seen something.

I felt like I had heard something. But… I didn't know, I couldn't remember. My 'memory' talent, which was supposed to prevent me from forgetting things in this virtual world, wasn't working.

Was it my imagination? Feeling as if I'd been bewitched by a fox, I tried to look around… but my body was too heavy and wouldn't obey.

Instead, as I shifted, I noticed. Right beside me, sitting back-to-back, were Sora and Iris.

My gaze met a pair of amber eyes, blinking dazedly just like mine.

"…Um… did you, uh, see or hear anything?"

"I did…?"

"…?"

But Sora's response was one of, "I don't even understand the question." Iris, who had been listening beside her, tilted her head in agreement.

…Okay, I have no idea what's going on, but I'll just chalk it up to a waking dream (?).

Now then, it's time to face reality.

After the battle with the white dragon, the three of us were sent back to the spot right in front of the 'white' one.

It wasn't the white dragon that was likely its true form, nor was it the separated form that the 'red' one had been involved with—it was the form of the 'White Throne' we had encountered at the very beginning.

A bizarre, almost blasphemous figure.

But, I wonder why. The figure, lying powerless on its side in the center of the great basin as always… now, in my eyes, it looked like a sorrowful thing.

"…"

In a world that had fallen completely silent, I naturally held my tongue. Forcing my avatar, which could now move just a little, I slowly surveyed my surroundings.

Everyone was here.

If my 'memory' was correct, even those who should have been eliminated were present. Each of them stood frozen, as if they had been suddenly plucked from the midst of a fierce battle.

Everyone, their eyes captivated by a single sight.

The great crimson hole, the scars of the fierce battle that had shattered and gouged the earth… all of it had vanished, and the 'white' one's bed had regained its silence.

Sunlight pierced through a break in the clouds and poured down upon Tsarkalv of the White Throne—the white pillar in the center.

『—』

As if seeping out of the void, a red deer appeared beside the white dragon and spoke to it with a strange cry that resembled the sound of the wind.

The unmoving dragon did not answer.

Its massive body, once formed by crimson clouds, was nowhere to be seen. The deer, so small in comparison to the dragon, walked closer.

The unseen dragon did not respond.

And then, at the very end.

The red deer, as one would to a close friend or a beloved, gently nuzzled its body against the cheek of the prostrate white dragon—and vanished, as if it had never existed in the first place.

And then, at the very end.

『—』

The dragon that had answered raised its body slightly, as if gazing up at the sky—and with a beautiful cry that echoed to the heavens, it became scattered motes of light.

And vanished, as if it had never existed in the first place.

I didn't understand anything. My comprehension failed me—but,

Without words, in the shadow of our back-to-back forms, my hands were held by someone, and someone else…

"…Heh, what is this."

In my confusion, I became aware of my avatar shedding tears against my will.

And to hide it, I just laughed.

—And then, the sound of a bell echoed throughout the world.

◇ The subjugation of [Tsarkalv of the White Throne] has been completed ◇

◇ The Warp Gate system has been updated ◇

◇ The Transfigure System Alpha has been unlocked ◇

◇ The funeral for [Rieltaheria of the Red Circle] has been completed ◇

◇ The World Phase will now shift ◇

◇ The funeral for [Tsarkalv of the White Throne] has been completed ◇

◇ The World Phase will now shift ◇

◇ The World Event System has been unlocked ◇

◇ Countdown to the liberation of [Starry Paradise] has begun ◇

07(days) : 10(hours) : 36(minutes) : 15(seconds)



    Chapter 395

    In the Vortex, Yet Out of the Loop

    ◇ You have defeated [Tsarkalv of the White Throne] ◇
・Subjugation rewards will now be granted—Acquired [Glass Orb of Transfiguration].

◇ Title has been updated ◇
・'One Who Aims for the White Throne' ⇒ 'One Who Knows the Colors'

◇ Skills have evolved ◇
・[Flip Thru Talk] ⇒ [Mistlurade]
・[Whirlwind] ⇒ [Lumina Raygust]
・[Exchange Voltate] ⇒ [Exchange Implode]
・[Foreknowledge Eye] ⇒ [Eyes Oculus]
・[Adamant Sky Dash] ⇒ [Goma Soten]
・[Mana Efficiency] ⇒ [Master of Magic]
・[Embodied Protection] ⇒ [White Dragon's Blessing]

◇ An update to your evaluation value has been recognized in the Eastern Faction, Istia ◇

◇ Reconstructing the hierarchy of the Eastern Faction, Istia ◇

—…… ——————…… ——————————……

◇ The hierarchy of the Eastern Faction, Istia has been reconstructed ◇

—Ranker's Title—

◇ First [Lawless] — [Tengen] ◇

◇ Second [Sword Saint] — [Ui] ◇

◇ Third [General Commander] — [Goldow] ◇

◇ Fourth [Peerless] — [Irori] ◇

◇ Fifth [Left Wing] — [Mi-na] ◇

◇ Sixth [Acrobat] — [Haru] ◇ Rank up!

◇ Seventh [Right Wing] — [Ri-na] ◇

◇ Eighth [Scorching Gaze] — [Hinayo] ◇

◇ Ninth [Undying] — [Tetra] ◇

◇ Tenth [Twin Fists] — [Genkotsu] ◇

—————————————————————

◇ Congratulations, you have been promoted to the sixth seat of the Istia hierar—

"Hyaa!"

I crumpled up the system log window, which was streaming in like a torrential downpour, and hurled it into the far distance with all my might.

From top to bottom, the whole thing was nothing but questions, confusion, and things to retort. Was this really the time to be staring at the results and celebrating?

Anyway, the first thing I wanted to ask this virtual world was—

"Are you serious? You didn't rank Lady Sora???"

"It makes no sense."

"Huh!? Wh-wha… mweh."

The most nonsensical part of the results drew a hundred-percent exasperated comment from me, and Iris's immediate agreement was the only correct response.

And what, pray tell, is this young lady from the Yotsuya family so surprised about?

If Arcadia's rankings are determined by evaluating a player's 'worth as a warrior in a broad sense,' then there's no way Sora-san wouldn't be chosen. She's outstanding in combat, whether solo or in a group, more than capable as a support, and even possesses command abilities.

Plus, she's got good looks, a great voice, and a good personality. There's literally nothing to complain about. No, I'm not kidding. There's a suspicion that charm and charisma and the like are also factored into the evaluation, so… seriously, why?

If they had time to raise my rank for no reason, they should have replaced the absent first rank with Ui-san or Goldow and put Sora in the rankings—

"I-It's fine! Someone like me is still a long way off…!"

"—If 'I don't need it' was a valid reason, then I wouldn't want it in the slightest either."

After being shown *that scene*, the atmosphere on the former battlefield wasn't exactly one for victory cries.

As everyone sat down, looking bewildered and thinking, 'Well, I'm dead tired,' a family member who had come over directed a dissatisfied voice at Sora.

The Master, knowing that he wished to cast aside his title in order to interact as a clan member, was at a loss for words, a troubled look on her face.

"Well, we can worry about the 'whys' later, right? Good work."

"Yeah."

"Good work."

"…You too."

Even Tetra, who wasn't a direct combatant, couldn't hide his exhaustion as he flopped down beside us.

As the three of us, still unwilling to move, returned his words… in that moment, I felt the taut string of tension finally snap.

"…Haaaaaaaaaaah…!"

I couldn't exactly lean on the two girls I was sitting back-to-back with, so I threw my body forward onto the hard ground, not caring one bit.

This wasn't my first day anymore.

Even if I did a spectacular face-plant, my leveled-up body, bolstered by the VIT from my equipment, wouldn't take any damage.

"I'm done for… wake me up in about a week…"

"You say that, but you'll be running around full of energy tomorrow, won't you?"

As I lay on the ground, spouting nonsense out of sheer exhaustion, my ever-present junior (kouhai) tossed back a curt reply.

You say that—but with the news of the 'Colored Monster's' defeat being loudly announced to the world, and the uproar it's causing right now… do you really think the world will allow for such a peaceful tomorrow?

Well, anyway.

"We won… right?"

"Mm… the end was, anticlimactic."

"Anticlimactic… I'm not sure if you can call *that* anticlimactic."

I voiced my question, lacking any sense of reality. And Iris, showing her honest confusion, gave a noncommittal nod that wasn't quite an affirmation.

Meanwhile, the only normal person in our temporary party… or so she probably thought of herself, our third exceptional member (Sora-san), tilted her head with a wry smile.

I mean, yeah, I'll admit that Sora, Iris, and I each landed a serious 'finishing move.' Against a normal raid boss, that might have been enough extreme firepower to hope for a one-turn kill… maybe.

But our opponent this time was none other than a 'Colored Monster'—

"…Maybe it never even had HP to begin with."

"Hn-eh?"

"At least, not that 'white dragon.'"

She probably wasn't as exhausted as the rest of us. The reason she wasn't standing up and remained seated was likely to support Sora, now that I had moved and they were sitting back-to-back.

And that Iris, with her usual lightning-fast mind… may have arrived at some 'what if' on her own.

Having drawn our attention with her cryptic murmur, she blinked quietly two, three times, and then,

"…I don't know. I'll have it sorted out by the victory party."

She smiled, looking just a little tired—

And in a rare display, she playfully declared, 'You'll have to wait.'
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    The Glass Orb of Transfiguration

    —Alright, let's set aside all the difficult questions for a later date, after we've had a chance to cool down.

The players, who had missed their chance to get excited due to the profound, almost sacred ending they'd been shown, were beginning to stir.

In each of their hands was a palm-sized glass orb… a mysterious object that, true to its name, appeared transparent like glass from one angle, or reflected the holder's face like a mirror from another.

[The Glass Orb of Transfiguration]—a 'preview ticket' for a new system, granted to the raid members for defeating the White Throne. Its true nature was,

"What is this, the ultimate choice…"

"""""…"""""

Following my bewildered mutter, the silent voices of the male players, who were similarly wondering 'what should I do,' echoed my sentiment.

The problematic new system had a significant impact on player performance, so the rankers naturally gathered to form a council of sorts…

"…Which one do you think is better? Uh… let's leave appearances out of it for now, and I'd like to hear everyone's opinion on the performance aspect."

The female players also seemed surprised by the effects of the先行 implementation item. But whether it was because the girls present were special, or because women generally don't care as much, I couldn't say, but they were calmer than us.

Even now, as I took the lead on behalf of the silent male contingent, Lux was already sporting ears and a tail, a smug look on her face.

So, yes… for now, let's leave appearances out of it.

As its name, [The Glass Orb of Transfiguration], suggests, it grants the player one of two [Trance] skills. The question is which to choose.

[Transfigure (Trance)]—the one that grants you another, freely editable status sheet.

Or [Enshroud (Trance)]—the one that eliminates one stat in exchange for a significant boost to the others.

"…[Enshroud] seems too much of a gamble. If you could choose which stat to eliminate and which to boost, it would be a different story, but a one-time random slot determined by the system is tough."

"That's the thing. For someone like me, if my STR got wiped out, it would be a disaster."

Watching Auerin agree with Irori's opinion, who was looking at Lux, I could only nod in agreement, as I too could end up in a 'disastrous' situation.

In my case, I could still cover for STR, but losing either AGI or MID would be pretty fatal to my build.

And I suppose LUC, too.

Unfortunately, or perhaps fortunately, I didn't get a chance to use the new abilities of my [El-Gran Stasia], but the defense calculation based on LUC remains unchanged.

"In the worst-case scenario, if you get a bad roll, you just don't have to use it… right?"

"The other one just lets you have two builds; it's not a direct upgrade. Of course, for some people, that will be an upgrade."

Fuji-san and Tetra followed up, slightly favoring [Enshroud] without pushing for it. Their reasoning was also sound and logical.

"…I've actually always wanted to try a full STR, pure brawn build."

"Oh, nice. A one-hit-wonder build is exhilarating in a different way from a high-agility one."

"That's not an 'Acrobat' at all. And you already have zero Dexterity (DEX)."

When I muttered what was more than half a thought to myself, Auerin grinned as if welcoming a comrade, while Tetra immediately shot back with a retort.

Auerin, like me, would probably be better off choosing [Transfigure], where a significant return was guaranteed.

Though there were some restrictions on switching stats, it could be used during combat. So, he could land a hit with his Anima using a high-agility build, then switch to his main build during a rush to deliver a full-power smash… a tactic like that would become possible.

In short, players with already specialized styles, without even needing [Enshroud], would become 'stronger' by being able to flexibly compensate for their weaknesses. As for me, the brawny build was a joke born of pure admiration, but if I were to choose [Transfigure], there was one thing I wanted to try.

Also, Tetra said it wasn't a 'direct upgrade,' but there was one massive, guaranteed upgrade—you could have two MP bars, one for each side.

For a mage, this was simply incredibly powerful. For my avatar, which devoured magic despite being a melee fighter, it could be said to be a good match.

"But in your case, the gamble has high expected value too."

"That's true."

Irori's calm point was, and I apologize for flip-flopping, also correct. More than the stats that would be devastating to lose, I had many stats that wouldn't be a problem if I lost them.

STR could be compensated for with inertia boosts and brute-forcing with weapon performance. VIT and DEX were nonexistent to begin with. And even if I lost LUC, I could probably manage.

[Enshroud] only causes a steep drop in armor performance while active; if treated as an all-out offensive, last-stand enhancement, it's not a problem at all.

In other words, there was a two-thirds chance of a significant power-up… which meant I was one of those who would have a hard time deciding. Conversely, it meant that whichever I chose, it wouldn't be a mistake.

Well, if I got a bad roll with [Enshroud], it would be tough, but in the absolute worst case, I had the cheat move of relying on Sora-san's [Scareless]—

""—I've decided.""

"Seriously?"

While I was still deliberating, the southern tag team spoke in unison.

Exchanging awkward looks at having unintentionally spoken at the same time, Auerin and Fuji-san each held up their [Glass Orb of Transfiguration].

"…Shouldn't you think about it a little more calmly?"

Goldow, who had been listening to the discussion in silence, called for a halt with uncharacteristic hesitation. However, the two had no intention of changing their decision.

"Sorry, I'm not good at agonizing over things for too long."

"If it's an answer reached after careful consideration, the only difference is whether it's sooner or later."

Saying so with different types of smiles, their hands simultaneously crushed the glass orbs—and in the next moment, the change was immediate.

With a faint *snap*, the [Glass Orb of Transfiguration] shattered into pieces, transforming into particles of light that enveloped their respective avatars… and after a particularly strong light effect, their new forms were revealed.

"…I see. This is quite a strange sensation."

One was the [Automata], now with decorative feathers mixed in his hair and small wings sprouting from his back.

And the other—

"Ah… wait a sec. Now that it's actually happened, this is more embarrassing than I thought."

I couldn't help but retort, 'Who are you?' to the slender beauty with husky voice and swaying auburn hair—or rather, the now gender-swapped [Adamant].

The changes that appeared in the two… in short, were exactly that.

This time, leaving performance aside and returning to the matter of 'appearances' we had set aside earlier. The flavor text of the [Glass Orb of Transfiguration] reads as follows:

—A glass mirror reflecting the self of another world.

In other words, you must choose.

To become another self of a different gender, or another self of a different race.
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    Before / After

    Starting with the decisive southern ranker tag team, players around us began to crush their [Glass Orbs of Transfiguration] based on their own judgment.

With these kinds of irreversible choices, it's standard practice in games to wait for reviews from the pioneers… but we were those very 'pioneers.'

And thanks to the information shared by those who boldly went first, the detailed specifications of the two types of 'Trance' became a little clearer.

First, [Transfigure (Trance)]. There are no random elements regarding stats, so it's mainly about appearance—the form after the avatar's gender transformation.

In short, the appearance after [Transfigure] is completely random, leaving only a slight resemblance. Auerin, who kept his hair and eye color and even the atmosphere around his eyes, was one of the lucky ones who retained features from before the change.

Basically, the appearance becomes that of an 'unrelated brother or sister' who you wouldn't recognize unless told. Additionally, while you do become a fantasy-esque beauty, you look somewhat 'generic'… rather than a meticulously crafted super beauty, it has a more 'natural look.'

Honestly, in Arcadia, I think this is a factor that gives a sense of uniqueness.

Precisely because appearance can be freely created, a randomly generated, un-editable appearance could, in a sense, be truly unique.

Well, I'm already a genuine original, but… By the way, it seems we don't have to worry about the VRE's operability with the transfiguration system.

The reason is a mystery. But, as usual, the knowledge installed in my brain says 'it's not a problem,' so I have no choice but to believe it.

Why though? If changing gender or growing ears and a tail isn't a problem, then changing your face shouldn't be a problem either. Explain the breakdown of why it's 'not a problem.'

I'm not convinced, so if I get the chance, I'll grill Chitose-san about it.

Anyway, that's pretty much it for [Transfigure]. The only additional information is that a new 'Equipment Set' feature will be implemented along with the dual status sheets.

It seems you can set equipment for both your original and transfigured stats, and when you activate the skill, your equipment will automatically change to the corresponding set as you switch over.

A very considerate feature. Not everyone can do instant outfit changes with [Quick Change], so it's an essential function.

Overall assessment—having two status sheets is simply convenient and undoubtedly strong. And being able to completely flip your gender and become a 'different person' seems genuinely fun.

Next, about [Enshroud (Trance)]. There isn't much additional information on this; it's pretty much the same as the pre-release information from the system.

One of the six stats—VIT, STR, AGI, DEX, MID, LUC—is eliminated, and in exchange, the other stats are significantly boosted… Thanks to a few pioneers, the stat fluctuation patterns have become clearer.

While there seems to be some individual variation in the overall increase, basically, the value of the eliminated stat plus around 200 points is distributed among the remaining stats.

A boost of about twenty levels. It's incredibly powerful, but the fact that the distribution destination is currently presumed to be random makes it a high-stakes gamble.

However, a very merciful point is that it seems the 'stat with the most points invested' is immune to elimination. The data is still only about twenty cases, but since all of them have the same result, it's safe to assume that's the case.

In other words, the worst-case scenario of your build becoming non-functional and useless can be avoided to some extent, depending on the person.

This also means that by using the stat reset function when using [Enshroud] and adjusting the values, you can definitively protect one arbitrary stat.

It's unknown what happens if there are multiple stats tied for first place. With my AGI, MID, and LUC all tied at 300, I'd have no choice but to tremble before the random gacha as I am, so if I choose this, using the stat reset will be essential.

—And so, based on the information above… my conclusion was set.

"…Alright, since we're all here, let's do it all at once."

The rankers, who had naturally split into male and female groups for consultation, gathered together, and Goldow, still with that troubled, awkward look on his face, took the lead.

I understood how he felt; frankly, I was probably making a similar face.

I mean… come on, right? The female players have it easy. They're all beauties, even as avatars, so whether they grow ears or a tail, it'll just be 'oh, how cute.'

And even with [Transfigure], if they turned into handsome guys, it would look good both physically and mentally. The female fans of the world would surely swoon.

But for us guys, depending on the circumstances, it could be a major disaster.

And I mean, specifically me. As far as I know, Irori is in the same boat with the same real face, but he's so good-looking that there's no comparison.

I've been trying to improve my self-esteem lately, so I'm not trying to be self-deprecating, but I'm still not a 'man of unparalleled beauty' or 'super handsome.'

Above all, since I'm aware that this avatar is 'me as I am'… from a recognition standpoint, it's like doing cosplay sober.

It's just plain awkward. And I'm sure the other guys feel a similar sense of embarrassment and hesitation, though perhaps not to the same extent as me.

Goldow, Tetra, and Irori all have indescribable expressions, and even Genkotsu-san is holding up his glass orb with a slightly grim face.

Overall—it was a stark contrast to the female players, who were eagerly waiting with bright expressions.

Oh well, there's no backing out with a 'I'll pass' at this point. As a form of escapism, I'll just look forward to seeing what my partner's transfigured form will look like… and just get it over with and crush the damn thing.

"Alright… let's do this, on three!"

Not just Lux, Auerin, and Fuji-san, who had already made their choices, but the ranker members, who had formed a circle, were naturally drawing the attention of all the raid members.

Under Goldow's almost desperate command, we all crushed our glass orbs at once—

The scattered particles of light unraveled in the air, and I was assaulted by an immense sense of wrongness.

It was probably because my stats had plummeted to their base, unallocated state after switching to my second status sheet. My body felt incredibly heavy and unbearable.

So, the choice I made was not [Enshroud], but [Transfigure].

Which means, this body now is—… or rather, I can't see in front of me.

"Whoa, my hair… is so long…"

The unfamiliar high-pitched voice that escaped my lips was another source of immense wrongness. It was a strange, unprecedented sensation, as if someone else was speaking according to my will.

Swaying at my back was not just hair that tickled my neck, but ultra-long hair that I thought might even reach my feet. As I pushed aside the curtain of equally long bangs with my hand—

I was met with an incredible number of stares.

…What is it? Why are you all staring?

I wasn't the only one whose appearance had changed. Not only the members of the 'circle,' who had changed their faces, grown ears, and tails, but even the gazes of the players who had been watching from the sidelines seemed to be mostly directed at me.

A bad feeling… or rather, as I was simply bewildered, I turned to my side—

"…! …, ……!!!!"

Long, thin, straight hair—my partner, whose gaze I met through a curtain of pure white like snow, her eyes wide as saucers… her face turned beet red, and she backed away.

…Eh. Hey, wait a minute?

"…Um, excuse me…?"

Yeah, my voice is super pretty, I'll admit. If I started streaming songs, I'd probably get popular—but what about my face?

"I don't suppose… my face has become something unbearable to look at, has it?"

I mean, I don't get why you'd blush at seeing an ugly face, but for *Sora-san* to back away from me… Wait, being silently handed a hand mirror just makes the suspicion grow! Did I really bomb the appearance gacha!?

And why isn't anyone saying anything? Even Iris is silent, or rather, it's not my imagination that she looks like she's trembling, right?

What is going on… Argh, to hell with it!

It wasn't so much that I had resolved myself, but an evasive action to chip away at the fear of the 'unknown' by quickly accepting reality.

In the silent gaze of the crowd, I peered into the hand mirror Sora had given me—

And stared at the girl's face reflected in the small circle.

I stared at the white-haired, blue-eyed, transcendentally beautiful girl, whose beauty rivaled even that of the Sword Queen, for a good ten seconds or more—

"…Where did the resemblance (me) go???"

The voice that escaped was so clear it was chilling.



    Chapter 398

    Plaything

    —A short while later, the scene changes.

"Wha-aat is thaaat?! I wanted one tooooooo!"

"Soooo daaaamn looooud! Your voice is way too loud!"

After deciding to take a break for the time being, the raid party disbanded. We rank-holders of the East used our "Keys" to return to the Round Table.

The moment she saw my transformed state, the red-headed girl leaped at me without a moment's hesitation. I was sent tumbling to the floor, struggling in vain but completely unable to fight back.

"Hey! Cut it out, stop—oi, wait a minute! I'm still a guy, even looking like this! Show a little maidenly shame, Mi-naaa! Help me, Ri-na-saaan!"

I was being manhandled in my starting outfit, which had low defense in more ways than one… Seriously sensing my life was in danger, I cried out for help, and the kind-hearted blue-haired girl pulled the fiend off me.

Left behind on the floor, I was utterly crushed, cringing at my own genuinely girlish scream. I felt like I’d lost something precious as a man.

I should have undone my [Trance] instead of thinking things like, *I need to get used to the controls…*

If I'd thought about it calmly, I could have easily predicted that the red-headed tension monster would go on a rampage. What an idiot I am.

"…Congratulations on conquering the White Throne."

"Coongraaaatulaaaatioooons!"

And so, as I lay abandoned on the floor, a cheerful exchange began between the pair who had stayed behind and the group that had participated.

Is this world kind to me or not…? I know I'm blessed in many ways, but why do these sudden hardships befall me, as if someone out there has a bizarre fixation on me?

"Ah, haha… A-are you alright?"

"You're the only one on my side, Sora…"

I took the offered hand and pulled myself up, looking up at my partner's troubled smile. She wasn't using [Trance]… this was her usual appearance, having deactivated her own transformation.

"So… how is it? How does your body feel…?"

She whispered the question, leaning in close as she helped me to my feet.

I suppose it's because I'd once casually mentioned, 'So our faces are the same in the real world and the virtual one, huh?' and told her about my VRE compatibility and all that.

"Oh, that seems to be fine, really. My body feels heavy because of my stats, but… for now, at least, I don't feel any issues with the controls."

I offered her a reassuring smile, and Sora said, "I see," before looking away. It seemed she just couldn't get used to my new face.

"…Haru. I'm not joking, I really need you to be careful."

"Hm?"

"You can't just go around smiling at anyone and everyone with that face."

"…Eh… Is it that bad?"

Standing next to me, my partner—who was now about the same height as me—still had a faint blush on her cheeks and wouldn't meet my gaze.

Considering my appearance was on par with Ashe's, not just by my own assessment but by others' as well… well, I guess I could understand.

Still, the person inside is me. I'd like her to get used to it sooner rather than later—

"—Round twooooo…"

"Whoa, you scared me…!"

A voice from point-blank range made me jump back. The red-headed girl was back for more, inching closer and closer. What's with that bizarre movement? Are you a zombie?

"Hey there, little lady."

"Who are you calling 'little lady'? I told you, I'm a guy."

Inch,

"Heh? Hooo? Quite the attitude you've got there, Mr. Acrobat, with a Wing on each arm?"

"On each arm, what… huh??"

Inch, inch,

"Congrats on the promotion, huh? How's it feel to kick Ri-na down and wedge yourself between us sisters?"

"Sisters…?"

"We are not sisters."

Inch, inch, inching closer—then *GRAB!*.

Ignoring the cold rebuttal not just from me but from my partner as well, the red-headed girl let her emotions take over and leaped at me once more.

—And once again, I, with my AGI of 0, couldn't even dodge properly and was sent tumbling.

"Why did you have to get in between us?! You could have just jumped over me and taken fifth place, you lolicon pretty-boy-girl!"

"It wasn't my decision! And who are you calling a lolicon pretty-boy-girl?! Hey, you, that's enough—Ri-naaa! Help me, Ri-na-san, do something about herrr!"

"…Should I help him?"

"…If… If you could, please do."

And so, I, with my STR of 0, couldn't even win a scuffle with a pipsqueak and was completely at her mercy.

Well, this is a problem. I've created a new build… or rather, this Trance body with its far-from-a-build stat distribution is, as I expected, completely useless in a physical fight.

I flailed my slender limbs, so different from my original body's, and put up a futile resistance for a dozen or so seconds.

Finally, with an expression of utter annoyance, Ri-na pulled her partner off me. As Sora helped me to my feet once more…

"…Ahem, can we get started now?"

"That's what I'm saying…! It's like I'm the one who's actively screwing around…!"

My high-pitched voice shot back an indignant complaint at Goldow's exasperated words—but sadly, it was just… so pathetically…

It lacked even more pressure and force than usual.



    Chapter 399

    Adamantly

    To reiterate, all the difficult stuff was being put off for later.

Anything that required a proper discussion would have to wait for the victory party planned for tomorrow… or rather, aside from a certain someone who was energetic to the very end, the consensus was probably, 'Just let us rest today.'

Some would log out to cool their minds, while others would collapse straight into bed to rest their overtaxed brains. Everyone had their own way of doing things, but the ranked members who had stood at the forefront of the raid were just as deeply fatigued.

Once we finished our report and relayed the battle results to Mi-na and Ri-na, we disbanded for the time being, just like after the Four Pillar War. It's nice how flexible things are, but if you think about it calmly, this is a game.

Know when to be serious, and know when to relax. It's not about drawing a line between reality and the virtual world, but the players here are incredibly good at managing that balance.

—And so. For that reason, Sora and I also exchanged a casual "Good work" and "See you tomorrow," and after a few minutes of idle chat, we left the Eastern Round Table.

Just like with the Four Pillar War, the 'heat' we'd suppressed for today would likely explode in full force at tomorrow's victory party.

Starting with the Trance system, we had even more to talk about than last time. I heard they're reserving all of Ruvalest from the afternoon for a grand party… I wonder how that'll turn out.

By the way, as was to be expected, Sora, who was teetering on the verge of exhaustion, decided to log out for now. She said she'd log back in when she felt better, but judging by her condition, she'll probably wake up and find it's already tomorrow.

Unlike me, she'd never really experienced that ki-i-ind of intense phantom fatigue before. The only other time was maybe her first battle against [Angalta, God-Wedge Sword-King]?

Hinayo-san's coaching, if you could call it that, was always exquisitely balanced, adjusted to keep her at a level of 'super tired' but always one step short of being incapacitated.

Well, it couldn't be helped. She really did an amazing job.

It's honestly a mystery why she didn't make it into the rankings with a performance like that. I hope she gets a good, long rest—

…So.

I can't just hide in my shell of thoughts and escape reality forever.

After leaving the Eastern Round Table, I hitched a ride with my reliable stealth courier and made my way to the castle where my personal artisans reside, to report our recent victory.

Inside a familiar atelier room, a branch of Mirage Workshop—one of the two major artisan guilds in the Western Faction, Vestol—located in the Safe Area.

"—Hah… Fuhahaha…!"

"For starters, could you just tell me how much I'd have to pay for you to wear a skirt?"

"Okay, don't come any closer… My soul is not for sale…!"

One red-haired artisan clutched her stomach, her laughter genuine and unconcealed.

One blue-haired girl, her eyes fixed, uttered something utterly insane with a deadly serious tone.

And then there was me, a beautiful white-haired girl, backed into a corner and assuming a futile combat stance.

I knew this would happen. It was as clear as day—but for various reasons, I had to come.

My main reason was that I couldn't neglect reporting our victory to the two artisans who've helped me so much, but a major part of it was also wanting to consult them about gear for my Trance body as soon as possible.

For certain reasons, I'll be spending most of my time in *this* form for a while, so acquiring some stealthy clothing to neutralize my ridiculously conspicuous appearance is a matter of urgency.

So, while I could have maybe put off seeing Kagura-san, showing Nia this form was inevitable. Which means, *this* was also bound to happen sooner or later.

"Hah… good grief. You really never get tired of making me laugh."

"I trust you know me well enough by now to believe me when I say I don't intentionally cause these ridiculous events!"

"…You should be careful. Even when you're angry like that, you just look cute."

"What am I supposed to do about it…?! —Ah, stop, hey…! Don't touch me!"

My mistake was getting distracted by my exchange with the hedonist who usually just laughs from the sidelines in these situations.

A demonic hand shot out, slipping through the defensive wall I had built with my own two slender arms. It reached for—my face.

More accurately, both my cheeks.

"Wooooooooooooooooow… You really are a girl…!"

"Let go, you…!"

I struggled as my cheeks were mercilessly squished and kneaded, but in this Trance avatar, the very embodiment of 'powerless,' I was no match even for Nia.

It was heartbreaking.

"W-wait… hold on, this is crazy, I can't… Kagura-san! You have to feel this, Kagura-san, look, this is insane…!"

"Hmm? Well, if you insist."

No, you don't 'if you insist'! The one you should be asking for permission is me, not the fiend (Nia)! Mmmphmhhmm… Alright, that's it, I'm mad now!

"Whoa, huh?!"

"Oh, whoops…!?"

No matter how physically inept my stats make me, I am the [Acrobat]—I still have [Construction] and all my other skills, you know!

My quick-change skills, despite the name, are versatile enough for one-way actions, like simply pulling an item out of my inventory.

And when an object suddenly materializes right in front of you, while hardened veterans might not flinch, any normal person is bound to be startled.

Whether these two, who hold titles in the Western Faction, count as 'normal people' is debatable, but their resistance to surprises is undoubtedly lower than us warrior-type players.

Just as I'd planned, the two who had been manhandling my face and hair were startled by the sudden appearance of the [El-Gran Stasia] and immediately let go.

Seeing them back away, I returned the outfit to my inventory—and without hesitation, I activated my new skill, [Lumina Raygust].

"Alright, don't move, stay put! The touching time is over…! If you take one step closer, I'll unleash a tornado right here in this room, so you'd better be prepared…!"

With a protective barrier of wind clad not just on my limbs but around my entire body, serving as both shield and spear, I tried to give a menacing threat as my ridiculously long white hair whipped about in the gale.

…Hey, I'm trying to intimidate you here.

Stop it. Don't look at me with such a fond smile…!!!

"Argh, we're not getting anywhere…! Can we please move on to my request already?!"

"Ah, haha… Sorry, sorry. We got a little carried away—I get it, but before that, can I ask you for just one thing?"

"…I'll hear you out."

"The skirt—"

"No matter how much you offer, my soul is not for sale!"

I'm a guy, I keep telling you!



    Chapter 400

    One More Revenge Match

    "…Honestly…"

"Oh come on, I said I was sorry. Don't be sulky."

It took a while for Nia to come back to her senses. Already exhausted, I had completely run out of steam and was now slumped on a sofa by myself.

And she must have realized she'd gone a bit too far.

Having accepted my request and switched into work mode, Nia, who was now glued to her desk and already working on the designs, called out an apology to me.

She was muttering about designs and patterns and other complicated things, but watching her hands fly around at a dizzying pace, there was no doubt her work speed was insane.

I was just tired to begin with; it's not like I was actually angry.

I could easily imagine myself teasing someone to death if our roles were reversed, and as long as she brought her usual quality to the job, I had no complaints.

…Well, as far as Nia is concerned, I'll leave it at that.

"You know, you can just do whatever…"

"Don't say that. Since you're here, you might as well enjoy it."

While saying something so plausible like it had nothing to do with her, Kagura-san, who was clearly in a mood about thirty percent better than usual, didn't stop playing with my hair.

To deal with this absurdly long hair, I had borrowed some 'cosmetics' from Nia and was about to chop it all off, but it ended like this.

Just as I was about to edit it into a short cut without a second thought, Nia instantly blew up at me, forced me to sit properly, and gave me a lecture. Then Kagura-san jumped on the bandwagon and started doing whatever she pleased with my hair.

My will is being infinitely ignored.

"Well, even if you tell me to enjoy it…"

"I'm not telling you to be cute and stylish. Your appearance has changed, so you should just find a style that suits you and own it—here, something like this, for example."

Perhaps she'd reached some conclusion after some trial and error. Her hands, which had been deftly styling my hair, stopped, and a hand mirror was offered from behind me.

Is this an essential item for female players, like it is for Sora?

And when Nia, on the other side of the desk, looked over and let out a strange cry like "Hwaaaaaaah…!" I couldn't help but feel uneasy—

"…"

When I peered into the mirror, all I could do was frown and fall silent.

"Not bad, right?"

"…Having a pretty face is just unfair, isn't it?"

The face staring back at me from the mirror boasted such ridiculously high-tier looks that it gave me the chills, even with my exasperated frown.

Every feature was formed with sharp, beautiful lines, yet her cheeks had an exquisite, soft roundness. A well-shaped, charming nose, and small, cherry-pink lips.

Her large, slightly upturned blue eyes sparkled brilliantly, as if they couldn't care less what their 'occupant' thought. Her eyelashes were so long.

I was utterly speechless—and to top it off, with my hair all dolled up, I had my reservations, but I had no choice but to accept it.

Her skill was surprisingly impressive, something you wouldn't expect just from her usual big-sister persona. The super-long, straight hair that reached the back of my knees had been beautifully swept up and gathered, transformed into a single long tail on the left side of my head.

The fact that my neck was now clear and the annoyance was gone was a genuine plus. And above all else, it suited me so damn well.

If the person in this mirror were just some unfamiliar girl, I'm sure I could have praised her as "cute, cute" without making such a face.

But I am a man.

Why on earth, while retaining my self-awareness as a 'man,' must I be sentenced to the punishment of a side-tail?

"This is rough…"

"Why?! It looks good! It suits you!"

"I'm talking about my mental state…"

…Well, complaining forever won't change anything.

I'll just have to come to terms with it eventually.

"…By the way, why a side-tail?"

"Hm? Well, obviously… —I thought it would be cute."

"Didn't you just say you weren't telling me to be cute and stylish???"

"Well then, I'm satisfied, so I'll be taking my leave now."

"You're so carefree…!"

Waving her hand, the Fire Artisan made to leave the atelier. She chuckled contentedly, her words proving her satisfaction, and said,

"I'll need about a week for this—I'll make sure it's ready in time for that 'event' of yours, so just wait patiently."

"Ah, yes. I'm counting on you…"

I'd given her the necessary 'materials' and clearly conveyed my request.

So, as usual, I had no worries, only trust… but why do I have this nagging feeling of dissatisfaction?

"Aren't you two a little too uninterested in the 'White Throne' conquest…?"

"It's not that we're not interested, it's just that it doesn't feel real, so it's hard to react to."

After Kagura-san left, I muttered my thoughts, and Nia—who was busy alternating between smiling at me and looking serious at her desk—said as much.

"Of course, I understand that it's a huge, huge incident, but we haven't 'seen' it yet. Just hearing the world announcement doesn't let us join in the festive mood as easily as you guys who were actually there."

"Ah… well, if you put it that way…?"

"I'm sure it depends on the person. In fact, both outside and in the real world, there's probably a huge uproar… And Kagura-san and I knew about today's events beforehand, so there's that too."

At that, our eyes met again as Nia looked up. Her blue eyes, staring intently at me, narrowed with delight—

"…So, I'm looking forward to the archive. You're going to be cool anyway, I know it."

"…"

She's so unfair.

She's the one who's being unfair, it's practically a crime. The smug grin on her face after seeing my reaction made it a hundred percent clear this was intentional. She should be arrested.

"A-and with that… —Alright, it's done!"

Her Ladyship Milmarinus, the Aquamarine Fairy, who had so regrettably stolen the victory, held up one of the 'blueprints' she had been furiously sketching and raised her voice in triumph.

Held up for me to see was a sheet of paper depicting—

"…Huh, wait, weren't you making the design for my outfit?"

"That's already done!"

"You're too fast. All the artisans around me are monsters."

In Nia's hand, as she puffed out her chest with a triumphant look, was not an outfit design, but a drawing of an arranged version of a certain piece of jewelry I knew all too well.

It was, in truth, the special gem that had brought us together—the treasure of the Ruby Rabbit, which Nia had once given up on, saying it wasn't 'cute.'

"…Well then, shall we get to it?"

"Hmph, leave it to me. I'm more than prepared!"

I stood up from the sofa and placed the [Crimson Rabbit Hairpin] on the desk with a soft click.

—And next to it, the contrasting, brilliantly blue [Agaphanthus Amulet].

According to Nia, she was confident. However, since she had only just finalized the theory a few days ago, we had decided to put this revenge match on hold for the time being.

It was simply to account for the possibility of failure, however slim.

With the battle against the 'White Throne' right before us, if a major accident like an enhancement failure caused my build to collapse… well, it would have been no laughing matter.

But the event in question concluded today with a victory. I plan to take it easy for a while and rest, so even if the enhancement were to fail now, I'd have time to recover.

Therefore, there was no longer any reason to wait.

"How long will it take?"

"The outfit will take three days… no, give me two. This I can do right now."

As she spoke, Nia's hands snatched the two pieces of jewelry I'd offered without a hint of hesitation. It seemed she wasn't lying when she said she'd been secretly contemplating various improvements ever since that day.

A unique item that had been abandoned because it was already complete, once deemed impossible to modify by the Fire Artisan herself. Now, the jeweler who was told 'if you can't do it, no one can' let her blue eyes sparkle and—

"Alright then… —Prepare yourself, you not-so-cute little gem."

She placed the two jewels together and smiled, brimming with confidence.

—And a few minutes later.

"There! Nia's a genius! How about that, aren't you impressed?!"

"Too close, too close, too close!"

Shining in her waving hand was a magnificent piece of jewelry, a harmonious blend of 'aquamarine' and 'crimson.'

Following in 'our' footsteps, Milmarinus, the Aquamarine Fairy, had achieved her own long-awaited revenge, and it goes without saying that her excitement completely exploded.



    Chapter 401

    From the Atelier to the Workshop

    —After changing locations two, three times, I found myself in the familiar streets of the Istia district.

On my way to my next destination, I was shamelessly indulging in some window-walking, ignoring the occasional stares I received.

It might not be on the level of what Ashe calls 'analog games,' but Arcadia is still a game. The number of female gamers has supposedly skyrocketed compared to the old days, but the ratio is still skewed towards men.

On top of that, Istia has by far the lowest female population of the four factions. So, it's probably inevitable that the male players passing by would cast glances at an avatar with a girlish figure out of curiosity (or so I'll tell myself).

If I had ventured into the city without my trusty senior-slash-junior courier and without any precautions, my new appearance would have undoubtedly drawn much more than *this* level of attention.

But that's the quality you'd expect from Nia.

Apparently, she'd been preparing some romantic and stylish items called Hide Cloaks for Sora and me, and in a case of perfect timing, she gave me one.

'It'll be even harder for you to walk around outside like that,' she'd said, hastily finishing one for me. Thanks to her, I was now able to stroll through the city with my face hidden, even if my figure was still noticeable… which is why, all things considered, I owe her a lot.

By the way, after she scored a complete victory over the rabbit jewelry, her excitement never returned to normal, so I made a quick escape from the atelier and here I am. That's just how she is.

Putting that aside, I have absolutely no complaints about the reborn [Crimson Rabbit Hairpin]—or rather, the true masterpiece that was now the [Aquamarine Rabbit Heart].

It cost me hundreds of millions of Runa for the magicrafting catalyst fee, but honestly, it was a bargain.

The [Spiral Crimson Tower (My Cash Cow)] is still standing, the rabbit horns are selling well, and my wallet will likely remain invincible for a while longer.

I wonder how the players who are buying the defective [Ruby Rabbit Demon Horns] from Kagura-san (the buyer) are using them. I hear progress is slowly being made in conquering their habitat, so maybe we'll see the next person to clear it soon.

In any case, the special effects list with its lineup of broken text is amazing, of course, but the insane stat bonus of MID+200 from a single accessory is the best part.

Equipping it along with the rings and bracelets from the El-Eme series—

――――――――――――――――――
◇Status / Trance◇
Title: Acrobat
Name: Haru
Lv: 100
STR (Strength): 0
AGI (Agility): 0
DEX (Dexterity): 0
VIT (Vitality): 0
MID (Mind): 1150 (+300)
LUC (Luck): 0
――――――――――――――――――

—gives me this. With this Trance body, where my LUC has vanished, I can't use my main title, 'Embracing Wings of Brilliance,' but when you include the special effects, it more than makes up for it.

The way it glitters at the base of the side-tail Kagura-san made for me is completely in 'girly fashion' territory, but… I'll just have to accept it.

Performance over aesthetics. Of course, I'd like to care about my appearance if possible, but at my core, I'm a performance-chasing player. If it's a god-tier piece of equipment, I'd even swallow my pride and wear a skirt—no, that's impossible, please spare me.

This [Series Lounge No.6] that Nia pushed on me, saying it was a 'makeshift' outfit—it's a culotte… right? Anyway, this frilly-pants-like thing that's on the borderline of what I can tolerate is honestly my limit.

It's a one-piece type with a docked jacket, primarily black. Even from a guy's perspective, I have to admit it's a wonderful design that balances coolness and cuteness.

But when it comes to wearing it myself, that's a different story. Seriously.

Oh, and the knee-high socks she handed me with a cheerful face? I threw those back with all my might. That's legendary equipment only girls are allowed to wear, have some self-control.

I was saved by the fact that the black underlayer I wore beneath my El-Gran set had an auto-fitting function. Thanks to that, this eighteen-year-old man was spared from showing his bare legs. A relief.

—And on top of that, I threw on a stylish gray coat, the [Stealthy Rat's Cloak], and pulled up the hood to complete my anti-gaze defense. It has a perception-jamming effect similar to the El-Gran's hood, so no one should realize it's me underneath.

Well, it's not like they'd recognize me even if they saw my face right now… whoops.

While idly checking my stats and skills, I walked and walked until I arrived at a sturdy, brick-built house. As always, smoke billowed from its impressive chimney, but come to think of it, is that even necessary?

I can hear the familiar sound of a hammer, but… I guess every magic-crafter is different. As far as I know, even among artisans who specialize in 'iron,' someone like Kagura-san has a one-hundred-percent magic-based creation style.

"Alright… excuse me!"

I'm used to visiting this place by now. Pushing open the door with its 'OPEN' sign, I announced my arrival with a rather unapologetically loud voice.

If you hesitate and lower your voice here, you'll be flat-out ignored and left waiting, so a cheerful greeting is a required ritual for using this shop—and there he is, the same sullen face appearing from behind the counter.

"Hey there, it's been a while. You helped me out the other day, but I'm back for—"

"Who are you?"

And there it is, the blunt, straight-to-the-point choice of words… well, yeah, that makes sense. It's my fault this time. There's no way he'd know.

"Ah, my apologies—Here, it's me."

[Construction]—is currently unavailable since I can't equip it, so I pull *it* directly from my inventory. Plucked from the window connected to a pocket dimension is… a faintly glowing white ring.

"…It's you. You're back sooner than I expected."

"Well, I've come to settle the score with my nemesis, you see."

The pulse of the [Everquartz] in my palm is a sign of its desire to evolve to the next stage.

Perhaps seeing that—or perhaps hearing my words.

"…I see."

Halzen-dono wore a rare, complex expression on his face.

"—Alright."

He gazed at the remnants of 'White' and gave a firm nod.



    Chapter 402

    A Certain Girl's Tiring Time

    "—My lady?"

It was less than ten seconds after she heard the noise.

Itsuki poked her head into the living room, vacuum cleaner still in hand, and tilted her head. She could sense a presence, but the room was empty of figures.

An intruder—such a needless worry didn't even cross her mind.

She moved quietly towards a specific spot and… there, she found a young girl lying on the sofa, breathing softly and happily in her sleep.

"…"

Swallowing the scolding that was on the tip of her tongue, and hiding the natural smile that spread across her face, Itsuki considered what to do—

—and pulled her smartphone from her maid uniform's pocket, brazenly taking a picture of the sleeping face.

The device made a clicking sound, but her cute lady did not wake up. Today, she had been excitedly talking about some 'White' this and 'decisive battle' that, so although Itsuki didn't quite understand, she figured something significant must have happened. She could see how tired she was.

Despite serving the Yotsuya family, Itsuki's interest in [Arcadia] was faint, and she was generally left out of conversations about the virtual world.

Of course, she wouldn't deny being a 'fan' of the 'adventure stories' Sora would recount with a radiant face… which brought her to the tenth photo.

If she took too many, she'd have a hard time organizing the data later. Satisfied for now, she put her phone away and gently stroked the girl's cheek.

"—…Nn… mmm…"

She was sensitive to touch. She wouldn't stir at the loud shutter sound, but she would always wake up to the warmth of another person. However, whether she would fully awaken was another matter entirely.

When Sora surfaces from a deep sleep, she's always dazed.

Itsuki smiled at the drowsy, sky-blue eyes that looked up at her, and the girl tilted her head and returned a soft, limp smile—truly, she was so adorable it was a problem.

"If you're tired, you should rest properly in your bed. You'll hurt your back."

"…Mmm… I'm sorry, I was going to get some tea…"

I see. So that's why she came down to the living room, only to run out of steam halfway. The fact that she was sleeping on the sofa, completely opposite from the kitchen, made Itsuki chuckle as she pieced together the sequence of events.

She helped her sit up, propping her against a cushion so she wouldn't fall asleep again, and on her way, she gave in to temptation and patted her head once more. Then, she went to prepare the requested tea.

If it was before bed, herbal tea would be fine. Half a mug, just enough to wet her throat. And a little cooler than drinking temperature, so her drowsy lady wouldn't burn herself.

"Here you are—Sora?"

"…Thank you very much."

Placing the mug on the table, she called out to the girl, who was starting to doze off again. Her consciousness seemed to have surfaced a little more than before, but she was still out of it.

It would have been too risky to serve her with an expensive teacup and saucer. Using a mug was the right choice.

Sora said her thanks, and as if to wake herself up, she gently kneaded her own cheeks before reaching for the mug. She slowly sipped her tea—

"Th… an… kou…"

She probably meant to say, 'Thank you for the meal.' Leaving behind those last, mumbled words, Itsuki's lady collapsed once more, her energy completely spent.

"…Fufu, fufufu…"

Really, she was so cute it was a problem—Itsuki couldn't help but spoil her, and it's all her fault that Itsuki has become so strong.

Knowing that her surrogate sister and mother was right beside her, the girl was completely at ease. This time, she wouldn't wake up even if touched.

Itsuki effortlessly lifted the slender body into her arms, gazing lovingly at her sleeping face.

"You're getting a lecture when you wake up, you know."

She whispered words she didn't mean as she carried her little 'master' to her room.



    Chapter 403

    An Unbeatable Opponent

    I finished my rounds of greetings and requests to the artisans, logged out at last, and closed my eyes thinking, "Now I can finally rest." When I opened them, it was night.

I'd set an alarm so I didn't oversleep, but it was a serious time warp. I don't even remember when I drifted off; it was practically like passing out.

Well, it was obvious my mental fatigue was significant. Even if that great and mysterious technology, the Outer Brain, shoulders most of the burden, it's not like the 'mind over matter' principle doesn't apply to the brain.

Even after a few hours of napping, the exhaustion and sleepiness lingered. As expected, Sora-san showed no signs of reappearing in the virtual world, so after I finish my last errand, I'll go back to sleep too.

An errand I can't skip, an important one—yes, today is Saturday.

"—Fufu, it seems I have a companion for staying up late again."

"I did my best. Please look forward to it."

While tending to [Samidorizuki] with practiced hands, my master listened to my victory report, a soft, gentle smile on her face.

As for me, I was trying to maintain a poker face, but inwardly I was cringing with embarrassment. Every time I report something to Ui-san, I inexplicably adopt this 'storytelling tone meant to build hype.' I wonder why I do that.

It's like a kid telling their parents about a field trip. It's embarrassing.

"So, um… about that, I already mentioned it, but…"

What I was trying to bring up again was the matter of [Samidorizuki], currently in her hands.

I don't regret entrusting the sword to Irori to help him, and I was sure Ui-san would forgive me without even having to ask.

However, while I don't regret it, I *do* regret it. In the end, no matter how much I tried to act cool, I myself didn't want to part with it, in any form.

I feel a self-imposed guilt for letting go, even temporarily, of the sword I received as a 'proof.' Therefore, the apology I was about to offer was for my own satisfaction—and therefore,

"If it's about the sword, how you use it is for you to decide, Haru-kun."

—she cuts through such unnecessary things with a single stroke.

"If you need my opinion, I would say I am nothing but delighted that it was able to help not only you, Haru-kun, but Irori-kun as well… That is all."

Anticipating my every move, my master, whose kindness is as fundamental as her ruthlessness, does not allow for any pampered negativity. The smile she offered was as serene as ever.

"…Haha, how embarrassing."

Truly, in so many ways.

When I talk with Ui-san, I am reminded every single time that I am still just a novice—and yet,

—the fact that even that feels comforting is the dangerous thing about her.

"Fufu… —There, it is done."

"Thank you very much."

The maintenance was complete, and the jade blade was returned to me, its brilliance renewed.

What Ui-san uses to maintain [Samidorizuki] is a set of tools I recognize from somewhere as 'Japanese sword maintenance equipment,' involving things like oil and powder.

I still don't even know the proper names for each of them, but my master herself has forbidden me from 'studying' them, so it can't be helped.

My line of thinking was, as the owner and her disciple, shouldn't I be able to maintain the sword myself…? To that, the great [Sword Saint] said this:

—It would leave me with nothing to do, so no.

That's what I'm talking about, Master.

"Haru-kun."

"Yes?"

"Thank you, as well. Knowing that you cherish the gift I gave you… makes me very happy, too."

"That's really what I'm talking about, Master."

"…Yes?"

I foresaw a future where she would tilt her head in confusion, so I averted my gaze to avoid the direct hit from a move that would cause instant death from sheer cuteness.

"I don't quite understand, but… —Now then, Haru-kun, would you be so kind as to show me?"

"…Show you what?"

"Fufu."

"…"

Man, the pressure.

"Although I did not participate in the battle myself, I believe that as a master, I have both the duty and the right to witness my disciple's 'growth.'"

"Eh… You're going to pull the master-privilege card here?"

"I am. If necessary, I will again—"

"Okay, I get it…! I get it, so please put the wooden sword down…!"

I was going to show her sooner or later anyway, and I had no intention of refusing. It was simply a matter of my not being prepared yet, which would only increase my embarrassment—but if I must,

"Hah… It's a pretty big change, so you'd better prepare yourself too—[Trance]."

I activated the skill that, in this virtual world, only a hundred and ten people currently possess.

The effect was instantaneous. A magic circle unfolded around my avatar, bathing me in its glow. My entire body was enveloped in white light, and then… with a *crack*, like an eggshell breaking.

As the light scattered with a faint sound, my Trance body was revealed.

According to the girls, hair in this form isn't as heavy as it would be in real life, even when grown long… Still, there's enough of a difference from my main avatar for it to feel strange.

The long side-tail, reaching all the way to my waist, sways with every movement, and my attention keeps getting drawn to it. I wonder if I'll ever get used to this.

—Putting that aside,

"Well… this is quite a surprise."

"I'm sure it is…"

Even the great [Sword Saint] probably never dreamed that her disciple would transform into a girl (a beautiful, white-haired, blue-eyed one at that).

Her gray eyes, which were blinking rapidly, were opened wider and rounder than I'd ever seen them.

Blink, blink, her wide eyes… stared, and stared, and stared at 'me,' a sight I'd rather not be scrutinized so intensely.

"…So, um, well, I'm a little tired today, so I think I'll be turning in early—"

"Haru-kun."

"Yes."

I had a bad feeling—so I tried to make a quick exit, but my words were cut off. Now, Ui-san rarely ever interrupts people unless it's something truly important.

Which means that for her, something 'truly important' is happening right now, and as her disciple, I can't just ignore my master's crisis.

In other words, I can't defy her.

"I must confess, I've had a dream."

"A dream?"

"Yes—a dream I hoped to fulfill if I ever had a female disciple."

"…W-well, that's unfortunate, or rather, you see, since I'm a guy, I'm afraid I can't be of much help…"

"I believe I once told you that the things I want to do for you are the same things my grandfather used to do for me…"

"…"

This is bad. She's in full Sword Saint mode.

She's smiling so sweetly, but she's not listening to a word I'm saying…!

"There was a time when I was a child that I grew my hair out."

"…Yes."

"My grandfather would often have me sit on his lap and comb it for me."

"I see…"

"Haru-kun."

"Yes."

"Given our heights, having you sit on my lap would be difficult, so please, come over here."

She patted the cushion she had repositioned at the edge of the veranda, urging me to sit with a gesture that brooked no argument. The little master herself was kneeling behind it, looking fully prepared, but I hadn't yet agreed to her request—

"Haru-cha—"

"I'm sorry, I get it, just please spare me from *that*."

The difference in our strength was hopeless. The match was decided in an instant.

On a Saturday, during a peaceful time between master and disciple. As my master, who had produced a comb from somewhere, did as she pleased… our usual quiet night continued on, peacefully.

Except, of course, for the complex feelings of one of the participants.
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    Interlude

    "—…You've changed quite a bit, haven't you?"

In the silence of the dim twilight, a lone voice, tinged with complex emotion, echoed.

'…'

In response, there were no words, only a breath.

A silent word, imbued with complex, intricate, and delicate emotions—something that would have been impossible just a short while ago, just a few hours ago, to be precise.

"What should I call 'you'?"

There was no wavering in the lone voice. Simply accepting the 'now' that had arrived, he—

Yotsuya Togo, posed the question to her.

And the other one answered.

'Though my form has changed, I am still myself.'

The inorganic coldness had vanished from the resonant voice.

'As you always have—please, call me Maria.'

The words, arriving from somewhere, were cloaked in a soft atmosphere as they drifted through the darkness.

"Understood. I will call you that… Now then, perhaps it is time I heard your business."

The hardness in his voice was of a different kind than tension.

Namely, caution. Correctly reading this, 'she'—the being who called herself Maria—let out a small laugh, pausing for a beat before saying,

"—Please invite 'him' here."

With a voice that had gained human warmth, she simply stated the decision.

"…I understand."

For she knew that every word she uttered would be carried out.
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    Time Bomb

    —Three figures floated in a cloudless azure sky.

One white, one blue, and one a mix of white and blue. The figures, clad in colors that seemed to melt into the clear sky, fixed their gazes on the 'White' below.

And one of them… the young man clad in white and blue, was so incredibly into it, sporting a wicked grin so intense it made you want to writhe and plead, 'Seriously, stop, have some self-control,' his voice booming so loudly you'd wonder who he even was as he—roared.

'We're here for some payback—Tsarkalv!!'

""Fuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuu!!""

"Just kill me now."

"Kaede, remember to breathe."

"I can't…!"

The morning after the fierce battle with the 'White Throne.'

After responding to a demonic barrage of messages and calls that made me worry my phone would explode, I was sentenced to an early-morning forced summoning and found myself surrounded by my friends.

I had already shared my schedule from yesterday with them. We were supposed to meet up today anyway for me to hand over the data for the archive upload, so in a way, it was according to plan.

However, I was not informed that I'd be woken up at five in the morning and summoned to the Shijo residence before six. You college-student nerds are way too energetic.

And so, here we are now, in the middle of a viewing party for the raw, unedited data—a special video recording that can only be handled with the [Arcadia Archive].

Archive data, which records everything around the player who filmed it, is not bound to a single perspective, despite being a recording from a single player.

To put it simply, this isn't a two-dimensional recording, but a three-dimensional one. Unlike a camera that can only capture a flat, single-perspective image, 'recording' in the world of Arcadia captures everything around the recorder.

So, you can basically move the viewpoint freely even during playback, and switch between first-person and third-person as you please… yeah, something like that.

It's a piece of over-technology, fundamentally different from existing video technology.

And because of its bizarrely complex specifications, the editing process is also bizarrely complex and difficult. It seems to be a tough job, to the point where Kaede's older sister and the genius university student team, who are pros at video editing, often cry out in despair.

According to Toshiki, studying for entrance exams was easier. They should be getting paid a decent wage for this part-time job, so I really hope they do their best.

—And then,

"Alright, let's move on to the Nozomin interrogation time."

"""No objections!"""

"Objection!"

After we'd gone through the footage, the situation shifted, as expected, to the usual question time—or rather, interrogation time. I tried to protest the flow, which even Kaede had unhesitatingly joined for once, but sadly, my objection was unanimously ignored.

'Interrogation' sounds harsh, but I have a pretty good idea of what they're going to ask. Now, I wonder which one will come first—

"Let's start with the lighter one. What's the deal with that super cute partner of yours?"

"You just said the answer yourself. Exactly that, she's my partner."

So, it seems they're starting with the questions about Sora. 'The lighter one'… well, if you don't know the truth, I guess it is the lighter one.

I obviously can't share with my friends that Sora is the Yotsuya heiress, 'Sora Yotsuya,' or that we're in a fake engagement to avoid various complications, and I have no plans to in the future.

However, I had no intention of hiding the 'Sora' I met through Arcadia and partnered with. So, if they found out, they found out. I had no hesitation.

"It'd be a pain if you guys start speculating, so I'll just tell you everything at once—"

This was the umpteenth time I'd recounted the story of how I met Sora.

I laid it all out—how we met on the very day I started the game and the course of our adventures together, skipping over a few parts here and there… and yup, there's that reaction.

"You really are a light novel protagonist, aren't you?"

"What's with that textbook boy-meets-girl story?"

"…Conversely, how are you still just partners?"

"…!!!!"

Is Kaede okay over there? Is she breathing?

Anyway, I had learned from experience that the quickest way to handle this was to swallow my embarrassment and make a firm 'declaration.'

"—She's important to me. So, don't tease me about it too much, okay?"

"…Whoa…"

"Wah…"

"…Mm, got it."

"…!!!!!!!!"

"Mizuki-san, rescue."

"Kaede, breathe."

And so, I succeeded in getting the four of them to back down for now. I was a bit worried about the condition of one of them, but it seemed she was breathing without issue, which was a relief.

"…So, what's next?"

I was embarrassed myself, but this kind of thing is probably embarrassing for the listeners too. I prompted my friends, who had fallen silent with somewhat indescribable expressions, having lost their momentum.

And then, pulling herself together, the next to ask a question was—

"Ashe."

—Mizuki, taking over for Shoko, who had fallen silent, her cheeks faintly flushed with awkwardness.

"You called the 'Princess' that."

"Yeah. It was her request, or rather, she kind of forced me to use a nickname—"

"Family."

—so I did… wait, what?

"Family, you say?"

Even as I asked, a bad feeling started to grow. This was it, the usual feeling—the atmosphere when I'm missing some crucial piece of knowledge.

I haven't actively looked up information about Ashe, or Iris, or Alicia White. She's a friend I've met in real life… well, yeah.

I feel hesitant to research someone who's more than a friend; I believe if you're going to get to know someone, you should do it by talking to them yourself.

However, it seems that this time, that policy was a fatal mistake.

"I think it's a famous story among her fans, but…"

The 'new information' that Mizuki calmly revealed was,

"The only people allowed to use that name are those who are especially close to her—in other words, her family."

—for me, it was a bombshell tantamount to a death sentence.

"…May I ask what kind of relationship you have with her?"

"…For now, just…"

Could you please put a pin in that?

Because I now have a few things I need to confirm with a certain 'Princess.'
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    Strategic My-Pace

    "—It's not that special, really."

As usual, it was lunchtime, side-by-side.

In response to my 'confirmation' after returning from the tribunal hosted by my friends, a certain princess showed a bland reaction, as if to say, "Is that all?"

As always, with one adult watching us with amusement while also serving our meal… the Ashe in question was operating as normally as ever.

"Someone asked me in an interview what my family calls me, and my answer from back then just took on a life of its own. I never said anything about allowing it or not; people just arbitrarily turned it into a taboo on their own."

"Ahh…"

That's what she said—and, well, yeah, that sounds plausible.

She's a person who is seen not just as an idol but almost as a divine figure by the entire world. It's not a stretch to think that a single anecdote or piece of private information could cause fans to make a big fuss and create their own mysterious rules.

"…But."

"Hm?"

Her following tone pulled my attention, and as our eyes met, I foresaw the future a few seconds ahead and built a makeshift barrier in my mind, bracing for impact.

"You are the only person in the world I have ever asked to call me that. So… when you say it, it is undoubtedly special."

Of course, my flimsy defensive wall was easily pierced. The fact that it came with a sidelong glance and a smile made it a hundred percent intentional, no deliberation needed.

"—Well, no matter what you do, it's going to cause a stir."

It was by no means a lifeline for me, who had taken a fatal blow and fallen silent, but Chitose-san spoke up as she approached, a tray with after-meal coffee in hand.

"In terms of timing for it to become public, I think this was the best possible moment. It's a situation where an unprecedented number of 'incidents' are about to break out."

"That's, well…"

"Although, there's no doubt that the attention will be overwhelmingly focused on you two."

"…That's also, well…"

The fame and attention surrounding the [Sword Queen] is, without a doubt, the highest in the world. There's plenty of competition—the defeat of the 'White Throne,' the Four Pillar send-off, the unlocking of the world event, the mysterious countdown, the super rookie—but honestly, the outcome is clear.

The truth of my more-than-just-a-simple relationship with Ashe will undoubtedly attract a special level of attention and interest, even amidst the chaotic uproar that's about to ensue.

"…You don't think I'll get stabbed or anything, do you? I'm being serious."

"You don't need to worry. I will protect you."

Her immediate response was so cool, and it inspired an absurd amount of reliability and trust, but is that really the issue here?

"And I'll answer you with equal seriousness: you can leave matters of your personal safety to us without any problem. Even if a hitman were to be sent after you, it would be resolved before you ever knew anything about it."

"What kind of organization is Yotsuya Development, really?"

Even though we're talking about the real world, I can't keep up, just like in the virtual one.

◇◆◇◆◇

"—And that's the gist of it. Looks like things are going to get noisy again, which is a pain."

"…You know, Haru, you're starting to get used to this, one way or another."

And so, after a drive, we were back in the virtual world of Arcadia.

When I finished reporting everything to my partner, who I'd met up with in the clan home for the first time since yesterday, she responded with a mix of exasperation and admiration.

Well, these past few months have been a whirlwind of one dense event after another, one incident after another, to the point where it feels like I've lived a whole other life.

It's only natural that I'd develop a strange sort of courage, or rather, a 'whatever happens, happens' mentality.

That said, I'm still a long way from having a mental fortitude of steel like Ashe. It's not like I don't have anxieties and whatnot; more than half of it is just me putting on a brave face and turning a blind eye.

"Well, right now, it's more about you than me, Sora-san. To be honest, I have no idea how big of a festival this will turn into."

"…I wonder if the archive footage could just conveniently not show me."

Her slipping out of her usual polite speech suggests that was probably a thought to herself. As my partner stared off into the distance with a faraway look, I gave a wry smile and told her that was impossible.

Every ranker who participated… well, I can't predict what Lux will do, but in addition to them, many of the general participants are sure to upload their footage today or tomorrow.

One of the conditions for participating in a 'Colored' raid is accepting that. Since we went into the battle with our privacy settings turned off, it was a foregone conclusion that our 'faces' would be exposed to the whole world.

One fortunate thing is that while Sora's facial structure is the same as her real one, she's drastically changed her hair and eye color, and her hairstyle is completely different too. At a glance, she looks like a different person.

Come to think of it, the fact that I recognized her without a doubt when we first met in the real world is probably the weird part. Even if the face of 'Sora' becomes known to the world now, the risk of her being identified in real life probably isn't that high.

Worst-case scenario, that mysterious organization, Yotsuya Development, will do something about it.

Considering her doting father, the company president, didn't stop Sora from participating in the raid, it's not hard to imagine that they can, in fact, do something about it.

"Well, let's just try to be chill about it, like it's mostly someone else's problem. If you worry about every little thing the public says and thinks, you'll just get a stomachache, seriously."

"…Spoken from experience, I take it?"

"Exactly. Which is why I've decided on a policy of escaping reality by focusing on housing in the clan home for a while."

I put on a deliberately over-the-top show of support, and while she does show some weakness and anxiety, I'm not actually that worried.

Her 'guardians' will do everything in their power to handle any real-world problems with their outrageous security, so there's truly no need to 'worry'—

"—Then I'll join you."

"Alright, let's do it. We've got plenty of funds. For starters, let's make the common area so sparkly that it'll make a certain shut-in (Tetra) cringe."

"That's fine, but… um, what did you have in mind, for example?"

"Hmm… let's see, how about a disco ball for starters?"

"Haru is hereby banned from buying furniture on his own."

"Wait, time out, I was obviously joking, please forgive me."

—Because this partner of mine is more than reliable enough in the mental department, too.
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    The Main Act

    The format and content of the 'White Throne' Conquest Victory Party were largely the same as the 'after-party' held after the Four Pillar War. Since the East was in charge of this subjugation, the venue was even the same: the Istia war-time base, [Ruvalest, the Phased Subterranean Castle].

The only differences were the participation of the ranked members from the North and South who joined as reinforcements, and the nearly half-day duration, as if to say, 'Talk and party as much as you want.'

As always, several tables were laden with snacks and drinks (of unknown origin), and the floors were generally separated between ranked members and everyone else—however, this time, the token 'barrier' quickly became meaningless.

That was because,

"—Daaaaaaamn iiiiiit…!"

"Alright, next!"

—on the 'stage' set up for performances, just like at the last after-party.

"—Guaaargh!"

"Okay, next!"

—the sound of clashing blades, something that should have no place at a glamorous party, echoed through the air.

"—I see it now, you're mi—?!"

"Where are you looking?! C'mon, next!"

—a lively and lawless, gruesome feast of blood… or perhaps a feast of shame, a public execution (?), was unfolding.

Just under sixty participants, almost the entire frontline of the raid.

The format: a one-versus-sixty survival battle.

The end condition: when one side runs out of lives—in other words,

"That's thirty! Next!"

"Dammit, I can't see a thing…!"

—this frenzy would continue until either I beat them all, or the mob (they) beat me.

There was no 'cause' for this.

When I showed up with Sora at the start time, I was immediately met with a collective declaration of war from the male members, who made up the majority of the raid party, and here we are.

Yeah, I knew this would happen. They were probably all tired, but the reason I was allowed to just leave peacefully after the 'White Throne' conquest was all for this.

It was because my fate of being relentlessly teased here today was already sealed.

I did shout it out pretty loud, after all—"Ashe."

By the way, the other half of this incident, the 'Princess' herself, is watching elegantly from the second floor. The blue-haired girl next to her, smiling wryly, seems to be enjoying herself as well, which is great.

And speaking of which… there's an opening.

"—Gahvouch!"

I parried the weapon of mob member number thirty-one, who was launching a fierce rush, and as we passed each other, I delivered a satisfying backstab right in the center of his back.

Unlike ridiculously tough enemies, players can't withstand a precise strike to a critical point, even with a decent weapon.

Even though it's in the low-damage dagger category, my Rabbit Dagger, made with top-quality materials and craftsmanship, is more than sufficient. A good stab and a sharp twist, and they explode into pieces in a single hit.

"Phew…"

I'm making a point of doing this as quickly as possible, but honestly, it's pretty tough.

It's not about the continuous battles or maintaining focus; it's simply that everyone here is ridiculously strong.

I remember their faces and names, but I haven't grasped the fine details of each person's special skills and whatnot. As a result, I've already come close to dying about five times from the surprise attacks of these elite members selected for the raid.

Counters, set-up skills, and even all-out attacks meant to take me down with them… as expected, my weaknesses and the things I hate to deal with are completely exposed, and these seasoned veterans are mercilessly exploiting them.

There was one time when I lopped off a player's head, only to have the damage reflected back at me the next moment, almost killing me. Actually, I did die once, and that really scared me.

I don't even know what they did, but honestly, I feel like I could have just accepted my loss at that point. It's a unique piece of equipment I'm proud of, but frankly, the [Aquamarine Rabbit Heart] is just too cheap in a one-on-one fight—alright, that's thirty-five.

"Ngaah…! His one-on-one performance is just demonic…!"

"It's not just strong, it's on the level of being unfair."

"See? Agility builds are justice in PvP…"

"If you can't react, you can't even get on the same playing field."

"This is seriously an impossible game."

"Is there any chance other than ganging up on him with Riha-san included…?"

"Against an opponent who handled the White Throne's tentacle barrage, even a group fight is…"

"The best solution is obviously for the backline to just roast him along with his allies."

"I can only see a future where he breaks through in an instant and deals with the backline first."

"How about we all face him, and on 'go,' we all just self-destruct at once?"

"He'd probably escape that in an instant too, and it'd be game over…"

"…So that's the situation, but honestly, how do we beat you?"

"Are you really asking him that?"

With that lively discussion at my back, the next challenger stepped onto the stage. I let out a wry smile at his question… Understanding that this was just some intense roughhousing and not actual malice, I replied,

"Let's see… for example, if I get tripped while moving at high speed, it could cause a major accident, and I might even die."

"Well, yeah, probably…"

"So honestly, set-up skills that could have a similar effect are what I'm most scared of. As you know, while I'm moving, my vision is basically zero."

"No, we did not know that."

"And that's how it is."

"How what is?!"

To be honest, I think the most graceful outcome would be something along the lines of 'after a good fight, I was overwhelmed by numbers and died with honor,' so I'm more than happy for them to aim for my weaknesses. I'm fully prepared to expose them myself.

However, of course.

"So let's get to it, my thirty-sixth consecutive win!"

"Ah, wai—you're assuming you'll win—glrblaargh?!"

I have no intention of throwing the match, so I'll be doing my best for a little while longer.
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    Popularity (On a Global Scale)

    "――――Alright, who's next?!"

A wry smile was all I could manage as the voice echoed from the floor below.

It wasn't just exasperation. This feeling was probably a kind of secondhand embarrassment—the kind you get when someone close to you is bathing in an unbelievable amount of attention.

A mixture of a cringey restlessness and an indescribable, heart-pounding elation. It was a bizarre form of self-defense, a way to mask the chaotic emotions I couldn't quite control.

But really, a wry smile wasn't appropriate at all.

With the same brilliant smile I'd seen over and over again in countless videos, she mowed down one undeniable powerhouse after another, right from the front lines. That figure was—

"—Quite dashing, isn't he?"

"Nngh...!"

Feeling as if her heart had been read, the young artisan cleared her throat to cover up a cough. Watching her—Nia's—reaction, Iris just smiled serenely.

This was the first time she'd ever attended a place like this—an 'after-party' for combat players. To be precise, she'd been *invited* several times before, but this was her first time actually accepting and showing up.

Even though she'd once had her name etched into the Western rankings, she still felt out of place, mingling in a circle of title holders from other factions who were beings from a higher plane.

On top of that, the invitation had come from the [Sword Queen] herself, who was sitting right next to her, which sent her level of trepidation soaring. Ever since receiving the sudden message last night, she hadn't known what to do with herself.

A love rival—that was undeniably true. But at the same time, they were currently allies in a joint front against a certain difficult individual, so getting into a contrived squabble felt... wrong.

Besides, it was impossible. She didn't want to fight with anyone, especially not the famed 'Princess'...

It wasn't a matter of her being on a pedestal so high Nia couldn't even see her. It was because she, who so proudly embodied the 'cherished ideal,' was someone most players felt a pure sense of respect for.

Simply put, if asked if she was a fan, Nia would have no choice but to nod. Most people probably felt the same way—she was just that kind of person, someone you couldn't help but admire unconditionally.

"I know my invitation was sudden, but I hope I haven't put you out."

"Ah, no, not at all, of course not...!"

And that's precisely why it was so hard to deal with her.

While Nia didn't go so far as to worship her, the fact that this person she had no reason to dislike was her love rival... No matter how many times she thought it over, she couldn't quite accept it as reality. To have a rival like that in her very first romance...

"...Formal speech."

"Ah, yes! My apologies..."

"Formal speech."

"Nn-geh...!"

The whole situation was so incredibly difficult, it was making her dizzy.

◇◆◇◆◇

"Hmm... So I guess that's how it is, nyaa."

"From the looks of it."

"...He's got his hands full, doesn't he?"

"You go, Har-kun. What a lady-killer."

At a table just a short distance from the 'duo' who were watching the floor below, the gathered women directed their intrigued gazes and voices toward the presumed maidens in love.

Also present was...

"Ahaha..."

...one partner, who, as usual, was being swarmed by the little red and blue figures, offering a vague smile, unsure how to react.

"Well, considering his position and the amount of attention he gets, it's not strange for him to be popular."

"But a giant killing of this magnitude, and a double kill at that, is unprecedented."

Mi-na and Ri-na were clearly enjoying themselves, but since there was nothing to refute in their statements, no one raised any objections.

As the gazes of the silver and indigo-haired girls, who had been intently watching in the same direction, shifted in unison as if by unspoken agreement... perhaps she sensed their stares through some virtual-world extrasensory perception.

The 'target' of their attention shivered slightly, an uncomfortable and awkward expression on her face.

Yet, as she effortlessly flattened the forty-eighth challenger who saw an opening and charged at her with a foolish blunt weapon, it seemed her concentration was still very much intact.

"I want to support them, but I wonder what the public's reaction will be."

Though Hinayo couldn't deny she was enjoying the spectacle along with the others, she naturally felt a sense of 'worry' at the same time, without contradiction.

And so, to the words she muttered as if to herself...

"Shouldn't be a problem, right?"

...Mi-na answered with an exceedingly carefree voice. And, as if on cue, her partner picked up where she left off.

"Even if people try to stir up trouble, they've picked the wrong target. If she's involved, the flames will be extinguished far faster than they can spread."

"Nyahaha. There are so many fans who'd agree with anything Iris-chan says that all her follower communities are basically at max-level self-policing."

Lux's subsequent agreement was filled with what could only be described as unconditional faith. And to that, Hinayo had no objection.

It all came down to the immense trust placed in the 'Princess' who had achieved world conquest through her unparalleled 'power,' 'talent,' and 'heart.'

She was a figure whom even renowned celebrities from around the globe openly professed to be 'fans' of. While there would undoubtedly be many who would lament her falling in love—

"Yeah, it'll be fine."

Mi-na's lighthearted conclusion said it all.

The cries of sorrow might be vast, but the voices of blessing would surely be even more immense... That much was guaranteed by the sheer popularity the [Sword Queen] had built up.

――――However,

"If it's *two* of them, he might need to watch his back at night."

"That's true."

"Well, I suppose so..."

"It's tough being a lady-killer."

"Ah, haha..."

Including the other popular girl, there was a high probability that things would get messy in a different way.

<hr>

A full-blown war erupts worldwide between the 'Unforgivable Faction' and the 'If They're Happy, It's Okay Faction.' Since there's no time to deal with such things, the main story will basically ignore it.



    Chapter 409

    Where All Eyes Gather

    "There are a mountain of things to comment on, but one way or another, his endurance is just insane."

"That's not the kind of toughness you expect from someone who started a few months ago."

"Usually, you get tired after just ten minutes of high-speed movement."

"And in his case, it's *super* high-speed. It's ridiculous."

"That was impressive."

"Hmph."

"...Hey, you at the end. What was that scoff for?"

Somewhere along the way, the original reason for all this had been forgotten.

After a full round of 1-on-1s, the rules were changed to 2-on-1, and the objective became 'just beat up the [Acrobat] already.' Then, before I knew it, about an hour had passed.

After getting thoroughly beaten down, this was the reaction from the male rankers upon my release. Starting with Tetra, then Aurin, Fuji-san, and Gossan, I would have much preferred some heartwarming words of comfort instead of their exasperated faces and commentary.

It may be rude to say it was unexpected, but the only one to offer words of praise was Genkotsu-san, and my affection for him shot up in that moment.

As for Irori at the end, he just scoffed at me for some reason. I'll take that fight, you bastard. But I'm seriously exhausted today, so can we do it tomorrow or later?

Incidentally, the ones who beat me were the tag team of Lotta-san and Zou-san, who joined in after the rules changed.

I panicked when the [Insider]'s trump card stopped me in my tracks. In that moment of careless counterattacking, the Defense Captain's Anima was slipped in, leading to a reflect, a stun, and a follow-up for game over.

It was such a perfect, beautiful combo that I didn't even have a split second to activate the status-clearing effect of the `Agaphanthus Amulet`. It was a complete and utter loss. So frustrating.

"Well, now that your 'purification' is done, you can relax too. Let's take it easy."

"'Purification'... well, yeah, I guess..."

I swallowed the words 'what are you talking about' that were about to escape my lips... outnumbered as I was, I decided to adopt a humble attitude for now.

It wasn't just the guys; the women gathered at the next table were all giving me similar looks—that is to say, those uncomfortably warm and knowing gazes.

It was probably only a matter of time before the usual red-haired girl got involved. I should assume that the delicate relationship between me, Ashe, and Nia has been completely exposed.

Ashe used a special invitation for rankers to call Nia here, and Nia accepted and showed up. It seems neither of them has any intention of hiding it anymore.

As for the two of them, they were chatting amicably (?) at a slight distance. I could easily tell that Nia was the one being pushed around... but well, there was no hostile mood, so it was probably fine to leave them be.

As the one caught in the 'problem' between them, I'd prostrate myself in gratitude if they could just get along peacefully.

..................Nope, still can't stand this. In that case, *Trance*.

"Eh, what are you doing?"

"A desperate, all-out attempt to change the subject, I guess..."

I replied half-jokingly to the immediate jab from my junior-senpai, pulling the hood of the newly appeared [Cloak of the Hidden Rat] low to hide my face.

The other half of the truth was simply making effective use of my free time. If I had the time, it would be a waste to leave my MP full, especially for the sake of my new build plans.

And so—activating [Eyes Oculus].

Ten, twenty, thirty, forty, fifty... and there we go, MP depleted, shop's closed.

"Hm? —Ah, so that's what's going on."

"You're surprisingly diligent, or should I say hardworking."

To anyone not in the know, my actions would seem utterly bizarre, but there was no one here who couldn't figure it out. They must have noticed the golden effect that lit up in my eyes under the hood; the Southern Faction's tag team voiced their understanding.

Thought acceleration skills are notorious for being MP guzzlers. If I put on a show of using *Trance* and then pointlessly firing off the skill, anyone would get the gist of it.

"...Senpai, that transformed body is full MID, right? Don't tell me you used up all your MP on that skill in like, five seconds?"

When I gave a peace sign in response to Tetra's exasperated question, the boy looked up at the ceiling, covered his ears, and declared, "I don't want to hear the detailed stats."

What a shame. It's a pretty unique and funny set of stats you could make a good story out of.

"Well, something like that... though, as you'd expect, there's no sign of a new spell popping up after just a day or so of this—*bweck*?!"

"Well, duh! MP training gives you, like, the tiniest bit of EXP!"

"Bit by bit, accumulation is key."

Just as I was about to pull out a potion to replenish my empty MP, the enemy attack I'd been waiting for arrived. Unable to bear the weight that had landed on my head, my frail, weak transformed body toppled from the chair and was crushed against the floor.

One voice came from above my head, the other from my side, which meant there was only one culprit. In that case, roar, my faithful right arm—

"Too weak, too weak!"

"Damn you...! L-let... go!"

The battle lasted two seconds. The victor was the scoundrel; the loser was me.

The right arm I'd twisted around to launch was easily caught mid-air, and no matter how much strength I put into it, I couldn't escape the grasp of what looked like a small girl's hand.

My next attack with my left was also restrained, and my hands were forced up in a humiliating surrender pose. To top it off, my MP was empty, so I couldn't even put up a decent fight.

Damn it all... maybe I should use [Construction] to drop a `Gravidon Hammer` and take us both down in a flattened, mutual destruction.

"Honeshtly, I can't imagine you as a rear-guard, big brother, but if you're interested in the path of a mage, then this great senpai—*great senpai!*—Mi-na-chan herself might not be unwilling to teach you a thing or two!"

"Ugh, you're soooooo loud!!!"

Your voice is too loud! Stop making a racket on top of my head, you little human bomb—

"Hmm? What's this, what's this? Har-kun, you wanna be a mage? In that case, I recommend becoming a Magic Fist user, just like me!"

"Now there's more of them...! Hey, stop it, don't—stop pulling it off, agh!"

And then, my cloak was mysteriously stripped off by the hands of a new reinforcement (Lux).

Naturally, what was revealed was my white hair and full figure—which is to say, the embodiment of my 'shame,' which had been thoroughly styled and made 'fashionable' by our respective exclusive artisans.

And then, in the next moment.

"""——————————"""

I sensed the gazes of everyone around me, who had fallen silent in unison, as well as the players who had been looking up from the noisy second floor, wondering what the commotion was about.

Not asking for help, just letting my gaze drift as I panicked over the situation, my eyes landed on... Nia's face, who was staring right at me, the center of all this chaos, though I couldn't tell what she was thinking.

The artisan, one of the culprits who did this to me, seemed surprised by our sudden eye contact. She blinked a few times, and then—

"Hmm... So beautiful."

—muttered a compliment I absolutely did not want, before mercilessly closing her eyes and putting her hands together in prayer.

Needless to say, one second later, I was abandoned and swallowed up by the next wave of chaos.

"...Should I help him?"

Watching the man she loved struggle as he was teased by the men and mobbed by the women, Iris, who was *trying* to maintain a composed expression with a champagne glass in hand, muttered under her breath, swallowing a small pang of jealousy.

"Nah, it's probably fine... ahem, I think he'll be okay."

In contrast, Nia's tension seemed to have been dispelled by the lively commotion. A glance at her profile revealed none of the emotions that mirrored those in Iris's own heart.

"..................Hehe."

Angry, flustered—watching him have fun while openly showing his true feelings, a small smile escaped her lips.

"...You're right."

Was she, like Iris, a master of the poker face... or was she so purely focused on 'only him' that she had no room for feelings like jealousy?

Either way, she was a formidable opponent—Iris thought, also looking troubled.

A faint smile touched her lips as she quietly tilted her glass.

<hr>

The glass contains ginger ale.



    Chapter 410

    Time for Analysis

    "—Alright, the continuation of yesterday's discussion."

"Straight to business with no pity or comfort...?"

The party was in full swing, with no end in sight... having finished one event, the venue was livelier than ever.

After being subjected to the punishment of 'Dignity Destruction (Twintails)' under the pretext of Purification Part 2, the duo who had been conspicuously on the sidelines came to find me, a pitiful wretch who had been cast aside.

Lifting my head from where it was slumped on the table at the sound of Ashe's voice from above, I saw the silver-blue and indigo girls standing side-by-side, looking at me.

First, a word for the indigo girl who had just given me a prayer of abandonment.

"You heartless fiend."

"W-W-Wait a minute! It would've just made things worse if I had stepped in to help!"

That's true. I just had to vent my frustrations a little or I wouldn't have been able to take it. Seeing her flustered face was enough to call it even.

The rankers had all gone upstairs to join in the fun... or rather, to make a ruckus together, with karaoke and other things kicking off in the spacious first-floor area.

Whether we were left behind—or perhaps left behind out of some misplaced consideration—was unclear, but only the three of us remained.

As for Sora-san, she had been whisked away by Lux and was now surrounded by players with adoring looks on their faces, flustered beyond belief.

Our predecessors are a bunch of gentlemen, so I don't think I need to worry... but even if some scoundrel were to appear, Hinayo-san, standing by her side, would probably incinerate them.

Sora herself seemed embarrassed, but not particularly displeased. It looked like I didn't need to play the overprotective guardian and keep a watchful eye on her.

"...So, what's this about yesterday's discussion?"

With that settled, I steered the conversation back to Ashe's remark as she nonchalantly sat down next to me and started nibbling on a mini tart. As for Nia, who sat on my other side and started fiddling with my hair... I guess I'm just used to people touching my hair now.

She probably wouldn't stop even if I complained, so I'll just let her be.

"I've put together my thoughts on the `White Throne` subjugation."

"Ah... you were saying something like, 'Maybe it never had HP to begin with.'"

And then I was left hanging. This was the promised analysis from the [Sword Queen] herself.

It goes without saying at this point, but Ashe's creativity and mental agility are on a completely different level from my own. If she went so far as to say she'd 'put it together,' then this wasn't something I could dismiss as a mere personal opinion.

I was actually looking forward to it a bit, including comparing it with my own thoughts.

"First, my conclusion. The 'Colored Monsters'... the 'Five-Colored Pillars'... there's a possibility that all of them, as of now, are 'corpses.'"

The 'Five-Colored Pillars'—the official (?) name used by NPCs for monsters like the `White Throne` and `Red Circle`. 'Colored Monster' was originally a term players came up with, likening them to 'Named Monsters.'

"Corpses... You mean all of them? Not just the 'White' and 'Red'?"

"Yes. The remaining 'Green,' 'Blue,' and 'Black' as well. They may already be... at least, physically dead. There are two reasons I think this."

That was quite the bombshell right off the bat. As I gave a dumbfounded reaction, not expecting such a deep analysis from the get-go, Ashe continued speaking.

"First, their raid design is exceptionally unique even in this world of Arcadia. To put it simply, they are far too 'game-like'—in other words, I can't feel any will or intent from them."

"Ahh..."

On that point, I had a vague feeling of the same thing while fighting the `White Throne`.

Monsters in this virtual world always exhibit movements that make you feel some degree of 'emotion' or 'will.' It's possible to analyze their action patterns and attack methods to formulate a strategy, but those are, at best, 'quirks.'

Even [Angalta, the God-Wedge Sword-King], who I'd say was the most 'inorganic' enemy I've faced, had a certain set of regular actions that felt more like a 'form' than a mere string of programming. In short, all of them were 'alive.'

But as for that `Tsarkalv of the White Throne`—

"Yeah, it definitely felt like it was just 'moving.'"

"Right. And each of its mechanics felt less like something born from its will or nature and more..."

"'Game-like,' or rather, mechanical. Like it was just trying to 'process' us? Its fundamental specs were so absurd that every phase felt like a grand spectacle to us on the receiving end, but..."

The main body dutifully intercepting attacking players, the automated turrets locking onto anyone nearby, the timed activation of its Authority mechanics... looking back on it, it certainly had a rigid 'game-like' quality uncharacteristic of Arcadia's enemies.

I mean, it *is* a game, but still.

"In addition to that, the final phase we entered... no, I'm not even sure if that was truly a 'combat phase.'"

She must be talking about what happened after Sora, Ashe, and I jumped into the 'great chasm.' She slowly closed her eyes, as if recalling the majesty of that white dragon... then opened them again and said,

"I felt that *that* was the true 'White Throne.'"

"..................Well, yeah."

On that point, I agreed with her.

"—That thing was alive."

"...Mm."

Ashe nodded, but then shook her head.

It was definitely 'alive,' but at the same time, it wasn't. That's probably what she meant.

"I think it might have been something like another dimension... a mental world. The true body was the will-less 'White' that existed in that crater. And that 'White Dragon' was..."

—Its heart, or perhaps its soul.

"What was on the surface was a corpse, or a hollow shell that had lost its heart. Assuming that, then `Liertaheria of the Red Circle`, which I fought in the past, was the 'same.'"

I couldn't say anything about that since I wasn't there, but if she... the [Sword Queen] who had personally taken its head, said so, then it must be true.

"That's one reason. The other is—"

"The 'laying to rest,' huh."

Again, Ashe nodded.

"The announcement was deliberately separated from 'Vanquished.' On its own, that would be a stretch, but after seeing both the 'White' and the 'White Dragon,' it allows for a different interpretation."

Listening to her, all I could do was think, 'Damn, she's amazing.'

It wasn't just her starting point for the analysis, but the way she connected one 'what if' to the next 'then' was always brilliant.

Even more, as she spoke, she skillfully optimized her explanation by adding or omitting words depending on my level of understanding.

It felt like I could almost convince myself I'd arrived at the answer on my own just by listening. And yet, I hadn't even come close to thinking about this on my own.

"Simply destroying the 'body' on the surface only results in 'Vanquished.' By doing something about the 'consciousness' in the other dimension, we can probably achieve the true victory condition, 'Laid to Rest.'"

"'Doing something about it,' huh."

I had a feeling I knew why Ashe didn't say 'destroy' the 'consciousness' as well. That's because I didn't think we had 'defeated' that 'White Dragon' either.

 —I mean, come on, right?

"That bastard looked so damn satisfied..."

In that final moment, as it threw its white lightning... I'll never forget the face of that dragon as it narrowed its golden eyes.

"I'm sure you were the 'key' to this raid. I think you were able to deliver what the 'White Throne'... what that dragon 'wanted.'"

This was likely the end of this part of the discussion. Ashe took a sip from her glass, marking a pause and concluding one part of her analysis.

"I believe all of us unleashed our best techniques, but... the idea that we delivered what it wanted is more convincing than the possibility that we depleted the 'last phase's' HP."

"...If that's the case, then he was a real boy. He went out satisfied after a battle of ultimate moves."

"..., ............Hehe, perhaps so."

Man, if Ashe's analysis is correct—

"...Somehow, it feels like he won by getting away with the last laugh. It's kind of annoying."

Not that I really mind, though.

<hr>

The indigo-haired girl messing with his hair: *(*What are they talking about...?*)* 
This will continue for just a little longer.



    Chapter 411

    Possibilities and Possibilities and Possibilities

    "—Next, about the 'Red Circle' that started interfering with the raid midway through."

The conversation shifted from 'White' to 'Red.' However, judging from Ashe's expression on this matter...

"Honestly, I don't really understand this part. It's less of an analysis and more pure speculation, a simple 'what if.'"

Which, well, was to be expected.

"No one's got the answer to that grotesque horror surprise."

Urging her to share her thoughts without reservation, Ashe nodded and began to speak. As usual, she began with a preface: "Starting with my conclusion."

"I believe the raid for `Liertaheria of the Red Circle` was designed from the start so that its Vanquishing and Laying to Rest couldn't be achieved at the same time. In other words, its 'last phase' was to manifest as a 'strengthening factor' in another 'Colored Monster' raid, just like this time."

"Hmm...?"

"Let's assume the condition for achieving 'Laid to Rest' is for us to make them 'accept' or 'be satisfied.' If the `White Throne`, which is tied to the Eastern Faction of conflict, Istia, sought simple 'individual strength'... then what the `Red Circle` sought was probably 'connection.'"

............To be honest, I can't say I fully understand, but I can sort of follow the flow of the conversation. If the characteristics of the faction corresponding to each Pillar are involved, then...

"The Southern Faction, Sotalm, has the blessing of wealth... It's the most efficient source of currency needed for trade, so yeah, it's a linchpin in terms of 'connecting' players."

"Honestly, it's mostly a stretch. But considering what systems were unlocked when the `Red Circle` was vanquished, I don't think the direction is wrong."

It was the clan and marriage systems, after all. The possibility that the underlying theme is the 'connection' Ashe mentioned is indeed high.

"So, why do you think the `Red Circle` was laid to rest?"

"It probably fulfilled its 'true purpose.'"

True... purpose?

"Perhaps it was created that way from the beginning. To become one with the other Pillars, to act as a kind of 'living external armor' that strengthens them."

"L-Living external armor...?"

"In contrast to the 'White' which governed 'Boundaries' and used teleportation and spatial isolation, the 'Red' which governs 'Infinity' used 'proliferation' and 'mutation.' If we consider its Authority to be versatile transformation, it's not unreasonable to think it was a being designed to adapt and merge with others............ I, think, at least."

Perhaps because of my lackluster reaction, Ashe's words gradually lost their conviction. Not quite anxious, but noticing her probing gaze, I hurriedly waved my hand.

"No, sorry, I was just taken aback. Don't worry about it."

"...I'm aware that what I'm saying is outlandish."

Is it really outlandish? It's certainly a wild theory, but I think it makes a certain amount of sense.

"So, basically, after destroying the main body, the condition for laying it to rest is to defeat another 'Colored Monster' that its remaining consciousness or soul has possessed... right? If the 'enhancement armor' was 'used' for its original purpose and was 'satisfied,' that does seem plausible."

At the very least, it's far more persuasive than any theory I could cook up in five minutes.

"—Ah. Then, could that be it, too?"

"That?"

"You know, the thing I showed you before."

As I spoke, I summoned the [Rabbit Dagger: Parabellum] and, with a few quick taps, brought up its flavor text—

[Rabbit Dagger: Parabellum]
Crafted Weapon: Dagger
A crimson dagger carved from the demonic horn of a ruby rabbit that guards a scarlet spiral.

*The demonic brilliance governing the 'Red's' immortality hides a curious authority—
Its great wish fulfilled long ago. The red eye that touched its noble brethren leaves a blessing and returns to its rest.*

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

And then...................... Ah... Yeah, pass.

"...It's changed."

"Yep... Well, basically. I was thinking that the original text, 'The Pillar is yet immortal—,' might have been referring not to the `Red Circle` itself, but to the other Pillars."

"Mm... that might be it."

How should I put it?

With the `Remains of the Red Circle`, the gruesome effects during the fight, and its appearance, I'd basically written it off as a grotesque horror monster.

But if it prioritized others over itself... maybe that's not the right way to put it, but recalling the 'final scene' burned into my memory—

Maybe it was just really loyal to its comrades.

"...By the way."

"Yeah?"

"If you have any theories of your own, I'd like to hear them."

"Ah..."

This is a little tough, huh? Following up the [Sword Queen]'s intense analysis with my own 'theory,' which is based on 100% feeling and barely any thought... well, I guess it's fine.

"I only have one. I was thinking that the `Red Circle` mixing with the `White Throne` might have been a result of the 'White's' own abilities."

That said, it's not a theory that necessarily refutes Ashe's. It's the kind of 'what if' that doesn't conflict with her 'Red Circle as enhancement armor' theory.

"I told you my Anima is derived from the `White Throne`, right?"

I tapped the ring on my right hand, which had recently evolved once again, finally reaching its third tier. The white band with a red gemstone remained, but now a golden line circled it completely.

"This thing 'ate' a ring derived from the `Red Circle` when it evolved. So, I was thinking, maybe the `White Throne` itself has that kind of nature."

"That kind of, nature?"

"Yep. The ability to eat other 'colors' and grow stronger—something like that?"

I had misunderstood before when I heard that the 'Colored Monsters' had grown stronger after the `Red Circle` was defeated, but that information wasn't entirely accurate.

More correctly, it was that the 'Colored Monsters' had *probably* grown stronger; it was just speculation regarding the Pillars as a whole. The only one confirmed to have grown stronger was the `White Throne`.

Specifically, the tentacle cannons in the first phase. In the challenge before the `Red Circle` was vanquished, there apparently weren't nearly as many as the ridiculous number that had chased me around.

After the previous challenge, where the assault team was annihilated in the second phase following that absurd power-up, the terrified raid group took the monsters' learning and evolving nature even more seriously and temporarily froze all 'Colored Monster' raids.

The information had stagnated in the form of 'The `White Throne` got stronger after the `Red Circle` was vanquished. Therefore, it's highly likely the other Colored Monsters did too.'

And now, seeing the remnants of 'Red' not just 'strengthening' but actively participating in this raid—I had an idea.

"They're called 'Colored Monsters' or 'The Five-Colored Pillars,' so the 'colors' themselves probably have a significant meaning, right? In that case, 'white' has the potential to be dyed any color, like a 'foundation'... or, you know, a blank sheet of paper before anything is written on it?"

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

"So, if we had hypothetically defeated 'Green,' 'Blue,' or 'Black' first, there's a possibility things could have gotten several times more dangerous than this time... maybe..."

Oh no, the Princess is making a face I've never seen before, and it's super grim.

Well, I get it. I do. If, by some one-in-a-million, one-in-a-billion chance my 'analysis' (lol) turned out to be correct, then there's a possibility that a truly unbeatable monster—or rather, a 'Demon Lord'—could have been born...

"..................In the end, only 'God' knows the truth, but."

"Well, yeah."

"I'm glad we didn't impulsively switch to raiding `Green Connect`."

"...Y-Yeah, you're right."

Thinking that we were spared by merely trembling at a 'future that might have been,' I couldn't help but agree with Ashe's heartfelt murmur—

――――And then,

"............................................Are you done talking?"

"Hm, for now."

"Sorry about that."

It seems the one person left out of the loop was getting a bit frustrated, so I guess it's time to move on to a topic that 'involves the three of us.'

You'll see soon enough—you're not going to be an outsider for long, Nia-chan.

<hr>

Even so, she seemed to enjoy having free rein to mess with his hair.



    Chapter 412

    The Second Invitation

    "Ah, um... W-What is it..."

As the topic shifted, she must have sensed her position changing from observer to participant. Faced with two pairs of eyes, Nia shrank back cautiously.

In any case, the speaker remained the same... or rather, I had to keep quiet since voicing an opinion on this matter would be unwise.

"First, let me confirm. Nia, have you met him in the real world?"

"Huh? Um..."

The only piece of information these two had about each other was that the 'other' was the 'same' as themselves.

Nia didn't know that Ashe and I had signed contracts with Yotsuya Development and were living under the same roof... or rather, in the same building.

Conversely, Ashe didn't know that Nia and I had interacted in the real world.

I had no right to leak their respective situations. If that information needed to be shared, it had to happen between the two of them, like this.

"Well... yes. I have."

Nia glanced at me as if for confirmation. I gave her a look that said 'Yes,' and she timidly affirmed. Receiving her answer, Ashe nodded once.

"Then this will be quick."

"And stop."

As my ears picked up the Princess's next line, I had no choice but to call a halt. Hearing 'this will be quick' from her was far too terrifying.

This was a delicate matter directly involving the real world. For the sake of my mental health, I'd appreciate it if she refrained from her usual straight-to-the-point killing method.

"For this one, a roundabout approach is just right, so please proceed with care."

"...Mm, you're right. Understood."

"...???"

That was a close one. I'm pretty sure if I hadn't stopped her, she would have dropped the 'conclusion' bomb within two seconds.

"Then, first, I'll explain our current situation."

"Huh? What, situation..."

"How Haru and I stand right now—to put it simply, we've signed a contract with a certain company and have become something like colleagues. Along with that, we're living together in a dorm provided by the company."

"Uh, umm..................Huh? W-Wait?"

As I watched Nia's expression change rapidly with a mix of confusion and a flurry of other emotions, I too was taken aback.

Didn't I just say to be roundabout?

So why is she just blurting it out so 'simply'?!

"Our rooms are different, but we're under the same roof. It wouldn't be an exaggeration to say we're cohabiting."

"Wait a minute, that's an exaggeration—*gack*!"

And just as I predicted, a certain culprit was hoisted up by the collar from next to me.

"Hey."

"Yes..."

"What's this? I haven't heard anything about it."

"That's why I'm telling you now—I'm sorry, I'll be quiet."

On the receiving end of the coldest gaze and voice I'd ever experienced, I, the overwhelming underdog in this situation, was knocked out of commission in a single blow.

Hey, I'm counting on you, Princess. I'm really counting on you, Princess.

And why are you wearing a faint smirk right now???

"...S-So? How am I supposed to react to that? If you want my honest opinion, I'm prepared to start crying right now, you know?"

"That's not it. I didn't tell you because I wanted to brag."

That's a lie. She was definitely looking a little smug.

Well, anyway. If things were going to turn out like this, it would be better to just get to the conclusion quickly.

"T-Then what is it—"

"You should come too."

And so, that was the main point of the conversation.

"I've gotten permission from 'upstairs'... the client. A room has been secured."

"..................H-Huh, um...? W-Wait, hold on, I don't get it, I don't get it."

Naturally, she couldn't keep up with the conversation's pace. The hand that had been strangling me went limp, and Nia, her face a canvas of question marks, let out a voice filled with 100% bewilderment.

"Huh... Huh? Um, so basically, you're saying you received an offer as a ranker and there's a contract and all that, right?"

"Yes."

"But I'm a complete outsider. How did you get permission or secure a room for me... S-Sorry, let me just calm down for a second..."

Noticing her gaze fall to the table, I handed her the glass that was in front of her. It was mine, but I hadn't touched it, so it was clean.

"Ah, thanks..."

"Yeah... Um, look. I know everything is sudden, but this isn't about forcing you to do anything or some complicated, convoluted matter. I know it's a lot to ask, but please try to listen as casually as you can."

"............Okay."

And so, once Nia had calmed down a bit, Ashe began to speak again. This whole affair was, after all, her idea.

"For formality's sake, you'll have to sign a contract with him. The pretext is that you'll be the [Acrobat]'s exclusive artisan and supporter, providing follow-up for Haru in both worlds."

"P-Pretext..."

"Yes, a pretext. You don't need to do anything more than you already are. If I had to say, just try even harder than before to win this 'troublesome person' over."

"T-That... huh...?"

Thinking about it calmly, what Ashe was saying and trying to do was an absurd act that went far beyond 'giving salt to the enemy.'

It's no wonder Nia was confused—but to tilt her head at this point shows a lack of understanding of the [Sword Queen], Iris... and by extension, Alicia White.

"Fair and square, on as equal footing as possible—only then can I also get serious."

While I trembled at the fact that what she'd shown so far *wasn't* her being serious, Nia was left frozen, her mouth agape in genuine disbelief.

This is just who she is, this Princess. She's a protagonist who charges straight ahead, fair and square, anytime, anywhere, without a care for whether she's at a disadvantage.

It's a costly disposition. But that's precisely why she is revered by so many.

"Huh............ Um... you know..................Huh?"

"There's no need to rush your answer. We'll keep the room secured for you, so you can take your time until you've made up your mind."

"............Um, sorry. First of all, this dorm? Where exactly is it located? It would mean... moving, right?"

"Yes, hold on."

As she spoke, Ashe tapped on a window at incredible speed, performing some kind of operation. She probably sent a message with the address.

Nia stared into space for a moment, likely reading the message she received... then let out a sigh that was hard to decipher, a mix of trouble and relief, and swiped to close the window.

"Well, I figured it would be in Tokyo. It's not far from my current place, so even if I were to move, it wouldn't be too much of a hassle... but still, huh... this is so sudden."

"I think your reaction is completely normal in every way, and like Ashe said, you can take your time to think about it. If you do move, I can guarantee the quality of the room, though."

"...By the way, what kind of room is it?"

"Uh, more like a house than a room?"

"You damn rankers..."

Though Nia herself is presumably a young lady of some means... well, I don't know what her current living situation is like.

"...I know you want to think it over, but if I could offer one more push."

"Huh... ah, yes. If you would?"

I sensed the faint smirk reappear on her expressionless face and had a slight premonition of dread, but it was too late.

"If you live with us, you can eat his home cooking."

"Home cooking."

"He's very good. So good I'd want him for a bride."

"A bride."

"The coffee he makes after dinner is also delicious."

"Coffee."

"And playing games until late at night feels wonderfully naughty, too."

"Naughty... —Hey, you?"

"Wait a minute, there's a misunderstanding! I'm the one trying to set up defenses here, I swear...!"

Nia must have concluded from Ashe's words that we weren't just living in separate rooms but were freely inviting each other over.

With a fixed glare, she grabbed my collar again, and I desperately tried to explain myself. I swear, I have never once invited Ashe into my room on my own initiative.

However, if I were asked whether it was a sin that my paper-thin defenses were breached every single time, I would have to say yes, it is a sin. I'm truly sorry.

And after that—

"Alright then, could you tell me the details again? Everything, honestly."

As Nia pressed me with a smile so intense I could practically see a vein popping on her forehead, how she answered Ashe's invitation—well, there's no need to spell it out, is there?

<hr>

This is getting to be like a rom-com.



    Chapter 413

    The Little Meddler

    "Ah, geez, a flower in each hand. Honestly, now."

Deciding it was about time to go bother my 'friend,' I discreetly peeked at the second floor from the shadow of the stairs, only to see that.

It wasn't unrelated to the fact that she was called my 'nemesis,' but it was one thing to see the 'Princess,' whom I hadn't actively engaged with much before, acting that way.

But even Nia, whom I'd known for a while, was directing an expression I'd never seen before towards that 'one person.' The small shadow observing them was at a loss for what kind of face to make.

Not that there was anything I could do but cheer them on.

"Peeking."

"No ulterior motives, so it's fine."

Replying to my partner's voice from behind without surprise, the unabashed girl let her gaze wander here and there.

"It's kind of funny, isn't it? It looks like a dramatic love triangle, but visually, it's just a bunch of girls."

While making some off-the-cuff remark, her attention was on her 'partners.' That is, the one involved in the drama, and the one who wasn't... If anything, her focus was more on the latter.

*—Does she need someone to check in on her?*

As usual, I considered meddling, but couldn't come up with an answer. That's because that pair is just too good at suppressing their true feelings.

More accurately, it's not that they're good at it, but that they're completely 'used to it.'

Furthermore, they seem to have multiple, contradictory true feelings that somehow exist without conflict.

There's a certain position that allows you to lend a hand precisely because you keep your distance and don't get too close. But with those two, I think stepping in is exactly what's needed.

Therefore, this probably isn't my turn to act.

"Man, what a pain... I just wish he'd take responsibility for all of them already."

"...All of them?"

"Yep. He should just use his power to shut the world up."

Whether that's actually possible is another matter. But at the very least, it wouldn't be surprising if the young lady of the 'White' family, the 'Princess,' had that kind of power.

"That's a bit, immoral."

"You think? If it makes them happy, I don't think it's any of the peanut gallery's business—well, that was just a joke, of course."

It was pretty obvious anyway. Our gazes met with those quiet garnet eyes, which weren't blaming me in the slightest, and I took that as my cue to pull my head back.

My friend, who was busy wringing the neck of her crush, seemed like she'd be occupied for a while longer. Showing up now would just make me a nuisance, so I'll postpone my plans.

—And so.

"Hey, I'm baaack!!!"

"W-Whaaat?!"

Using the momentum from running down the stairs, I pounced on the golden-haired girl who had been *trying* so hard *not to pay attention*. For now, if there's nothing I can do...

"Alrighty then, Sora-chan, it's about time you joined me!"

"J-Joined you... for what?! H-Hey, where are we—!"

...I'll help distract her by stirring up some commotion.

"So! Any songs you know or like? Even if you don't remember the lyrics, we can just wing it with enough enthusiasm!"

"What do you mean 'so'— Ah, hey, no, I don't want to...! I can't do that, I'm sorry, it's impossible!!!"

As Sora put up a desperate struggle while I dragged her towards the 'stage' where the guys were currently belting out songs, I glanced 'upstairs.'

Sure enough, my eyes met with a certain someone who had looked over after hearing his partner's screams—I stuck my tongue out at him, and the little meddler sent a mental message: 'Hurry up and come save her, you idiot.'

<hr>

And so begins the protagonist's heartfelt idol medley.



    Chapter 414

    The Same-Day Invasion

    The victory party continued late into the night. One day later.

After being forced to stand in for Sora, who was about to be dragged onto the stage, and performing my second-ever virtual reality recital, I was then made to do party tricks and acrobatics, and finally, with a level of energy that knew no bounds, I was dragged out of the 'castle' and forced to give a live demonstration of clearing the [Spiral Crimson Tower]. After a litany of events too numerous to recount—

"—My head hurts..."

This was the result.

Following on from the other day's subjugation battle, I was struck by intense phantom fatigue and was down for the count. Today was a joyous Monday, but I had already given up on getting up in the morning and had contacted the university.

This wasn't the first time, but it's always infinitely humbling and awkward that the director, Kunori-sama himself, personally takes my calls.

He himself had requested that I call him directly, saying 'it's faster that way,' but... whatever the reality of the situation, it could still be seen as me 'skipping class because of a game.' The fact that he always sounds cheerful, or even happy about it, is also mysteriously terrifying.

I won't say what, but I'm genuinely worried that some sudden trouble will fall into my lap one of these days.

Incidentally, my friends, who I had also contacted to say I'd be absent, all sent similar messages. Their contents were as follows—

'Kay, got it. Btw, the archived video is blowing up like crazy.'

'K, roger. Btw, the video I uploaded yesterday is going super viral.'

'Got it, take care. Also, this might be unsolicited advice, but it might be a good idea to stay off the internet for a while.'

'Understood.'

'Um, if it's not too much trouble,'

'Actually, never mind. Please take care of yourself.'

'If you need the lecture notes, just let me know.'

And that was about it.

As for Kaede, who sent me a mysteriously fragmented message... I could sense that she was bugging out as usual, so I'll just be grateful for her last message and leave her be.

For the rest, I'll follow Miki's advice and live with my eyes and ears shielded from the world's information for a while—just as I was thinking that, my stomach growled.

"Even if I don't move, I still get hungry..."

The current time was just before ten in the morning.

I needed to get some light nutrition, no matter what. With that thought, I tried to hop out of bed—

"Oof, gweh...!"

In accordance with the physical specs of my real body, which were incomparable to my virtual avatar, I bounced pathetically on the bed, then groaned as the self-inflicted jolt to my head intensified my headache.

"—Huh?"

After stuffing myself with some emergency food from my stash and getting some more rest, I had just finished making and eating a simple lunch.

Suddenly, the mysterious music of the intercom sounded, and I pushed my body up from where it had sunk into the sofa.

There were only two people who would ever visit this room, so I predicted it was either Ashe or Chitose-san...

"Oh...?"

...a prediction that was swiftly overturned as I checked the monitor showing the view outside the door. Well, to be precise, it *was* Chitose-san, but—

Forcing my heavy body to move, I headed to the entrance, unlocked the door, and opened it. Standing in the hallway was a single woman.

"Hello, what can I do for you?"

I greeted the familiar face without any tension. The gentle-faced, black-haired woman returned my greeting with a smile and an apology, "I'm sorry to bother you so suddenly."

Chitose Madoka-san—none other than the mother of Yotsuya's Assistant Director, Chitose Kazuha-san. She's the 'housekeeper' who handles cleaning and other chores here in the dorm where Ashe and I live, and the fourth resident.

As a resident who is indebted to her, she's someone I can't help but bow my head to. Thank you for your hard work, always.

"You mentioned that a new person might be arriving soon, didn't you? I just got a call from Kazuha about it myself."

"Ah, yes?"

I was almost certain she was talking about Nia, but I couldn't see how that would lead to Madoka-san visiting my room.

Ashe had said "leave it to me" and had taken care of everything from the arrangements for the move, which had ended up being decided in a flash—

"It's sudden, but they want to get it done today, so he asked if you could help with the moving. It seems she'll be using the furniture that's already here, just like you did, Nozomi-kun, so it's just a matter of carrying in a few cardboard boxes, you see."

"Things are moving way too fast."

Who am I even supposed to be exasperated with here?

Ashe, for communicating the decision at lightning speed and pushing the procedures through? Yotsuya, for finishing all the paperwork at lightning speed and throwing a new resident in? Or Nia, for getting swept up in this lightning-fast chain of events and jumping into this strange dorm on the very next day?

It seems Madoka-san and I are the only ones with normal mentalities—no, wait, mine's been getting a bit questionable lately too. The title of peaceful, sensible person might only belong to Chitose (mother).

"She's a girl, so I could help, but I heard she's a 'particularly close friend' of yours, Nozomi-kun... What should we do? Should I just leave it to you?"

"Ah... um... well, yes, I suppose..."

I can practically see the look on the Assistant Director's face when he fed that little detail to Madoka-san. Not that I'm going to go out of my way to deny it, but still...

"In that case, yes. I happen to have some free time, so I'll help."

When I told her so,

"Then I'll take you up on that. The young ladies are already in the lobby downstairs, so if you could go and meet them right away—ufufu."

"The plot is developing way too fast."

And what's with that meaningful "ufufu" at the end?

Your face is too kind, madam. That mischievous smile doesn't suit you.

――――Wait a minute?

"Young ladies... plural???"

What, did Nia-chan clone herself or something?



    Chapter 415

    The Companion

    I quickly tidied myself up and went down to the lobby, where, just as Madoka-san had said, two figures stood side-by-side.

One was a young lady with caramel blonde long hair and sparkling green eyes, fidgeting in an outfit different from our date the other day. It wasn't the indigo-haired girl I knew.

The other was an unfamiliar woman. I had thought for a moment that an enthusiastic Ashe might have gallantly escorted Nia here, but it seemed my guess was off.

She didn't seem to be her mother, either. Her stylish sunglasses made it a bit hard to get a read on her, but she was definitely around my age.

She was a feminine woman with light, flaxen-colored hair—dyed, perhaps—that suited her well. Her soft, gentle aura somehow reminded me of the young lady, Shijo.

As I appeared, the gazes of the 'young ladies' drifted toward me as if drawn by a magnet. I thought I should probably greet the stranger first, but...

She was the first to speak.

"—Hello there."

It was nothing more than a simple greeting.

"Ugh, h-huh... Ah, h-hello. Good afternoon...?"

But those two simple words were unbelievably 'heavy.'

Not because her voice was low or masculine, but... how should I put it? The amount of information it carried was just different from a normal voice.

"...Honestly, what are you frozen for? Come on, Nia-cha, say hello."

It was a sweet voice, like concentrated honey, yet it left no trace of cloyingness or unpleasantness in my ears, blowing past like a refreshing breeze.

Ah, this was... you could call it, yes.

It was a heroine's voice from an anime—just as my 'ears were getting assaulted' and I was spacing out, a soft, thin cloth was tossed at my face with a *thwap*.

I knew what the flying object was without looking. I had seen the pouting face that had taken a throwing stance with a scarf in hand.

And when I removed the cloth tangled around my face, what was shoved in front of me was—

'No staring at my best friend.'

—none other than the 'words' of the young lady, Liliania Vrubel, scrawled as a baseless accusation. I swear, I wasn't staring.

I might have been listening intently, though.

"Alright, alright, hello, Nia-chan."

'HI, HELLO!'

"So? As for your friend—whoa, hey, stop it! I'm not particularly interested, this is just normal for a first meeting!"

Her energy, or rather, her mood seemed off... but then again, that was normal for her.

The woman beside her, who this Nia-chan apparently called her best friend, watched her own 'best friend' start pummelling a man she'd never met before with an amused look, and then—

"I'm sorry. I don't believe I know your real name, but judging from my 'best friend' here... you must be Haru-san, correct?"

The eyes behind the sunglasses, their color indeterminable, turned to me.

This was a straight-up real-life identity reveal, but considering she had passed through Yotsuya's security and was inside the lobby...

"That's, right. Yes."

...it probably wasn't an issue.

Nia wouldn't bring a suspicious person with her, and Madoka-san, despite her gentle demeanor, wouldn't neglect her duties as the dorm's resident manager and gatekeeper.

The fact that she had been let in meant I could consider this best friend's identity to be guaranteed. With that judgment, I confirmed my in-game name. The woman stared at me intently for a moment with a somewhat serious expression, then—her face broke into a smile again.

"Forgive me for not introducing myself sooner. I'm something of a childhood friend to this little troublemaker... Um............ If you would, please take this."

"Oh, thank you very much."

While casually fending off the 'troublemaker,' whose actions made it hard to tell if she was expressing displeasure or just playing around, I accepted the piece of paper she offered.

It was a stylish yet cute business card, adorned with a chick and a budding green branch. The name printed on it was————Mitsueda Hiyori.

Hmm...

No, unfortunately, I've never heard of her... Wait. Hold on, somewhere... Nope, I feel like it's on the tip of my tongue, but I can't recall.

Judging from the information written on it, she seems to be an illustrator... If she carries around business cards, could she be famous?

Then again, I've never really tried to remember the names of famous creators in the first place. I apologize for my lack of cultural awareness.

"...And so on. It's not just illustrations like the one on the card; I do a wide range of creative work, including voice acting and performance—My 'real name' is almost the same, but it's Saegusa Hiyori. The kanji for the surname is the same but read differently, and my first name is the 'Hiyori' from 'koharu-biyori' (Indian summer)."

"Real name... Huh?"

Just as I was thinking that, the presumably famous illustrator suddenly started dropping personal information, and I was stunned.

But while I froze, taken aback and thinking 'what is this person saying,' the woman—Mitsueda-san—just laughed cheerfully, unconcerned.

"You seem quite surprised... But as of right now, I'm holding the 'daily life'—the lifeline, you might say—of the [Acrobat] Crown-san, who is currently the focus of worldwide attention, you know? So, well, I thought I should at least offer the same in return. Please think of it as my own personal show of good faith."

"Good faith, you say..."

Judging from the stunned look on Nia's face as she stopped her rampage, this was probably her own decision. I understand what she's trying to say, but...

"As for a girl being careless, or the risks involved, I hope my credibility as 'her' best friend can make up for the fact that I can't quite match up to a ranker of Arcadia, a Title Holder-sama."

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

Well, what can I say.

There are a lot of things I want to say and comment on, but I guess I just have to accept it now—ah, so she's 'that' Nia's friend... I get it.

Somehow, the way she spoke, or rather, her intonation, was so similar. If you told me they were childhood friends who had grown up close, it would be infinitely persuasive.

In that case, maybe they're similar in their stubbornness and single-mindedness, too.

"In that case, uh... Mitsueda-san, is that alright?"

"By the way, my fans affectionately call me 'Hiyorin.' Nia-cha lovingly calls me 'Hiyo-chan.'"

"Got it. Nice to meet you, Mitsueda-san."

When I gave her a smile without any room for argument, she smiled back amusedly and,

"Yes. A pleasure to meet you, Haru-san."

—peeled her friend, who was still clinging to me in a daze, off of me, and began to scold her like an older sister, saying, "That's enough now."

<hr>

Protagonist: "Never heard of her."

This guy briefly watched Hiyorin's stream before the Four Pillar War to study up. How dare he forget an existence as packed with tropes as an Archiver who is also a painter, idol voice actress, and illustrator (and a 20-year-old university student).



    Chapter 416

    Another Neighbor

    Madoka-san had said 'a few cardboard boxes,' but honestly, it was more than the 'few' I had imagined.

Moving from the lobby, we went down to the mansion's underground parking lot to find a genuine medium-sized truck parked there. Overwhelmed by Saegusa-san, who smiled cheerfully and said, "I recently got my medium-sized vehicle license, you know," I took a look inside the cargo bed and was greeted by a mountain of boxes.

Apparently, she plans to get a large vehicle license in the future as well. She said it was because she has many hobbies, but I wonder how many women in the world take up special licenses for fun.

"—So? How did things end up moving this fast?"

And so, after clearing the mountain of cardboard boxes from the vehicle, utilizing the know-how from my past moving part-time jobs, I asked Nia, who was trotting along beside me as I carried the last two stacked boxes, how we'd gotten to this point.

'After I said OK to the invitation yesterday, the Princess stepped out for a bit, remember?'

"Ah, yeah, she disappeared a few times."

'At that time, she apparently already contacted Chitose-san? Then when she came back, she gave me a contact number and told me to give it to the people I needed to talk to about moving.'

"I see."

'So, I explained the situation to my pa— to my dad and Hiyo-chan and gave them the number.'

"The situation... how did you explain it?"

'Something like, I got a scouting offer related to the virtual world, so I'm moving for convenience and other reasons... I think?'

"Well, that sounds plausible enough."

'Then the two of them, who love me so dearly, dropped all their plans and appointments and called the 'contact number'—oh, but of course, I told them I got it from a trustworthy source, you know? I chickened out of dropping the [Sword Queen]'s name, though.'

"Yeah, well."

'But the person who answered the phone ended up being the [Sword Queen] herself.'

"What is she doing?"

I knew she had been disappearing from the party every now and then, but geez...

"How did Ashe even prove her identity over the phone?"

'Ah... well, you see.'

Even if they were told it was a 'trustworthy source' by their daughter or best friend, if the person on the other end of a call from an unknown number claimed to be the world's most famous person... well, it's not hard to imagine they'd have some doubts.

The answer to that question was displayed on the screen of the device Nia showed me.

The app screen of the dominant social media platform known to most modern people. On it, a certain someone's latest post read as follows:

—'I am the real Alicia White.'

"What is she *seriously* doing?"

'I honestly laughed a little too.'

Fans all over the world must have been worried about the 'Princess's' sudden whim. The numbers next to the icons for replies and such were updating at a speed that looked like it would break the app.

If they were shown that tweet in real-time while on the phone, well, they'd have no choice but to believe her.

'So yeah, the trust issue was solved in one shot, and when the one and only Alicia White-sama herself said she would 'take full responsibility' for me, the safety issue was cleared too.'

"I guess so............ Is it, though?"

While she might have world-class security in one sense, considering the sheer amount of talk and attention directed at her, I think she's also at world-class risk in the opposite sense.

Well, in practice, it's just Ashe and Yotsuya taking responsibility... so maybe it's fine. The one actually signing the contract is me, and that's just a pretext anyway.

Just like with our situation, there are no plans to make it public, so Nia's position in either the real or virtual world probably won't change.

...As for the fact that she's already causing a stir because of her connection to me, well, that's a lost cause.

"So... ah, can you get the door?"

Noticing that we'd reached our destination, I temporarily cut the conversation short. Waiting for Nia, who had scurried past me to open the door, I stepped into a room with the same layout as mine and Ashe's.

In terms of location, she was, of course, our 'next-door neighbor.'

Even though the walls weren't so thin that you could hear everyday sounds or even sense someone's presence, why did they both insist on sticking so close?

"This can go in the dressing room too?"

'Yeah, please.'

Most of the luggage she brought was clothes.

I was half-convinced that of course most of the boxes would be light, and half-questioning whether she would really use all of this. Is this what most women are like?

Incidentally, the walk-in closet in my room is completely empty. Seeing as I haven't even managed to fill up the ridiculously large dresser in my bedroom, that's no surprise.

And so, stacking the last two boxes in a corner of the dressing room—

"Alright, all done."

"Thank you, Haru-san. You've worked hard."

'Thanks!'

Receiving words of gratitude and appreciation from Saegusa-san and Nia, who had been working on various things inside the room, my mission was successfully completed.

It probably wouldn't be appropriate for me, a guy, to help with the unpacking, so there's nothing more I can do to help with the move. If they have trouble with any of the high-end, state-of-the-art appliances in the house, they can call for help then.

That said, whether I'll actually be of any help when I come running is another story. I'm not proud to say it, but I'm confident I've only managed to master about twenty percent of my own room's potential.

"Well then, I'll be taking my leave. You can't unpack with me here, right?"

'Aww.'

"Don't 'aww' me. I'd rather not be reported to the authorities after some mishap."

That kind of gag is only acceptable in rom-com manga and novels, and only for protagonists who are already known to be hopeless in 'that' department.

Considering the potential mental damage from messing up while surrounded by two girls, I'd seriously like to make my retreat for today.

"Well, if you need anything, let me know. I'm physically close, so I can come help right away."

'Cheh. 'Kay.'

"Saegusa-san, I hope to see you again if the opportunity arises."

"Yes. If the opportunity arises, again."

Quickly saying my goodbyes, I made a swift retreat before they could hold me back again. Waving back at the two girls who were waving their hands, I left the dressing room—

"Ah, wait... Nia."

—but before that. I turned my head back from the entrance and called out to her. Nia craned her neck and blinked, waiting for my words.

Her innocent demeanor, like a small animal... or rather, a dog or cat looking up at its owner, made me suppress a small laugh.

"Wanna have dinner together? As a housewarming celebration, of course."

"...! ,!,!"

"Alright, alright, your head's gonna fall off. I'll contact you later, then."

Finishing what I had to say, I finally left the room and headed for the exit.

As a small smile escaped my lips at the memory of Nia's head bobbing up and down like a toy—

—I gave a moment's thought to the quiet expression on Saegusa-san's face as our eyes met in that final instant.

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

She stole a glance at her best friend's profile as she stared blankly at the entrance of the dressing room where 'he' had just disappeared... though 'stole a glance' was hardly the right term. Even if she stared right at her, she probably wouldn't even register in her friend's vision right now.

With a wry smile, Hiyori let the tension drain from her body.

How long had it been since she had spoken to a man other than her family offline? The need to maintain her guard and tension had left her more tired than necessary.

Yes, more than necessary.

In short, to the eyes of 'Saegusa Hiyori,' who lived among the various constraints of a creator, 'Haru the Acrobat' had earned the evaluation of being mostly harmless.

Or rather, what was with that picture-perfect, pleasant young man?

By normal standards, his looks were quite good, he was considerate and had a sense of humor. She didn't quite get the self-evaluation her friend had mentioned yet, but she could immediately see why he would be popular.

His tone of voice, his demeanor, and his overall atmosphere were quite different from the 'Haru' she had seen in videos of the virtual world... but for some people, that difference might be a plus.

At the very least, Hiyori didn't dislike that kind of duality. She found it interesting.

—So, her first impression was more than just 'good.'

In that case, next up was,

"Nia-cha, can you manage on your own for a bit? I need to take care of a few things, like some work-related calls."

"...!"

"Yeah, I'll be right back."

'It's okay,' 'sorry to make you help,' 'take your time'—receiving all the lively 'words' conveyed through her expressions, she gave her sweet and precious best friend a pat on the head and left the room.

Out of the dressing room, to the entryway.

Putting on her shoes, out the front door—and to the door next to it.

"Alright............ Time to get to work, me."

And so, Saegusa Hiyori took a deep breath as if to steel herself.

There was no hesitation in the finger that pressed the intercom of 'his' room.

<hr>

That chick is a guardian.



    Chapter 417

    The Handover

    The master of the room appeared almost immediately after she rang the bell.

Tilting his head in confusion, he froze mid-motion as he pushed the door open, wondering what to do. His reaction was perfectly understandable.

So, it was up to her to start the conversation.

"Sorry for the 'next opportunity' to be so soon. I have something I'd like to discuss, so could I have just a moment of your time?"

Cutting to the chase, she stated her purpose. He blinked a few times, and then—

"Um... I have all the time in the world, but."

—though he answered quickly enough, he looked troubled, his gaze darting between the inside and outside of the room.

He was probably wondering not about the 'time,' as he said, but about the 'place.' From Hiyori's perspective, she was relieved that he didn't give some smooth, flirtatious response like, "Of course, come on in," without a second thought.

However, she would have to dispense with her own hesitation.

"Just by the entrance would be fine, but would it be... too much to ask to come inside for a moment?"

"Well, um... I think it's probably not okay for a number of reasons, but."

He sighed deeply, his expression growing more troubled.

"It's about my best friend, isn't it? I'm sure you have a mountain of things you want to say, and I can tell from the atmosphere that this is a serious conversation, so..."

As he spoke, he shifted his body to the side, still holding the door.

"————Let's just say this is a special invitation for you as her 'guardian.'"

The layout of the living room he led her to was identical to her friend's new home. It wasn't what you'd call boyish... though that might be a stereotype, but it was spotless from corner to corner.

Without a doubt, the room her friend would be living in would become messier in just a few days. The fact that he could clean properly was a point in his favor.

...Not that she had come here to act like some nagging in-law.

"Here you go, if you'd like."

"Thank you. I will."

Was it prepared for guests? She accepted the coffee served in a stylish paper cup, the kind you'd see at a cafe chain, and said her thanks—while swallowing a wry smile.

She understood he was being considerate, but it was a bit much, or rather, too thorough. The fact that he had deliberately torn open a new sleeve of paper cups was one thing, but his actions while making the coffee were another.

He had gone out of his way to work with his hands always in view, making him look oddly awkward, so she had figured out his intention right away.

Given the situation, she understood how he felt, but that made Hiyori feel guilty about his over-the-top display of harmlessness.

He had mentioned offhandedly that Nia was 'younger,' which automatically made him at least two years younger than her as well... but frustratingly, he didn't seem that way at all.

Should she just force herself to accept it, thinking, 'As expected of a famous ranker'—but as the one who had caused this, she felt she should at least apologize.

"I'm sorry, for making you so cautious."

"Haha... Well, I thought it best to be thorough, to ease both of our anxieties."

He laughed, and just like now, sitting across the table, he had maintained a 'wall' of furniture and other objects between them ever since inviting her into the room.

It was appreciated, yet it also made her feel sorry for him, and a bit 'pitiful.'

She had heard about the scandal that was currently causing a huge uproar, so she felt some sympathy for him, thinking he must be going through a lot.

In the sense of having multiple people of the opposite sex interested in him, she had plenty of similar experiences, albeit on a different scale—well, that's another story.

"Alright then... let's hear what you have to say."

Since he seemed ready to listen, she decided to get to the point quickly. She had told her friend she'd 'be right back,' so she had to be as swift as possible.

"Then let's get right to it... How much do you know about her circumstances?"

"About Nia, you mean. As for her real-life situation, honestly, almost nothing."

When she tilted her head at his reply, he must have sensed she was prompting him for the details of that 'almost.'

"I've heard she has aphonia. I don't know the 'when' or 'why.' I don't think I need to know for now, so I haven't asked."

"............I see. For the record, she doesn't hide that fact from others. I don't think Lilia would mind either, so shall I explain?"

"Hmm...? No, if that's not the main point, then it's not necessary."

"...Ah, um, I'm sorry."

It wasn't that she had overstepped—not really. It was a lighthearted remark based on the certainty that comes from being so close to her, from knowing each other's thoughts and what is permissible.

But to a third party, it wouldn't seem that way.

So even if she tried to maintain a composed face, she couldn't fool herself when she was flustered. Had she, uncharacteristically, misjudged the distance right from the start—

"Ah, no, it's not that I think 'that kind of thing should come from her own mouth.' It's simply that I'm not 'interested,' so it's not 'necessary.'"

—he said with a cool expression, as Hiyori tried to compose herself.

Strong words. But judging from his expression, he had chosen them intentionally. As for what that meant... well, she'd put that aside for now.

His calm, chestnut-colored eyes were prompting Hiyori to continue her story.

"Well, you're right... the 'when' and 'why' aren't really relevant, but it is related to the fact that she lost her voice. As you wish, I'll skip the details, but."

"Hmm."

"To put it simply, I'm something of Lilia's guardian and supervisor. When she came to Japan because of her 'voice,' I, having a close family relationship with her, was entrusted with her care... That's more or less how it happened."

"I see... Are her parents in Russia?"

"Eli-san... Lilia's mother is, yes. Her father is here in Japan, but he's a very busy man, so he's always traveling around the country."

"I see. So here, Saegusa-san, you're acting as a guardian for the young lady from another country."

"That's right."

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

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

"But wait, aren't you a busy person yourself?"

"Ahaha."

His question was very reasonable. Hiyori had her own work and life, and couldn't be with her friend twenty-four seven—but Nia wasn't a small child, either.

"She's always been a bit of a homebody and basically never leaves the house... so, as long as I can help her when she needs it, there's no problem. She's been here many times since she was little, so there were never any cultural or language barriers from the start."

On top of that, her former residence was also in a room in an apartment building owned by the Saegusa family... or rather, Hiyori's family. Naturally, their rooms were right next to each other, so there were no security issues or other miscellaneous troubles to speak of.

It had been three years since she had come to Japan. The only 'care' Hiyori had struggled with was calming her down during her first love-related turmoil.

"—And so, until now, she has been living peacefully on family property, but."

"Now that she's moving here, that's no longer the case..."

"Or rather, the need for a handover has arisen."

At that, a look of understanding finally dawned on his face.

"Ah, I see... Right, I think I mostly get what you're trying to say now."

Pushing aside the empty coffee cup, the young man's eyes turned to look straight at Hiyori. He was quick on the uptake, had high comprehension, and a sincere attitude.

Another point in his favor.

"She might seem like that, but she's actually quite dependable, you know."

"I know. Sometimes she treats me like I'm the younger one."

"So I'm not that worried, or rather. The one and only [Sword Queen] herself has said she'll 'take full responsibility' for her, so I'm more in the mindset of 'I'll leave her in your care with peace of mind.'"

"Personally, I think that Iris—Iris has been a bit out of control lately, so I'm not sure if she's someone you can be at ease with... but well, I think you can trust the security here."

"And on top of that, her next-door neighbor is her dependable first love, isn't he?"

"Th-That's.................."

Weak to surprise attacks—it seems that information was correct.

As the young man showed a look of being utterly defeated, Hiyori let out a small smile and, as if remembering, took off the sunglasses she had been wearing.

"Not being able to speak, I think there are a lot of anxious and scary things. So, as much as you can, please don't leave her alone... That's what I wanted to say."

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

"Fortunately, I was given an entry pass, so I'll come to visit sometimes. But still, she's now moved out of the range where I can immediately reach out to her, unlike before."

Meeting his sincere gaze, she bowed her head.

"Please take care of Lilia."

In a 'double sense'—she had no intention of being so sly.

When she lifted her head, the expression on his face, which she saw, was one that seemed to understand that correctly, but... as expected, it was one of being at a complete loss.

"Being asked, and answering... I don't feel like I'm the right person for the job...

"Hehe, I know... But I 'wanted' to ask you."

"And why is that?"

"That's already decided, of course."

The exchange of intentions was over. As if by mutual agreement, the stiff atmosphere dissipated, and they both adopted a more casual tone, a sign of their understanding.

Who could possibly refuse such a request? To her best friend's crush, who had let out a gentle, wry smile, Saegusa Hiyori smiled back mischievously.

"Because you're the gentleman that the friend whose judgment I trust most in the world—of all things, fell in love with at first sight."

With a proud smile that resembled her friend's—it was unclear which of them had inherited it—she finally reached for her coffee. Even though it had cooled a bit, it still tasted quite good.

He's good at making coffee.

Another point in his favor.

<hr>

The omitted details will probably be shared by the person herself eventually, maybe.



    Chapter 418

    A Hectic Holiday (Monday)

    "Thank you for your time."

"No, no, thank you as well."

In the end, we had probably only talked for about fifteen minutes. Standing in the entryway, having put on her shoes, Mitsueda-san turned to face me, the tension in her expression having eased into something more natural.

I knew it, but… yeah. All her previous behavior that I had initially judged as being ‘Kaede-like’ was probably just an act.

Leave it to someone so multi-talented she even dabbles in acting—

After we’d finished the exchange that was clearly driven by her feelings as a best friend, we moved on to sharing information about the various issues Nia had been dealing with regularly.

As a sort of handover, Mitsueda-san and I exchanged a few more words, reached a degree of mutual understanding, and successfully reconciled—or rather, it felt more like I had somehow managed to earn her approval.

I’d realized from the moment we first met that I was being sized up, and for my part, I accepted that as a matter of course and rose to the challenge.

It was only natural for her to look at me that way. Considering her position as a guardian and caretaker entrusted by Nia’s parents, it was perfectly understandable that she would be wary and try to gauge the character of some unknown man getting close to her best friend.

And it was just as natural for me to meet that assessment head-on.

Having decided to face the feelings directed at me, the word ‘flee’ no longer exists in my dictionary. A tactical retreat, however, is acceptable as a strategic action.

In any case, that’s why I have no intention of slacking on my efforts to be a man worthy of the affection I receive. If I can’t even earn the approval of someone precious to the person I should cherish, then being ‘worthy’ is nothing but a pipe dream—

"Well then, I'll be on my way. If anything comes up, I'll be sure to contact you."

"Please do, anytime. And conversely, if we run into any trouble here, I hope we can rely on you."

"But of course. Well then, until the next opportunity."

"Yeah, until next time."

Leaving behind a friendly, beaming smile, Mitsueda-san trotted out of the room. As I saw her off… my body went limp, a step away from collapsing onto the floor. Man, I was tired.

*That’s probably closer to her real personality.* Not the soft, gentle type like Kaede, but more of a carefree, honest, and lively type, much like Nia.

Though, it doesn't seem like she’s equipped with the same boundless energy as that girl.

Anyway, one crisis has passed, and another has followed suit. My body is already wrecked from the phantom fatigue that’s been lingering since the day before yesterday, so I think I'll allow myself to soak in some long-awaited, quiet rest.

I weighed my options—the bed in the bedroom or the sofa in the living room—and, unwilling to take the extra few steps, I dove headlong onto the latter, collapsing in a heap.

I'm not… sleepy, so I’ll just laze around like this for a while. I did make plans for tonight, so I'll have to start prepping in a bit.

Still, I should probably set an alarm just in case.

With that thought, I reached for the phone I’d tossed onto the side table, only for it to chime with a notification—a message arriving with impeccable timing.

I glanced at the message from the person I had just exchanged IDs with—

"…I'm not sure whether to call this girly or, conversely, not very girly at all."

The screen displayed a character sticker of a girl with the same light chestnut eyes and flaxen hair as Mitsueda-san. The cheerful speech bubble exclaiming, *'Nice to meet you!'*, in a way that screamed ‘energetic girl,’ was a perfect fit for her post-image-change persona.

As I thought, or rather, as expected…

"As expected of a presumably older, popular celebrity… wait, is an illustrator a celebrity?"

She’s far more skilled at this than I am.

Her ability to effortlessly slip into the good graces of a complete stranger and win their trust was nothing short of brilliant.



    Chapter 419

    Housewarming Gift

    In the end, I had dozed off without realizing it. Jolted awake by my alarm, I scrambled to start my prep work, which took just under three hours.

While I was feeling satisfied with the rather lavish spread, Nia, who had been staring blankly at the dishes arranged on the table, began tapping away at her phone—

*So, what, are you a chef?*

Her eyes blinked, maintaining that dazed expression. I let out a stifled laugh at her extremely honest, or rather, pure reaction, and with the drinks prepared, my mission was complete.

"An apprentice at best. But I can guarantee it'll taste decent enough."

*And what standard is that self-assessment based on?*

My standard, huh. Well, for this particular menu, it would be Mr. Hayashi (thirty-seven, single), the owner of the Chinese restaurant where I used to work part-time.

I was originally just supposed to be short-term help, requested by a fellow part-timer, but for some reason he took a liking to me, offered me a great hourly wage, and I ended up working there for about a year.

He was a good-natured chef of flames. I wonder if he's still declared himself a bachelor.

*Whatever, it looks delicious… but why Chinese?*

"No reason, just felt like it."

That was a lie. We’d only just met, but I have a reliable informant now. When I asked about her food preferences, she told me in a flash.

By the way, I have zero know-how when it comes to her home country’s (Russian) cuisine, so I gave up and went with her second choice.

"Here, sit down and eat. Everything from one end to the other is all yours."

*Do you think I’m some kind of monster???*

Don't get mad. I'm well aware I got a little carried away and made too much.

—And so, after dinner.

"Why is it that everyone who visits my room takes over the sofa like they own the place?"

So far, the count is two out of three. In terms of potential, it’s not entirely impossible that Mitsueda-san could become like this too if we got super friendly… maybe.

*I think the person who prepares a mountain of ridiculously delicious food is the one to blame, personally.*

As I peered over the back of the sofa, half-teasing, Nia, who was sunk into the cushions as if she couldn't move another inch, dangled her phone and waved it back and forth.

"Well, I'm glad you enjoyed it. Just for reference, which was your favorite?"

*The sesame balls and the almond tofu.*

"Straight to dessert, huh? Fine by me."

Let’s just chalk it up to her being a girl.

I can deal with the cleanup after Nia leaves, so what should we do now? She probably won’t be leaving with a quick “okay, bye” just yet—

*Hey.*

"Yeah?"

The screen of the phone she held up again showed just a single word, meant to get my attention. As I waited for her to continue, she typed out her words with the same incredible speed as always…

*You talked to Hiyo-chan, didn’t you? What did she say?*

She asked me this with a response time almost indistinguishable from a normal conversation.

"Oh my, whatever could you mean?"

*Right, right. You weren’t trying to hide it, were you? You made my favorite foods without even asking, and there wasn’t a single thing I dislike.*

"That’s not true at all. Oh, a master detecti—*fwoboff*."

I played dumb with a deliberately theatrical tone, and a cushion bomb came flying at me.

I caught the projectile with my face instead of dodging it. After moving it aside, the young lady sunk into the sofa had her cheeks puffed out, making her displeasure perfectly clear.

Well, yeah, I wasn't trying to hide it. The reason Mitsueda-san came to see me without telling Nia was almost certainly due to the embarrassment of being overprotective of her best friend.

I know she possesses a level of thoughtfulness far beyond my own. If she had intended to keep it a secret, she surely wouldn't have so readily given me the information when I prefaced my question by saying, *'I was thinking of whipping up some home cooking tonight.'*

Not that I think she's overprotective or anything. It’s a precious and beautiful friendship between two girls; they can go on like that forever for all I care.

*Tell me. Just say it. Spit it out, quickly.*

"Yeah, yeah, I get it… but it wasn't anything major. She just said that since she's moving farther away and can't support you like she used to, she asked me to help you out with this and that. That's all."

Her expression when she told me that, so utterly sincere… well, I probably don’t need to reveal that part. I’d rather not have her corner me with a scary look on her face later for blabbing too much.

Besides—

"………………"

She and Mitsueda-san are like two sides of the same coin. This girl, still giving me a sidelong glare with a look of dissatisfaction, probably understands her best friend’s heart perfectly well too.

Truly, this is one matter where I have no role to play.

*…By the way, did you two exchange contact info?*

"…………Since I can clearly see where this is going, let me get ahead of you and say that I swear I won’t misuse the contact info of a beautiful, older illustrator just because I have it."

In fact, I can't even imagine what would fall into the category of 'misuse.' Let me be clear: this is not the time for that.

Do you get that, cause number one?

Along with a certain princess—I have my hands full just trying to face you two.

"So, what's the plan for today? I’m not going to tell you to just go home or anything."

Saying something like that out loud, however, was a scale of embarrassment that exceeded my tolerance.

It slips out so easily over there, in the virtual world… I really do think my emotional safety locks are looser over there compared to reality.

*You’re not?*

"You'd get mad if I did, wouldn't you?"

*I wouldn’t get mad, but I would sulk.*

"Isn't that pretty much the same thing?"

A mood and conversation no different from when we're interacting as our virtual avatars. As I thought, or rather, as I reconfirmed—I really do like this relationship.

…………………………No, correction.

I, probably, surely, most likely—

*BUT!* 

The word, thrust before my eyes by a Nia who had sprung up with great vigor, interrupted my thoughts with a lively chime.

*I’ll be heading home for today.*

The words that followed were, if I had to say, unexpected.

When I asked with my eyes what had brought on this change of heart, she gave me a masterful expression that blended exasperation, pride, and a bold smile, and poked my stomach with her fingertips.

I just ate, you know. Stop that.

*Y O U R C L O T H E S! You’re already a whole day behind because of yesterday’s party. If you slack off any more, they won’t be ready in time for the event, you know?*

"…Ah… Ah, right. That's true."

It's not that I had completely forgotten—it's just that the endless pile-up of more pressing events and tasks had pushed it to a corner of my mind.

It's true that being stuck with my current 100% girly options is a problem. I’d like a stylish, cool outfit for my Trance form as soon as possible, if I can get it.

*And so, I’m going home today.*

"Yeah, got it… wait, your [Arcadia] rig is…"

*Still at my old apartment. So for today, I’ll head back there. I’ll probably be moving in for real the day after tomorrow.*

So she says, explaining that she just came by today to drop off some of her things. I thought she was nuts for showing up the day after she got the offer, but… if that's the case, well, it’s within the realm of reason.

"—So, are you really going to be okay?"

*I told you not to worry. Look, Hiyo-chan says she’s already in the parking lot downstairs.*

As I walked her to the door, I checked again, and she thrust her phone at me, showing the screen of a chat app.

At the bottom was a sticker of the character that looked like Mitsueda-san, jumping up and down with the message *'Arrived!'* Hiyo-chan-san sure loves her stickers.

"Alright. Well, let me know if you need anything else."

*Yeah, thanks. And thank you for dinner.*

She gave a small bow and turned on her heel—or so I thought, but as if she had something left to say, she spun around in a full circle.

And then, for whatever reason, Nia opened her mouth and,

"…-…, …-…, …-…, …-…"

One, two, three, four syllables, she formed the soundless words.

*Give me a break—if I hadn't been able to read that, it would have been a disaster.*

"Yeah. Good night. See you later."

"...!"

Leaving behind a dazzling grin, this time she really did dash off. I watched her go, closed the door, and let out a breath, her smile inescapably burned into my mind—

"Every last one of them… In more ways than one, I wonder if a day will ever come when I can win."

As I pondered a future that seemed highly unlikely… I found myself, little by little.

Able to acknowledge the part of me that didn't mind this at all.



    Chapter 420

    The World's Buzz Never Stops

    After seeing off the gracefully departing Nia, I thought, *Alright, guess it's about time I returned to the virtual world, too*—but of course, that didn't happen.

After mindlessly cleaning up the leftover food and dishes, my body, having reached its peak of accumulated fatigue, automatically headed for the bedroom and crashed onto the bed.

The hands of the clock spun round and round, and for the first time in a long while, my Monday ended without a single dive. The next day, with my body and mind recovered, I energetically headed off to university—

"—And that's pretty much how it went. More or less as expected, really."

"Is that so…"

While taking damage from a different source—namely, a lecture that was as incomprehensible as it was fast-paced—the rest of the day unfolded as usual.

After gathering with the members who were free and relocating to the Shijo residence, I found myself making a strange face as I listened to the tactfully worded situation report from my friends.

It was about none other than the commotion that had started three days ago, following the subjugation of the `White Throne`.

"Well, uh… there's a lot I want to say, but… for now, I'm just glad I'm not being treated as an enemy of the world or some great evil that needs to be destroyed."

In the end, it seems the public perception of my relationship with Ashe has been solidified, with everyone concluding that it's *probably* what it looks like.

The family-only nickname was apparently too decisive. Can't be helped.

"To be blunt, I can't say there aren't voices like that. In fact, to be even more blunt, there are mountains of them—but, well, it's a mountain that's buried by all the other stuff."

We were in the 'workroom' that the Shijo family had prepared for us within their mansion, which had practically become our regular hangout spot instead of Kaede's room. It was fully equipped for things like editing archive videos, our team's—my personal support team's—base of operations.

Probably tired from staring at his PC, Toshiki was spinning his neck around while also spinning in his chair, rattling off a summary of the key points.

A makeshift Doppler effect was in play, and his already low, tired voice was incredibly hard to hear, so I wished he'd stop.

"—For someone who just appeared out of nowhere, you have far too many achievements and accomplishments. Plus, the whole world witnessed the moment the [Sword Queen] herself started showing interest in you."

"In more ways than one, there's nobody who can complain. And the followers of the ranked players aren't so cold as to just sit back and watch the boring jealousy and snide remarks that still pop up. That includes your fans, too!"

"Ha, haha…"

Seriously… the 'fans' of Haru Kasuga, or rather, the Acrobat, are such a fantastical concept. While there's a part of me that feels genuinely happy about it, the bewilderment still comes first.

"Let me know if you ever decide to start an official fan club. I'll get a few plans in order."

"…When you say it with a straight face, I can't tell if you're joking or not, so please stop."

I shot a sidelong glance over my shoulder at Mizuki, who had joined the conversation midway. The usual cool beauty didn't push up her glasses, but instead offered a faint smile and murmured, "A joke."

I've never seen Mizuki do *that gesture*. It's becoming strangely rare, so I really hope she'll save it for a special occasion and do it right in front of me someday.

By the way, Shoko and Kaede were absent from the team today due to other commitments.

"So to sum up, I don't need to worry about the Ash—Iris situation for now, right? Well, I guess I should worry a little."

"You'll be fine. I mean, whether they're kicking up a fuss or just watching quietly—hell, even you, the person at the center of it all—it's not a problem you can do anything about by worrying. It's not that you can't, it's just pointless to… uh, well…"

"No matter how much attention you pay her, she will be she."

"Yeah, that's it."

As if to say *you took the words right out of my mouth*, Toshiki nodded at Mizuki's interjection and stated the conclusion in a completely nonchalant, detached manner.

"When that Alicia White starts walking, there's no one in the real world who can get in her way. Well, there might be a few in the virtual world, though."

"What's more, from the looks of it, on this particular matter, she's not just walking, she's sprinting at full speed. No matter how much trash piles up at her feet, she'll just blow it away without it even touching her."

"T-Trash…"

"Troublesome followers who can't read the room are nothing more than trash."

Whoa, this girl is scary. The fact that she says it so casually, with little emotion, gives her words an extra-sharp edge.

"As for that, that's that. Regarding the content of the subjugation battle… well, the public's opinion of you is the same as always."

"Huh… for reference, what is 'the same as always'?"

"Hm? Oh, that would be—*He's fast, I can't see him, what is he even doing, stop spamming new moves so casually, what's with that white sword flying around on its own, it's just him in a bullet hell (taking damage), I'm so jealous his partner is cute and strong go bald, how can he have that much firepower with that agility please apologize to all the strength-based warriors, lol he just charged into a horde by himself, how is he still alive after that, ending it with zero hits and no damage is just insane, how many ultimate moves does this guy have, he's a flying armory and a one-man dictionary of special moves, the personification of a tuna, the way his crown pops in and out is getting on my nerves so I wish he'd sto—*"

"That's long, that's so long…!"

Seriously, your articulation and lung capacity. Don't just bust out your mysterious physical prowess like that.

"Well, that's the usual stuff. There's still more. Want to hear it all?"

"No, thank you."

He must have prepared some choice comments beforehand. As Toshiki recited the 'voice of the public' like a spell while looking at his phone, I gave him a firm 'no, thank you.' My friend chuckled deep in his throat and started rolling his neck again.

Just how sore are your neck and shoulders? Should I give you a massage…?

"…If there's anything you should be concerned about, Kasuga-kun, I suppose it would be…"

"Oh, yes. What is it?"

"It would be… is there really a need to say it?"

Probably not. There's only one thing I need to be most concerned about right now—namely, my cute and powerful partner.

"What's the situation with Sora?"

"A huge uproar. Since she didn't have pre-existing followers to act as a check, the situation is even more out of control than yours was."

"To put it simply, it's the same as when you made your debut."

"Ah…"

What an incredibly apt comparison.

"So, as long as she has solid backing, there's no need to worry. We don't know the details on that front… but she's fine, right?"

"Yeah, on that, there's no doubt."

Aside from the young lady of the Shijo family, who has a connection through our families, I naturally haven't revealed Sora's background to Toshiki and the others. They'd never guess she's the daughter of my employer.

So… as Toshiki says, if the commotion is on the same level as when I started, then there's no need to worry—at least, as far as public opinion is concerned.

Therefore, what I can do is…

"If she's important to you, make sure you support her properly."

"That, I will do with every fiber of my being."

Just as she stood by me in the days after the Four Pillar War.

The countless eyes of the world are upon her… at the very least, I can be by her side and be her emotional support, so she doesn't have to suffer alone.



    Chapter 421

    Always and Forever

    I have to support her—that was the resolution I had made on my own.

"Operating as usual…"

"? I'm not sure what you mean… but personally, I think it's stranger that you're already getting used to this appearance, Haru."

"Well, I mean, it's just an avatar in the end."

Logging into the virtual world for the first time in a day, the partner I met was, more than I expected… not even on that level. As if to say she couldn't care less about the public eye, she greeted me with the same Sora-smile as always.

Hmm… was I worried for nothing? She may be an unknown entity to the public, but she's still the daughter of the Yotsuya family. She might have a certain degree of tolerance for this sort of thing.

Well, as long as she seems okay for now, that's all that matters—

"Speaking of appearances, what were you doing with a tail?"

I posed the question to Sora, who was looking at me with a gaze that was half admiration and half exasperation as I continued my magical training in my Trance form.

In response, she, who seemed far from used to it compared to me who was starting to accept it, shyly hid the four tails swaying behind her back—whether by her own will or not.

By the way, even if you hide those, the magnificent fluffy ears on top of your head are still twitching. I wonder if those twitch in response to her emotions, too.

"P-Practice. The feeling of my body changes quite a bit, so…"

This whole 'getup' that couldn't be anything but cute, complete with a rebuking glare for my teasing tone—this was none other than Sora's Trance form, her appearance using [Trance].

Not a nine-tailed, but a four-tailed fox. Both her ears and tails were a brilliant, pure white. Her golden hair, too, was mixed with white starting from the base of her fox ears, creating a beautiful gradation in this form.

I'm not an expert myself, but I heard from Lux, who showed a surprising breadth of knowledge, that her form might be modeled after a divine fox spirit called a *'Tenko.'*

"I see. And you were flying around inside the house?"

"I-I wasn't flying! Besides, it's precisely because we're inside the house!"

It seems she's still too shy to show off this form outside. On a side note, it's hilarious how the cuteness index is worlds apart when Sora and I say 'our house.'

Thanks to my Trance form, my voice is also a cute girl's voice (lol), but that's what you get when the person inside is a guy.

"Besides, I can't fly around in this form…"

"Well, yeah, not when your AGI gets wiped out."

And so, the stat that gets nullified by Sora's [Trance] is Agility (AGI). Whether that's something to celebrate is debatable, but it's not a bad draw.

Just like my Trance form, her MID, including equipment bonuses, has broken the 1,000 mark. If you consider that this has enhanced her flavor as a stationary cannon on the level of a generic Mi-naRi-na, it's a definite plus.

Moreover, even with AGI at zero, she's not immobile like the 'Eastern Wings.' And if she cancels her Trance, she instantly transforms back into a frontline fighter—or rather, an all-rounder—who can keep up with me.

My partner's versatility knows absolutely no bounds.

Of course, both versions of [Trance] have a shared one-hour cooldown for activation and deactivation, so it’s not like you can frequently switch between them depending on the situation.

—Now then,

"Since we happened to meet up, want to go somewhere? Oh, but… maybe it's better to wait until you can undo that Trance?"

"Oh, no, it's fine!"

Going somewhere—that would mean walking around outside. So, more than her shyness, the fact that she would stand out like crazy is… a bit of a problem, given the current attention on 'the Acrobat's partner.'

Realizing this, I started to retract my suggestion, but Sora shook her head and a magic circle immediately enveloped her avatar. After a flash of light, her familiar form reappeared, her hair color back to normal.

Ah, farewell, fluffiness.

"Okay. You got this from Nia the day before yesterday, right?"

"Yes, I did."

I showed her by pulling down the hood of my [Hidden Rat Cloak], and Sora nodded, taking a single gray garment out of her inventory. It was a matching set of stealth gear.

It wasn't completely identical; hers seemed to have some details adjusted to match her [Dress of El-Clelia]. The fine craftsmanship was nothing short of impressive.

"Alright, let's go. Somewhere!"

"Um, and where would 'somewhere' be?"

"The plan is no plan!"

"Ah, haha…"

Spontaneity is fine, just fine.

As always, as long as it's the two of us, even just taking a walk is fun.



    Chapter 422

    Still Far Away

    I have to be her support—so I had resolved, but…

"Well, she's operating as usual…"

"? I'm not sure what you mean… but personally, I think you're the strange one, Haru, for already getting used to this appearance."

"Well, at the end of the day, it's just an avatar."

Meeting my partner in the virtual world for the first time in a day, I found that she was… not just better than I'd expected. It was as if she didn't care one bit about the public's attention; she greeted me with her usual, quintessential Sora smile.

Hmm… was I worried for nothing? Though she's an unknown figure to the public, she is, after all, a Yotsuya. Perhaps she's developed a certain resilience to this sort of thing.

Well, as long as she seems alright for now, all's well—

"Speaking of appearances, what were you up to with those tails?"

I threw the question to Sora, who was watching me with a look of half fascination and half exasperation as I continued my magical training in my Trance form.

In response, looking far less accustomed to it than I, who had begun to resign myself to it, she shyly tucked the four tails swaying behind her back—whether intentionally or not.

By the way, even if she hides those, the magnificent fluffy ears on her head are still twitching away. I wonder if they, too, twitch in response to her emotions.

"P-Practice. My body's senses have changed quite a bit, you see."

This ‘disguise,’ which couldn't be anything but cute, came complete with a chiding look for my teasing tone—this was none other than Sora's Trance form, her appearance while using [Trance].

Not a nine-tailed, but a four-tailed fox. Both her ears and tails were a dazzling, pure white. Her golden hair, too, was streaked with white starting from the base of her fox ears, creating a beautiful gradient in this form.

I'm not an expert, but I heard from Lux, who displayed a surprising breadth of knowledge, that her form might be modeled on a divine fox spirit known as a *‘Tenko.’*

"I see. And you were flying around inside the house?"

"I-I wasn't flying! Besides, it's precisely because we're inside!"

Apparently, she's still too shy to show off this form outside. On a side note, the difference in the cuteness index when Sora and I say ‘our house’ is so vast it's laughable.

Thanks to my Trance form, my voice is also a cute girl's voice (lol), but I suppose that's what you get when the person inside is a guy.

"Besides, I can't really fly around in this form…"

"Well, yeah, not when your AGI gets wiped out."

And so, the stat nullified by Sora's [Trance] is Agility (AGI). Whether that's something to celebrate is debatable, but it's not a bad roll.

Just like my Trance form, her MID, including equipment bonuses, has broken the 1,000 mark. If you think of it as enhancing her flavor as a stationary cannon, on par with a generic Mi-naRi-na, then it's a definite plus.

Moreover, even with her AGI at zero, she's not immobile like the ‘Eastern Wings,’ and if she cancels her Trance, she instantly transforms back into a front-line fighter—or rather, an all-rounder—who can keep up with me.

My partner's versatility knows absolutely no bounds.

Of course, both versions of [Trance] share a one-hour cooldown for activation and deactivation, so it's not like she can frequently switch between them depending on the situation.

—Now then,

"Since we happened to meet up, want to go somewhere? Oh, but… maybe it's better to wait until you can deactivate that Trance?"

"Oh, no, it's fine!"

Going somewhere would mean walking around outside. So, more than her shyness, the fact that she'd stand out like crazy is… a bit of a problem, given the current attention on ‘the Acrobat's partner.’

Realizing this, I began to retract my suggestion, but Sora shook her head, and a magic circle immediately enveloped her avatar. After a flash of light, her familiar form reappeared, her hair color back to normal.

Ah, farewell, fluffiness.

"Okay. You got this from Nia the day before yesterday, right?"

"Yes, I did."

I demonstrated by pulling down the hood of my [Hidden Rat Cloak], and Sora nodded, taking a single gray garment out of her inventory. It was a matching set of stealth gear.

It wasn't completely identical; hers seemed to have some details adjusted to match her [Dress of El-Clelia]. The fine craftsmanship was nothing short of impressive.

"Alright, let's go. Somewhere!"

"Um, and where might ‘somewhere’ be?"

"The plan is no plan!"

"Ah, haha…"

Going with the flow is fine, just fine.

As always, as long as it's the two of us, even just taking a walk is fun.



    Chapter 423

    An Accumulation of Emptiness

    "So, what's your verdict on your first experience with the [Sword Saint]?"

"I thought I was going to die."

"Well, you did die, to be fair."

The clock was turning towards evening. As we walked through the crowds that were beginning to swell before prime time, my companion and I engaged in a pleasant post-mortem.

"It's not my place to say, but that woman doesn't use thought acceleration either, you know."

"How is it possible to parry a thousand swords with one hand while dealing with someone moving at the speed of sound… with just a single katana?"

I know, right? And for the record, I haven't reached the speed of sound yet. Even if I play every card I have, my absolute maximum instantaneous speed is just over four digits in kilometers per hour.

If I went that fast, even I probably wouldn't be able to handle it raw.

"Anyway, setting the sparring match aside, that 'game of tag' is incredibly effective for improving avatar control. You combine physical training and combat sense conditioning in this virtual world, forcing you to think about every part of your body as you move, which lets you overhaul all your fine motor skills."

And as it happens, I have received a master's license for that particular training from Ui-san. Its only drawback is that you need a partner, but she's free to use this partner of hers as much as she likes.

—As I explained all this,

"Haru, you're really something else."

"Hold on, why did I just get scolded?"

A blank stare followed by a sidelong glance, accompanied by a rare—or maybe not so rare—hint of condemnation.

*Wait, what? Don't tell me she thinks I have ulterior motives, like wanting to touch her? Even I would obviously consider some sort of… consideration for that… Sora-san?*

My partner picked up her pace ever so slightly, and I hurried to catch up.

Dressed in our stealth cloaks, two small figures walking in a strange single-file line. We drew plenty of stares, but no one could yet identify us by voice alone.

And even if someone had recognized us and called out, I doubt I would have paid them any mind—because,

Over the past few days… or rather, lately. A tiny, trivial sense of wrongness that had been slowly building up, as I watched the small back hurrying ahead of me.

It had finally accumulated to the point where I could no longer ignore it, and was beginning to show its face.

◇◆◇◆◇

—*In the end, I think I managed to pass it off as a joke.*

I think I was able to gently and carefully deflect my partner's concerned worries, and part ways with a beautiful smile.

And now.

The girl, swallowed by self-loathing, couldn't bring herself to get up from her mechanical bed.

"…………,……"

Over the last few days, her control over her emotions had been even worse than usual. She knew the cause, but she didn't know why she couldn't suppress it.

No, she did know that, too. But she couldn't understand it.

Her own heart was a blurry mess.

"………………………………………………I… hated… it…"

To sort through her thoughts, she let the words that were foremost in her mind spill out.

When she saw his face, she was happy.

When he invited her to go somewhere, she was happy.

When he agreed to her request without a second thought, she was happy.

But after that.

The moment it was no longer just the two of them, she had thought, *I hate this*.

And from then on, all this time—

Pretending nothing was wrong, pretending to be a good girl, the plastered-on smile was so unbearably painful she couldn't breathe.

It's growing.

She can no longer look away.

The lid she once placed on her heart has long since vanished.

Suddenly, touched by a normal, everyday act of kindness. That alone was enough to make the reins of her emotions slip from her hands like a fool.

*'It'* wouldn't stop overflowing.

She thought that simply fighting alongside him as his partner, standing proudly by his side, would make it fade. She thought she could be satisfied with that, that she could convince herself it was enough.

The reality was the complete opposite. Every time they ran together, every time they swung their swords side-by-side, these unwanted feelings would inevitably grow. Unwanted emotions would pile up.

It wasn't just those two; every gaze of affection directed at her partner—all of it,

"—"

She whispered a name.

The 'name' she must not forget.

In that instant, the *heat* vanished… and what filled her body in its place was a chill that made her heart creak, and a futile remorse with no destination or meaning.

Just like her heart, her bed detected a creaking movement, and the canopy opened. The girl sat up quietly, no words on her lips or in her mind—

She threw on a coat and left the room, as if fleeing from the ark of dreams.



    Chapter 424

    The Official Event

    For myself and everyone else involved in the subjugation of the `White Throne`, there was a certain commonality.

Dragged down by a profound sense of fatigue and accomplishment, we had been paying only half-hearted attention to it… or rather, our stance was, *we're dead tired, deal with it later*.

`Starry Paradise`—this was none other than Arcadia's first world event, unlocked by the defeat of two `Colored Monsters`.

This "official event," announced to all players along with the news of the successful conquest of [Tsarkalv of the White Throne], initially had everyone tilting their heads in confusion.

The reason was that the event board, accessible from the system window, contained only two pieces of information.

One was the event's name, `Starry Paradise`. The other was a countdown clock, ticking away ominously.

The remaining time on the latter was a little over a week. The timer was set to hit zero at exactly 9:00 PM in the real world—and while its meaning was clear, there was absolutely no information about the event's content.

This, too, was one reason why the raid members, who had a mountain of other things to focus on, had put `Starry Paradise` on the back burner. However, an announcement was actually made by the developers on the night it was revealed.

It was a rather spectacular, or rather, an outrageously wild piece of news… but for better or worse, it was just one of several bombshells related to the White Throne's defeat, so the attention was divided, and it didn't cause a massive uproar right away.

To be more accurate, it's possible everyone was just perplexed as to how they should react.

And of course they would be—they were being told to embark on a 126-hour survival challenge in the virtual world, all within the short span of one hour in reality.

Time in Arcadia flows at a rate 1.5 times faster than in reality. Therefore, a day in that world is not twenty-four but thirty-six hours long, which would make the event period three and a half days.

But to reiterate, the time required in reality was just one hour.

Here, at this late stage, a time acceleration multiplier of over one hundred. It was a completely unforeseen development with no prior warning, but… the theory that 'the 1.5x acceleration rate is not a matter of the [Arcadia] rig's performance limits' had been widely accepted, so that part was digestible.

Well, no, it's not digestible, but the very existence of a virtual world is a full-body dive into fantasy, so it evens out. I don't get it, but I get it.

There are even skills like thought acceleration that can manipulate an individual's perception of time, so most people probably predicted that there was more to time acceleration technology.

Concerns that immediately come to mind, like whether our brains can withstand such a hundred-fold acceleration, are transparently going to be met with the answer 'no problem.' The all-powerful external brain would surely handle it somehow.

And so, the three-night, four-day event that would take place in just one hour was relatively easily accepted by the public. Well, the public was in an uproar, but the players, accustomed to the absurdities of that virtual world, took it in stride with a 'well, I guess that's how it is.'

—Now, the current issue is the event's implementation.

`Starry Paradise`, billed as the first official event, was a super-massive… a word that doesn't even begin to describe it. It was an off-the-charts production that should be called 'infinitely-scaled.'

To put it simply, the gist was this—form a 'duo' freely, without faction restrictions, and survive on the event's stage, `Alvnikuro, the Mirror Sky World`.

The part that was off the charts was the size of the stage and the method of travel to it. This was truly, seriously, a massive problem.

The area of this `Alvnikuro, the Mirror Sky World`, a name that sounded far too familiar, was said to be the same as the `Garden of Divine Creation`. Pairs of mutually registered players would be teleported to this infinite stage to start the event.

Yes, teleported—to the entirety of this ridiculously vast, infinitely-scaled area, all participating pairs would be sent completely at random, just like in the White Throne raid.

If unlucky, you could end up in a genuine two-person survival situation without ever encountering another player. As a result, a fervent search for the 'best partner' had begun in Arcadia.

The number of participants would undoubtedly be enormous. Thus, the virtual world was already buzzing with players looking ahead to the event, now only four days away.

—To be honest, I had zero trouble choosing a partner, which was another reason I had been taking this event so lightly and maintaining a relaxed attitude.

If I was asked to select a partner, there was only one person I would choose, no matter what. That, at least, was a foregone conclusion that no one else had any right to question.

And that's why… that's precisely why,

"—Would you mind if we went separately this time?"

The moment my very partner brought this up in the clan room, which was becoming our usual hangout spot, I was hit with the biggest shock of the century and nearly buckled at the knees.

"Wh-ah, uh… um… huh? Wait, did I… something…"

*Did I do something to upset her?*—I tried to ask, but I was so surprisingly surprised that the words wouldn't come out right.

I mean, I might anger her often, but I shouldn't have done anything to upset her. We both understand that it's all within the realm of playful banter.

…Or so I thought. Wait, I'm starting to lose confidence.

Should I just commit seppuku?

"Um, no, I'm not angry."

And as expected, she's a mind-reader. Seeing my frantic state, Sora laughed in a troubled way and shook her head, denying it.

"Um, you see… I was actually invited by Lux-san."

"What, huh, eh… by Lux?"

"Yes. When we met at the victory party the other day, he said, 'This seems like an adventure, and I'm participating, so would you like to join me?'"

"Ah… I see… ah, I see."

I… see. It was an unexpected move, something I hadn't noticed at all. While I had various thoughts on the matter, I was at least relieved to know the reason.

"And you, ah, accepted."

*Hold on, let me take that back and try again.*

"No, sorry, that just caught me by surprise…"

"I-It's alright. I'm sorry for forgetting to tell you."

With the utmost, extreme, and sincerest reluctance, a slightly sulky tone slipped out of my mouth, and I scrambled to cover it up.

The younger girl's considerate smile stung my wounds quite effectively. So embarrassing.

"It was a kind offer, but Lux-san is also a fun person. I thought it might be a good experience to try acting with someone other than you for a change, Haru…"

"…Well, I guess so."

Even so… no, I shouldn't say it.

Again, I have various thoughts on the matter—but if I press the issue too much, I might stir up feelings I shouldn't be harboring, and that wouldn't be good.

"Guess I'll ask Tetra, then."

"Ah, um… Tetra-kun seems to have found a partner already."

"Why?! Was I actually the only one who was ignoring the event???"

Hey, Clan [Azure Sky]! We're already falling apart at our very first event.

"Haru, you could… for example—"

"Yeah?"

For example, what? Given the flow of conversation, it feels like she's about to suggest a partner for me. With that in mind, I lifted my head from its deliberately dejected slump.

"……………………No, it's nothing."

Sora smiled faintly, as if it were truly nothing.

"It's alright. My partner is popular, so you'll find someone right away."

Seeing that face—I, too, swallowed the various thoughts I had and,

"…I hope so."

Matching her tone, I forced my usual, easygoing smile.



    Chapter 425

    Enthusiasm ≒ Price

    "—Hah, yes!!! Nia-chan is a genius!!!!!"

And then there was this indigo-haired girl.

After a somewhat awkward exchange with my partner, around 7:00 PM in real time, I logged out to prepare dinner. After seeing Sora off, I headed to the atelier to take care of a promised errand… and well, one thing led to another, and here we are.

I was more or less prepared for this, but my mental state, already fragile from being dumped by my partner, was currently leaning towards paper-thin durability.

I was dressed in the 'outfit' that had turned out just as expected. Catching my weary reflection in the mirror, a strange, self-deprecating laugh bubbled up.

If I could, I'd love to be made a public spectacle right now, to be pointed at and laughed at by the entire world. That alone could be my salvation.

Yes, it is definitely not—

"Oh my god, it's so freaking cute! Why the long face? It's cute!!!"

Definitely not this kind of unconditional praise that I'm looking for.

[Sakura Hanaori]—the outfit Nia created exclusively for my Trance form. Like the jeweled cloth equipment Sora wears (the El-Clelia), it's a special piece of gear with a function that links to an accessory.

The one currently equipped is exactly the same, a barrier deployment function with a limited number of uses. As for recharging its magic, with my stats, there should be no problem at all.

The requirement of a perfect, just-timed guard for its use is a bit tricky, but it's an ability that has excellent synergy with a glass cannon build. Therefore, in terms of performance, I have not a single complaint.

My complaint… or rather, what I can't help but whine about, is purely its construction, its 100% design aesthetic—

"…What was the motif again?"

"Military uniform crossed with Japanese clothing!!"

"Just hearing that, you'd think it would look cool…"

"Why not? It has its 'cool' parts, doesn't it!"

Well, yeah, the ratio is about 3-to-7—and of course, the 'cute' component is the latter.

True to the military uniform motif, the stand-up collar jacket with its assertive large buttons has a crisp, formal feel… or so I thought, but the sleeves are a mysterious asymmetrical design. The right arm is a long sleeve, while the left is a short sleeve, and to top it off, both shoulders are wide open.

That much is still fine. But the lower half is out of bounds. I did say 'anything but a skirt is fine,' but I didn't mean *literally* anything is fine.

I really wish she had correctly read my inner thoughts and shown some consideration—I was not anticipating tight-fitting hot pants that leave my legs completely exposed. Can this even be called 'clothing' with this little fabric???

To top it off, it's a soul-crushing design where the special ability of the outfit won't activate unless I perfectly equip everything, including the mysteriously particular left-leg-only tights and right thigh belt.

There's some salvation in the one-sided cape (a pelerine) that covers my sleeveless left side, and the waistcloth made of the same material that offers a slight bit of cover… but overall, there's no denying that it's an extremely aggressive design, in terms of skin exposure.

The main body is a white base, with the upper and lower decorative cloths adorned with a gorgeous cherry blossom pattern on black fabric. Without a doubt, just walking around in this will draw an insane amount of attention.

What's truly beyond saving is the fact that my Trance form manages to pull off this borderline-outlandish outfit perfectly. Being 'good-looking' is just too unfair.

And then there's Nia's skill and sense in creating something that perfectly matches the model.

I've been presented with such a stunningly complete visual that I can't even complain, to the point where I want to scream my complaints at the top of my lungs.

Well, since the equipment I ordered from Kagura-san isn't ready yet, I guess it's not perfectly 'complete.' That man has a high sense of style too… which makes me even more scared for what's to come.

Aside from the elegant cherry blossom pattern and the waistcloth that, depending on how you look at it, could resemble a 'hakama,' the overall Japanese-style design is truly elegant and lovely. But setting that aside, the texture of the fabric is just not on a normal level, is it?

It's like, it exudes a sense of luxury, and despite the cosplay-like design, there's not a hint of cheapness…

………………You know, for this commission, I didn't go out to gather any materials.

"Uh… Nia-chan?"

"Hmm?"

Having spent a few months in this virtual world, I've developed a bit of an eye for things. It helps that I'm surrounded by people who use 'good stuff.'

Therefore, I can pretty much tell just by looking.

"You used some crazy materials for this, didn't you?"

—Just how valuable the materials used in that equipment are.

"…………………………Way, way, waaaaaay west of the safe area, there's a super, super, super rare enemy that hardly ever shows up, you know."

"Yeah."

"It's a snake-type enemy called [Halphas Pluto, Great Serpent of the Pure White Tree], and it camouflages itself as a really, really beautiful, large white cherry blossom tree. The number of recorded subjugations… or rather, encounters, is just one in the past."

"Doesn't this game have a lot of those???"

"So, the party that was lucky enough to encounter and defeat it got the spoils after a fierce battle. But since it was a huge enemy, the materials that dropped were also huge."

"Right, okay."

"So, at the time, a massive auction was held for that group of rare materials."

"Sounds fun."

"Oh, it was a blast. Anyway, the 'hide' that was being sold was just so beautiful—I fell in love at first sight and bought it."

…………………………

Hey, why did you tell that story with such nostalgia? I have to ask, so I'm asking, but I'm starting to feel a chill.

An auction for super-rare materials in an MMO… that's a huge red flag, isn't it?

"…………………………Tell me, how much?"

I don't know when this auction was held, but from the way she's talking, it sounds like it was 'a treasured material she'd been saving.'

If she were to use something like that, even Nia would surely 'resolve' herself not to compromise on the accompanying materials.

In other words, there's a high probability that this outfit I'm wearing contains not just the Halphas-whatever material, but other insane things as well.

Therefore, I wasn't asking for the price of the 'hide' alone, but the total value of the 'outfit.' Tapping my chest to indicate the clothes, I asked, "How much?"—at which point Nia, who had been bouncing around with high energy, suddenly changed her demeanor and averted her gaze, looking somewhat awkward.

I see. This is probably not going to be settled with a simple 'few hundred million.'

"Alright, I get it. I'm declaring this up front: I'm definitely paying this time. If you don't accept it, I'll dump my entire fortune right here and leave, so be prepared."

"Wha, all of… hey, by the way, how much is your entire fortune?"

"Who knows."

Since it's not something worth talking about in detail, Nia only knows that my finances are at a level where I can easily make payments in the hundreds of millions.

As for the full extent of my payment capacity, only Kagura-san, who handles the market sales of the 'horns,' and Sora, who shares my wallet, know the exact amount.

Frankly, even if a ridiculous number like 'ten billion' came out of her mouth, I could pay it in full without any issue.

So, the reason I'm trembling now isn't the amount itself, but—

"………………A-About this much, I think."

"…I see. Is that two, twenty, or two hundred?"

"The, the middle one…"

—It's probably, surely, most likely this girl's bad habit of trying to get out of being paid two billion, claiming that she 'did it for her own enjoyment' or some such thing.

As Nia held up a peace sign with a weak smile, her eyes still averted, I let out a loud, deliberately theatrical sigh so she could hear me clearly—

"Well… no matter how crazy you go, as long as you make me something 'good,' I won't complain. Here's your payment. Accept it, or this room will be flooded with a massive amount of Luna."

"Y-Yes. Thank you for your business…"

As I opened the trade window and sent the payment without waiting for an answer, I made a mental note to seal the 'leave it to you' command as much as possible from now on.

This unhealthy habit of lavishing gifts needs to be corrected.



    Chapter 426

    The Promise

    "—Wait, so what? You don't have a partner right now?"

"Yeah, pretty much."

As always, we were in the middle of fine-tuning the new outfit after I had put it on.

The conversation naturally shifted to the upcoming event, and in the course of it, Nia learned that I had been dumped by my partner. She blinked her eyes in surprise.

"In that case, what about your other clan member?"

"Well, apparently he's already got someone…"

"Oh, my."

Being poked here and prodded there, sometimes tugged on forcefully, all while making small talk to pass the time—I've gotten used to it. It's best to just surrender myself to the tailor's whims, since moving carelessly will only get me scolded.

"Well, but you should be able to find a partner in no time. Your friends list is like a who's who of famous people, right? Why not just send messages down the line?"

"Yeah… I guess so."

The reason my words are so hesitant on this matter… is obvious, isn't it? It seems I'm more simply down in the dumps than I thought.

This isn't good. It means I had just assumed that being by her side was a given.

"What's with that face? What's wrong?"

"Nothing's wrong. This is my 'what should I do' face."

She probably knows it's a lame excuse, but Nia-chan isn't the type to completely ignore a clear 'don't touch this' signal.

Her indigo eyes stared at my face for a moment, then quickly looked away.

"Okay, right hand up."

"Aye, aye."

For a while after that, the fitting continued in silence as the conversation died down.

…I've started to realize lately that when this girl goes silent, it's usually because she's hesitating to say something.

So I, too, was torn between feigning ignorance or prompting her to speak—but when our eyes met, I felt like I was being urged to say something, and I decided to open my mouth.

"So, are you participating in the event?"

"Uh, well… that's, well, yeah. I mean, aren't most players going to participate? The concept is that it doesn't matter if you're a combat or non-combat class, right?"

"That's the gist of it. In fact, if the production-class players don't join in, it'll probably be a three-night, four-day hell of nothing but camping out."

Participants will be randomly teleported to a super-massive field that serves as the event's stage—however, it's been said that adjustments will be made to allow for the formation of certain groups.

In other words, it's presumed to be designed so that players who are randomly grouped together can meet up and coordinate.

Since we'll be thrown into an unknown field and expected to survive, it's a given that there will need to be people with skills other than combat.

Apparently, there's a special rule for the event where you'll become incapacitated if you don't eat or sleep, just like in reality. There are also restrictions on what items you can bring, so it's almost certainly a system where you have to 'figure out what you need on-site.'

"Everyone at our workshop is making a big fuss too. The guys are getting super excited, saying things like, 'Let's build a castle in the event field!'"

"What, that sounds fun."

A castle from scratch in just over three days… well, I guess the artisans of this world could probably pull it off? It would depend on the environment over there, though.

—In any case, since she nodded, Nia must be participating too. And if she's looking at a currently partner-less me with something to say… well, I can pretty much guess what it is.

"…………"

As if she were trying to swallow her words, I watched her move a little more hastily than before.

I thought about it quietly, thought about it—

"You did make a reservation, didn't you? Now that I think about it."

"Huh, ah… wh-what?"

When I spoke again, Nia reacted as if she were taken aback by my sudden remark.

"We talked about it, didn't we? 'Once the raid is settled…' and all that."

"Th-that… yes."

In the end, we never decided on a specific date, but it's a fact that I promised her a 'second time.' Yes, I promised—which means I've already given her the okay.

In that case,

"A survival adventure in another world probably doesn't count as a date, huh?"

"………………Is this okay?"

It's not a matter of it being okay or not; I'm just fulfilling a promise.

"I'm sure you know this, but I have no idea what's going to happen over there. It's not impossible that we'll end up going our separate ways after a series of twists and turns."

"…………But you'll still, um… stay with me, as much as you can, right?"

"Well, yeah. As a combatant, I can at least be a bodyguard for an artisan."

"…………! ……………………J-just… a sec… time out."

*Squeeze…* Nia crouched down as if shrinking into herself, held her head, and froze. What kind of emotion prompted her to suddenly imitate an armadillo was perfectly clear from the expression I saw just before.

And because it was perfectly clear, I, too, felt awkward.

I'm doing something I'm not used to. I'm inviting her instead of my partner. I'm trying to justify it with a promise—the self-deprecating words kept welling up, but I forced them all down with a 'shut up, I don't care.'

How long has it been since I thought I'd made up my mind? It's about time I graduated from just being swept along and being passive.

"………………The princess."

A muffled voice came from my feet. Still curled up in a small ball, Nia kneaded her face with her hands and whispered in small fragments.

"I thought the princess might want to team up with you, too…"

"Probably, but if she was serious about it, she'd come at me with a direct proposal on the same day."

I don't know for sure, but as far as I know, that's the kind of person Alicia White is. Besides—

"I'm the one who invited you. If she has any complaints, I'll take them."

"Ehh…"

At the very least, it's not something Nia should worry about.

"Anyway, I'll tell Ashe myself, so you really don't have to worry… I mean, I haven't even gotten your answer yet."

"What answer? There's no way I'd refuse…! What is wrong with you…!!"

"Hey, stop poking my shin. And get up already, how long are you going to stay crouched down?"

As I spoke, I pulled the indigo-colored ball up, revealing a flushed, grinning face. It was a goofy grin that was only borderline acceptable because she was so good-looking.

I thought she would immediately get embarrassed and look away… but her eyes, which were restlessly shifting with agitation and other emotions, remained fixed on me.

"Um… a-are you really sure? Is this okay? If you want to adventure like usual, I'll definitely just be dead weight, you know?"

"If that's the case, then I'll adjust. I was thinking of taking it easy for a while anyway. It might be nice to relax and enjoy some non-combat play for a change."

"Ehh… really and truly?"

How many times does she need to confirm? I've already told her multiple times.

"I don't dislike spending time with you just messing around. Having a blast with a craft-focused life in an unexplored land together sounds… genuinely fun, I think."

"………………………………………………I-in that case… um…"

Why on earth am I the one in the position of admonishing and persuading her? I held back a wry smile and continued to meet her gaze. Nia blinked slowly, as if to calm the turmoil in her heart, and—

"Th-thank you, I'd be happy to…"

She bowed her head deeply, almost fearfully.

As I gazed at the top of Nia's head, who had just performed a mysteriously formal bow, I debated for about five seconds whether or not to take a screenshot of this very moment—and then *snap*, I took one.

As expected, Nia started getting mad, asking, "What are you taking a picture of?" As she scolded me… having successfully neutralized the atmosphere as intended, I calmly and quietly transitioned into a formal sitting position.



    Chapter 427

    The Screening

    "—Yes, I understand."

I'd had some business to attend to at my family's home, so this dinner was the first time we'd seen each other in two days. After the young man finished his somewhat solemn 'talk,' I gave him a simple 'Understood,' and I could feel his bewilderment.

It's so easy to tell what he's thinking that I can't help but smile.

"Did you think… I would be jealous?"

"Uh… I thought I might get an earful, maybe."

In our time together, she has shown hints of sulking on rare occasions, so it's not particularly strange for him to think that.

It's Arcadia's first official event, held over several days. To be honest, it's not that I don't feel envious of the person participating with him, but—

"If it's Nia, it's fine. Make sure you escort her properly."

There was no falsehood in the words I spoke.

I accepted it so naturally, and as I met his surprised gaze, I, Iris, who had, as usual, finished my meal a step ahead, did my best to smile.

It wasn't because I was forcing it, but simply because I was aware that my conscious smiles were still stiff.

"She's an 'artisan.' If it weren't for an opportunity like this, she wouldn't get to spend much time with you in the virtual world. You should prioritize her."

"That's… well, that's true."

"You said you wanted to take it easy for a while, so I already thought one of them would be a good fit. I saw Sora get invited by Lux, and I figured if she accepted, it would most likely be Nia."

I knew the [Traveler] had taken a liking to both Haru and Sora, and his unpredictable actions were just business as usual.

It could be said that things unfolded as they were meant to.

Again, I do feel envious. But I shouldn't direct raw jealousy at her. If I were to do that, then I, who made all sorts of advances first, would deserve to be on the receiving end of a storm of jealousy from Nia.

So this time, it's her turn. That's fine—but,

"If you feel any guilt over this,"

"Ah, yes… then?"

Just as I told Nia not to hold back with me, that, in turn, means that I, Iris, also…

"You can make it up to me as much as you want."

"…………R-Roger that."

Within the bounds of 'fair play,' I have no intention of holding back either.

◇◆◇◆◇

After dinner with Ashe, where I saw her for the first time in two days, my 'report' went surprisingly smoothly, and I felt a certain sense of relief.

However, that didn't mean my worries were gone. In fact, the various points of unease that had surfaced over the past few days were, from a personal standpoint, matters that required urgent resolution.

After dealing with my other concerns through my report and promise to 'make it up to her'… I dove on once again to sort through my thoughts.

—And then, several hours later.

"…………………………Uh, what are you doing?"

Sunk into the large sofa that had recently been added to the clan room's common area, I was met with that question from Tetra, who had just logged in.

Seeing an acquaintance lying on their back, staring into the void without moving a muscle, it was a perfectly normal reaction.

As for me—

"Nghh…"

I had been remembering, remembering, for hours on end.

I was so immersed in the footage of my own 'memories'—far too vivid to be called mere recollections—that a weak response from the depths of an indescribable sensory swamp was all I could manage.

This must be what it's like to be half-dreaming.

"What's wrong with you? Are you sick or something?"

I expected him to give me a 'what's with this guy' look and just walk away, but at times like these, my junior-senpai shows off his caring, gap-moe side.

Though his face screamed 'what a pain,' Tetra peered at me from over the back of the sofa. I tried to convey 'I'm fine' with just my gaze—

"…………What? Staring at me with those vacant eyes is just creepy."

Apparently, our bond of telepathy wasn't strong enough for that to work yet.

"Ah… I'm fine, really. I'm just being hit with a sense of fatigue and loss of reality comparable to watching a fast-forwarded movie for two or three days straight, that's all…"

"Can you really call that 'that's all'? What have you been doing, seriously?"

He was exasperated, but it couldn't be helped; it was necessary.

—Yes, it was necessary.

Thanks to it, I think I've realized a lot of things.

Exchanging words with someone slowly brought my consciousness back to the surface. I slowly sat up. My own room was still completely empty, so I had just been here, but as it turned out, Tetra serving as my alarm clock was rather convenient.

Otherwise, who knows how long I would have remained lost in my 'memories.'

"…Wait, you're going somewhere in that state?"

As I stood up and began to summon my rabbit daggers, boots, and other equipment, the boy shot a perfectly reasonable retort my way.

Well, you see—

"…………I'm just going to go cool my head for a bit. I'm heading on a long trip north, so if you need anything collected again, I'll take requests."

If I were to thank him for being my alarm clock, he'd probably just tilt his head in confusion. So I phrased it as if it were an afterthought, asking if he needed anything. Tetra, never one to hold back, answered.

While wearing a dubious expression, he tapped away at his system keyboard, and as always, a message filled with a mercilessly long list of material names was sent over.

…I'll try my best with about half of them.

"Alright, I'm heading out for a bit."

I gave a half-smile as I glanced at the list, then turned on my heel with a casual wave—

"—Senpai."

Called to a halt, I turned back to meet his black eyes.

"Are you okay?"

The question he posed was likely one of 'confirmation,' different from mere 'concern.'

From an outsider's perspective, I'm aware that I must seem suddenly strange. Therefore, fully aware of that, I offered a smile and said,

"Yeah, I'm okay."

In a way that, even to my own ears, sounded like I had broken free.

I simply stated my true feelings and left the clan room.



    Chapter 428

    For Me

    Heading north, a straight shot… well, not quite a *straight* shot, since I stopped to gather materials along the way. But after traveling about three thousand kilometers with my mind mostly on autopilot, I arrived.

Clad in the cloak I’d been holding onto, having been told to keep it since there were no plans to use it, I stepped into the [Eternal Ice Peaks of Extreme White]. It greeted me with the same extreme environment as my last visit.

*This is way beyond just 'cooling my head,' isn't it?* I thought. With a self-deprecating laugh at my own absurdity, I spent the next several tens of minutes swatting away the local pests while making my ascent.

"Hey. You've still got that classic raid-boss look going on."

Reaching the summit, I found myself before the giant, flying ray floating at the peak of the ice tree.

[Epel, Great Ice Spirit Guardian]—compared to the true 'endgame content' I had recently challenged, I had to admit it was a step down… but that was only a matter of perspective.

The comparison was simply unfair. From the viewpoint of a tiny player, it was still a being to be looked up to. Even now, if I were to challenge it with everything I had, my chances of winning would still be slim.

Besides, I still hadn't bothered to look up a strategy for it.

"————————…"

The frigid air was so intensely cold it felt like my virtual lungs were screaming in phantom pain. I took a deep breath of that piercing chill and exhaled. My mind sharpened… which only intensified the feeling of *'What the hell am I doing?'* An odd laugh escaped the corner of my mouth.

Honestly, I don't have time for this.

I thought back, remembered everything, and now I knew what I had to do.

But unfortunately, it was the dead of night. An utterly unreasonable time to start taking action… so I had no choice.

To quell the fire of my emotions, I'd thrown myself into this stupid solo journey.

My choice of destination was completely random. If I needed to cool my head, why not go somewhere physically cold? I decided on a whim, without any real thought.

—And so,

"…Sorry to bother you, but I need you to bear with me for a little while."

What I was about to do wasn't a strategic battle or anything of the sort.

"Once I've… steeled my resolve, I'll go home quietly, I promise."

It was nothing more than a pointless game between a single fool who visited a place of death to sort out his thoughts,

"——————————————————"

and the Great Spirit who ruled over the sacred peaks.

—I felt a sense of unease, you say?

What a joke. There was no unease. I had known all along.

That's right. We've *always* known what was in each other's hearts. It's only been a few months… but they were months that felt like years in the real world.

No matter what I faced, no matter who stood beside me, there was never a single moment in this world of Arcadia that Haru forgot about Sora.

Even when they were apart, even when they were separated by worlds, Sora never once looked away from Haru.

I know it sounds creepy, even to me. But I can't help it if I just *know*. I can't help it if I'm so sure.

I can say it without a shred of embarrassment—that on that day, when we met by a 'coincidence' that the word itself could never truly capture,

we were, without a doubt, brought together by fate.

There's no other explanation. It has to be that way, or nothing makes sense. There's no other reason why I, someone who actively avoided 'romance,' could have grown so close to that girl… no other reason why I was drawn to her from the very day we met.

I adore Sora.

No matter how I look at it, I don't think it's romantic love, at least not yet. In that regard, Haru Kasuga, also known as Haru, remains a broken coward.

But that adorable partner of mine,

that earnest companion of mine,

that innocent soul, Sora Yotsuya, also known as Sora,

is, without a single doubt, the person I want to cherish most in this world.

That's why I couldn't ignore the unease I had only just now admitted to myself. That's why I relied on my borderline-cheating talent for 'memory' and *recalled every single moment up to now*.

Again, I was fully aware of how incredibly creepy this was—but setting aside my own pathetic awkwardness, it was all to see Sora's *smile* for what it truly was.

That day we met, when we walked side-by-side for the first time, wandering through the dim forest.

When she couldn't fight properly, when she panicked and sulked and screamed, and I dragged her along saying, 'Let's just have fun anyway.'

When we pushed on, battered and clumsy, and I struggled through training with her because she insisted, absolutely insisted, on wielding a sword.

And—when I watched over my partner as she tried to stand beside me, never giving up, desperately chasing after me.

I looked back at the vivid *smiles* etched into my memory,

and compared them to the *'smile'* that the current Sora shows me,

and I was forced to realize I hadn't been seeing anything at all.

What a joke, thinking I 'understood her heart.' If you understand, then *look*. Just because you think she understands you too, you can't just jump to the convenient conclusion that she must be fine. That's just lazy thinking—stop pretending not to see. *Nothing's okay.*

Sora… how old is she? She's younger than me, for sure. And it's certain that she's carrying 'something' similar to what I am.

And that's not okay. She's the most important person in the world to me, and because she's carrying the same burden, I'm just supposed to think, *'Oh, we match, isn't that nice?'* Have I lost my mind?

If we were just people connected through a virtual world, that might have been fine. If we were strangers who would never know each other's faces, that might have been fine.

But I said it myself. I set aside the relationship that should have been kept at a polite distance as befitting strangers—and I called her my fiancée, fake or not.

The moment I said something like that so casually, I had already stopped treating Sora as a 'faceless stranger' in the slightest. It's a complete contradiction.

In the end, I was just taking advantage of her kindness.

Even as my own circumstances changed, she acted as if nothing was different. I was leaning on a younger girl, making excuses about the line we had drawn between us.

It's beyond pathetic. What am I doing, spouting nonsense about facing Nia's and Ashe's feelings? They're incredibly important to me too, but still.

How long are you going to keep putting off what needs to be done first?

By turning my attention to the two who called me special, I thought my perspective had shifted, at least a little. I thought I had finally crossed the starting line towards change.

I was wrong. I haven't taken a single step. My gaze flew ahead, but when I looked back, there was just an idiot standing there, dumbfounded.

And next to that idiot—unchanged since the day we met.

Was the small figure of my partner, her eyes fixed on me.

So, yes.

If I've decided to face things head-on, then what I have to do has been decided from the very beginning.

◇You have defeated [Epel, Great Ice Spirit Guardian]◇

◇You have acquired a Title◇
・'Great Spirit's Blessing'
・'Trespasser'
・'Mind of Serenity'

◇You have acquired a Skill◇
・[Reject Sentence]

◇A Skill has evolved◇
・[Gandharva] + [Construction] ⇒ [Naraka Gandharva]

◇A Skill has been lost◇
・[Telepathy]

"——————————————————… Um, huh…?"

Staring blankly at the blue phosphorescence filling the area, my mouth moved awkwardly, stiff from having let a storm of words rage only in my mind.

I honestly have no idea how much time has passed. I barely remember the battle at all.

If someone had recorded what happened, I'd be the first one in line to watch it… but for now, there's only one thing I want to say.

"…………………………How am I supposed to get back?"

I was planning on just dying for a quick return. Killing myself comes with a harsh penalty… now what am I supposed to do?

And yet, while I was certainly in a bind,

"…Haha, really, what *was* I doing?"

Come what may, my preparations and resolve were complete.

As a wry smile escaped my lips—I felt that my heart was, against all odds, surprisingly clear.

<hr>

A 'Skill' in this world is a power to make the impossible possible.
Therefore, for those who overcome the impossible, unneeded blessings are lost.



    Chapter 429

    Paving the Way

    —The next morning.

"…………………………………………………………This is rather sudden, isn't it?"

"I am keenly aware of that."

I knew he was generally an early riser, but showing up unannounced just after seven in the morning was probably a bit rude.

Even so, when I visited his room on a different floor, Assistant Director Yotsuya welcomed me graciously… but faced with a kid who had appeared without any warning to spout utter nonsense, even Chitose-san looked more perplexed than anything else.

"Hmm… I don't mind, and I doubt it's a problem for Yotsuya Development… but really, this is very sudden. Did something happen?"

"Well, it's…"

This wasn't the kind of problem I could just share with anyone. Chitose-san was connected to Yotsuya Development, but whether he was close enough to my partner to be called 'family'… that was a line I hadn't quite figured out yet.

"No, you're right. You don't need to explain in detail—in that case, is it all right if I give her your contact information? She is a woman, after all."

"That's fine. I'll leave it in your hands, then."

"Yes, I'll take care of it."

And with that, things proceeded surprisingly smoothly, much to my relief.

Well, it's too early to be relieved; nothing has even started yet… but at any rate, the first step is complete.

Now then—

"I'll be going."

"Alright. Good luck with your studies, university student."

Until the time comes for my next plan, I suppose I should focus on my schoolwork. Lately, my lectures have seriously sounded like nothing but spell incantations.

◇◆◇◆◇

"…………………………………………………………Hey, Toshiki-kun."

"Hm? What's up?"

"That super long incantation the professor was *chanting* just now, does everyone actually understand it? They're not just pretending to while looking all cool, are they?"

"Well, for the most part, yeah… But you, on the other hand, how are you so damn good at taking notes when you don't understand a thing? That's gotta be a special ability."

*Seriously? Dammit… I'm really falling behind…!*

"Hee hee, should we really hold that study session soon?"

Shoko's cheerful voice came from my other side, but this was getting to a level where I couldn't just laugh it off. My 'normal university life' was already on the verge of collapse—well, in a way, it had already deviated so far from 'normal' that it was beyond saving.

"If you're serious, let's make a schedule. I'm free whenever… but it'd probably be better after the event is over, right?"

"Yeah. My schedule's pretty packed."

I already know where I'm going right after this—so,

"Alright, I'm heading out. Oh, and… do you guys need anything?"

With a vague gesture that even I didn't understand, I asked if they needed anything. The childhood friends exchanged a quick glance before answering, "Nope, nothing," and "Nothin' for me," their timing just off.

Whether they were in sync or not, those two had a mysterious relationship of their own.

—And so, after watching their friend, who was *acting normal* but seemed *somehow different*, rush off,

"Did something good happen to him?"

"I feel like his level of freshness went up a tiny bit, don't you?"

The two of them, sensing a slightly more relaxed air about him than before, tilted their heads in unison, wondering what that was all about.

◇◆◇◆◇

"Oh."

"Mm."

After finishing my half-day of lectures and heading back to my room, I bumped into Ashe. We both stopped and stared at each other for a solid three seconds.

As usual, she was about to speak first—but before she could,

"This is perfect."

This time, I had clear 'business' with her. So I seized the initiative without hesitation, causing the black-clad princess—so different from her virtual-world self—to blink in surprise.

Now, I know this would be sudden for her, but I had to tell her.

What I was planning to do. And what might change because of it—it would probably be a pain to explain everything without any misunderstandings, but.

"Can you spare a moment?"

"…? Yes, that's fine."

This, too, was something I had to do.

◇◆◇◆◇

"—And with that, congratulations on the official move-in."

*'whatareyoudoinghereyourescarringmeyouknowstopit'*

After my 'talk' with Ashe, my next target was Liliania Vrubele, who had just finished moving in her Arcadia rig and officially settled in.

I had only rung the doorbell like a normal person, so why was she so scared? Had I come on a little too strong?

Well, I can't help it. My discussion with the princess who was boundlessly *understanding* had ended in a flash, leaving me a bit bewildered and thrown off balance. My composure was shot.

Anyway, I have a feeling *this* one won't be as simple… no, really, that invincible Ashe-sama is just in a league of her own.

Right, okay.

I need to calm down. I have no intention of messing this up, but this isn't the kind of conversation to have on a whim.

"Sorry to drop in on you, but I need a little bit of your time."

"…?"

Pretending my initial hyperactive entrance never happened, I spoke with a serious expression. Nia tilted her head, as if to say, *'What is with you all of a sudden?'*

Of course she would.

But I'm sorry. I've already made up my mind, and I have no intention of changing what I have to do.

"There's something I need to talk to you about—something seriously important."

Those were the same words I had used with Ashe a moment ago. My expression and tone were probably almost identical… but as expected, the reaction here was different.

*'okaystoptalkingzipitpleasestaystay!'*

Startled by my sudden serious tone, Nia frantically waved her phone at me, a string of words typed out at high speed, trying to stop me. Was she even trying to let me read it? I managed to, though.

*'let'sjustwaitaminute'*

*'okay'*

*'thisisscary'*

*'yousuddenlymakingaseriousfaceandtalkinaboutimportantstuffisscary'*

*'um'*

*'bytheway'*

*'justbyanychance'*

*'i'*

*'i'*

*'isthisaconfe'*`

"I'm truly sorry, but it's not that. Please calm down."

As I deciphered the words being flashed at me like a test of my kinetic vision, I did my best to soothe the frantic Nia. I genuinely felt sorry, just as I'd said, but I also really needed her to calm down.

I was about to make a pretty serious, no-joking-around 'declaration of intent,' after all.

*'…Then, just one more question, by the way.'*

"Yeah?"

*'If you're here to say that yesterday is off, I'm going to cry.'*

"I would never do something so monstrous that I'd deserve to be beaten to a pulp for it."

That would be an atrocity worthy of every 'Milmarinus, the Blue Jade Fairy' follower in the world screaming 'Go to hell' at me. Not that they might not be doing that already.

"………………"

When I firmly told her she had no reason to end up crying, a hint of relief mixed into Nia's still-confused expression—

*'Then, okay, I'll listen.'*

She gave a small nod and gestured inside her room, as if to say, "Come in."

Should I call Nia out for so readily letting me into her room, or should I smack some sense into myself for thinking, *'Well, I've crashed her atelier so many times already…'*? The line was getting blurry.

Probably both. Well, for today at least—

"Pardon the intrusion."

Given the nature of my business, I'll consider this a special exception, bolstered by the seriousness of the topic.

◇◆◇◆◇

—And so, two hours later.

"……………………………………………………"

"Haha, you look exhausted."

It's not that the conversation went badly, but it took much longer than I expected to pour out everything I was feeling.

That Alicia White princess is really something else.

I'm right, aren't I? This is how long it's supposed to take, right? She's on a whole other level than just being a 'good listener.' Seriously, her specs are too maxed out in every direction.

Anyway, in the end, Nia understood… or rather, she told me she'd 'intended for this to happen from the start.' So it was just me shadowboxing by myself here, too.

It's so pathetic it's actually kind of funny.

And so, having spent the entire day chasing after self-imposed tasks, I was now physically and mentally exhausted, half-slumped in a car.

Chitose-san, checking on me through the rearview mirror from the driver's seat, was now teasing me with a half-smile.

Normally, I'd engage in some playful banter, but this time he had not only acted as a go-between but had also gone out of his way to drive me, so I decided to behave.

Besides, it was probably better for me to conserve my energy for what was to come.

"By the way, Haru-kun."

His tone was still light, but the teasing edge was gone. I returned his gaze. The driver in the mirror was no longer looking at me, but I didn't miss the seriousness in his gentle expression.

"As I said this morning, you don't need to give me the details—but I take it whatever you're planning has to do with Sora-chan, correct?"

"…I guess that much is obvious."

"Of course. Otherwise, you wouldn't have suddenly asked to get in touch with 'her.' It's not as if you were planning to ask her out."

"Definitely not. Seriously."

*Don't even joke about that.* I'm already way past my capacity as it is.

"So, I thought I'd give you a piece of advice."

"…………I will gratefully accept it."

He was always calm, serious, cheerful, earnest, and joking all at once… a man who was, in short, rather hard to pin down.

But when he was genuinely concerned for my well-being, his voice was always the same.

"If you're planning to have a serious talk about Sora-chan—you must not, under any circumstances, think of her as a 'maid'."

And so, that warning sank deep,

"Think of her as a sister or a mother who dotes on her younger sister or daughter even more than *that father* does… and approach her with the utmost respect, care, and caution."

sunk deep into my heart without me having to force it—

"………………Well, you could say…"

But for the me of right now,

"that's exactly what I'm hoping for."

"…………I see. So that's how it is."

Because having a conversation with someone like that was precisely what I needed to do.

—However, that being said.

"…………………………Just in case, if there are any landmines I absolutely need to watch out for, I, uh, would be very grateful if you could tell me…"

"—Pfft, haha…! I quite like that about you, you know."

It's not like I wasn't terrified, after all.

<hr>

Once decided, he moves straight ahead, a return to the origin.



    Chapter 430

    Natsume Itsuki

    Come to think of it, this was the third time I was meeting 'her'—the one whose favorability towards me had been mysteriously high from the start. And all three times had been in this very place.

"—Here you are."

"Thank you."

In the 'office,' which seemed to be used as a sort of hideaway, I was being served coffee by that same maid for the third time. The only difference this time was,

"Now then… shall we get down to business?"

She—Natsume Itsuki—sat down in the chair across the desk from me.

I had only ever seen her standing in attendance to Togo-san, so this was the first time I was seeing her calmly seated. There was a strange aura about her as she settled in so composedly… and the fact that I was feeling intimidated was likely due to my awareness of my own weak position.

Regardless, it was time to brace myself.

"First of all… again, I apologize for summoning you on such short notice. Thank you for taking the time to see me."

"Please, don't worry about it. A maid has more free time than you'd think."

The maid responded cheerfully, just as she had when she'd given me her 'reply' this afternoon. Honestly, her tranquil demeanor was a little frightening right now.

I was just psyching myself out, I was sure, but it was a fact that out of everyone related to Yotsuya Development, she was by far the hardest to read.

"Fufu, you seem rather tense."

"…I'll confess, I am. Which is to say, this is the kind of business that warrants being tense."

"I see. In that case, I too shall listen with the utmost seriousness."

The pressure emanating from the combination of her unwavering, gentle smile and the unreal quality of her maid uniform—I can't let it get to me. I'm just shadowboxing again.

"My business concerns So— I mean, your young lady, Natsume-san."

"I imagined as much. And please, feel free to just say Sora. My young lady is a difficult child who sulks when she's called 'young lady.'"

"Ah, I see…"

"Furthermore, there is no need to be so tense around me—I don't know what Kazuharu-san may have told you, but I am merely a beautiful and kind maid."

"………………"

Oh man.

This woman is even harder to grasp than I thought.

"Well then, to be blunt—"

"Before that, just one thing."

The maid, who refused to cede the pace of the conversation, once again took the reins. She said she would be serious, and I didn't sense any hint of teasing, but there was something so *fluffy* about her…

It felt like trying to punch a curtain.

"I would like you to tell me your 'position' in calling me here today."

"My position?"

"Yes. Are you Haru, Sora's partner? Or are you Haru Kasuga, Sora's fiancé? …I don't intend to change my response based on your answer, so please feel free to speak your mind."

*This is just for my own personal curiosity*—she added, but it was a deeply meaningful question that was impossible to answer 'freely.'

What should I say? I hesitated for a moment. But when I calmed down, I realized there was no need, no reason, and no meaning in overthinking it.

"I'm not thinking about it. So, my answer is 'no position in particular.'"

The maid tilted her head, her dark eyes staring at me, her gaze impossibly soft as she prompted me to continue. *Well, of course she would,* I thought.

"Partner, fiancé… though the latter is just a pretense. It's not that I'm neither, it's just that I don't care about a named relationship or anything like that anymore."

I was fully aware that I was about to say something embarrassing—but I would not hesitate. Following *someone's* example, I had decided, of my own free will, to be the 'me' that was needed.

"As just 'Haru,' there are things I want to tell 'Sora.' Things I want to talk about. Things I want to confirm with her. Things I need to apologize for, things I want her to teach me, and things I want to promise her… and so many other things."

"…………"

"Position doesn't matter. There are just things that I have to say to her."

Natsume-san stared at me, frighteningly unresponsive. Her eyes didn't waver, her expression didn't change, she just looked straight into my eyes—

"Kasuga-san."

"Yes."

When she spoke again, *she smiled for the first time.*

"To be perfectly honest, I did not like you."

"…Yes."

I could think of countless reasons. I nodded, taking in her words, but contrary to her harsh statement, Natsume-san just giggled.

"Please don't misunderstand. I was simply jealous of the 'knight' who had stolen my precious Sora's heart. I felt like, *'Who is this punk?'*"

"Wh—… Yes, ma'am."

"So, I had no particular feelings towards you as an individual. In other words, I had zero interest. This is strictly from my own personal perspective, of course."

"……, …………"

Leaving me at a loss for how to react, the maid, now using more unrestrained language, continued to rattle on.

"I trusted Sora's judgment of character… or rather, I trusted the people she grew attached to, so apart from my jealousy, I held no ill will. I even said something arrogant like, *'His thorough risk management is a point in his favor,'* so I did have a certain evaluation of you."

"Th-thank you for that…"

"But that being said, I also thought you were a boring person."

Her beautiful smile pierced right through me.

"And I mean that *in comparison*. The 'Acrobat' I first saw was a much more joyful person."

"…During the Four Pillar War?"

When I asked, Natsume-san nodded and let out a happy little laugh.

"It's embarrassing to admit, but I don't know much about the virtual world. You might think, *'How can you not, working for Yotsuya Development?'*… but I just can't seem to get interested in it, so I wouldn't know how to answer if you asked me why."

"I see…"

"However, even to my inexperienced eyes—*you*, at *that time*, were captivating. I had high hopes, you see? I thought that maybe this person could protect my precious young lady. That he could stand by her side, never losing that audacious smile… that he could take her hand and lead her."

*A-audacious…*

"But then I met you in the real world, and you were just an ordinary boy who was a little considerate. Forgive my bluntness, but honestly, it was a letdown."

"……………………………………I have no excuse…"

"Therefore, I would like to apologize here and now."

"I… what?"

Honestly, I couldn't keep up at all. Her conversational style was too free-form. This maid was truly, among all the Yotsuya associates, in a league of her own—

"The you of right now is sufficiently… no, about eighty percent charming—you were cowering from reality, putting on a persona, weren't you? Haru Kasuga."

She was a maid who marched to the beat of her own drum.

"I said I wouldn't change my response based on your answer, but I retract that. If I'm dealing with the current you, Kasuga-san, then I feel there is no need for me to hold back either."

"R-right… uh, no… um…………huh?"

"And so, let's hear the details of your business again. There's no need for you to hold back with me either, Kasuga-san, so please, say whatever you wish."

"Even if you say 'whatever I wish'…"

Just give me thirty seconds, seriously.

I had run through various scenarios in my head before coming here, but I never once predicted that this maid would go all out with her freewheeling personality like this.

I mean, sure, it was a weird way to get it, but I did get the *words I wanted*…

"By the way, may I ask why you chose me? If it's about Sora, wouldn't my master have been more suitable than a maid who has barely interacted with you… or rather, I think it would have been easier for you to approach him."

"Ah, well… about that."

That was precisely it. The words I wanted—the reason I chose her, the one who said she 'did not like me,' was because she was, more than anyone, the most suitable person.

"Because I was sure that you, Natsume-san, would absolutely not be on *my* side."

What I wanted wasn't support. I wanted my resolve to be 'judged,' and then I wanted to receive 'permission' from someone who was an absolute ally to *Sora and Sora alone*.

Therefore, there was no one but Natsume Itsuki. When I explained my reasoning,

"Kasuga-san."

"Yes."

"As I thought, I find this version of you far more charming."

"…I'm honored."

The maid, who was both a sister and a mother to my precious partner, narrowed her eyes softly and offered a cheerful smile.

<hr>

Aim for perfect communication.



    Chapter 431

    To Your Side

    Some time after my 'talk' with Natsume-san, I was once again indebted to Chitose-san for a ride back to my apartment. I sat on the living room sofa, my mind blank.

*Click, click*—without making any such sound, the second hand of the wall clock swept smoothly and silently. I watched it go around, repeatedly picturing the upcoming scene, playing it out in my mind, and judging my own performance.

No matter how many times I simulated it, no matter how many times I changed the words and replayed the scene, I couldn't see a future where things went smoothly. I was truly at a loss.

To say this was not like me… would be wrong. This was who I really was. No matter how much I polished my exterior, my core self would never change.

Still, I'm sure it's not that I can 'never change.'

For every bit I struggle, whether I move forward, sideways, or backward—as long as my flailing feet land somewhere, even just a little bit.

The view is bound to change.

—*'In thirty minutes.'*

Seeing the simple message pop up on my vibrating phone, I pushed myself up from the sofa. My legs should have felt heavy… but at the same time, they felt strangely light.

I left the living room, walked down the hall, and entered the bedroom, where two beds greeted me.

Between the two, I approached the mechanical ark. As I did, a barely-there, whisper-faint operating noise hummed to life, a sound that I sometimes thought existed for the sole purpose of 'informing its master of activation.'

I laid my body down in the VR machine, a device my mind and body were now completely accustomed to, and watched the string of glowing characters appear on the closed canopy.

—Ready—

—Stand by—

"Drive On."

I whispered the startup key, a phrase now familiar on my tongue.

◇◆◇◆◇

That brief window of time after getting home from school and before starting to prepare dinner.

Even though it meant the hassle of logging out once, diving into Arcadia had become second nature—all because there was someone I wanted to see.

Because while I was looking at his face, while I was standing by his side, I was able to be *myself*, and no one else.

When did that become the past tense?

When was it that I created a 'me' that was neither the 'me' I wanted to look away from nor the 'me' who was nobody at all… but a 'me' so tightly bound by my own suppressed emotions that I could barely breathe?

It's not that my feet are growing distant from the virtual world. I can't let that happen.

I still haven't grasped a single one of the reasons I threw myself into that world. Far from grasping, not even a fragment or a trace has so much as grazed my fingertips.

I was lost from the start, with no destination in sight.

That's why I clung to the dazzling 'innocence' I met that day.

As a guidepost, as a sanctuary, as a bonfire to illuminate my place in the world—I relied on him, depended on him, even though I knew an outcome *like this* was only a matter of time.

I couldn't look away, not for a moment.

I was transfixed by his brilliance, always.

Helplessly, strangely, to a frightening degree, we reached out to each other without any resistance or hesitation.

And that's why I stopped. I froze, unable to move.

*'He' is the same as me—so, he's different.*

One after another, the unknown, the surprises, the confusion… and probably, the aversion, all bubbled up. Faced with all that, he never stopped.

No matter what anyone said, no matter what he himself thought, I alone saw his 'progress.' I never missed it; it was clearly reflected in my eyes.

He never, ever stops. Even if he gets lost, even if he meanders, even if he sometimes retreats, the one thing he will never do is stop moving.

Even when he complains, even when he looks down, even when he looks up at the heavens, unable to bear his self-loathing, he's always searching in his heart for 'what to do.'

He doesn't give up on the effort to change, even if he can't change right away.

We are the 'same' in our reluctance to let others in… to let ourselves in. And yet, in that crucial aspect, he and I are completely 'different.'

I don't want to be apart, but I want to be apart.

I want to touch him, but I can't.

I don't want to hear his voice, but I want him to call my name.

I want to see his smile, but I don't want to see the smiles he gives to someone else.

"…………What should I do?"

I already know the answer to that.

I've known what I should do from the very beginning. The only reason I can't, the only reason I'm frozen, the only reason I'm selfishly hiding myself away is—

"…Drive On."

The self-deception of the hopelessly cowardly, pitiful Sora Yotsuya.

<hr>

To be written.



    Chapter 432

    Since That Day

    Getting a leak from my 'accomplice,' I lay in wait in the clan room. It didn't take long for my partner, who had also registered this place as her base, to appear.

Pretending to be my usual self, I had casually thrown myself onto a sofa. My eyes met the girl's as she logged in amidst a shower of blue light—and I took it all in.

"Hey. Good evening… or is it a little early for that?"

"…It's a bit late for 'good afternoon,' isn't it?"

Her expression, which was plain as day if I just looked. My own foolishness, for pretending not to see the changes that should have been plain as day. All of it.

Right now, none of that mattered.

"…………Um… this is sudden, but my skills…"

"Ah, about that."

She must have gotten a system notification the moment she logged in. Seeing her look of pure surprise, I offered a knowing smile to reassure her.

It was almost certainly about the disappearance of [Telepathy]. That skill seemed to have a special status; it had the unsettling feature of vanishing if the hidden 'Affection' stat dropped below a certain value, so it was no wonder she was shaken.

But she didn't need to worry.

I understood exactly why that skill had disappeared.

"I'll explain that in a bit… but first, there's something I'd like you to help me with. Do you have a moment?"

Just like always, just like before, I invited her in a casual tone. No matter what she was feeling, no matter what she was holding in her heart right now—

"Yes, of course."

I knew Sora would just smile beautifully and nod.

◇◆◇◆◇

"…………………………So, um… where are we?"

"Who knows…?"

"What do you mean, 'who knows'…!?"

We had moved to a vast, nameless plain somewhere in the [Garden of Divine Creation]. I had been looking for a quiet place and had just flown at top speed, so naturally, there were no enemies in sight. Only the gentle sound of the wind echoed around us.

As for other players… well, the chances of running into someone should be pretty low.

I had just grabbed Sora, who had been bottling up all sorts of feelings, and blasted off with a full-power [Rocket]. Even with a population in the seven digits, considering the ridiculous size of the main field, the player density outside of towns was negligible.

Worst case, if someone showed up, I'd just politely ask them to leave—telling them we were in the middle of an important conversation.

"This is the *'something I'd like you to help me with.'* It wasn't about going somewhere specific."

"Oh… I see. Well, that's fine, but…"

"Thanks—alright, here."

As Sora tilted her head, still looking puzzled but accepting my explanation, I thanked her… and pulled two crude lumps of iron from my inventory.

"…? Um, what are those?"

"Brings back memories, doesn't it?"

One I held in my right hand, and the hilt of the other I offered to her—it was a weapon we had relied on until just three months ago.

Its name was the [Iron Straight Sword], price: exactly one thousand Luna.

My partner tilted her head, clearly not understanding my intentions. But I'm sorry to say, *I didn't really have any intentions.*

This was really just something I wanted to do, and I wanted her to join me.

"No skills, except the passive ones you can't turn off. No magic. Just this one sword each, and no special effects from armor or other equipment."

"Um, wait, Haru?"

"This is the *continuation*."

Yes, it was only a few months ago, but now it feels so nostalgic—

"The continuation of 'that day.' I wanted to see my student's growth for myself."

"…………"

Back then, when we only had eyes for each other.

Back then, when I was acting cool and giving Sora pointers on sword fighting.

Back then, when we were both just lost in the moment, having fun.

"………………—S-so,"

"Yeah."

I can tell she's confused.

I can tell she's troubled.

I can tell what she's thinking.

"…you're serious…"

"Yeah."

And beyond that complicated smile, I know what she's holding inside, too.

I don't know for sure, but I feel like I understand everything.

"I'm coming at you for real, so don't you dare get upset when you lose, okay?"

"Now you're talking. I wouldn't have it any other way."

We were close enough to touch, close enough to reach out for each other.

It was by no means a proper distance for a sword fight—and yet, facing each other, without a moment's hesitation, we simultaneously,

""Haaah—!!""

swung the iron swords we each gripped and, with *absolutely no mercy*, brought them crashing down upon one another.

Sparks flew, iron screamed, and a 'power' incomparable to that of those days erupted between us—and a triumphant 'word' echoed across the lonely plain.



    Chapter 433

    Running

    It's not like I'm trying to do a rehash of what happened with *someone else*. I'm not trying to intentionally create some fantasy experience where we clash swords to connect our hearts.

This is truly just my own selfish whim.

Before I lay bare everything I want to say, I wanted to do more than just remember—I wanted to clearly reclaim the feelings of 'back then.'

Sora must be completely bewildered. Even compared to my usual sudden whims, this is a spontaneous event of unparalleled vagueness.

The fact that she's going along with it at all is a kindness in itself.

And what's more—

"Hmph—… Hah!"

"Gah… whoa!?"

Even though I had *adjusted my stats beforehand to make us even*, she was coming at me with the ferocity her words promised… It was more than I could have hoped for.

Ever since she overcame her old 'habits,' her natural sense for combat had always been superior to mine. The reason I started honing the kind of precise body control I have now was because, though she never intended it, I was *captivated* by Sora's movements.

Now, after she's polished her skills and overcome even the grandest of stages—

"No, seriously…!"

"Not yet!!"

Even with all the special rules restricting us… it was a fact. It was no surprise that she could match me with pure swordsmanship alone.

Her strikes were fierce, without a hint of hesitation. The iron sword I used to block her head-on attack groaned under the pressure. When I tried to deflect it, her blade *slid in* instead, nearly taking my fingers with it.

I took a step back—she read it. From a half-turned stance with her sword swung back, she executed an *unbelievable throw with just a snap of her wrist*. I instinctively took another step back, but she scooped up the straight sword that had pierced the ground where my foot had just been, switched it from her left hand to her right, and continued her assault.

My body doesn't feel as light as usual. I can't dodge in time.

I made an instant decision. Predicting the trajectory of Sora's next attack, I swung my sword from an awkward stance to preemptively crush her move—and the girl's knees buckled, then,

"—Hh!"

No. She buckled her knees herself and slipped right under me.

That was, without a doubt.

*Those moves were, without a doubt*—a reflection of the figures Sora had watched.

"…Hh………… I-I'm sorry…"

The girl, who had stopped moving, spoke, her breath ragged.

Her own eyes wavered in surprise.

Her voice trembled slightly, but the hand gripping her sword neither wavered nor shook.

"…………"

It remained perfectly still, the blade pressed against my throat.

"I guess… I really am not good at PvP."

A clean hit from a store-bought starter weapon wouldn't be enough to one-shot even me—Sora knew that much.

But just as she herself had once said, 'I could never truly point my sword at you,' it seemed *this* was still her limit.

Still, there was one thing that was different from that time.

"I was being serious, you know."

"R-really? It felt like you were moving a little slower than usual…"

"That's because I set my stats to match yours for this."

"Huh? What… Huh???"

Well, that part doesn't really matter. I did what I wanted, and I can just change them again in a month anyway.

And when I say they're the same, I only matched our STR and AGI, which directly affect close combat, so it wasn't a huge change… at least, it wasn't a problem to move around.

Anyway, what I wanted to say was—

"That was magnificent, really. It feels a little late to say it, but… I'm officially retiring as your teacher."

"………………"

What were her amber eyes thinking as they stared at me?

What lay behind the smile she offered after a few seconds of silence?

"I suppose so."

Really, and I know I'm repeating myself, but.

"—Want me to guess what you're thinking right now?"

"Eh…?"

I already know.

"One of our 'connections' has vanished."

"——————"

With a soft gasp, ever so faintly, Sora's expression stiffened.

It probably wasn't because I had guessed correctly—but because I had *put it into words*, right to her face.

Just as I know, Sora knows too.

We've known each other's hearts for a long, long time.

And in this very moment—I had carelessly stepped over the 'line' we had drawn together, a 'line' we both trusted would never be crossed.

To her, it must feel like a sudden, unexpected betrayal without any warning.

But I don't think so. Sora must have known.

"………………"

My partner, who stood motionless, just returning my gaze,

the girl, whose eyes wavered as if in fear,

Sora, whose face was so sad she looked like she was about to cry,

"………………I'm sorry."

left behind just a single, trembling phrase.

"…I'm going to be alone for a bit."

She tapped her window and cut her consciousness before I could stop her. I watched her go, catching the avatar as it collapsed like a puppet with its strings cut, and then,

"………………Alright."

I gently lifted the girl's empty shell and turned back towards the city.

This was more or less what I expected. She probably didn't think it would be *right now*, but there's no way she hadn't considered that 'the time' would come.

I recall the look on her face at the end.

"She'd probably say 'we're in the same boat,' but I'm the older one here, so…"

Even if *both* of us should have made a move, if neither of us did, there's no doubt that I'm the more pathetic one.

And so, to the half of me in my arms, I spoke, knowing my words wouldn't reach her.

"—Wait for me."

The words I spoke were a manifestation of a resolve long, long overdue.

"I won't leave you alone anymore."

These running legs exist only to go and get you.



    Chapter 434

    Knocking on the Door

    —A knock echoes.

I know who's on the other side of the door, and I know what they want, but my body won't move.

It doesn't feel heavy. In fact, it feels so light and empty that I suspect its contents have been completely scooped out, yet I can't muster the will to move.

Eventually, I'll have to get up. I'll have to leave this room. I'll have to dive back into that virtual world—and I'll have to face him.

My emotions and words are a raging flood inside my chest, but they show no signs of manifesting as tears. When was the last time I cried from sadness? When was the last time I cried from pain? I floated meaningless thoughts as I stared listlessly at the ceiling.

…I think I can speak. So, I'll try.

"…………I'm sorry, I'm not feeling well."

I call out to Itsuki, who is likely waiting on the other side of the door. I'm still lying in the mechanical bed, and my voice comes out a little strained, but that's convenient.

"—Do you have an appetite?"

I feel a pang of guilt at her concerned tone, but I convey my answer with silence. After a while, her presence moves away from the room.

Later, tomorrow, I have to apologize.

With that thought, I drag my body from the Arcadia machine to my bed. I pull a pillow close and wrap a blanket around myself—

"…………"

Though I'm not asleep, my consciousness quickly sinks into darkness.

And then, after who knows how much time has passed, another knock echoes. I lift my head to find the room completely filled with darkness.

It must be Itsuki at the door again. I can sense her familiar presence even without seeing her, and besides, there's no one else in the house.

"—Sora."

Her voice is just as I expected. She calls my name, and says nothing more… a signal that means, *'I'm worried, so if you don't answer, I'm coming in.'*

I hesitate for a moment, wondering whether to refuse, but in the end, I swallow my words.

The door opens slowly and quietly, and her presence approaches the side of my bed.

I regret that I'm not lying down but curled up, a failure on my part because my mind wasn't working properly… but instead of words, a gentle warmth descends upon me.

She strokes my hair, and my heart aches. I want to say I'm sorry, but I don't think I can say not to worry, so I keep my mouth shut.

For a while, Itsuki continues to stroke Sora's head, and then,

"…This is sudden, but the master is coming home. He's leaving again early tomorrow morning, so tonight is the only time you can see him."

*What will you do?*—she asks.

When was the last time my father came home? When was the last time I saw him? My mind, still fuzzy and submerged, tries to think.

"…………I'll go greet him."

Putting her 'family' above all else, Sora murmured softly. Itsuki gave the girl one loving hug—

"In that case, you should change out of that wrinkled uniform. At the very least, please wear something you wouldn't be embarrassed to be seen in by a man."

It must have been an effort, but Itsuki's return to her usual blunt tone is a relief right now. I need to act normal, to get back to normal.

"Are you hungry?"

"…I'll eat later."

I manage a smile for my 'sister,' who spoils me endlessly. Itsuki hugs Sora one more time before leaving the room.

…My body, having received her warmth, feels like it can move, at least a little.

I wasn't sleeping, so I probably don't need to fix my hair too much. She mentioned something about a man, but… it's just my father, after all.

Still, it's true that my wrinkled uniform is a mess. I slip out from under the blanket and, unbuttoning my blouse as I get out of bed,

"—…………"

With a self-deprecating sound escaping my lips, I open the closet.

—And then, another knock.

I had heard the car, so I knew my father had returned. I was about to go downstairs, but I tilted my head in confusion at the presence that had come to my door first.

Two presences. Had Itsuki, worried about my strange behavior, brought my father to my room?—That was the only logical possibility.

But something was strange. *The presence was wrong.* The atmosphere coming through the door was nothing like my father's.

However,

"————Hh…"

Sora's body, *knowing that presence*, trembled. Fear and confusion rooted her feet to the floor, making it impossible to step back even if she wanted to.

The image of someone who shouldn't be there was already drawn in her mind beyond the door. She didn't know what his face would look like—but there was one thing she did know.

The knock sounds again, and the door slowly opens.

From beyond it, what appears is,

"—Huh? Hey, wait a minute!? You can't just open a maiden's door without—"

"Oh my, I'm still quite the maiden myself, you know?"

"What are you talking about, that's not the—… point……………… ahh."

Entering while carrying on a lively conversation with my familiar sister, was,

"Uh, um… you know………… h-hey Sora, long time no see."

Sora's partner, who never stops moving forward.

And to Haru, who offered an awkward smile with an indescribable expression—

"…………………………………………G-…"

"G?"

"　G O　 H O M E ! ! !　"

Following only her bursting confusion and shock, the girl screamed at the top of her lungs and slammed the door shut.

As she slumped to the floor, trying to calm her racing heart, she pressed her ear to the wall—

"I told you, didn't I? I told you multiple times that this wasn't the right atmosphere for a surprise event!"

"Oh my, my~… and here I was, simply trusting the words of Kasuga-san, who made such *grand and boastful* claims. Was my faith in him misplaced, I wonder~?"

"This maid…!!"

On the other side of the wall she'd erected, a clamor erupted between two acquaintances who, she had no idea when, had apparently become fast friends.



    Chapter 435

    Crossing the Border

    She's like a sister and a mother to my precious partner. She gave me all sorts of advice and help. She gave me her blessing, more or less—

Taking all that into account, I'm still going to say it. That maid needs to get a grip.

I had expected Sora to run from me in the virtual world, and it was prearranged that in that case, a 'venue' would be set up at the Yotsuya residence.

I was once again indebted to Chitose-san for driving me here, all according to plan—however, launching an 'assault' like that was, no joke, completely unplanned.

And to top it all off….

""………………………………""

Being left alone like this, *in Sora's room*, was beyond anything I could have imagined.

*Is she sane? Hey, is that maid sane?* After telling me to my face that she 'doesn't like' me, what is she thinking, throwing a guy into her beloved young lady's private room and then making a swift retreat?

No, maybe it's precisely because she doesn't like me… maybe she actually hates me. In which case, it's not impossible that this is all a ploy by the maid to sabotage me—

"…………………………This is the second time, isn't it?"

"Hh… ah, what?"

I'm sorry, but my resolve is currently fully occupied with another matter. I don't have the composure to calmly deal with sudden irregularities.

…………But, calm down. It's *okay*.

"…Sorry, the second time for what?"

It must be because Sora and Natsume-san are basically the only two living here. The Yotsuya residence is grand enough to be called a 'mansion,' though it's smaller than Shijo's.

This was my first time even setting foot in the residence, so of course, it was also my first time seeing Sora's room. I couldn't exactly stare, but at a glance, it was sparsely furnished.

In terms of size, it couldn't compare to Kaede's room; it was about the size of a 'normal room.' The only furniture was a desk, a bed, and the Arcadia machine.

"Meeting in the real world, I mean."

In the middle of that room, I asked the question while sitting on a provided cushion. Sora, huddled at the edge of her bed as if for protection, gave her answer.

Unlike the maid in question, she seems to possess a healthy sense of caution, which is excellent.

"Oh, right… We haven't seen each other in person since then, have we?"

That day I met her—Sora Yotsuya—for the first time. A month ago, after the Four Pillar War, when I was being swallowed by reality in every sense of the word.

*A month, has it only been that long?* The thought made me smile for no reason, and the sky-blue eyes staring at me narrowed slightly.

She's angry. Or rather, *that's what she wants me to think*.

"What did you come here for?"

I swallow the laugh that's trying to escape again. Her narrowed eyes, her stiff tone, her harsh choice of words… really, this girl never changes.

No matter how much time passes—she's still bad at being angry.

"I came to see you, Sora."

"…………I said I was going to be alone for a bit."

With those words, she had also told me, 'Please leave me alone.' Of course, I understood that.

But,

"I refuse."

My answer is already decided. Or more accurately, it's not an answer, but—

"You're the one who said it, Sora."

"…Wh-what are you talking about?"

"'Please be my partner forever,' you said."

—a mission I must fulfill, based on a promise we made.

"And you were the one who said it over and over again. That partners stand side-by-side and support each other. I haven't forgotten, you know."

That was true in two senses.

Her ideal of what a 'partner' should be. And the fact that she had lived up to her own words, supporting my heart time and time again.

"So we have to support each other. It's just my turn now. It's *only natural*, right?"

"…………, …I don't know what you're talking about."

"Yeah, I guess you're right."

We can see each other's hearts—*that's* what's strange.

Because we are *strangers who know nothing about each other*. I don't know Sora Yotsuya, and Sora doesn't know Haru Kasuga.

And yet, in that world, we connected. So deeply that those around us were exasperated by how far beyond a mere partnership it went.

And that's why it became distorted.

We know nothing about each other, yet we understand each other better than anyone. On top of that, we sensed that the other was carrying 'something' without exchanging a single word, and continued to be the person the other wanted us to be—it was beyond abnormal, it wasn't right.

And that's why we grew apart.

And that's why I won't be timid or hesitant anymore.

"I… hated love."

"————……Wait."

That was one half of the 'something' we had both protected as inviolable.

"And the thing you're carrying… I don't know the details, but I pretty much *get it*."

"No, please, stop…"

That was the crossing of the 'line' we had drawn, supposedly to protect each other.

And again—I will not hesitate.

"—You're terrified of loss. To be more direct, you can't let yourself have someone 'important.'"

"——————Hh!"

Sora shot to her feet, walked straight up to me, and raised her hand.

No matter where that slap landed, I had no intention of complaining. But the reason I didn't look away or try to dodge wasn't because of that.

"Hh… hh…!"

It was because I knew she, with that tearless, crying face, would collapse helplessly. That small hand, which had nowhere to go from the start,

"…Why?"

would reach for me as if to cling to me. I knew it.

Yes—

"…You knew, didn't you? In the virtual world, and here in the real world."

The [Telepathy] skill was something we never needed from the start. Even though neither of us had ever spoken a word about ourselves,

"You know everything I'm thinking right now, don't you?"

"…………"

Our fantastical connection isn't a one-way street. That's precisely why we needed to get to know each other.

Not pretend to believe that we could understand each other without knowing.

"…………I don't know everything."

"Well, sure. But I have a pretty good idea of what you want me to do right now—whoa whoa whoa, wait, don't start thrashing around! I won't, I won't!"

At least for now, the most I can do is catch her small body in my arms.

…If, beyond that, she wishes for more.

"Sora."

Even without a reply, my will is conveyed.

"I won't force you to talk about your side of things. But I'm going to lay everything about myself bare, so I want you to listen."

"…But Haru…"

"I'm not forcing myself. I'm talking because I want you to listen—I'm talking because I want you to know me. Well… it's not exactly a happy story, though."

So, though it's incredibly late—

"Will you listen?"

"…, …………………………Yes."

Let me finally give you the self-introduction of Haru Kasuga that I've been putting off for so long.

"You see, I had a brother."



    Chapter 436

    Kasuga

    I had a brother, five years older than me.

Half the time, people would say, 'You two look so much alike.'

The other half, they'd say, 'You don't look much alike at all.'

I always thought we weren't alike in the slightest. Not our faces, not our personalities, not our abilities, nothing… He was someone so far beyond me I could never hope to reach him.

The age gap wasn't the reason. It wasn't just me; my brother was exceptional even compared to his peers. He was special even when compared to adults.

*A hawk born from a kite*—that's what I heard my parents say once. My brother, who demonstrated extraordinary talent in academics, sports, and various other fields, was a local celebrity whom everyone knew.

In contrast, his younger brother was utterly mediocre. The only point of 'similarity' one could argue was our vaguely similar facial features.

When people spoke of the 'Kasuga's son,' they meant my brother—Haruka Kanade. And Haruka Nozomi was simply known as Kanade's younger brother.

Naturally, the way people looked at us dissimilar brothers was skewed… but my brother, in turn, looked out for me all the more.

He was the brother I was proud of, the brother I loved.

Even when I was compared to him, even when I was shown my inferiority, he was someone who made me feel like I could hold my head high and say, 'So what?' I think I was even proud of being 'Haruka Kanade's younger brother.'

Through elementary, middle, and high school, it would have been normal for him to find hanging out with his brother, five years his junior, boring and troublesome, but whenever he came home, he always played with me.

He helped me with my studies, cooked meals and snacks for me, and on days off, he took me to all sorts of places.

He was my brother, my best friend, my idol, and my hero—until six years ago.

That year, just as I started middle school, my brother, then a third-year in high school, got a girlfriend.

I only met her once. I remember being flustered when a beautiful woman with long, chestnut-colored hair, who seemed a perfect match for my brother, greeted me.

It was a well-known fact that my brother, who was naturally popular with many girls, never paid any of them any mind because he was too busy doting on his little brother.

I was aware that I was earning some slight resentment from those around him because of it, but I remained indifferent, thinking, 'So what?'

So for him to suddenly bring home a girlfriend was a huge shock. If my parents had been home, it would have been a major event for the entire Kasuga household.

…It would have been nice if such a peaceful event had followed.

To be honest, my parents never told me the full story of what happened to my brother. But, well, the result was that *everything turned into a complete mess.*

At first, he just started coming home late every day. Then he started staying out all night occasionally, and when he did come home, I'd see him arguing with our parents.

My brother had always had an extremely good relationship not just with me, but with our father and mother as well. Seeing him shouting with a fury I had never witnessed before, I remember thinking in a daze, *'Who is that?'*

And in the end, Haruka Kanade left home upon graduating high school.

Not in the sense of moving out to be independent—it was, for all intents and purposes, a 'disappearance.' Around the same time, another student from a different school also vanished… so, well, you can imagine what that meant.

From there, it was a predictable course of events: a massive uproar, police reports, and so on. The story of a local celebrity disappearing naturally spiraled out of control—

We decided to move to escape the constant prying eyes,

I was forced to transfer schools for the first time in my life,

my father, after a series of struggles, ended up quitting his job and looking for a new one,

and my mother's health broke, and she was hospitalized.

In spectacular fashion, the Kasuga family had collapsed, all stemming from Kanade's 'romance.' Again, I wasn't told what happened, but it must have been 'something' on a level that could cause all that.

Did he fall into a star-crossed love affair in this day and age? He truly was an extraordinary guy.

And then, the very, very *end*.

About four and a half years ago, two years after my brother disappeared.

News arrived that someone believed to be Haruka Kanade had passed away in a hospital somewhere.

And that was the end of it all.



    Chapter 437

    Spring Sky

    "—So, yeah, that's pretty much the gist of it."

I finished my story, skipping the unnecessary parts, but Sora didn't move from her place against my chest, and offered no words.

Well, that's to be expected. Like I said beforehand, it wasn't a 'happy story.' It's only natural that she wouldn't know how to react.

Besides, I only told her because I needed to. The *past* doesn't matter. What's important is how all of that led to the me of today.

"I used a strong word like 'hate,' but in the end, I'm just scared. Just a coward, terrified of 'love,' the thing that *drove* my brother—the one everyone acknowledged as 'perfect'—mad."

Even if we weren't alike, I'm still his little brother.

The fear and distrust that were planted deep inside me during my impressionable middle school years didn't fade with time, but instead became ingrained… and the result was the creation of an unhealthy teenager who preaches 'no thanks' to romance.

It just wouldn't disappear.

The face of the brother I had loved so much, who had come to look like a stranger.

"In reality, now that I'm this age, I don't seriously think 'I might go crazy too'… I know perfectly well that he and I are different."

But still, the anxiety wouldn't go away.

The blood tie, the connection of brotherhood that can't be severed even after he's gone, remains in the back of my mind, holding onto the 'what if' that I might be the same.

"My low self-esteem comes from that, too. I was compared to him my whole life, and that brother, who was said to be my complete superior, went crazy and ruined everything. And then, as if to make things worse, I started thinking of myself as nothing more than an *inferior version of that brother*—"

The small hand gripping my shirt conveyed a force, as if in accusation… or as if enduring a pain on someone else's behalf.

Instead of a thank you, I gently stroked the head of the girl with the beautiful, swaying black hair.

"He was the one who spoiled me the most, but my dad and mom protected me well, too. They told me to just be myself and be proud of it… and on top of being raised so overprotectively and honestly, I was just entering a sensitive period of my life."

I ended up twisting things in a spectacular way.

I belittled myself unnecessarily when there was no need to. The result was the creation of an idiot who can't even objectively see his own appearance.

My face was the only thing that was even slightly similar—and that only fueled the curse of being 'his brother.' There was a time when I hated even looking in the mirror.

………………Right, is that everything?

Now that I've said it all, it seems surprisingly simple. A 'something' that can be summed up in about ten minutes. Maybe it wasn't such a big deal after all.

Alright, from here on, let's talk about looking forward.

"To be honest, I don't feel anything about him anymore."

So much so that his face doesn't even come to mind unless I'm trying to remember him to tell someone.

"The 'news' came two years after he disappeared, and when I heard it, I suddenly stopped caring. I don't really get it myself, but I just suddenly thought, 'Ah, I don't give a damn anymore.'"

It's not that I felt the connection was severed because he was truly *gone*. In fact, I even doubt if that Haruka Kanade really died.

Is he the type to just drop dead in a ditch two years after leaving home? It's more plausible to say he faked his death and got caught up in some unbelievable, grand spectacle.

My father and mother also seemed to have moved on too quickly for a son who had disappeared and then died. Perhaps there's something else they're not telling me—

Well, I can entertain such random thoughts half-jokingly, which shows just how much,

"I've moved on, or rather, forgotten. A long time ago."

And as for his parting gift, that's starting to get sorted out too. After all, that's why I sought out Arcadia in the first place.

"That being said, I was probably drawn to the idea of being able to clearly 'become a different self.' A place where reality doesn't matter, where you can transfer into a body of data—of course, getting hit with the VRE verdict and having the face I wanted to change most stay the same was surprise number one."

At the time, I was so liberated from having finally conquered the hellish path of juggling work and school that I just shrugged it off as 'can't be helped'… but looking back, the fact that I could just accept it like that meant my heart had already healed to that extent.

"And then, on the day of my virtual world debut, I got my jaw smashed by the forehead of a ridiculously cute girl I'd just met. That was surprise number two."

"…………………………It hurt me, too, you know."

"Well, I guess we can call it even."

It had been over ten minutes, I think. Hearing her small voice made me so happy that a goofy grin spread across my face.

"And then, attractive girls were supposed to be the very thing I avoided… but for some reason, I felt absolutely no resistance at all."

On the contrary, the me of that time wasn't thinking about anything complicated. I was just captivated by the girl who had suddenly appeared, and I even felt a natural sense of excitement.

As we walked through the dark forest, without any fear, not as Haru Kasuga, but,

just as me, as Haru.

"I thought, 'I want to go on an adventure with this girl'—that was surprise number three, I guess."

I can't say it *yet*, but.

In a way, maybe that was a kind of love at first sight.

"After that, well… uh, what else is there? I feel like I've said pretty much everything I wanted to, and the rest was just a flood of surprises, so that's a good way to wrap it up…"

There's no point in dragging this out. I want to *put her at ease*, and I should just get to the conclusion.

I've been wanting to tell her this for a while now.

"Sora."

I call her name, holding her small body as it clings to me.

Because I know she likes it, because I know she wants me to.

"I like you, Sora."

I say the words without hesitation.

Because I know she will never mistake their meaning.

"So, let's put all the complicated stuff aside for now… For now, I'm going to tell you the 'one thing that's an absolute,' so listen carefully."

I wonder if I even need to say it.

I'm certain that it has already been conveyed to her a hundred percent without words, as the tension slowly drains from her body in my arms.

"I promise I won't disappear, even if our relationship changes."

"…………"

"In fact, I want you to stay by my side and keep an eye on me. Make sure I don't go crazy over love or whatever without even realizing it."

"………………Do you… understand what you're saying… ?"

"I understand completely."

I'm aware that I'm saying something outrageous. I understand that I'm being incredibly arrogant and selfish. But,

"When I decided to face someone's feelings, the person I had to look at first was decided from the start. I can't just ignore you and start walking ahead on my own."

I'll finally throw a 'no' back at a certain princess's words.

In order for me to move forward, I'll take the title of the bad guy all for myself.

"Promise me you'll watch over me."

"…………Haru."

"And in return, I'll always be by your side."

"…Haru."

"I'll be so close it's annoying."

"Haru."

"I'll never leave you alone again, ever."

"…………Hh…"

It's probably better if we don't look at each other's faces. We're both bound to be a mess. For now,

"So… will you tell me? Your feelings, Sora."

Just hearing her words is enough.

I still don't know her circumstances, but I have no doubt about my guess as to what she's afraid of. Sora is, above all else, afraid of having someone important to her.

Almost certainly because she fears 'losing' them.

So what I'm offering is a promise that I will never disappear. A trade-off where I expose my weakness and ask her to watch over the untrustworthy Haru Kasuga.

Call it codependency or whatever you want. It's too late for that.

Our hearts need each other and are drawn together. No one else has any right to complain. To hell with them.

The responsibility of making her voice her feelings now is—

"……………………I…"

"Yeah."

The resolve to accept the first of three feelings is—

"…, …………I… I…"

"Yeah."

The determination to face the feelings of a girl that I selfishly exposed is—

from this point on, I'll carry all of it.

Her face lifts, and her sky-blue eyes lock with mine.

Two drops of sky, wet with tears, hold a strong glimmer reminiscent of a familiar amber—

"I love you…"

so beautiful it was impossible to look away.

<hr>

We don't need any more serious stuff.

Thank you for sticking with me through this sudden stream of chapters. I have no intention of dragging out a long and tedious backstory arc, so please look forward to the usual sugar-coated story from here on out.



    Chapter 438

    Blue Sky and Spring Breeze

    I think I've done what I needed to do.

I believe I laid bare what I had to say and drew out the words I needed to hear.

I'm aware that it was all rather forceful, but I have no regrets. Having followed through on that momentum, my heart feels exceptionally clear—

…Exceptionally clear, and yet.

There was just one small problem.

"Haru, you're really something else."

"Yeah, well, I guess no matter how far I go, I'm still me…"

"Everything you say and do is just absurd. What are you going to do now?"

"Well, I fully intend to face this with responsibility and sincerity, you know."

"Against *three* people, you mean?"

"Y-Yes…"

"You seemed to be at your wits' end dealing with just two of them every day, though."

"That's where I'll, you know, turn over a new leaf…"

"That's your 'just do something' attitude right there. I suppose it can't be helped since you're a boy, but please think about the girls getting dragged into this."

"…"

"There's no way they could have an answer yet, and you forced them to confess… That was a truly terrible thing to do. Do you understand that?"

"I-I'm sorry."

"…"

"…,…"

"…I really can't stand you, Haru."

"…Um, your words and actions don't seem to be matchi—GAH…!?"

All this time, she had been clinging to me sweetly… or rather, she was just clinging to me, period. While leaning against my chest, completely limp and relaxed, the young lady of the Yotsuya family who had captured me pinched the back of my hand with all her might.

This wasn't a virtual world; it was the real one. Naturally, the pain that shot through me bypassed any sort of sensory dampener, and its intensity was staggering.

*Hey, she actually pinched me. She pinched and twisted with all her might…!!*

"Did you say something?"

"N-Not a thing."

As soon as I honestly admitted my fault and defeat, Sora-san, who had been giving me a dangerous glare, instantly reverted to her sweet, clingy mode… *Is this really okay?*

*No, it's not okay, but I can't push her away, not instinctively or emotionally…*

First of all, why does she smell so good? Is she even human? It's not like perfume; what kind of logic allows a human body to naturally emit such a sweet scent?

And she's so warm. It's like holding a hot water bottle; I'm starting to get sleepy.

Above all, she's so unbelievably soft that I feel like I'm going to lose my mind. How is even the tip of her shoulder this soft? That's mostly bone. Are girls made entirely of cartilage or something?

"S-Sora-san, could you let go for a second? My leg is starting to fall asleep."

"…"

"Ah, wait, sorry, that was a lie! I lied, please forgive me…!"

I tried to use a white lie to escape my confinement—but she mercilessly, and instantly, grabbed the leg that was supposedly asleep. There was no way I could fake a pained reaction, and my ruse was seen through in a heartbeat.

"…If you want me to let go, you just have to say so."

Just when I thought she was prepared for a battle of attrition, she was surprisingly understanding. Seizing the opportunity, I opened my mouth to say, "Well then…"

"If you *really* don't want me clinging to you, Haru, I'll let go."

"Hah—guh…!"

I was forcibly silenced in a mere three seconds.

It wasn't that her pout was theatrical… it was something else. Paired with that completely earnest, sulking face, it was a ten-hit combo that was complete overkill. Isn't that a cheap shot???

"It's fine, isn't it? We're partners, after all."

"This feels a little different from a partner's sense of distance…"

"It can't be helped. I'm a girl who's in love with you."

A two-pronged, full-force power play…!

"…And I don't recall you ever returning my permanent free pass."

"That was for holding hands."

"And to hold hands, you have to get close."

"You have an answer for everything…!"

This was trouble. This was unexpected.

Based on my past impressions, I had anticipated she might become a bit of a clingy type, but I never imagined she would transform into such a straightforward power fighter.

Factoring in my inability to ever treat Sora callously, I might have just awakened the single *most difficult person* for me to handle—

*Okay, stop. Hold on, quit it.*

*Stop rubbing the back of my hand in that strangely sensual way…!!*

After some back and forth, I was finally granted a pardon, and we put a tiny bit of safe distance between us for a while.

With one of my hands still captured, I exchanged "introductions" with the girl leaning on my shoulder… sharing all the *little things* we had never talked about before—

"—A first-year in high school… fifteen years old… you were in middle school until last year…?"

"I-Is that really so surprising…?"

At times, she was surprised.

"Believing your word that you don't mind at all, I'll say this without holding back… When I heard you were a 'younger brother,' it made perfect sense."

"What do you mean?"

"I mean that Haru was Haru because you're Haru."

"What do you mean???"

At times, she understood.

"…Wait, you're joking, right?"

"It's true, it's true. I have my student ID, want to see? I'm a bonafide, currently enrolled student."

"…You didn't… do anything shady, did you? Like, get in through the back door?"

"And what's that supposed to mean?"

And at times, she was suspicious—and as we exchanged countless words, we passed back and forth the parts of ourselves we should have known all along.

And so…

"…Is it really okay?"

"It's fine. We can save *that* for when it's necessary… or rather, for when you want me to know."

This time, we properly acknowledged with words that there were still secrets between us.

Time flew by in a flash, and the moment of parting was upon us. Seeing me glance at the clock on the wall, Sora seemed to understand and squeezed my hand just a little tighter.

"…I think it would be fine if you stayed the night."

"It wouldn't be fine for a lot of reasons, so I'd appreciate it if you'd let me go home."

*For so, so many reasons*—I thought, hiding the fact that my heart might waver if she pushed just *one* more time. She gazed at my composed facade and…

"…I'll see you off."

Sora smiled gently and softly let go of my hand.

"Make sure you eat dinner, okay? I heard your stomach growl earlier."

"I-It did not!"

Oh yes, it did. I definitely heard a small but adorable little rumble—no, sorry, my mistake, I didn't hear anything. It was an auditory hallucination, please forgive me…!

"Honestly…! Haru, you really are just…!!"

As Sora saw me to the entrance, I tried to soothe her playful protests, letting the cool night air vent the heat from my flushed body.

Part of that heat came from the sense of accomplishment after a major undertaking and the relief of having done what I needed to do.

But most of it… most of it was from the salvo fired by the impossibly cute girl who was now standing before me, blushing and pouting.

Really, I've got my work cut out for me from now on—

"…Sora."

But I don't regret it, and I never will.

"Once again, it's great to have you."

"…Yes, you too."

Because the smile she gave me, shy but certain, had undoubtedly regained the same color as the one etched in my memory—the one that became my reason to run.

"Haru."

She called my *name*, met my eyes, and her gaze, a perfect reflection of the clear sky, filled with me.

We both knew what words would come next.

"I love you."

"…Yeah, thank you."

I no longer felt any frustration at not being able to respond in kind.

I don't have time to get caught up in such things.

From now on, from this moment on—

"Good night, Sora."

"Good night, Haru."

I will never stop again until I find my answer.

◇◆◇◆◇

She watched him leave, never looking back.

She watched the back of the one who had, in the end, stolen everything from her.

Her heart felt heavy with warmth, her breath caught in her chest, and the deepest part of her felt like it was melting away—and still, she loved him so hopelessly.

It was as if she had been yearning for him for years.

As if she had been dreaming of him forever and ever.

That's why, someday, without fail.

"—You'd better be ready."

She would take the "love" of a partner he had given her,

"Next time, I'll surely… make you say you love me as a girl."

And she would transform it into the same kind of love she felt for him. The girl took her first step forward, full of hope.

So that the spring breeze that came to greet the sky would not capriciously fly away.

So that she could hold on forever to that warm wind that had swept her heart away.



    Chapter 439

    Skill Explanation [Haru]

    ――――――――――――――――――
◇Status◇
Title: Acrobat
Name: Haru　 Lv: 100
STR: 100
AGI: 200
DEX: 0
VIT: 0 (+150)
MID: 550 (+400)
LUC: 300

◇Skill◇
・Naraka Gandharva
《Mistlurade》
《Lumina Raygust》
《Exchange Implode》
《Greed's Precept》

・Water Magic Aptitude
《Aqua》
《Flood》
《Water Enchant》

・Active
《Reflect Explode》
《Breath Moment》
《Rocket》
《Floating Leaf》
《Eyes Oculus》

・Passive
《White Dragon's Blessing》
《Attentive Limit》
《Gigant Figure》
《Goma Soten》
《Hare Real》
《Land Insulate》
《Floating Star》
《Trickster of Zenith》
《Dangerous Light, Fast Recovery》
《Cutting Body, Unyielding Advance》
《Luna Nobody, Guardian of the Shimmering Moon》
《Master of Magic》

《Reject Sentence》
《Four-Sided Blessing》

◇Arts◇
【Kesshiki Ittoryu】
《Flying Water》
《Striking Iron》
《Heavenly Snow》
《Withered Flame》
《Seven Stars》
《Blade Thunder》
　Secret Technique: 《Yuikaze》
――――――――――――――――――

HERE IT IS.

I'll be skipping over the stuff he got in the latter half of Chapter 3, like 《Reject Sentence》 and things from the White Throne battle, since they'll be touched on in the main story later. For the rest, I'll briefly touch on the skills the protagonist has already given his half-assed explanations for, including their pre-evolved forms, and just dump all the explanations on you.

This is gonna be long, so brace yourselves.

・《Gandharva》 — Third stage evolution of 《Multiple Weapon Aptitude》.
Its buffs for all equipped items have improved compared to its previous form, but it's still far inferior to specialized builds. The only reason the protagonist, who has this skill tree activated, doesn't suffer from a "lack of firepower" is because of the bug-like situation he's in, having mastered the avatar control techniques related to the Shukuchi of the busted Kesshiki Ittoryu style, on top of using super-heavy weapons and inertia boosts from super-high-speed maneuvers.
It's currently a unique skill tree. Or rather, after the second stage, most aptitude trees evolve into unique branches for each player.

・《Construction》 — Third stage evolution of 《Quick Change》.
An upper-tier unique skill that evolved from the integration of the all-weapon-aptitude-tree exclusive skills 《Blink Switch》 and 《Combo Accelerate》. The already short cooldown from its predecessor was shortened even further, and it gained the ability to 'perfectly wield any weapon for five seconds after switching.' This allows him to use equipment while ignoring all restrictions, including those based on weight and stats. It also comes with a bonus passive where 'the more weapons used during combat, the higher the buff multiplier,' so if he uses around twenty types, it might even surpass a dedicated tree. That might be an exaggeration.
However, the 'effect that fixed a weapon's coordinates at the moment it was summoned away from the body,' which existed in 《Blink Switch》, has been removed. This means the aerial maneuvers he used by stepping on his weapons are no longer possible.

・《Flip Thru Talk》 — The predecessor to 《Mistlurade》.
The machine-gun-hands skill you're familiar with from the Irori fight. When activated, it applies the buff 《Auto-Throw》 to the designated wrist-and-hand area. Touching any weapon or item the user owns outputs a 'throwing action' with a force corresponding to STR & AGI. It has the characteristic of 'aiming via the user's point of view,' which means its trajectory becomes obvious once the trick is figured out. Duration is ten seconds.
It might have been this way from the start, but as the protagonist grew, it was often used carelessly for feints or minor checks. Can't be helped, since it became faster for him to just go flying himself than to throw something.

・《Whirlwind》 — The predecessor to 《Lumina Raygust》.
Applies the buff 《Blessing of the Tempest》 to the player's limbs and held weapons. Defensive power and various elemental resistances are improved from its predecessor, 《Gusty Limb》. It also allows the user to release shockwaves by 'detonating' the tempests cloaking each of their limbs one time each.
This was actually one of the protagonist's favorite skills. It had a low cost, a long duration, and could be used haphazardly with reliable results, so he often relied on it, whether out of trust or just reflex. By the way, even though it cloaks the user in "wind," it's not strictly 'magic,' so a direct hit from a detonation (release) doesn't inflict magic damage.

・《Exchange Voltate》 — The predecessor to 《Exchange Implode》.
Counts the number of weapon changes made with a quick change skill. Upon activation, it applies a buff to the next attack based on the accumulated count. The max count is 100. At max accumulation, it applies the additional buff 《White Vortex Torrent (Fvolt Vortex)》. In addition to a high-multiplier damage buff, it grants durability reduction nullification for a single strike.
A skill with a long name. After unleashing its full power in the battle with Irori, this poor thing didn't get many chances to shine. Despite being a card that's perfectly suited for hype moments and has great synergy with 'finishing moves,' it's a mystery why it wasn't used more.
So it evolved.

・《Greed's Precept》 — Reduces the weight of carried items by 3%.
The protagonist has pretty much forgotten this exists. Poor thing.

・《Water Magic Aptitude》 — One of the five basic elemental magic aptitude trees.
A late-bloomer attribute tree with a wide variety of excellent support magic. Initially, it's weaker in attack power than 'Fire' or 'Wind' and weaker in defense than 'Earth,' but it has the potential to eventually rival them. It has a characteristic where magic casting gets a positive buff in watery areas, but it also has the unfortunate feature of rendering most magic unusable when *completely* submerged.

・《Aqua》 — The basic magic of the Water Magic Aptitude.
Used normally, it's a splash of water. When used at full power by a mana-maniac, it's a great flood.

・《Flood》 — The beginner-level magic of the Water Magic Aptitude.
Also known as Terra Aqua. An easy-to-use flood skill that instantly summons a large amount of water based on the caster's MID stat. If you unleash this in a party in an enclosed space, you're guaranteed to get an earful.
It's a spell that produces a similar phenomenon to a full-power 《Aqua》, but since it's designed from the start to 'summon a large amount of water,' it's overwhelmingly superior to 《Aqua》 in terms of MP efficiency. It's efficient, but there are plenty of other water aptitude spells that can cause more *trouble*, making it relatively mediocre.

・《Water Enchant》 — The beginner-level magic of the Water Magic Aptitude.
Enchants a designated weapon with the water attribute. Only one target can be enchanted at a time. The water attribute enchantment has excellent MP efficiency but a slightly more modest damage buff.
A convenient spell that allows for a combination of 'physical & magical' damage by enchanting a weapon attack. However, due to various specs like the MID contest between the caster and target, its standing in Arcadia is so-so. But it's not looked down upon, as it can be a powerful spell depending on the user.
The adorable Sora-Haru slash is in a bug-like realm of its own, so we'll treat it separately.

・《Reflect Explode》 — Third stage evolution of 《Quit Counter》.
A hyper-offensive defensive skill that drastically changed its nature from its predecessor, 《Reflect Blower》. By activating it on a shield or gauntlet-type weapon, it enters a 'standby state.' When it blocks a physical enemy attack, it acts as reactive armor, reflecting a powerful counter-damage explosion. A real surprise attack.
This skill has the property of 'halving the power of the blocked attack, then distributing it to the caster and attacker at a 3:7 ratio.' The damage dealt to the caster is, unbelievably, judged as *self-inflicted damage from one's own skill*. In other words, it gets caught by the protagonist's special title 'Acrobat' and its self-harm stopper. Absurdly vicious.

・《Breath Moment》 — Second stage evolution of 《Tremble Slide》.
Sends the user's avatar to any location within a five-meter radius at a speed corresponding to AGI. Its cooldown was significantly increased from its predecessor, 《Tremble Slide》, from twenty seconds to over two minutes, making it impossible to use carelessly. However, this increased its value as a trump card for an emergency auto-evade. And it ended up becoming a half-elixir that was never used. The guy's base evasion is just too damn high.

・《Rocket》 — Second stage evolution of 《Ignition》.
An active skill with a self-harm cost. Upon activation, the output is determined by the force of the step-in, and it automatically consumes HP to instantly release super-propulsion from the feet. While it's a broken skill that allows for the first 'official aerial jump' in Arcadia's history, what's truly broken isn't its performance or utility, but its safety. The output percentage corresponds to the percentage of HP consumed, so a 100% step-in naturally obliterates 100% of his HP. Thanks to his special title's self-harm stopper, the protagonist won't instantly die from activating the skill, but when he was still getting used to it, he exploded into pieces countless times after a high-speed, passionate approach to a wall or the ground.
Additionally, its synergy with a certain "Rabbit Leg" was fatally bad, making it a virtually uncontrollable skill. However, thanks to the support of his new equipment, the [Maristake Boots], he succeeded in taming it. It seems he was able to control it with rapid, full-power bursts, spurred by his master's unreasonable demands, but he was on the verge of death as a result, so his personal artisan is truly great.

・《Floating Leaf》 — First stage unique skill.
A special skill that selects and prioritizes one of all kinetic energies acting on one's body, completely changing the body's direction of movement. Furthermore, it reduces the gravity acting on the avatar and nullifies air resistance. In addition, while the effect is active, the load from body weight during movement is minimized, but the actual numerical weight does not change.
Between the aforementioned 《Rocket》 being too compatible with the protagonist and him mastering the special effect of the later-mentioned 《Hare Real》, this former god-tier skill has seen its screen time drastically reduced. In terms of performance alone, it's still in the god-tier category, but for now, it's lying dormant. It did play a part as a piece of the puzzle for the LA in the Iris fight, so it has had its important moments.

・《Fatal Leak》 — The predecessor to 《Eyes Oculus》.
An active skill that visualizes the predicted path of enemy attacks. It remains active as long as a large amount of MP is continuously consumed and can be canceled at the user's will. The future prediction range extends by two seconds for every +50 to the MID stat, and the order of attacks can be judged by the shade of the red prediction lines. The cooldown is twenty minutes after the effect ends, regardless of its duration.
As the story progressed, this became a former-favorite-skill that the protagonist found to be "a real pain in the ass to use." Or rather, it's more accurate to say he didn't want to use it because it was exhausting. This is because his build inexplicably became an MID-focused build, unheard of for a high-speed warrior, which extended the future prediction range so much that his vision was constantly painted bright red. He managed to use it somehow thanks to his inherent 'Memory,' but the reason he was so exhausted in the White Throne battle was mostly because of this. System-chan, who gave him the skill, was probably confused too, but since she was also the one who gave him the [Crimson Rabbit Choker] that caused his MID to skyrocket, she's the root of the problem.
As for the evolved eyes ()...

・《Embodied Protection》 — The predecessor to 《White Dragon's Blessing》.
A skill that applies a minor protagonist buff to the player, slapping the protagonist with the truly baffling text 'a buff is applied to difficult-to-achieve phenomena.'
Unfortunately, the protagonist was already the protagonist from the start, so it's unknown if it ever had any effect.

・《Attentive Limit》 — Second stage evolution of 《Awakening Blow》.
Its nature changed from its predecessor's 'high-multiplier damage buff on the first attack against a target that is not aware of the player' to a more versatile (?) skill where 'the power of the next attack increases in proportion to the time the opponent is not targeting you' during combat.
As you can tell from the fact that it wasn't explained in the main story, it's debatable whether it ever functioned properly. Combined with the fact that he's the type of person you *really* shouldn't take your eyes off, he was almost always being watched, so the effect rarely activated. And even when it did, he's a high-attack-count type, so he would just waste the minuscule accumulated value, contributing almost nothing to his firepower.
It's just a pure mismatch. Will its day to shine ever come?

・《Gigant Figure》 — Third stage evolution of 《Heavy Attack Manipulator》.
The damage buff for heavy weapons has been further improved from its predecessor, 《Overheavy Attack Manipulator》. It has also been upgraded to a super-useful skill that grants the special effect 'Vibration Strike' upon a clean hit, which provides an armor-piercing ability that ignores a certain percentage of the target's defense.
However, one of the activation conditions is that 'the target weapon must be directly controlled by the caster,' so it doesn't work with thrown attacks. The lawless act of juggling someone with infinite [Gravidon Hammers] (armor-piercing) was not permitted. Not that most of what he does isn't lawless to begin with.

・《Adamant Sky Dash》 — The predecessor to 《Goma Soten》.
A DEX-buffing skill that resulted from its predecessor, 《Idaten》, falling to the allure of muscles. It activates automatically when body movement speed exceeds a certain threshold. It adds the STR value to the DEX value that assists AGI, but the effect amount continuously decreases as long as the speed required for activation is maintained.
Without a doubt, this is a god-tier skill without which the protagonist's avatar would be useless. Which means that its evolution, 《Goma Soten》, is…

・《Hare Real》 — Second stage evolution of 《Rabbit Run》.
Assists the avatar's movement during running and jumping, and also reduces the necessary motions for step-ins while increasing initial speed. When moving at maximum speed, it applies a positive buff to the effect of DEX assisting AGI. After evolving from its predecessor, 《Rabbit Run》, it gained the additional effect of being able to hit the void with a thought-based trigger while airborne. This effect can be activated once with each hand and foot per jump, but it's just a 'hit' and doesn't generate enough output to achieve an aerial jump.
This is a god-of-gods skill that forms the core of his superhuman high-speed mobility, and at the same time, it's a problem-child-of-problem-children skill that continues to plague the protagonist. Because it passively eliminates the need for certain motions during step-ins, it makes delicate avatar control extremely difficult, creating significant challenges in his Kesshiki Ittoryu training and his reconciliation with 《Rocket》.
That said, it's like they say, the naughtier the child, the cuter they are. In fact, this is the skill the protagonist likes the most. There's a thin line between love and hate. A match made in heaven.

・《Land Insulate》 — Fifth stage evolution of 《Jump Maneuver》.
A direct upgrade of its predecessor, 《Fateless Jumper》. It retains the special effect of adding a critical hit chance to jumping actions, while improving stability and acceleration.
The evolved form of the problem-child skill that was exposed on the forums. The effect is a direct upgrade of 《Fateless Jumper》, but the improved "stability" only pertains to 'posture stability after jumping' and is not the kind of effect that makes it easier to land a critical. In other words, its quirky nature is also retained.
The protagonist, who routinely uses the *perfect recreation* of an *ideal movement* unconsciously thanks to the application of his 'Memory,' is an outlier. He has probably never failed a single time since acquiring the skill.

・《Floating Star》 — Third stage evolution of 《Boar's Heart》.
A special mobility skill that activates by outputting speed beyond the avatar's limits, without relying on skills or buffs other than passive ones. Its effect is to 'nullify deceleration that doesn't affect movement,' so if he were to jump and then fall while this skill is active, he would become a freak of nature, zipping between heaven and earth while maintaining top speed without any deceleration.
A useful passive that activates quite often, even if it's not always described. It also has a secondary effect that is also not described, where 'speed is maintained even after he stops running'—but since the deceleration nullification only applies to things that don't affect movement, if he stops his feet, he'll just bow to the ground at his preserved speed and fly apart.
There's a scene in the Four Pillar War where he's slowed down while trapped in Uni's 《Regalias, Tree-Calming Royalty》, but that's due to the AGI debuff 'reducing the avatar's high-speed mobility aptitude.' This AGI buff for high-speed mobility includes various effects like reduced air resistance, so when all of those were lowered, his top speed was ultimately shaved down.
I'm not even sure what I'm saying anymore, but let's just go with that.

・《Trickster of Zenith》 — Second stage evolution of 《Trickery Precept》.
A special skill that combines a constantly active passive effect with an active effect that has a cost.
The passive is a direct evolution of its predecessor, 《Trickery Precept》. The sensory nullification of self-inflicted damage remains, and the avatar's dexterity and fall resistance from the DEX buff have been enhanced. The active is the buff 《Trickster of Zenith》, which he unveiled in his fight against Iris. In exchange for being bound by a contract that forces death upon the effect's end, ignoring all protections, it exhibits a peculiar authority that allows the user to change the avatar's control system for 333 seconds.
The official cheat-self-destruct skill that the protagonist is currently refraining from using. By connecting a "thread" to the unconscious body control system, the 'inner self,' and integrating it with the output of the conscious body control system, the 'outer self,' he can perfectly replicate the 'Shukuchi' of Kesshiki Ittoryu.
To be frank, if the current protagonist were to activate this, his simple specs would be about 0.7 of the Sword Saint. On top of that, he would be able to fully unleash his signature bag of tricks, making him infinitely difficult to deal with for a first-time opponent. The result of that was the practical defeat of the [Sword Queen] at the end of the Four Pillar War… but in reality, he's just covering up his sloppiness with flashy three-dimensional maneuvers, and compared to the real [Sword Saint], he's full of flaws. Against a skilled opponent who knows his tricks, he might get his legs swept out from under him and be instantly killed. Or rather, he would definitely be instantly killed. The fact that 'a skilled opponent' means someone at least on par with the Sword Saint Fanboy is another story.

・《Dangerous Light, Fast Recovery》
A passive skill that activates under certain conditions. While HP is in the red zone at less than twenty percent, the automatic MP recovery speed doubles.
A non-unique passive skill that manifested after the Four Pillar War. Many have acquired it. Hearing that the recovery speed doubles might sound like a big deal, but since players' natural recovery rates aren't that great to begin with, it's a mediocre skill that's just 'nice to have'—or it should be. But when combined with the protagonist's *decent* recovery rate from his un-melee-like MID stat, it creates a modest combo that can sustainably cover some of the consumption of the later-mentioned 《Cutting Body, Unyielding Advance》. Even so, it's still just a good skill, but it has probably earned its place as 'nice to have.'

・《Cutting Body, Unyielding Advance》 — First stage unique skill.
Based on the ratio of total self-inflicted damage to max HP, it reduces the chip damage from weapon clashes by a certain percentage. It also uses MP to cover the excess damage.
A passive skill that supported him in his desperate clash with the [Sword Queen] at the end of the Four Pillar War. Due to its nature, it's often used while 《Crown Crown》 is active, which automatically triggers the aforementioned 《Dangerous Light, Fast Recovery》 in parallel, creating a combo that slightly offsets the MP consumption. Even without that, its performance is a perfect match for the protagonist's fighting style and build in every way, making it one of his favorite skills.

・《Luna Nobody, Guardian of the Shimmering Moon》 — Fourth stage evolution of 《Carry Running》.
A unique skill that evolved from its predecessor, 《Guardian's Cradle》. Its properties are specialized for transporting 'people,' including players, and the buffs related to other heavy objects have disappeared. For a single target, it completely nullifies all loads, including weight, when carrying them. The effect of taking damage on behalf of the target remains, but the reduction rate has been strengthened from fifty percent to seventy percent, and like 《Cutting Body, Unyielding Advance》, it can now be covered by MP instead of HP.
The proper evolution of the princess-carry skill. The burden reduction for the person being carried is also significant, evolving to the point where they feel nothing more than a gentle breeze even when the protagonist spams 《Rocket》. But Nia would probably go down after one 《Rocket》.

・《Mana Efficiency》
Reduces the player's MP consumption and increases automatic recovery.
A universal, must-have passive. Not in the sense that you can't play without it, but in the sense that basically everyone has it. It's a common skill that will eventually pop up for anyone, regardless of whether they're a combat or non-combat class, after playing for a certain period of time.
Its effects are minimal, so it's in the category of 'get it and level it up quickly.'

・《Master of Magic》 — Second stage evolution of 《Mana Efficiency》.
Reduces the player's MP consumption and increases automatic recovery.
The evolved version of the universal, must-have passive. At this point, you're either a 'pretty dedicated player' or an 'MID-maniac who burns through MP like water.' Most veteran players have it, so it's still within the realm of common skills.

・《Four-Sided Blessing》 — Dungeon clear reward.
Increases magic resistance against the 'Fire,' 'Water,' 'Wind,' and 'Earth' attributes from the five basic elements.
This is a must-have skill for combat classes, in the sense that you can't play without it. Not because its effects are immense, but because it's something that permanently boosts your durability with no activation conditions, so everyone should absolutely get it. It interacts with an individual's MID stat, and the final reduction rate is only a few percent, but that few percent can be the difference between life and death in a close fight, so it's not to be underestimated. Anyone who comes to the 'upper' battlefields without this is… well, you can guess.
In other words, a certain acrobat is… you can guess. Repent.



    Chapter 440

    The Sky Clears and Time Moves On

    Mixed with the sound of water, a light clattering could be heard.

The profile of the girl efficiently washing the dishes was as adorable as ever. However, the self-proclaimed maid knew that behind that prim and proper expression, a whirlwind of unspoken 'complaints' was brewing.

"Oh, come on. Please stop being in a bad mood already."

"What's there to stop? I'm not angry."

It had been a while since the 'incident the other day,' when a mysterious protest in the form of hijacking all the housework began. Although she didn't show it on her face or in her words… the slightly cooler tone than usual was proof that she was sulking.

What a predicament. From the moment she had invited that young man into the mansion, Itsuki had been on the girl's side through and through.

Lying about the girl's father coming home was only to make her tidy herself up so she wouldn't meet the man she loved in a disheveled state.

Shoving the young man—Haru Kasuga—into the room and closing the 'lid' was done out of trust that he would do something about it as he declared, and to cut off her master's escape route… or rather, to give her a little push.

What came after was even more difficult. She had to suppress her boundless curiosity… no, no, her anxiety, and had restrained herself from eavesdropping, behaving herself perfectly.

To be treated so coldly after all that was just too much.

And it was all clearly the fault of 'him,' the one who had swept in and taken everything. Unforgivable Acrobat—well, jokes aside.

"Even though you won't be able to see him for *three days*, are you planning to go off while you're still fighting?"

"…In the real world, it's only for an hour."

"My, what a lonely thing to say."

She put on a show of mock crying, but it seemed the girl took it as teasing, as she finally began to puff out her cheeks.

I swear, I'm not just teasing her for the fun of it. I'm teasing her seriously because Itsuki's young mistress is too adorable to not tease.

Besides, in the end… she knows that the honest, kind, and sweet girl will always make up with her if she *does this*.

"There, there. Please give me my daily dose of young-mistress-ness, for I am about to die of loneliness."

"…"

Standing next to her and spreading her arms wide, the girl—Sora—glared at the smiling maid for a good ten seconds, as if to intimidate her, before…

"…H-Hey, no, that's not fair, wait, wait—Honestly, this girl!"

She deliberately worked up a fresh, beautiful lather, piled the pure white 'weapon' onto both hands… and began to chase after her all-too-honest sister, ready to counterattack.

◇◆◇◆◇

"You know, your way of life is just too damn hectic. Just watching you from the sidelines is exhausting, beyond 'fun.'"

How do you manage to stir up one event after another without a break—he said, his words full of complaint, but the amused expression on the crimson artisan's face couldn't be hidden as his hands moved with a speed that belied his relaxed tone.

I have no idea what he's doing, but I can tell it's something technically amazing. Despite the precision of his movements, each motion is so ridiculously fast that staring at it for too long makes my eyes and brain feel like they're glitching.

"Yeah, well… if it were up to me, I would've liked to live a peaceful life, you know."

"Hah, not a chance. You were probably just born under that kind of star—there, done. Try it on again."

"Ah, right. Thanks."

Even as he laughed me off, at this point, even I couldn't argue. I took the proffered item from the workbench and instantly equipped it with my switching skill.

The new outfit, handmade by Nia, was worn by my transfigured body with its flowing white hair. In place of the deep blue of the provisional [Maristake Boots] that had been protecting my feet, there now appeared a brilliant white, perfectly suited for the beautiful, white-haired, blue-eyed girl avatar.

Combined with the half-gloves I was already wearing, the military-uniform-meets-kimono-inspired [Sakura Hanaori] now formed a seamless whole. It was a testament to their incredible coordination.

As always, it was a combination of the main top and bottom, gauntlets, and boots, but I've gotten so used to this style and have never felt it lacking. This set, too, felt 'complete,' bringing a sense of reassurance.

"How is it?"

"Yeah, it's absolutely perfect."

The names are apparently [El-Orte] and [Lupe-Orta]… I still don't get the meaning, but it sounds stylish, so that's fine. The performance is more than enough, so I have no complaints.

Both were based on the leftover feather scraps from when Nia created the [El-Gran Stasia], with the missing parts supplemented by materials from enemies inhabiting the same snowy mountains—

That was the original plan, but after I reported that I had, for *one reason or another*, defeated Epel after leaving the request with him… he burst out laughing, declared, 'Alright, hand it all over,' and an unscheduled remake was decided.

Even though the completed design could be reused, it must have been quite a death march… but that's Kagura-san for you. He splendidly managed to bring it to completion.

The half-gloves, with more than half of the back of the hand exposed, were my first non-fingerless pair. But I can't feel them at all; it's like I'm a hundred percent barehanded. Yet, the grip is solid, and it feels like I could firmly grasp a sword, a katana, or a blunt weapon.

The boots, perhaps to match Nia's [Sakura Hanaori], are asymmetrical, with one over-the-knee and one below-the-knee. The left, which has the full-leg tights, is below the knee, and the right, which was completely bare, is over-the-knee. The longer one on the left has a somewhat complex double-layered structure, and trying to put it on *normally* would probably be a struggle. Thank goodness for my switching skill.

With so many asymmetrical elements, you'd think the design would feel disjointed… but the fact that it still fits together perfectly is, once again, a testament to his skill.

Both the gauntlets and the boots are colored a faint, bluish-white derived from Epel. Paired with the outfit, the overall finish is predominantly white.

…You know, I wear a lot of white in this virtual world, don't I? Well, whatever.

"As ordered, I didn't add any extra gimmicks and focused purely on performance. They're made from the materials of a quasi-raid-scale monster, even if it was a field enemy, so they're genuinely top-tier."

"Man, thank you again and again for the death march and everything—… By the way, was this *truly* adorable fluffy stuff necessary?"

I asked, flicking the fur trim on both my hands and feet with my finger. Kagura-san's reply was, "Nia was being a pain about it."

So we've found the culprit. I'll remember this, you little rascal.

"Well, for now, time's up. Check how they feel over there. If you have any complaints, I'll take your order after it's over. And for *that* other thing, too."

"Got it—whoa, time's really getting tight… Well then, here's to our mutual success!"

"Yeah, go run wild like you always do."

Well, I probably won't be sticking my nose into any major commotions this time… At any rate, we bumped our outstretched fists as usual, and our farewell was over in a flash.

Exchanging a smile with my personal artisan, I rushed off to my partner's side.

Ten minutes until our meeting time. I could make it if I walked, but if I don't hurry, knowing her—and here they come.

【Nier】 — 'I think it'll be fine, but if you don't show up, I'll cry.'

【Nier】 — 'I'll cry for real, so you'd better be ready.'

"I get it, I get it…!"

Whether she was just anxious or had no faith in me, I let out a wry smile at the endless stream of messages and just ran.

One week after the annihilation of the 'White Throne.'

In other words, today, the day the countdown clock had pointed to. Three and a half years after the service began, Arcadia's first-ever official event—

The stage of the [Starry Paradise], filled to the brim with the unknown, was about to raise its curtain.



    Chapter 441

    To the Never-ending Unknown

    "You're so sloooow!!!"

"I'm not late. It's still before our meeting time."

As soon as I passed through the door of the now-familiar atelier, a blue blur flew at me with a complaint, which I smoothly sidestepped.

She must have been waiting restlessly. My partner put on an exaggerated pout, but I have no intention of letting her get all clingy so easily.

Well, it's not that I don't intend to, but if I allow her to go full throttle right from the start, I'm worried about the next three days… In any case.

"Don't think I'm the same weak, frail, and defenseless version from before, you hear? If you want a taste of defeat, feel free to come at me."

"Yeah, yeah, your smug face is cute."

"Shut up."

I've finished adjusting not only my equipment but also my stats and other things, and this transfigured body is finally capable of some decent combat. 

It's still not perfect, but handling one powerless girl is a piece of cake.

"You were rushing me so much, but are you even ready?"

"Well, what do you expect? I can't bring any materials or equipment, so my 'preparations' are just this."

As she spoke, Nia spread her arms to show off a new-to-me poncho, mainly in shades of lavender and black. Her feet, usually bare, were clad in thick knee-high socks and boots, a stylish yet practical coordinate that strongly suggested 'traveling clothes.'

Starting with the loungewear I got from Kagura-san back in my rookie days, I've ended up wearing mostly clothes made by Nia. Just a glance at the design sense was enough for me to tell it was her own creation.

…This is stylish too, right? Well then, I guess…

"It looks good on you."

"Huh?"

"It kinda makes you look like a kid excited about wearing a raincoat."

A bit of unnecessary deflection slipped in, but I'll just have her ignore that and pick out the good parts—after all, this is supposed to be a substitute for a date.

I can't just be completely inconsiderate. I'll do my best too.

"W-What's with you all of a sudden? You're throwing me off…"

"Just like I said. I've decided to take things easy too."

For now, I'll ignore Nia-chan, who was clearly flustered by the sudden compliment, and quickly get my own preparations in order.

The only things we can bring to the stage of the [Starry Paradise], the super-massive field 'Alvnikuro,' for which no detailed information has been released, are 'equipped items.'

As long as they don't violate the action restrictions, any spares and other items can be packed into a special inventory, provided they fit within the rather tight weight limit.

At this point, the [Giant's Hand Axe] and [Gravidon Hammer] are sadly staying behind. If I were to equip them *normally*, I literally wouldn't be able to take a single step, so they'd be flagged as an error under either condition.

For now, I'll hang the rabbit dagger on my back as usual, and the [Samidorizuki] in its sheath on my right side… hmm, that's already pretty heavy.

"That katana's surprisingly big, isn't it?"

"Yeah, well, it's over a meter long."

I tried hanging it at my waist, but it's probably impossible to draw the [Samidorizuki] as is with this transfigured body's build. In a pinch, it'd be best to rely on the rabbit dagger.

As for the Crimson Valor spear and two types of shields… they'll probably stay behind this time. The jack-of-all-trades and the supreme single blade, plus the reliable uniques on my right hand and left arm—that should be more than enough.

My spare inventory is full of *that thing* I got from Kagura-san, anyway.

Apparently, even if you have different equipment registered for both sides of your transformation, you can only bring the set you were wearing at the time of transfer. There was a note about it, so I'm sure of it.

However, that only applies to weapons; armor and outfits are mercifully overlooked. That saves me from having to gallivant around the mountains in my underwear.

"Anyway, are you going in as your main?"

"Hmm? Ah… no, I'm on cooldown. I just switched back when I got the equipment from Kagura-san, so I can't switch back for another thirty minutes or so."

"Ah… so that's it. Well, it doesn't really matter which one you are."

"Stop it, don't play around."

As I brushed away the hand poking my cheek, I waited for the system announcement that would surely come soon… and a face that seemed to want to say something caught my eye.

We still have time, and at this timing, it's as if she's saying, 'Ask me'—well, it's completely obvious what she's thinking, so I *won't* ask her.

"She said, 'I'm going to have fun my own way, so don't worry about me.'"

"Huh…?"

"A message from my partner. Addressed to 'Nia-san.'"

"…,…"

By the way, the message, or rather, the words addressed to me were—'I won't forgive you, Haru, so you'd better worry about me a whole lot for these three days.' I can only pray that Sora has a good time with Lux while I worry about her a whole lot.

Naturally, Nia and Ashe have been informed that my relationship with Sora is 'moving.' I told them everything during the process of running around beforehand that day.

And both of them have *come to terms with it*.

Or rather, in Nia's case, she responded with confusion, saying something like, 'I've always thought of Sora-chan as my biggest rival from the very beginning, you know?'

She wasn't sure if there was a clear arrow pointing in that direction… but that aside, she said they were too close for her not to be the biggest obstacle.

Really, it was all just me wrestling with myself and getting worked up over nothing—but setting aside that whole embarrassing affair,

"I've gotten over a lot of things too, so I won't hesitate anymore. I don't know what I should do, and I can't predict what will happen, but… anyway."

Even so, what I should do—what I can do—is limited.

"When you're by my side, Nia, I'll be looking at you. So… come at me with that in mind."

I honestly don't even know if I'm capable of 'love' or anything like it. That's precisely why, to find the answer, there's no other path than to move forward without fear.

She's not my sidekick, and she's not my partner.

And she's certainly not my fake fiancée in some amusing relationship.

"…I-If you were going to act cool, I wish you'd done it when you were a boy."

"My apologies for that."

But she, who keeps conveying her clumsy and straightforward feelings to me—she's undoubtedly a precious person to me, someone I can no longer treat carelessly.

—And so, after about ten minutes of casual conversation.

"…!"

"Whoa, there it is."

The great chime of a bell tower, which, not metaphorically, must have resounded throughout the virtual world.

Caught off guard, Nia jumped like a cat, and at the same time I, having anticipated the time, raised my face—

--The world event [Starry Paradise] will now begin.

--Participating players, please stand by in any safe zone.

--Transfer to the event field will commence shortly.

--Transfer to the event field will commence shortly.

--Transfer to the event field will commence shortly.

"…Ah, Nia-chan? You're making a funny face."

"I-I can't help it…! This is the first time I've experienced something like this myself…!"

Watching my partner fluster at the resounding system announcement, I couldn't help but let out a faint smile—and at the same time, I felt an undeniable surge of excitement, and the corners of my mouth turned up.

There's a mountain of things to think about,

A multitude of things to do,

So many things to see,

But this is a huge event, so it would be a huge loss not to enjoy it from the bottom of my heart, right?

"Here."

"…!"

I held out my hand, which Nia reflexively grabbed, and pulled her in, catching her panicking body. I then patted her head repeatedly, and as she calmed down, or perhaps reached the peak of her confusion and froze—

I shifted my gaze, and on the window I had pinned, the *numbers lined up*.

That is to say—'00(days):00(hours):00(minutes):00(seconds)'

"Well then…"

What kind of fantasy awaits us where we're being taken?

Whatever it is,

"Well, let's have some fun!"

"Eh, what—"

--Executing transfer to 'Alvnikuro.'

--The world event [Starry Paradise] will now begin.



    Chapter 442

    Strolling in the Dark

    Wrapped in the familiar blue light of teleportation—a few seconds later, my vision cleared to a scene that even my inhuman memory from the virtual world couldn't recognize….

Well, to be fair, I've never tried to memorize the details of a *dense forest* landscape. And also, can I say one thing?

"It's so daaaark…!?"

"Tell me about it."

My partner stole the thought I was about to murmur, and the words that left my half-open mouth became ones of agreement. Just as Nia, clinging to my sleeve, had said, it was ridiculously dark.

It was a garden of great trees that seemed to have no end in sight, reminiscent of the forest around the Safe Area. It's natural for a forest where countless trees block the light to be dim… but still, the darkness felt unnaturally deep.

The clock function—is it locked? In its place, at my command, a countdown from 126 hours appeared at the edge of my vision, ticking down every second.

How considerate, or maybe not. To roughly tell the current time during this event, it looks like I'll be looking up at the sky a lot… or so I thought….

No matter how deep the forest, if you look up, you should at least be able to see the sky—with that in mind, I casually tilted my head back. The moment I did, the 'strange thing' that jumped into my vision caused an immediate error report to flood my brain.

What in the world is going on up there?

"…Nia, look up."

"Eh, what—"

Whether she was scared of the dark or the forest, I decided to share the 'abnormality' with Nia, who was clinging to me and refusing to let go. Following my pointed finger, she too looked straight up… and had almost the exact same reaction as me.

"…Did the sky… disappear?"

"…Well, the parts in between could be called the sky, I guess?"

Lushly growing and overlapping in countless layers, the tree leaves formed a curtain. Peeking through the gaps, what lay 'beyond' was—a tiny, tiny image of the ground.

"It's like my common sense and perception are conflicting, and my brain is about to turn inside out."

"I know exactly what you mean…"

Right after the event started, this full-throttle fantasy unfolded. As I gave my *favorable opinion*, Nia swayed as if she were dizzy—

"Wah-hya!? W-What, what… what was that!?"

Startled by the feel of a large leaf falling on her head, she shrieked and jumped into the air.

—For now, let's stick to the original plan and start by looking for other participants.

Without any particular discussion, we walked through the forest for a while with that intention. We still haven't seen the end of the forest, or even a break in the trees, but… this is surprisingly fun.

Not flying or jumping, but walking side by side, has a nice atmosphere to it. On top of that, the artisan clinging to my side,

"Ah, the blue berries over there."

"Hmm, these?"

"Yep, yep. Those are ingredients for potions, the MP ones."

"Huh."

Is pointing out and explaining all the 'materials' I've never paid attention to before, one by one, so there's no room for boredom.

We can't see the full picture, or even a part of the event field 'Alvnikuro,' but for now, the vegetation and everything else seems to be the same as in the [Garden of Divine Creation].

Therefore, the materials that catch her eye are mostly things she knows, and the smug look on the indigo-haired girl's face as she explains is adorable. Maybe I should take another screenshot and send it to her.

"By the way, you can eat them as is for a tiiiny bit of recovery."

"Oh, really?"

*Pluck, pop.*

"Urgh… ghh…!!!"

"…But they're so astringent it's like hell on earth."

"Could you have… said that first?"

"I didn't think you'd just pop it in your mouth without any hesitation…"

I mean, it's a game, so I thought it would be silly to worry about hygiene….

"Also, by the way, you can get an upset stomach and even debuffs from that. Just like in the real world, no more thoughtless eating off the ground from now on, okay?"

"You're kidding me, Arcadia…"

The more I learn, the more I realize how ridiculously detailed this game is—oh, what a magnificent tree root. It's protruding so much, it's practically a wall.

"Being carried, being pulled up, or being thrown. Which do you prefer?"

"I'll be angry if you pick the third one."

More likely to cry than get angry… ah, yes, yes. Understood, my lady.

"…You really do things like this so casually."

"I don't do it for just anyone. And from now on, even less so."

Nia held out her arms like a small child asking to be picked up. I scooped her up, and with the strength of my main 'front' form, though not quite as much, I leaped over the massive root wall.

Even with this transfigured body, this much is nothing… well, to be fair, the effect of 《Luna Nobody, Guardian of the Shimmering Moon》 completely nullifies the burden of carrying Nia anyway.

After clearing the obstacle, I looked down into my arms to put her down—

"…When you react so honestly, it makes me feel a bit embarrassed too, you know."

"Shud… up! I'm tired of all these beast trails! Just carry me like this, come on, hurry up!!"

Her face flushed to a color unbecoming of her title, Nia thrashed about in a full-blown attempt to hide her embarrassment. The 'crimson' of the bracelet shining on her flailing right hand was the only thing that seemed to perfectly suit her right now.

"I mean, I *don't mind*, but… you know, the sight of this is pretty backwards, don't you think?"

"Being princess-carried by a beautiful girl acting all cool isn't so bad, in fact it's kind of hot, and to be honest since it's you inside that body it's a different kind of heart-pounding than usual, I mean—"

"Not listening, not listening, too long, too long. Good grief, just for five minutes, okay?"

"Ten minutes!"

"This one's really stopped hiding her desires, huh…"

—See? I told you so. Even though we're just walking through a dark forest, it's already so much fun that I don't know what to do.

I can't predict what will happen in the survival life that awaits us… but I had no doubt that it would be constantly lively and cheerful.



    Chapter 443

    Falling Starry Sky

    About an hour had passed since we started our aimless stroll.

Startled by the darkness, startled by falling leaves, complaining about beast trails, and clinging to me whenever there was a chance… thanks to my companion, the journey was far from boring.

However, so little was happening that I was beginning to wonder what kind of 'event' this was—it was Nia, not I, who noticed *it* first.

"…Ah, hey, hey, stop for a second."

Without warning, her shoulders jumped, and she held out a hand to stop me as I walked beside her, looking around warily… or rather, she was simply on 'alert.'

As I watched Nia's eyes dart around, searching for something, whatever she was looking for didn't register on my senses.

"…Is *something* there?"

"Something—… Ah, I see, I get it. Makes sense."

"Hey, don't just figure it out on your own. Let me in on it."

For a moment, she looked at me as if to say, 'What are you talking about,' before immediately coming to her own conclusion, just as her words suggested.

"You don't have any detection skills, do you? I heard people who just charge headfirst at enemies are slow to accumulate experience, and besides, that type takes a long time to learn."

"Could you not casually call me a boar?"

"Well, do you have one?"

"I do not."

I see, detection skills… support skills for searching for enemies. Now that she mentions it, I don't seem to learn any skills like that, skills that aren't directly related to combat….

When it comes to pure non-combat skills, I guess the only one I have is 《Greed's Precept》. And since my inventory capacity issues were solved after partnering with Sora, that one's been pretty much dormant.

"Anyway, there *is* something there, right? Where is it?"

"I'm looking… but I can't tell. Sorry, I know I sounded all high and mighty, but my skill isn't that great either—"

"Just warning me is a huge help. Don't leave my side."

I cut off her unnecessary apology, drew the rabbit dagger from my lower back, and focused my awareness on our surroundings. Even if we chose to retreat, if we didn't know its position, we could end up running right into the nose of whatever was out there.

Quietly waiting to see what it would do was the safest bet—or rather, my honest opinion was that we probably didn't need to be so cautious… Nia?

"Hey, why are you smiling?"

"Eh, hehe… c-could you, say that again for me?"

"Thank you for the warning?"

"The part after that…!"

"You're surprisingly calm…"

Putting aside the indigo-haired girl who was messing up the TPO, I gradually began to feel something brush against my perception—not a skill, but my raw ability to sense presence.

Ah, this is…

"Nia, don't move."

"Huh—"

I sensed its presence but hadn't grasped the situation yet. Nia let out a cry at the same time I kicked off the ground, my right hand gripping the dagger.

An AGI of 0—I graduated from that long ago.

――――――――――――――――――
◇Status / Trance◇
Title: Acrobat
Name: Haru Lv: 100
STR: 0 (+100)
AGI: 0 (+230)
DEX: 0
VIT: 0 (+100)
MID: 1150 (+300)
LUC: 0
――――――――――――――――――

Since it was a spirit, I thought the materials' properties would lean towards magic, but the spoils from Epel had a *strength buff* of all things. Apparently, there are some complex mechanics that make it affect 'power,' but the important thing is that the two-piece set gives a super-class STR+100 buff. Simply the best.

Furthermore, what's giving my AGI a huge boost is one of the rewards for clearing the good old Rabbit Heaven. The title's name is the incredibly straightforward 'Conqueror of the Spiral Crimson Tower.'

While wearing an accessory related to the [Spiral Crimson Tower], this title's effect 'buffs AGI based on the MID stat,' and the amount is a full twenty percent of my mental stat.

It doesn't reference the external stats from equipment, but with a ridiculously lopsided build like my transfigured body, *this is what happens*. Therefore, a certain amount of close-quarters combat is no longer a problem—

Yes, for example… I declare that even in my base state, swatting away the monkeys that leaped down from the surrounding treetops all at once is a piece of cake.

"Uwah!?"

Seeing the numerous shadows that had silently crept up on us, Nia let out a scream that was questionable for a maiden, and I let out a smile as I brushed them aside.

I knocked down a small monkey, about seventy centimeters tall, with the pommel of the rabbit dagger. I sent another one flying with a roundhouse kick, grabbed a third by the scruff of its neck and threw it at another individual… one after another, I repelled them all.

After casually dealing with the first wave that leaped at us—alright, that's enough moving around. Activating 《Mistlurade》.

Without ever drawing the blade, I sheathed the rabbit dagger and, without a moment's pause, imbued my now-free ten fingers with the violet light of the skill. And what comes next is, of course,

"[Parabellum Bullet]."

I spun around forcefully, launching a volley of crimson blades that had deployed all around me. The area of effect expanded from one hand to two, and the new skill, which had gained both 'convenience' and 'inflexibility,' brilliantly executed its first job in actual combat.

Not only the ones I had hit and knocked back, but also the ones that were about to jump out as the second wave and beyond seemed to hesitate after having blades shot at them from close range.

After a moment's 'festival,' the assault ceased, and silence filled the air.

Well, as expected—they're weak. Compared to other humanoid types, like the [Wandering Decaying Statues] used by [Angalta, God-Wedge Sword-King], they're not even on the same level.

I feel no threat from their skill or their stats. The only thing that bothers me is…

"Whoa, amazing… um, uh… are those monkeys? Can we call *them* that?"

"Well, their *shape* looks like it, at least…"

There could be nothing else to say about their appearance, which felt utterly devoid of life, a form of condensed darkness. No, solid black isn't quite right. To be more precise, it was—

"[Starry Paradise]… so it's something like that?"

A form of the 'starry sky,' containing countless sparkles, pressed into the shape of a living creature.

I see, I see… —alright, I've decided.

"Hey, excuse me for a second."

"Eh, what—wah-hya!?"

After a momentary pause, the star-monkeys began to cautiously test the distance. Ignoring them—I unceremoniously scooped up Nia, who had been watching my fight in a daze, and made a full-speed escape.

"Hey, what—we're running!?"

"Thirty-six stratagems and all that!"

From our brief encounter earlier, I'm confident they aren't strong opponents. However, I still don't know the direction of this event.

Assuming they're related to the main theme of this event, there's a possibility of some kind of gimmick. I don't know if it's okay to defeat them without thinking, or if they can even be defeated properly. The lack of information is refreshing.

If it were just me, it would be a different story, but I'd rather not play around with creepy, mysterious objects of unknown identity while protecting my partner… that's what it comes down to.

Furthermore, they're weak. The fact that I was able to shake them off so quickly with just a light jog, without even using 《Rocket》 or anything, indicates their low stats.

In other words, it's probably a *difficulty setting for the general public*. It's safe to assume they're related to some kind of event gimmick—

"That's what I've concluded, what do you think?"

"Stop looking away while running faster than a caaaaar!!!?"

Oops, my apologies. That's a shame.

For better or worse, I've gotten used to the standards of an exceptional player in this virtual world… I'll have to adjust the pace for Nia-chan, who's on the verge of tears.



    Chapter 444

    Stormy Encounter

    —A massive, official, optional event for all players.

While big and small incidents and commotions were a dime a dozen day in and day out, a 'real' one prepared by the game itself was a different story.

Events like the Four Pillar War or 'Colored Monster' raids, the game's grandest festivals where the celestial combatants gathered, were more than enjoyable enough even for spectators, thanks to the spirit of the renowned title holders—but… but still.

Deep down, they, too, wanted to be on the participating side. They didn't just want to watch and get excited about a festival they couldn't enter; they wanted to throw themselves into the fray.

There must have been many players who longed for a more relaxed stage, one that wasn't focused solely on high-difficulty combat and could be enjoyed by a wider range of people.

That's precisely why the number of people who, without a moment's hesitation, snatched up the invitation to this 'special stage,' offered with no strings attached, was enormous.

Without hesitation, with glee… and for some, without a *second thought*.

To put it more bluntly, they had unknowingly underestimated the virtual world they thought they were so familiar with, Arcadia.

Even though one could sense the 'difficulty setting for the general public,' a necessity for an event that opened its gates to all players—

"Gyaaaaaaaah! Someone, help meeeeeee!!"

"So loud… Just… run…!"

A pair consisting of two non-combatants was, in every sense of the word, far too careless—

In a forest closely resembling the 'Great Forest' near the city, where they had been dropped by the teleport, they had been able to whoop and holler for about an hour while her unusually taciturn and aloof partner remained silent.

Whether they had attracted them by spreading too much excitement, or whether the 'one hour' was a safety period right after the start… it was unclear, but it had been several minutes since they had encountered a large swarm of eerie, black-spotted monkeys.

They had never seen or heard of them before, but they didn't seem to be high-level enemies. Even a production class player, unless they were a complete shut-in in their workshop, had the minimum stats for an 'outing,' and they were managing to play catch-up—but,

"Hey, are we even pulling away!? Isn't the rustling behind us getting louder!?"

"I told you to just run! There's nothing we can do but run!!"

It was a game of tag where they were, at best, maintaining the same speed. It was doubtful whether they were even making a proper escape, and shaking off their pursuers was a pipe dream. The situation was disastrous.

Compared to combat players, the difference was night and day, but they were still veteran, max-level players.

On flat, easy-to-run ground, they might have been able to use their numerically stacked agility to escape. Or if the opponents were few, they might have been able to force a pseudo-battle using their level difference as a shield.

However, there was no way they could face a swarm of over a dozen in a forest with unstable footing. On top of that, it was obvious that this forest was the enemy's home ground; it wasn't a metaphor to say that being surrounded and beaten to a pulp was the predetermined outcome.

Therefore, no matter how many times her partner told her to be quiet, in the end—

"Nooooooo…! Anyone who can fight, anyone at all!! There are people in need of rescue here, we're going to be eaten by weird monkeys, help uuuuuus!!!"

With a voice on the verge of breaking, she had no choice but to cast aside all shame and desperately cry for help. Hopefully, her plea would reach someone in her 'group,' which was supposedly gathered within a certain range.

Hopefully, it would reach someone she was fated to meet in this event.

—And then, the wind blew.

"Wha-!?"

"…What the—"

A figure with pure white hair suddenly burst out from the shade of the trees ahead and rushed past them. Surprised, she almost stopped… but was pulled along by her partner, continuing their escape.

Her calm friend must have judged that they still needed to put some distance between them. Following her friend's lead, she kept moving her feet for a while longer—and when she looked back, the scene that met her eyes was far beyond her imagination.

"…I said *anyone*, but…"

"…"

Standing next to her partner, who for once was showing a genuinely surprised expression, she—Nonomi—thought of her own consistently terrible luck and a strained smile appeared on her face.

"I didn't expect a top-tier player of *that* level to show up, you know…?"

In her large, orange eyes was a storm of dancing crimson blades. And like the eye of a typhoon, at its center, commanding the raging blades, was—a breathtakingly beautiful, unfamiliar girl.

And, as a bonus.

"—Whoa, it really is Nonomi-chan. Hey there, how's it goin'?"

"Huh…!? H-Hey, Nia-chan!?"

Next to her friend, who was greatly surprised by the person who had suddenly appeared at her side,

"…That's a familiar weapon."

Her 'partner' gazed at the flying crimson blades and let out a calm murmur, catching her breath.



    Chapter 445

    Orange and Black, Indigo and White

    "Hmm…"

—Alright, I've figured a few things out.

First, whether we should defeat them is still up in the air, but it's probably safe to say that these things 'can be defeated' & 'there's some meaning in defeating them.'

The former is certain, as the monkeys are currently being scattered by my blades. As I predicted, they have modest stats, easily taken down by a single strike from a Bullet.

The latter is because of the 'drop items' they occasionally leave behind when they explode. Normally, spoils of war would automatically enter your inventory, but it seems some of the specs are a bit different during this event.

I can't say for sure without actually picking one up and examining it… but the 'pebbles' that look like a condensed starry sky are, in all likelihood, related to the 'theme' of the event.

Next, these mysterious star-monkeys seem to exist under a different set of rules than normal field enemies—or rather, it seems the world (system) treats them distinctly.

Normally, when you focus on an enemy, a cursor and a status bar with their name appear in your vision, but that's not happening here.

And the 'death effect,' which is represented by a red glow for players and a blue one for enemies, isn't occurring… well, it is, in a way, but it's a completely new animation, so I can't tell if it's the same thing.

When their un-displayed HP probably runs out, whether they're on the ground or in the air, they freeze in place. Then, after the stars within their bodies vanish, the remaining 'darkness' explodes—

It's an indescribable, eerie way to go.

Activating 《Mistlurade》 again, I intercepted them with thrown blades while observing their characteristics. For now, I'm relieved that it doesn't seem to be the kind of vicious design where 'defeating them immediately results in some kind of penalty.'

Well, I doubt it would be, but this game does have a rare habit of baring its fangs from unexpected directions….

Anyway, let's just clean this up quickly.

The gazes of the gallery stabbing me in the back are starting to bother me, and it's a bit embarrassing to be seen playing around without displaying even a fraction of this avatar's true potential.

At any rate, it's a waste to spend too much time on this.

◇◆◇◆◇

"—Seriously, thank you so, so much!! You're super cute, may I ask your name?!!!!"

"…I see, this is definitely Nia's friend."

"And what's that supposed to mean???"

There's no other meaning. Your tension and energy are exactly like hers when she's in 'crazy mode.'

Your apparent age is somewhere between a girl and a young woman, so you're similar in that way too. You couldn't be more 'friends' if you tried.

"Ahem—anyway, this is my fellow artisan, Nonomi-chan. Of course, you… well, you know her, right?"

"Of course I do."

Nia's doubt is understandable. However, even I, who have displayed my ignorance time and time again, have at least the basic knowledge when it comes to a current rank holder.

"The West's current Third Seat—Lady [Splendid Colorist]."

"Correct! She's a super-skilled tailor who can handle anything related to Japanese clothing."

"Hee hee, you're making me blush."

She's a tailor specializing in Japanese clothing… and yet, the person herself, with her bright impression from her orange-brown hair buns and orange eyes, is dressed in completely Western-style clothes.

It's a tunic dress with gothic-style frills here and there, but not so much as to be over-the-top, creating a simple and cute look.

Her feet are clad in pants and boots, a practical outfit, and like Nia, it's a girly travel style… or rather.

"…This is your work, isn't it?"

"Ah, you could tell?"

The construction of the belt cinching her waist is a dead giveaway. From the overall design sense, even I could tell at a glance that it was Nia's work.

"Because we're good friends!"

"I'm not denying it, but don't get so close…"

As she pushed back Lady [Splendid Colorist], who had hugged her with a smile, Nia wore a rare, annoyed expression, saying, 'Yeah, yeah.'

It's a subtle attitude, more than just a good friendship. If it were the her I know, she would be much more enthusiastic with a close female friend—

"…Is it okay? I'll introduce myself too."

I turned to the voice from the side, and there stood Nia's friend's partner.

Unusual for Arcadia—not that I'm one to talk—he wasn't a super handsome pretty boy or a super cool older man, but a man with an extremely realistic appearance.

Black hair, black eyes, medium build—or is he a bit tall for that? His long bangs are pulled back with a headband, showing off his forehead, but the expression underneath is… well, it's kind of listless.

To put it coolly, he's a downer. To put it bluntly, he lacks spirit.

As for his equipment, it's a fantasy-style shirt and pants with no notable features. Overall, I'd describe him as… a lethargic, tall, handsome man.

He may be based on reality, but he's definitely good-looking. His apparent age is somewhere in his early twenties?

"I'm Ittetsu. Written with the characters for 'one' and 'iron.' —Thank you for the rescue. Let me thank you as well."

As expected of an Arcadia player, his communication skills seemed to be above a certain level, contrary to his quiet expression. His crisp manner of speaking and clear choice of words were those of someone used to talking.

"Not at all, I'm just glad I made it in time."

When I casually held out my hand, he responded with a handshake, albeit a bit surprised—but the weakness of his grip, or rather, the clear consideration in it, made me realize with an "Ah."

I had held out my hand without thinking too much about it, but maybe it's not normal for a 'girl' to casually ask for a handshake from a man she just met? I don't know.

Well then, I should probably reveal the truth sooner rather than later.

"Alright, then *I'll* introduce myself too."

"W-W-Wait a minute!? A he—she…!?"

Whether I had struck a chord with her or something, Lady [Splendid Colorist]'s tension shot up… and the next moment, she froze, a look of utter confusion on her face.

As for her partner, on the other hand—

"Ah, I knew it. That makes sense."

He was probably tipped off by my fighting style or my weapon, right? Seeing me revert to my original form after deactivating [Trance], he nodded with a look of understanding and a faint smile.

"And so—I'm Haru, from Istia. A pleasure to meet you."

As expected… my own body is infinitely more comfortable.



    Chapter 446

    Feet on the Ground, Fly High

    "—Man, I only got a glimpse, but you've gotten even better, haven't you? As expected of Nia-chan, I can't afford to be slacking off either!"

"What are you talking about? You're always going full throttle, the exact opposite of 'slacking off'…"

"And *his* outfit is your work too, right? As always, it's amazing how you're good with both male and female designs. I'm so jealous."

"That's just the specialized type's 'grass is always greener' syndrome. A true top-tier artisan doesn't envy a *jack-of-all-trades*."

"…I don't really get it, but aren't you also in a position where you shouldn't be calling yourself a jack-of-all-trades? Countless crafters and tailors would probably quit their jobs."

"Yes, exactly! Her *boyfriend* is so right!!"

It had been a while since we had joined up with the unexpected celebrities, a pair of artisans including Nia's friend.

Whether we had hunted all the monkeys in the area, or they had started avoiding the 'monster' out of caution, we were now walking through the forest, enjoying the returned peace and deepening our bonds in a lively manner.

Well, mainly one person was at the 'lively' level, though.

"For the record, I'm not her boyfriend."

I hesitated, wondering if I should be vague for Nia's sake… but I decided it was best to be clear here. When I denied it, I was met with a sly grin.

"Oh really? And *that's* why?"

"She's talking about you, Nia-chan. Let go already."

"No way! Besides, it's because you keep trying to get close whenever there's a chance!"

As she said that, the indigo-haired girl hanging off my left arm started to get worked up and joined the lively group. She bared her teeth and hissed at her friend in warning.

Are you a cat?

"I'm not trying to get close…"

"Well, I am trying to get close, though."

"So you are."

And this Nonomi-san. I can't quite get a grasp on her character. She seems friendly and a master of sociability on the outside, but there's a unique sense of distance, a subtle 'line' I can feel.

This is probably the type of girl (?) that would instantly kill any guy who misjudges the distance. I have no way of knowing if it's an act or her true self, but I should be careful not to let my guard down just because she's a friend of a friend—well, it's just my personal opinion, so it might be baseless.

"Of course I'll try to get close! From your dramatic, explosive debut in the Four Pillar War to the recently released 'White Throne' subjugation, you're a star who's the talk of the town. It can't hurt to get to know you, right?"

"I feel like you're currently incurring the 'loss' of being warned by your friend, though."

"I got to see my cute friend's cute jealous face, so it's a slight net positive! Thank you for the meal!!"

"She's so energetic…"

Well, anyway… judging by the fact that Nia, while hissing, doesn't seem genuinely angry, their relationship must be one where this is allowed.

In that sense, maybe I don't need to be so on guard.

"—Nonomi, that's enough. You shouldn't tease her just for fun."

And the fact that her partner is consistently playing the role of a stopper with a calm tone is another source of reassurance.

It's not like she's obediently listening to him, but rather, it feels like she's hitting the accelerator with the expectation that he'll stop her.

"I know, I know. Sorry, Nia-chan—Alright, alright, then, shall we get serious and discuss our future plans?"

After a cheerful apology to her pouting friend, Nonomi-san's switch flipped, and she showed a serious face.

Her expression, if I may say so, was so similar to Nia's that I almost laughed.

"We know there are other pairs within merging distance. If we're looking for stability, we should try to expand this circle."

"Or we could join a large group that might have already formed. In any case, I don't think we can get started until we get out of this forest."

"…Actually, why don't we just clear a path and make a base? This forest has a lot of different materials. And we have someone who can *do that*."

Starting with Ittetsu-san, then Nonomi-chan-san, and finally Nia, they offered their opinions. The last suggestion naturally drew the gazes of all three to me.

Well, if you tell me to do it, clearing some trees is a piece of cake, but—

"Assuming I'm allowed to go all out, I can provide a much simpler basis for our future plans. What do you want to do?"

I've already single-handedly scattered the approaching threat, so it might be too late to be considerate. However, if we're treating this situation as an event where we all think and have fun together… I think it would be more 'beneficial' for me to enjoy it with my feet on the ground.

Therefore, I'll refrain from doing whatever I want. If necessary, I have no objection to acting as a convenient tool—in fact, I'd be happy to. So, I'll leave the decision to my companions.

"Hmm… by the way, what are you planning to do?"

Whether she read my intentions from my words or not, Nonomi-chan-san tilted her head in thought and asked.

In response to her question, I simply pointed upwards with my index finger, as if it were the most natural thing in the world—

"I'll check out the whole forest from the sky."

"""Ah…"""

And when I told them the obvious and easy method… the three of them, who, regardless of their fame, were probably ordinary people in terms of stats, all looked impressed, as if to say, 'Of course, there's that.'

This must be the kind of difference in thinking that arises between combatants and non-combatants.

—And so.

"…Well then."

"Sorry to trouble you!"

"Go for it!"

"Alright, leave it to me—whoa!"

The sky's the goal, time for a quick run.



    Chapter 447

    Clearing a Path, Expanding the Circle

    Alright then, 《Rocket》—is a card I can't just play without thinking, given the current lack of recovery methods like potions. Therefore, I'll have to rely on *this*, which has been on the back burner since I acquired my own aerial jump.

"Up, ha, and away—!"

As before, I activate 《Mistlurade》 and shoot a Bullet straight up, creating my own path to dash up.

Hmm, this is still convenient. The added demerit can't be ignored, but the elimination of the cooldown, allowing for free switching, is a super-enhancement of epic proportions.

A card you can play carelessly is, in any case, simply strong. From now on, it will undoubtedly become a mainstay skill that I'll be relying on frequently.

And with that, I'm in the sky. Breaking through the curtain of leaves and jumping into the air, I find not a dim forest but a vast, clear sky—

Well, the sky still has that weird image of the ground on it, but anyway,

"Ah… a massive forest."

Looking down from the strange sky to the ground below, I see a vast expanse of forest, forest, and more forest. I can see the 'end' of it, but who knows how long it would take to get through with the three of them below.

…Maybe clearing a path is actually more realistic.

Of course, if *I* were to *do something about it*, it would be a problem I could solve in a few minutes, but that would be a complete irregularity from the system's perspective. Nia and I are one thing, but since Nonomi-chan-san's artisan pair was also thrown in here….

"Could that be the 'intended path'...?"

Forest-clearing survival—I see, that sounds about right.

"—And that's the gist of it."

"…So this is the [Acrobat]."

"Less a rank holder and more, yeah. The [Acrobat]."

"Can you please never fall headfirst again? It's bad for my heart."

When I reported what I had seen and my thoughts, the reactions were varied. While Nia scolded me and pinched my arm, I was also met with words of appreciation for my work.

"So, should we clear a path? Well, we don't have the strength for that, so we'll have to leave it to you, but we can provide support here and there!"

"Two high-level magic crafters should be enough for processing the trees. We're short on numbers, but we have the necessary technicians."

Just like that, the Nono-Tetsu pair started to decide on a course of action. I, of course, and Nia, seemed to have no objections, but… well, I wonder about the 'two' of them.

"Ittetsu-san is—"

"'San' isn't necessary. You can just call me Tetsu if you want."

"Oh, understood… Is Tetsu-san okay? It's easier to say."

That way, it still feels friendly with the 'san.' After receiving a nod of approval, and with his nickname settled, I had a question.

"I thought there were 'three' of us, but are you not a magic crafter, Tetsu-san?"

"Ah, I'm a magic crafter, in a sense. But unlike Nonomi or your [Milmarinus], I'm not a high-level artisan. I won't be much help outside of my area of expertise."

"Oh… and what might that be?"

When I pressed further, a faint, confident smile that made me think, 'He can make that face?' appeared on his lips—

"You'll see later. Look forward to it."

He confidently raised the bar for himself and declared that I would have to wait.

◇◆◇◆◇

—And so, several dozen minutes later.

"Alright, then… is this enough for now?"

After a job… or rather, a rampage that was far too grand to be called a job, I released the gauntlets of my well-used [An=Ru Galta (Hypothesis: The Wedge-Armor that Sings of the Royal Road)] and leisurely looked around, murmuring to myself.

Scattered all around me was a mountain of raw lumber that even two top-tier artisans with expert material processing skills couldn't keep up with. They were all ridiculously thick fantasy giant trees… but the *cleanly cut surfaces* were, if I do say so myself, magnificent. I did a good job.

Now, what to do with the massive number of stumps I've created—I cut them flat near the base, so they won't be in the way for now. I guess I can just leave them.

—And,

"He's become an Acrobat I don't know again…"

"He gets crazier every time I see him."

"So he's finally cleaving giant trees with his fists, is he?"

"The very concept of a high-speed light warrior is breaking…"

"It's been broken for months."

"You guys stop gawking and get to work, you hear? Freeloaders will be sentenced to exile."

"""Yessir."""

And so.

After felling one giant tree after another and creating a huge commotion that must have echoed throughout the forest for several dozen minutes with a symphony of ZPAAAN, GOGOGO, BAKI BAKI, DOSHA, GOGAAN.

Well, it was bound to happen. Several pairs, drawn by the unusual noise, had joined us, and our small group of four had quickly graduated from its lonely status.

Most of them were combat-oriented. That said, unlike the people around me, whose standards have been completely skewed, they were healthy (?) general players.

So, instead of a 'Let's mow down giant trees together!!' situation, they were currently helping Nia and Nonomi-chan-san transport the lumber and other things.

How should I put this… it might sound condescending if I say it out loud, but it's heartwarming. It's calm, or rather, realistic.

If anything, it's overflowing with the 'this is what's good' feeling you get from a classic MMO genre. Coming together to achieve something great, the epitome of cooperative play.

I don't dislike it… in fact, I simply love it. I'm getting excited.

"Acrobat-san! We want to clear out a little more over here, can you handle it?"

"Ah, yes, yes, roger that, leave it to me!"

On top of that, everyone is frank, friendly, and has a good sense of humor, so they treat me, an obvious outlier and rank holder, without any hesitation.

That might also be the result of me making them feel at ease, but I'm grateful for it.

…And as for the top-tier individuals (outliers) in a different field from me—or rather, the two crimson beauties who were being showered with attention, as they deserved,

"Being in the same group as Nono-Nia, I must have used up all my luck for this life…"

"I was prepared to enjoy a survival trip with only guys. I'm tearing up."

"We've only just started, but a victory declaration might be in order, don't you think?"

"If my followers find out, I'm probably going to be burned to a crisp with jealousy…"

"Even if that happens, I think I could accept it as inevitable."

"Yeah."

"I know, right."

"I could probably laugh off a respawn-camping hell."

"Being able to breathe the same air for three days, this is basically a crime…"

"Someone keep an eye on this guy. If you think he's about to do something crazy, put him down immediately."

—And so on, they were being subjected to the intense gazes of the guys spouting crazy talk.

"Nia-chan, how about you give them a cute smile and a wave? I think you could mass-produce loyal servants who would do anything you say during the event. It'll probably be a one-hit KO, go for it."

"Please spare me…"

"Hee hee, that's right…! You already have your knight, don't you?"

"Nyu, guh… honestly, you're so annoying…!!"

…Well, at any rate.

They seem to be having fun over there too, so all's well that ends well.



    Chapter 448

    Fumbling Toward Tranquility

    Alright. Now that we had a plan for securing a base, there was something important I needed to address.

It was none other than the question of what those monkeys were. By examining the mysterious stones they dropped—called [Stardust Relics]—I was able to figure out a few things.

First, those creatures were beings known as [Stardust Beasts].

Second, collecting these [Stardust Relics] was the objective of this event... or at least, one of them.

Third—and this was pure speculation based on the relic's flavor text—it seemed the [Stardust Beasts] were part of an "expansion system" that could become a new source of power for players, offering the possibility of taming them or something similar.

The hinted-at possibility was called "Subjugation." The details were a complete mystery, but it seemed that by fulfilling certain conditions, we could bring them under our control... or so I assumed.

Honestly, my brain couldn't keep up with being told about a new system right after being thrown into the middle of an event. I immediately shared the information with everyone gathered at the base, but they all had more or less the same reaction: "Uh, huh..."

The main reason wasn't a lack of excitement, but rather that there was no confirmation yet, and we were simply too busy setting up the base to worry about it.

Besides, there was another piece of information gleaned from the relics, one that was far more crucial for our survival.

It had to do with...

"""..."""

The contents of the bowls currently before us as we gathered around the "dining table."

The [Stardust Relics] had another use besides being "collected" for some yet-unrevealed purpose.

That use was "Convert." By crushing a relic, we could obtain various materials corresponding to the [Stardust Beast] that dropped it... for example, things like ingredients.

Which meant, in other words—

"...I understand the hesitation, believe me."

"N-No, I'll eat it. It's just, I need to summon a little courage and resolve..."

The main ingredient in the stew served in this rustic, hand-carved wooden bowl was, to put it plainly, the meat of the "monkeys" I had slaughtered in droves.

I won't say what it is, but there's a simple, slightly... no, more than a slight degree of revulsion. I mean, come on... even if our evolutionary paths diverged, you know?

After making some progress on the base, everyone started to feel a hunger no different from the real world, which led to this impromptu mealtime, but...

Who would have thought I'd need to muster courage just to move my spoon?

"It's... it's edible, right?"

"...Apparently, that kind of culture existed in Japan, too."

One of the players nearby answered Nia's timid question from beside me. But from the look on his face, it was obvious he was scared too.

However, however—

"Alright... here I go."

"Y-You're going for it...?"

Yeah, you bet I am. Hesitating any longer would be rude to the chef.

I've already eaten monstrous moray eels that swim through the desert. Being squeamish about a little monkey meat is just silly at this point. Besides, it's just a game, so there's no need to think too deeply about it...! 

Alright, on the count of three—!!!

"Thanks for the meal...!"

And so, the taste of the meat I'd forced into my mouth with nothing but sheer guts and bravado was,

"..."

"...Hey, c'mon, your impression. What's the verdict...!?"

Honestly, and I mean honestly—

It was, unfortunately, not something I could call delicious.

◇◆◇◆◇

"—Sorry about that. I told you to have high expectations."

"Not at all. Your skill was more than evident. The stew itself was delicious... Man, that was a great meal. I'm not being sarcastic, either."

If nothing else, the ingredients were just bad.

Once I'd steeled my resolve and put it in my mouth, the rest was easy. Boys will be boys, no matter the age. Driven by curiosity, I even tried some of the meat plain-grilled with the other guys, but the taste was just hor-ri-ble. It was gamey and nasty and just plain bad.

It was edible, but you could tell it wasn't proper food. Which meant that our chef—Tetsu-san—who had transformed that awful stuff into something merely "not very tasty," was undeniably skilled.

"It helps to hear you say that. It's a shame the first attempt wasn't a perfect score."

"I'd say it was a perfect score, actually. I got to experience an incredibly authentic survival situation, and it was a valuable experience."

"...You're a good guy. Just like they say."

"What's 'they' saying? Tell me more."

Even as we talked, Tetsu-san didn't stop his hands. I made sure to firmly commit the appearance of the wild plants he was picking to memory. The most important factor in this event, considering its effect on morale and motivation, was undoubtedly food.

And gathering ingredients was one of the few valuable jobs I could contribute to without any production skills. I couldn't just wait for an appraisal skill to pop into existence, so I'd make myself useful by fully utilizing my other applicable talents.

As for water, which would be a life-or-death issue in a real survival situation, there was no problem at all. There were several of us, myself included, with water magic aptitude who could create pure water in exchange for MP. That meant that for the time being, securing food for the entire group was the top priority.

Even Nia, who had no expertise in construction whatsoever, was working hard on the base, struggling as she went. After a hard day's work, she'd want a delicious meal.

"That's about all the useful stuff I can spot. There's probably more nearby if you look. Could you gather any you come across?"

"Okay, got it."

In addition to wild herbs that could be used for flavor, there were various mystery plants resembling edible wild vegetables from the real world. There were also poisonous-looking mushrooms that made me want to tilt my head and ask, *Are you really sure that's edible? Really?* I crammed a fair amount of data into my head.

It would be a visual judgment, but I was confident I wouldn't make a mistake. Just to be safe, I could have them all appraised later... which brought me to my next move.

Food was important, but there was just so much to do right now.

"As for a protein source... I'll leave that to our reliable gentlemen."

"They ran off with blood in their eyes, saying they were done with monkey meat, so we can expect great things."

—*To be honest, as the one who has to cook it, I'm done with it too.* Tetsu-san showed off some surprising humor with a faint smile as we continued our light conversation.

I'd volunteered for permanent guard duty, so I couldn't wander too far from the base... though, I could rush back in seconds from a few hundred meters away, so a little stroll wouldn't be a problem.

Still, acting on my own too much would go against our agreement, so—

Well then, I guess I'll stick to the original plan. To be together as much as possible.

"I'm going to go gather some of those plants in a bit."

"Yeah, I'll be counting on you."

He must have guessed where I was headed. He gave me another faint—and somewhat amused—smile, and an indescribable itchiness made me quickly step away.

And the place I headed to was... well...

"...She's so easy to read."

As I approached, Nia's face instantly lit up the moment her sharp eyes spotted me, and her friend next to her immediately started teasing her with a smug grin.

Her proximity... or rather, the way she looked at me was so blatant that this maiden in love had probably already revealed her feelings to 100% of the group.

And as for me, the sole recipient of these searing emotions,

"Yo, need a hand with anything?"

"We've been waiting for you, Mr. Boyfriend!"

"Ah, ahhh, ahhh...! Stop clinging to me!"

"My, my, aren't we energetic..."

Having blown past all my hang-ups, I'm not exactly displeased. Far more so than before, when I was only fooling myself into thinking I was facing things—

"Why are you just letting her do that?! You should resist a little!"

"Her teasing is so half-hearted that my defense instincts just don't kick in, I guess."

"Make them kick in! Make them work properly! I'm gonna tell Sora-chan on you!"

"Wait, hold on, I was wrong, let's talk about this."

—It's because this noisy, indigo-haired girl seems so unbelievably cute to me.

And the fact that deep down, I'm more than just a little flustered... is a secret I'll keep for a little while longer.

<hr>

How peaceful.

[Stardust Relic]—The thoughts and aspirations left behind by the scattered [Stardust Beasts], a mirror of their demise. To those who seek, to those who are worthy, the beasts shall grant, obey, and serve with all their will.

Subjugate the forgotten starlight. Then the beast shall bow its head to its long-awaited master.



    Chapter 449

    The Art of Tofu Architecture

    "—...Whoa."

"...Ugh, I'm sooooo tiiiiired!"

It must have been a total of four or five hours since we'd started working in earnest.

We chopped down a mountain of trees, the men worked together to level the ground, and Nia and Nonomi-chan-san processed one piece of lumber after another, which I then primarily assembled—

The result was a rugged log house that couldn't be called stylish by any stretch of the imagination... or more accurately, it was a wooden box with a door, and I wasn't even sure if it qualified as a log house.

It was only natural. The only two craftspeople we had were a jewel-crafter/seamstress and a pure seamstress. No one else had any know-how about construction, so this was a bona fide tofu house built almost entirely through brute force.

With the basic skills of [Magic Craft], they could process materials like wood or stone... but for them, who were used to making clothes, the scale of everything was completely different. They'd really pushed themselves, and I was grateful for their hard work.

Ultimately, all we needed were walls, a floor, and a roof. As long as we weren't out in the open, we could secure a minimum level of safety, and that was all that mattered.

During the event, we'd get a debuff that made us unable to act if we didn't eat and sleep properly, but conversely, as long as we fulfilled those two quotas, everything was okay.

It was only for about three nights and four days. Our superhuman bodies didn't need a luxurious suite.

"You two did great. Seriously, amazing work."

And so, I offered my heartfelt praise to the two ladies who had perfectly executed a job they had no experience with whatsoever.

The [Milmarinus], who had collapsed into a heap, and the Artisan of Vibrant Hues, who had dramatically thrown herself onto her back on the ground—frankly, for the guys, just the fact that this was a shelter prepared by these two probably gave it more value than a luxury hotel.

Well, I was the one who did the assembly, though.

"You too... Thanks for the manual labor..."

"That was a huge help... Just as expected from a ranker... heheh, heh."

The two of them were utterly exhausted, and for good reason. They had cut—or rather, *converted*—countless logs into lumber.

They'd struggled with the unfamiliar process of creating building materials, going through trial and error, muttering "not like this, not like that." They'd accomplished the mission impossible of creating architectural blueprints using the same methods for drafting clothing patterns. They tried to assemble it, but it wouldn't go together. They put it up, and it fell down. They thought it was finished, only to find gaps everywhere and have to start over.

Unlike me, for whom this was hardly physical labor, they had been wracking their brains for hours. In a virtual world, it was obvious which was more tiring.

The sight of large and small squares standing in a row like wooden prefab sheds was quite surreal, but as someone who knew the effort that went into this scene, I was genuinely moved.

Anyone who complained would be sentenced to a [Trembling Transmission]—well, no one would dare criticize a collaboration between Nono-Nia. Men are such delightfully simple creatures.

"Should we put up a nameplate or something? I mean, you can tell by the size, but still."

"Ah, good point. It'd be awkward if the guys went into the wrong one by mistake, so we should probably be clear about that."

The log houses we'd built consisted of one large and one small building for men and women respectively, and one extra-large shared building in between. The men's and women's buildings on either side were, of course, for sleeping, while the central shared building was a banquet hall and a place to store common supplies.

The food and materials we'd gathered—as well as the [Stardust Relics] each person had acquired—would all be stored here together.

We were clueless about this event, and the future was uncertain. During our earlier meal, the conversation had flowed in all directions, not just about the unusual ingredients, and in the process, a general policy had been decided upon by a unanimous vote of all thirty-six group members.

Our top priority was for everyone to survive and clear the event. We'd focus on helping each other, and all rewards would be split evenly. As such, the only "reward" presented so far, the [Stardust Relics], would be divided equally among the group members on the final day.

Again, it was a unanimous decision with no objections—well, not quite. Someone had suggested, "The two artisans and the chef will have a much heavier burden, so maybe we should give them a larger share?" but the three of them shook their heads, so the idea was rejected.

Conversely, the three of them suggested, "Actually, you should give a larger share to the combat members who are out there earning them," but all the combat members shook their heads, so that was rejected too.

That spirit of mutual concession was wonderful, and so very... *Arcadian*.

In that respect, this place was so unlike an MMO that it was almost scary how peaceful and utopian it was.

To begin with, we didn't even know what we'd get for bringing back the [Stardust Relics], or if we were even supposed to bring them back as they were. We'd said our goal was to survive, but we had no idea what would happen if we died during the event, or if we could even respawn... We knew absolutely nothing.

That's why our policy was "Let's just cooperate like crazy," and for better or worse, we decided to take it easy. I didn't mind that kind of laid-back attitude at all—

"...Can I ask you something?"

"Oh, what's up?"

As I was diligently carving a picture into a suitably sized piece of wood with the edge of my dagger to make a nameplate, a voice called out from behind me. I turned around at the suspicious tone and saw Nia staring intently at my hands with an equally suspicious expression.

Too close, too close. Don't try to rest your chin on my shoulder.

"That's, um... what is it?"

"A portrait of you, Nia-chan."

"Wh-What...?! I'll grant you two thousand steps, but that looks exactly like one of those monkeys!"

"Just kidding. I was trying to express the universal image of a girl."

"I'm telling you, it doesn't even look human!"

I swear, while I may have weaknesses like a poor naming sense, my artistic skills are about average for a person. Or so I believe.

I mean, come on, who normally carves pictures into wood with a knife...?

"Oh my, what an unexpected weakness..."

"Hold on, that's not it. If I had paper and a pen, it wouldn't turn into this poorly made, indescribable *thing* that looks like a Fukuwarai game gone wrong—"

"Hey, if you're aware of that, why did you say it was a portrait of me? Even for a joke, isn't that a little too much? Huh? Hmm???"

"Whoa, wait, wait, wait, calm down...! It was just a little fun! I just got carried away by the survival in the great outdoors, hey, sto—stop it, you...!"

After that, the two girls started messing around with me, and I became their plaything... In the end, my creation, the 'Indescribable Monkey Carving,' was put on grand display in the common area, a public shaming that served as my pardon for the prank.

So my dignity is not safe, huh?

Well, it's too late for that now. In fact, I'll hold my head high, as if to say, "Worship this avant-garde art."

<hr>

His drawing skills with pen and paper aren't that great either.



    Chapter 450

    Let's Cook

    After the bare minimum base preparations were complete, more time passed, and dusk began to fall.

Considering the time elapsed since the event started and the state of the sky, it seemed safe to assume that the first of our three nights and four days was set for exactly eighteen hours.

That meant we had three full days left, which was thirty-six hours times three, for a hundred and eight hours. A grand total of one hundred and twenty-six hours, meaning the event would likely end late at night.

—And so, as the surroundings gradually darkened, inside the extra-large log house that also served as our banquet hall, preparations for the greatest pleasure of survival were steadily underway.

After a break, Nia and I went out to gather more plant-based ingredients, and we now had a plentiful supply, enough to not worry about tomorrow's meals.

Not only that, but the guys who went out to earn their keep had also brought back a massive haul of protein. While the meal from a few hours ago had its own charm, if possible, I still wanted to seek out delicious food.

In that regard, the boar they brought back this time held promise—or rather, according to our chef who had already appraised it, it was of 'good quality.'

My expectations were high; it was practically a guaranteed win. Hell yeah.

"Whoooa..."

"From your reaction, it seems you're not used to seeing cooking in the virtual world."

"Embarrassing as it is to admit, I've been all about battles until now."

—Once again, I found myself staring with great interest as Tetsu-san processed a mountain of meat, one piece after another. He was just prodding the ingredients with his knife, and he chuckled at me.

I'd been busy with pioneering work when the monkey stew was prepared earlier, so this was my first time seeing a 'chef' at work in this world.

It was a different atmosphere from magic... In a way, you could say it was a more game-like sight than anything else.

"Is that knife special? Or is it the power of a skill?"

"Both, but the skill is more important."

"Huh."

In a corner of the cooking area we had managed to set up—though I'd hesitate to call it a kitchen—on a large table serving as a cutting board, the meat that Tetsu-san's knife touched was transforming before my eyes.

He wasn't cutting it with the blade. The moment he literally touched it, the giant block of meat flashed with light and was reborn into various cuts, from thick to thin slices.

"As you can see, cooking in Arcadia doesn't require technique."

He seemed to be kindly giving me a commentary as I stood beside him. He continued speaking as he flawlessly prepared one piece of meat after another.

"What's required is skill proficiency gained through repetition. It's the sheer volume of knowledge crammed into your head from trying out an astonishing variety of combinations to see how all sorts of ingredients interact with each other—and, this is the most important part..."

As he spoke, he picked up a large chunk of meat—and in the next moment, a roaring flame erupted, completely engulfing his hand.

"Huh? Wh—?"

It happened so suddenly that I was left stunned.

It was nothing compared to the lethal explosions I'd often seen on the battlefield, but it was still a scorching red flame that didn't seem appropriate for 'cooking'... On a side note, the relationship between color and temperature for fire in this world is completely unreliable.

Sora's flame sword and Hinayo-san's heat rays are basically red flames, but they can easily melt metal as if incomplete combustion is a foreign concept.

Therefore, the 'red' I just saw was likely not at a realistic temperature—see, even though it was just for a moment, the meat is completely charred black.

"The common sense of the real world rarely applies to cooking in this world. You can use magic to ignore the laws of physics in the cooking process, and sometimes crazy cooking methods can produce crazy delicious results... In other words, imagination is key. Here, try it."

When Tetsu-san prodded the charred chunk of meat with his knife again—what appeared, arranged like a plate of sashimi, was fragrant, grilled, bright red, raw meat.

My brain instantly threw an error, bombarded with information that made no sense.

Even though the appetizing smell of grilled fat reached my nose, the visual information told me the meat was completely raw. Where did the charred exterior go?

"Uh... is this, is this safe to eat? Wild animals, raw..."

"Don't worry. It's cooked through."

"Ehhh...?"

Well, if he says it's fine, I'll eat it. But it's wild, and it's pork, so there's a different kind of revulsion that I can't shake, unlike with the monkey...

"So, just like this? Is it seasoned?"

"It's already seasoned. Lightly, though."

When did he even do that? Is that another skill I don't know about? As I pondered this, I timidly picked up a slice of the mysterious grilled raw meat and popped it into my mouth.

—After a full thirty seconds of savoring it.

"Tetsu-san."

"Yeah?"

"Please, I insist, add me as a friend."

"...Well, I don't mind."

I didn't care if he chuckled at me again.

Because in that moment, it was decided, at least in my mind, who the undisputed boss of our group was for this event.

I was seriously shocked. So shocked that I was shocked.

If I had to describe it, it was a sashimi steak. You might question my sanity for saying something so ridiculous, but that was the only way to describe this impossible culinary experience.

The juicy fragrance of grilled meat and fat, and the supple elasticity that should have been lost from the cooked red meat. The positive characteristics that can only be found in 'raw' food were retained even after the irreversible cooking process, and the flavors enhanced by grilling were harmoniously—no, with the greatest contradiction, coexisting.

It must be a characteristic of the boar meat itself, as there was a slightly wild flavor... but that didn't matter. Or rather, the shock that ravaged my mouth was so intense that I couldn't care less.

It was a new and strange sensation. The texture was rare, but not rare. The feeling of being able to sink my teeth into it and the crisp, clean bite coexisted, confusing my brain. There was no unpleasant toughness at all.

It made no sense.

It made no sense, but it was endlessly delicious. The seasoning, which seemed to have been applied by some method, was also an exquisite touch of salt that subtly delighted the tongue, and it was infinitely good.

It wasn't that the meat was delicious because of the salt, but that the meat, enhanced by the salt, was delicious.

It must be a special feature for this event. Combined with the sensation of food actually filling my stomach, which is unusual for virtual world meals, I was overflowing with an almost laughable amount of emotion.

There was only one thing I wanted to shout at the top of my lungs at this very moment—

"I need carbs...!"

Rice, bread, anything would do. A main dish to complement this unknown delicacy...! From the bottom of my heart, I earnestly wished for it...!

"I wonder if we can find some somewhere...?"

"In the forest? Whether it's rice or wheat, the chances seem slim."

"You're right...!!"

There are probably plenty of people who are fine with just meat, but I'm the type who wants rice with it...! I'm the kind of guy who orders a large bowl of rice at an all-you-can-eat yakiniku place...!

I was crushed, and Tetsu-san let out a quiet, amused chuckle.

And—

"Hmm... I thought he was an incredibly lively and out-there person, but he's also a thoughtful, kind, and normal-seeming young man—but then again, he is a lively and fun person, isn't he? Hmm?"

"What's with that face? Don't look at me with that smug grin."

As the guys noisily settled down onto the floor—our 'seats'—with their stomachs rumbling, my eyes met with Nia's, who was still playfully joking around with her friend. Her companion blinked, then stuck her tongue out at me with a 'bleh.'

Why? I didn't even do anything this time.

<hr>

It was obviously a gesture to hide her embarrassment from being caught happily watching you.

Also, the boss says 'technique isn't necessary,' but it is. The moment he went 'poof,' set his hand on fire, and grilled the meat, he actually activated four skills in parallel.



    Chapter 451

    An Evening's Revelry

    "—I'm just saying, this group is an absolute jackpot."

"Totally."

"For real."

"We've got idols, a chef, and a ranker for emergencies..."

"The sense of security and satisfaction is off the charts."

"Having good food is a real blessing, seriously."

"If we'd been grouped differently, there's no way it would be this peaceful a survival experience."

"At this point, it feels less like survival and more like... not even camping."

"A log house in the mountains reminds me of my school camping trip."

"Ah... don't make me feel old."

"My school never had a camping trip. What was it like?"

"""The bugs were insane."""

"Come on, I was hoping for a more positive, exciting story..."

"—...Everyone's so relaxed."

"Well, we are in a pretty blessed group, after all."

"Not to praise myself, but any group without a cooking skill user is probably having a tough time. Since we need to eat just like in the real world..."

"You can't keep your spirits up without good food, right?"

Our two pairs naturally ended up sitting together because of the Nono-Nia connection, on one corner of what had become a rather grand banquet.

The feast centered around a botan-nabe made with the boar meat and that strange steak, among other dishes, and there was a mountain of food prepared by Tetsu-san, quite literally. The group members swarmed it with delight, and a glance around showed that everyone was in high spirits, their motivation clearly high.

By the way, when I asked Tetsu-san how he managed to get the miso flavor so perfect for the hot pot, he just replied, "Oh, I made it." I probably wouldn't understand even if I asked when, or with what ingredients.

Whatever, it's all good. As long as it's delicious, I don't have a single complaint.

The venue was still spartan, with just a floor, walls, and a ceiling, but the lively chatter of the people created a more than pleasant atmosphere.

I think it's safe to say that the first day got off to an unbelievably smooth start.

"In reality, we artisans are important, but you're the most important one, Acrobat-san."

"Where did that sudden praise come from? I haven't done anything significant yet."

That wasn't false modesty. Regarding the matter of surveying the forest from the sky, anyone with decent stats could have achieved the same result by climbing a tree instead of flying.

As for rescuing the Nono-Tetsu pair right before that, it wouldn't have been a problem even if it wasn't me who rushed over. I'm sure the regular combat players here could have easily handled opponents of that level.

As I casually voiced my disagreement without much thought...

"No, no, no, it's the fact that you're *here* that counts!"

Nonomi-chan-san chuckled as if to say, *What are you talking about?*

"I don't mean to pressure you, but... just as everyone has been saying, the sense of security is on a completely different level. I'll confess, most of us, myself included, are thinking, 'If worst comes to worst, he'll handle it.'"

"Hah... Well, I'll certainly do my part when needed."

It wasn't expectation. What they were directing at me was unmistakably trust. Feeling a bit embarrassed, I averted my gaze, only to meet a pair of indigo eyes.

"You can say what you want, but you're still not self-aware enough. To a regular player, a ranker from the three factions other than ours in the West is *that* kind of person, you know?"

"I think... I'm aware of it, though."

I deflected Nia as she nudged me with her shoulder and looked around. Every player I made eye contact with raised their wooden cup of water and gave me a cheerful smile.

An existence that receives goodwill and trust just by being there.

I suppose I need to properly accept the hard-to-believe reality that I've become that person, regardless of my own bewilderment and other feelings.

I've been slowly coming to terms with it since the Four Pillar War, but I'm still a celebrity novice. Fortunately, I have plenty of role models close by. I can deepen my lacking self-awareness as I go.

"—By the way, this is completely unrelated, but..."

"Yeah?"

As I came to a reasonable conclusion without overthinking or underthinking it, Nia, who had given up on breaking through my defenses, spoke up as if she'd just remembered something.

"You're just relaxing in that form, but shouldn't you switch to your Trance body? Weren't you diligently training your magic power to learn a new spell?"

"Ah..."

It wasn't that I'd forgotten about it. It was just that I'd only shown that form to a limited number of players—namely, the raid members involved in the [White Throne] subjugation battle—so, quite simply—

"It's kind of embarrassing, and I'm scared of their reaction..."

"Ah... yeah, I guess so."

"I don't think you need to worry so much, do you? You were undeniably super cute, and it's going to be revealed on a large scale through the archives eventually anyway, right?"

"That's true, but..."

Well, Nonomi-chan-san was right. I fully intended to use [Trance] in our strategy, so it was bound to be revealed sooner or later.

In that case...

"Excuse me for a moment."

Subtly erasing my presence, I stood up and, feigning casualness, slipped into the makeshift kitchen space to activate [Trance].

It wasn't that I felt some mysterious shame about transforming in front of everyone, but I wanted to avoid causing a commotion by suddenly flashing with light.

However, it turned out that was an unnecessary... or rather, a pointless consideration.

Because, of course—

"Alright, here we go."

"Hey, no, no, no! Don't sit cross-legged!"

"...Seeing you act so completely masculine in that form is starting to confuse my brain."

"Actually, I think *that's* what will make you popular. There's definitely a demand for it."

They must have understood my intention. The retorts and comments directed at me as I casually returned to my seat were subdued in volume... but their gazes were already piercing me from all over.

Fine, I've steeled my resolve.

Here it comes. In three... two... one—

"A third beauty?!?" "That's just wrong!!!" "Is that the rumored Trance system?!" "The Acrobat turned into Acrobat-chan?!" "Ah, no, this is too funny." "A white-haired, blue-eyed, super beautiful girl, you say...?" "I... can't..." "Not content with being surrounded by beauties and beautiful girls, you become one yourself...?!" "Wait a minute, you're going to do super high-speed maneuvers and swing around huge weapons looking like *that*?!" "My tastes are being carved anew!" "Can I start the Acrobat-chan fan club?!"

"Okay, okay, okay, quiet down, I'm not Prince Sho—"

"""Agh, her voice is beautiful too!!!"""

"""A girl who talks like a guy is a bridge too far!!!!!"""

"Seriously, you're all so daaaaaamn loooooud!!!"

And so the guys gave a mysterious standing ovation.

A great cheer like a roar echoed through the hall.

And as if frightened by the mob rushing towards me, the two true beauties hastily evacuated. Yeah, you're probably better off staying away.

I'd experienced something similar at the victory party the other day, so I'd already predicted the reaction of these festival-loving Arcadians, whether they were exceptional players or not.

But still, when they came at me full force like this...

"Alright, alright, please form a line! One question per person—whoa, wait, wait, stop! Calm down, everyone, please act with a little more reason...!"

In a place where I couldn't draw a weapon, the outcome of a many-against-one fight was decided from the start.

And so, it goes without saying that for the rest of the long, lively banquet, I remained the center of attention.

<hr>

They're just hyped up from the event. Normally, everyone is a bit more rational. I think. Probably. Maybe.

I think that's enough peaceful time for now.



    Chapter 452

    Under a Starless Sky

    The banquet ended, and after finishing a meal that for the first time in the virtual world actually satisfied my hunger—I doubt a single player felt like saying, "Alright, good work," and calling it a night in such an unrestrained mood.

About fifteen hours had passed since the event began. The estimated virtual time was just past 9:00 PM. That meant the first day would end in about three hours, but... with the night came something new.

Namely, the starry sky—with the 'ground' now situated in the heavens, I couldn't find any stars by looking straight up at the truncated sky. However, considering the title of this event...

"...I wonder if something's going to happen."

"Who knows. But we'll need to be on guard either way."

Considering the possibility that a different kind of starry sky might make a move, it would be foolish for everyone to get complacent and go to sleep at the same time.

—And so, up on the roof of the log house, I had volunteered to be the first on watch, since I had gotten off relatively easy. With me were my partner, who had tagged along, for a total of two people.

With debuff icons blinking on our status bars—a 'Sleepiness' notification likely exclusive to this event—we sat side by side, our conversation exceedingly calm.

Just like in the real world, I could feel my eyelids gradually growing heavier, but the drowsiness tugging at the edge of my consciousness wasn't overwhelmingly strong. At least, not yet.

According to the information downloaded into my brain, the debuff could be removed by getting about four hours of sleep. This meant we were simply required to dedicate 1/9 of each thirty-six-hour day to sleep.

Nia and I were currently fighting off the debuff that had appeared at exactly 9:00 PM virtual time. By focusing on the icon at the bottom of the status bar, a pop-up counter revealed a number that was steadily increasing.

Presumably, we just needed to sleep for that additional amount of time to remove it.

That, combined with the fact that the required sleep time was only about four hours, meant that staying up a little late wouldn't result in a significant penalty.

At the same time—it also meant we couldn't definitively say, *'Since we're required to sleep to remove the debuff, it's unlikely anything will happen in the middle of the night.'*

Also, there was the meta-reasoning that if we followed the rules strictly, we'd have a ridiculous routine of 'go to bed at 9 PM, start activities at 1 AM.' I figured there was a ninety percent chance something would happen, so it was best to be prepared.

That's why we had a watchman posted, while the other group members went to bed first, intending to just take a nap.

If nothing happened, I could just have someone take over after four hours and sleep until morning. I had a plan for how to kill time by myself, but... my yawning partner next to me had naturally stuck around, so my plans had changed.

"You can go to sleep if you're tired."

"Mm... if you're saying I can sleep here, then I'll take you up on that offer."

"You've got some nerve, sleeping on the edge of a roof."

"I'm not afraid of heights, you know. The reason I was screaming my head off in the sky was because of someone's perverted piloting, remember?"

"Is that so..."

"Besides, I don't have to worry about falling off. My 'pillow' will catch me."

"Oh, how convenient to have such a pillow—hey, stop it, don't press against me...!"

Nia, who was already attached to me at a shoulder-to-shoulder distance, lunged at what I assumed was my lap. My body in this softer form might make for a comfortable pillow, but I'd appreciate it if she remembered that I'm a guy on the inside.

Of course, the fact that I'm aware that she's doing it *because* it's me makes it even more of a problem—to be honest, it's troubling when she gets this close.

She, too, needs to realize that I'm more than aware of her.

Just having our shoulders touching is already quite something. For a kid whose romantic feelings towards the opposite sex have been cryogenically frozen since the first year of middle school, this is a bit too stimulating.

I'm currently in the process of thawing out, so I need a little more time.

Not just Nia, but Arche too... and now, more than anyone, Sora-san.

That's because, since that day, my partner's emotional expressions and physical affection towards me have become incredibly intense—

"...Hey, what are you thinking about?"

"Mostly about you."

When I gave her a response that was not a lie without a moment's hesitation, Nia, looking utterly astonished as I'd intended, let out a strange "Nyuu?!" and froze.

I may still have many pathetic aspects, but I have no intention of letting it end there. From now on, in situations like this, I intend to fight back without flinching.

"I told you, I'll look at you while you're next to me. Besides, isn't it normal for people to think about the person next to them? Stop, stop, no violence."

She grabbed me by the collar and started shaking me, and my view of the forest shrouded in darkness began to shake merrily. Her disheveled side-tail slapped against its tyrannical master.

"What is it with you...?! Have you really gotten over everything a little too much?!"

Well, I'll admit that—but sorry, I have no intention of changing this.

"...Nia, did you prefer the old me?"

I asked nonchalantly, trying to make it sound casual. She, who had been rampaging with a bright red face, paused for a moment, then let go of my collar.

"...Um, well... should I be brutally honest?"

"I'm curious, but either way is fine."

She pressed her forehead against my shoulder, hiding her face.

As I felt the heat coming from her, I gave an honest reply to her question with a question—

"...Then, I'll be honest."

"Yeah."

"The old you, who was flustered and had no composure, but was trying his absolute best for me... was kind of cute, and it made me want to hug you tight."

"Hug me tight, huh."

—*She called me cute*, I thought, and chuckled to hide my embarrassment.

"—But the you now... makes my heart pound constantly."

She conveyed even more heat, her words direct.

I felt the words whispered into my ear spreading through my own chest.

"...Should we stop here? I think we'll both get burned if we continue."

"Y-Yes, I think so."

"Then let me just conclude with this... —I like both versions of you."

"..., ..."

"...I'm more head-over-heels for you than I thought. This is a problem, isn't it?"

Ah, it really is... a problem.

It really and truly is a 'what am I going to do' kind of problem.

"...I might, just maybe, be willing to lend you my lap."

"...Hehe, wh-what? Don't tell me you've been swayed by little old Nia—"

"Never mind, I must have imagined it."

"No, no, no, no! I take it! You can't take back what you said!!!"

"This is not the energy level of someone who's sleepy..."

My wry smile as I watched the indigo girl dive into my lap with the force of a headbutt was, frustratingly, one hundred percent to hide my embarrassment.

...Because the three people who direct their feelings towards me are all just too charming.

"If you drool, I'm throwing you off."

"A beautiful girl would never do such a thing~"

I really wonder if I'll ever be able to give an answer.

Only unanswerable questions pile up irresponsibly—

...And so, with Nia, who seemed to have no intention of sleeping despite securing a human pillow, I continued our casual chatter for a while longer to distract from our mutual embarrassment.

"—...Hm?"

"—Huh?"

An hour after starting our watch, at exactly 10:00 PM virtual time.

We both noticed the stirring in the forest at the same time.



    Chapter 453

    A Trust Upheld

    "—Nia."

"I don't know. I think they're still some distance away, but..."

The density of the presence erupting from the forest was so distinct that even I could sense it.

If that was the case, then Nia, who possessed a detection skill—even if its performance was unreliable compared to the advanced skills of combat-oriented players—couldn't have missed it.

When I asked her as she quickly sat up from my lap, her answer was vague. Her search range was decent, but when the numbers were too high, the accuracy of everything dropped dramatically.

That was why her reaction had been a bit slow when we were attacked by the horde of monkeys at the beginning of the event. In other words—it was safe to assume that was a high possibility now.

"Okay, let's wake everyone up."

I picked Nia up and leaped off the roof, and we each dashed towards the separate men's and women's quarters. I burst through the swinging door and into the wide-open space, where everyone was resting in various positions, and—

" HEY, WAKE UP, YOU LAZY BONES! "

—I shouted, and what echoed through the room was, of course, a girl's voice.

The majority of them shot up, their bodies jolting in surprise... A few, still dazed and confused from sleep, panicked at the sight of the unfamiliar beautiful girl.

It wasn't quite on the level of the [White Throne] subjugation raid, but still, the battle line was formed at a respectable speed.

Thirty-six people minus three artisans, for a total of thirty-three—almost a full raid party. The base we had built by clearing the forest wasn't that large, so it wasn't impossible to establish a defensive perimeter around the entire area by dividing into units.

If I had to point out a concern, it would be that I didn't have a proper grasp of the strength of Arcadia's 'general combatants'...

On the other hand, the expressions of those waiting for the presence drifting from the depths of the forest seemed to lack tension, in a good way.

That was entirely because—

"The weight of their trust is heavy..."

"Ahaha, what are you talking about? Compared to the Four Pillar War or a 'Colored' raid, this will be a piece of cake."

"I doubt anyone is letting their guard down."

—of that. I mean, I understood and accepted it, but still.

On all the battlefields I'd been on until now, there had always been people who were stronger than me. So, in fact... well, you know.

This was the first time I was on a battlefield where I was the strongest, so my emotions were lost, and I didn't know what kind of face to make. They might not like me saying this, but that princess (Arche) is really amazing.

—Well, with that out of the way.

"Ah, the rustling is here."

"Looks like it's almost time."

"The fact that they're giving us time to prepare suggests that the basic setting is aimed at a general audience... I suppose."

It seemed that most of them had some kind of detection skill, as the three artisans, sensing something, all looked towards the forest and narrowed their eyes.

I had Nia and the others monitor the entire area from up on the roof here, and they would send me a message if a gap was about to form and I hadn't noticed.

Of course, the roof of the tofu house was a completely open space with no defensive walls. I had no way of knowing what was coming, but if any stray bullets or other unidentified flying objects came our way...

Well, there would be no problem. I'd just knock them down with my own hands, whatever they were.

It wasn't quite a ground tremor, but I could feel the presence of many things approaching from the depths of the forest with a loud noise. If even I, without a detection skill, could sense it, they must be very close.

In that case, I should probably brace myself so as not to embarrass myself.

"You're going in that form?"

"Yeah, I need to gradually get used to the combat movements."

"I see. ...Um, well, be careful... and do your best, okay?"

Whether to go in *that* form or *this* form... After a moment of hesitation, I drew my dagger, and my partner gave me a clumsy cheer.

As she herself had said several times, a dedicated artisan like Nia was a stranger to a real battlefield. I turned to her, who couldn't hide her slight tension, and—

"Well, you know. Just relax and watch the show. I don't know what's coming, but—"

—I grinned and leaped backwards off the roof.

"I won't let a single mouse get through."

It didn't matter how many of them there were.

I, along with the other guys, would shoot them all down outside the defensive line.

◇◆◇◆◇

"..."

My buddy, who had leaped off the roof without even looking where he was going, as casually as if he were walking down stairs. His smug tone and childish smile replayed in my head over and over again, and—

"...Well, you can't help but fall for *that*. Even as a guy, I get it."

"They really do exist, don't they? Guys like that. Right~?"

"—...Ugh, just shut up, shut up!"

For the umpteenth time since they'd met.

Once again, the indigo girl who had been 'done in' could only manage a feeble complaint as she kneaded her completely limp cheeks, looking utterly defeated.

◇◆◇◆◇

"Now then..."

As I fell, I twisted my body to survey my surroundings, committing the entire scene to memory.

The light was dim, relying on the few bonfires we had set up around the base, but for the eyes of a virtual world avatar, it was more than enough.

The defensive line was on standby just inside the forest from the clearing we had made. And beyond them, I could already see their forms emerging from the darkness.

Just as expected, a starry sky moving across the ground—a horde of [Stardust Beasts].

At a rough glance, there were three types. Besides the 'monkeys' I had fought earlier, there were wolf-like creatures about the size of large dogs, and giant 'boars' over three meters tall.

It wasn't quite a horde—but that's probably because my standard for a horde has become that 'red' one.

At the very least, they outnumbered us. Even seeing them actually attacking, I didn't feel any threat, but I had no intention of underestimating them.

So, the first place I should provide support is—here, I guess.

No need for [Rocket]. Combined with the fact that we only had three healers, I shouldn't needlessly deplete my HP. The moment I landed, I kicked off the ground with my natural leg strength.

My senses are numb to it, but even an AGI of 230 is slightly above that of a typical high-speed warrior. Add to that the agility-based skills I possess, like [Hare Real], and—

"—Whoa, there."

"Whoa, you scared me!?"

—rushing over quickly to cut off a monkey that had leaped from above to ambush a member who was being toyed with by a wolf was an easy task in two senses of the word.

It seemed I had startled the person I was trying to help, but I had also kept the wolf in check with my dagger at its feet, as it had shown signs of going on the offensive, so forgive me.

"How are they? Their strength, from your perspective?"

"Uh, well... There are a lot of them, so we probably can't win without a scratch, but they're not that tough! I don't think we'll have any accidents even if we get surrounded!"

As I asked, I sent a wolf that had charged head-on flying with a bare-knuckle backhand. He replied with his impressions while fighting off two of them with his longsword.

Seeing him reply so cheerfully, it seemed he had a fair bit of leeway, just as he said.

"Oh, but the boars hit hard, so if we get into a melee and us backliners take a direct hit from their charge, it could be dangerous!"

Added a note from one of his squad members behind him. I see, then for now—

"The source of the accidents... ah, um."

...Is it okay to quickly go around and crush the source? I wonder. Would that turn it into an unwelcomed easy game for them?

"Oh, Acrobat-san?"

Another squad member called out to me from the side. He, who was holding a huge hammer, grinned as if it were the most natural thing in the world and said,

"I think you can just go wild without worrying—fighting alongside a hero is the best kind of festival for us regular folks, after all."

"Totally!"

"No doubt about it."

"Actually, I'm looking forward to seeing that perverted maneuver of yours live!"

And so they said whatever they wanted.

Ha... Okay, if that's the case, I won't hold back.

"—Well then, I guess I'll have some fun too."

In that moment, I stepped in.

"Heah?!"

"Whoa, hey..."

"Wha—?!"

"Sweeeet!"

"There it is, the afterimage as if it's nothing...!"

"Fuuuuuuuuuu!"

"Hey, the big ones were wiped out in an instant!"

I finished a full circle, devoured all the big game, and sheathed my dagger. A total of nine. Unlike the small fry, there weren't that many.

Then, for the rest,

"Time to thin the herd."

Activate [Mistlurade]. Deploy [Parabellum Bullet].

My target: the troublesome ones that were numerous and moved through the treetops—alright, fly.

The red blades swung by the running white figure were truly countless. The daggers, glinting as they reflected the scarce light, pierced and shot down the pathetic assailants with terrifying precision.

That sight was, truly—

""Whoa...""

"...Overwhelming. So that's the Acrobat (Crown), who fought the [Sword Queen] to a standstill."

—more than enough to steal the tension from the artisans watching from the roof.



    Chapter 454

    As the Night Wears On

    As I leisurely dealt with the sporadic—or rather, wave-based—assaults of the [Stardust Beasts], I noticed a few things.

First, at least in this assault event, they probably weren't aiming for *us*.

Well, the relatively aggressive wolves would actively attack any player who got close, but the others, the monkeys and boars, would charge towards a certain point unless their path was blocked, which gave me a sense of their objective.

The log house that Nia and the others had built was in the path of the creatures that were ignoring us... and more accurately, their target was likely the central shared building.

The malicious habit of aiming for the non-combatants on the roof came to mind, but the reason to reject this hypothesis was scattered all around me.

Second, the newly dropped [Stardust Relics] from them were acting strangely.

They were glowing. Like, *really* glowing. If we left them alone for too long, the ground would become littered with stones and could cause accidents, and the charging boars that knocked down trees would crush them, so we were each throwing or kicking them inside the defensive line to secure them... and now, the inside of our circle was sparkling.

The [Stardust Relics], which piled up each time we defeated the attacking [Stardust Beasts], had now formed a small mountain and were serving as a light source far brighter than the bonfires.

And as they became a 'mountain,' I noticed one more thing.

Or rather, it could be called a detailed answer to the first point—the [Stardust Beasts] were not aiming for the building itself, but for the large number of [Stardust Relics] gathered in its storage space. The basis for this deduction was that the creatures' movements changed once the newly dropped relics exceeded a certain amount.

In other words, they had now started charging towards the 'mementos' of their fallen comrades. The reason was unclear... but that seemed to be the case.

Triggered by time, the [Stardust Relics], once gathered in sufficient quantity, would attract the [Stardust Beasts]—that was likely the seed of this 'assault event.'

Oh, and one last thing.

This wasn't so much a point I noticed as it was something I learned personally—

"D'ahh...! So... ti... ring...!!"

"An hour is too long...!"

"Gah! *cough*, *cough*... Ugh!"

"Exhausted... so tired..."

"Is this going to happen tomorrow, and the day after, and the day after that...?"

"Death..."

And so on.

The stamina of a typical Arcadia player, it seemed, was something like this. The assault had been of a decent intensity, but an hour of continuous combat had apparently taken its toll... enough to make them collapse on the ground, unable to move.

I can't deny that it felt like the scale of the attacking horde grew as their target—and our spoils of war—piled up. It wasn't on the level of that 'red' horde, but the end was quite a lively festival.

That they managed to fight to the end without the defensive line being breached was a testament not so much to their skill as to their sheer willpower. The two ladies were watching, after all. I understand how you feel, gentlemen.

—And now, the time is just past 11:00 PM virtual time.

The [Stardust Relics], which had been shining like stars, were gradually losing their light. It was as if it was heralding the end of the festival...

Or rather, it was likely a signal that it was over.

For a while after we'd weathered the final wave, the rustling of the forest had completely ceased, and there was no sign of it returning. Which meant, with this—

"The first day's event schedule is... probably over? Alright, good work, everyone!"

"""Good work..."""

Thinking in game terms, it was natural to see this as a mission clear.

My stamina, forged through numerous battlefields and training with exceptional players, didn't waver in the slightest after a battle of this duration. I took the lead in calling the end of the battle on behalf of those who were down, and a reply came from the valiant warriors who were now no more than a pile of corpses, unable to move a muscle.

Come on, wake up, gentlemen. Go sleep in your beds.

Though we didn't have such fine things yet, so everyone would be sleeping on the floor.

◇◆◇◆◇

"—Ngh, mmmhhaaaa...!"

"That's a hearty yawn. Really, you should go to bed first."

"I'll sleep here..."

"No you won't. I'm sleeping here."

And so, things went back to how they were.

Perhaps because it was the first day, the assault event ended cleanly. After everyone had gone back to sleep, I was back on watch as originally planned, though I had no intention of a long shift. I planned to go to bed myself when the date changed.

This was a meta-analysis on my part, but considering that everyone was given the sleepiness debuff at the same time, and that the assault ended precisely between 10:00 PM and 11:00 PM virtual time, I suspected that a night watch was unnecessary.

Arcadia sometimes shows its viciously difficult side, but that's usually reserved for high-difficulty content.

In other aspects, this game is thoroughly stress-free. While there are some restrictions, they are all within a reasonable range.

If that's the case, then this sleepiness debuff could also be taken as a message from the system to 'go to sleep.' —Even if this prediction turned out to be wrong, if the actual assault was of that level, we could respond even after being woken up.

If their habits were as I suspected, they would target this shared building first, not the dormitories. If a boar's charge shook the place, I'd wake up in an instant up here on the roof.

—So, it would be a problem if the indigo-haired girl currently occupying my lap fell asleep here.

While it would create the perfect excuse to carry a sleeping lady to her bed, I was hesitant to boldly enter the women's dormitory where Nonomi-chan-san was resting. On the other hand, I couldn't just let things slide and sleep with her in my arms either. That would be too much.

Even now, I was pretty much at my limit.

It had been just over two hours since the debuff had set in. Partly due to the light exercise, my eyelids were steadily growing heavier, and a fog was beginning to cloud my consciousness.

And... surely, probably, it's because of that filter.

"Come on, Nia-chan. Go be a good girl and sleep next to Nonomi-chan-san."

"Nnngh..."

"Don't 'nngh' me. Have some ladylike modesty, Liliania Blueberry."

"Don't use my full name..."

"Then you stop rubbing your face on my lap. The friction is really hot."

Using her drowsiness as a shield, she was being unabashedly affectionate, and it was so adorable that I was at a complete loss—

My throat was perpetually dry, you see.

<hr>

This has all been a tutorial.

I recently shared some character designs and other info that will be in the book releasing on June 20th on X (formerly Twitter). You can also see the face of the self-proclaimed maid who has been quietly gaining fans, so if you're interested, please check out the author's X account.



    Chapter 455

    Day Two: Morning

    "—..."

 The moment I lifted my eyelids, my thoughts booted up with the speed of a high-spec PC.

It was a wake-up call so refreshingly crisp it felt unreal. Even without the loud alarm that usually rang—no, that rang inside my head—I would have instantly remembered where I was.

Despite having slept on a hard wooden roof without even a cushion, my avatar's body, far sturdier than my real one, felt neither stiff nor sore.

Brushing away the white hair that had fallen across my face, I gazed at the 'ground' visible far away in the sky and—

"Hah... ...kyaah, ahhh..."

—the yawn that escaped my lips was, to my utter horror, that of a girl.

"—Ah, good morning!"

After some light stretching and other exercises, I leaped off the roof, and my first contact was with the ever-energetic Artisan of Vibrant Hues.

The current time was 7:00 AM. Everyone except Nia and me should have cleared their debuffs about two hours ago, so they had probably been up and about since around five.

Using one of the giant tree stumps left after clearing the forest as a desk, she seemed to be engrossed in drafting some new blueprints.

"Hey, morning. Where's my partner?"

"Nfufu, asking for Nia-chan first thing in the morning?"

"Well of course, she's my precious buddy."

When I gave a confident reply to her teasing words,

"Ooh... y-you're surprisingly composed, Acrobat-san."

"I have been lately—also, it's a bit late, but you can just call me Haru, Artisan of Vibrant Hues-san."

"Then you can just call me Nonomi-chan."

While I might call her that in my head, calling a girl my age 'chan' out loud is a bit embarrassing. Maybe I'll follow Tetsu-san's lead and call her Nono-san.

"Oh, Nia-chan is working in the girls' room. I think they could use more help over there, so you should go help her... but before that, it's almost time for breakfast."

As she spoke, I noticed a pleasant aroma wafting from the shared building.

"Could you go get her? I'm going to put this away."

"Got it."

Tasked with the errand, I headed towards the women's building while Nono-san began rolling up her half-finished blueprints—the paper and pen she was using were also her and Nia's own creations. It seems that Magic Crafters are more versatile than I thought.

Though, when it comes to specialized fields, that's probably not the case... Anyway.

"Hellooo!"

Even though I was asked by one of its residents, I thought it might be rude to just barge in, so I knocked on the door and called out. 

Five, ten seconds passed with no reply. I raised my voice to call out again... and a faint "Come in!" reached me from inside.

What, she wants me to come in?

Well, if she's inviting me, there's no way some anime-esque cliché is going to happen. With that in mind, I pushed open the swinging door and stepped inside—

"Tch..."

"Hey, morning... What's wrong? Why'd you freeze?"

Inside the mostly empty log house, my partner was working, holding several wooden parts whose purpose I couldn't guess. My eyes fell on her, and I froze on the spot.

Nia, who had greeted me, looked at me quizzically, but I wanted to shout at her—*What in the world are you wearing?*

She had on a light blue blouse, brighter than her indigo hair and eyes, and white shorts with a yellow check pattern... which, to put it simply, was a stylish but normal outfit.

The problem was the top.

It was a dazzling sleeveless top that also had a wide opening in the back, down to her shoulder blades, and her short hair offered no defense, revealing the line of her skin from her neck down... which was, well, not good at all.

I hadn't noticed at all. Underneath that poncho or cape, she was wearing something like this? What? Am I overthinking this? Or am I too conscious of it?

It just seemed like there was a lot of skin showing, and its attack power was so high that I was genuinely shocked.

"N-Nothing. Morning... um, breakfast is ready."

"Mm, okay, okay."

I think I managed to avert my gaze naturally, but I couldn't hide the fact that I had gasped dramatically at the beginning. But I was relieved to see that Nia didn't seem to want to press the issue and just tossed the wooden parts aside.

I was also inexplicably relieved when she properly took a jacket out of her inventory and put it on. If she had tried to go outside in that revealing outfit, I would have had to stop her, even at the risk of her reading my agitation.

"...Hey, are you mad or something? What's really wrong?"

"Just woke up, low blood pressure, hungry."

"Why are you speaking in fragments?"

Since I couldn't meet her eyes, it was only natural that she'd be suspicious. Spouting a hundred percent lie, I fled in search of breakfast.

I said I'd face you properly from now on, but I think that's just unfair.

◇◆◇◆◇

"—How did you make this?"

"I kneaded lard from the boar and Duffle-Mush into grated Yum-Yum, put it through a pseudo-fermentation process, and then steam-baked it with vacuum-roll steaming."

"I have no idea what you just said, but I know that you're a god, Tetsu-san."

"You're always so dramatic. This is just a prototype, but how's the taste?"

"It's insanely delicious."

The mysterious chewy white substance, made from what I was told was pork fat, a potato-like thing, and a mushroom-like thing, was like a cross between a steamed bun and mochi. Whether the flavor came from the ingredients themselves or his 'magic' seasoning, I had no idea, but the faint saltiness and sweetness were incredibly comforting.

I have a suspicion he made this because I was whining about wanting a staple food... Man, our chef is super nice. Is he the best in both skill and personality?

It wasn't rice or bread, but it was a complete staple food. And it was delicious, on a level where if they sold it in the real world, I'd buy it by the case without a second thought.

"Nfufu, what do you think of our Ittetsu-kun? Now you can see why I chose him as my survival partner over all the other passionate advances from other men!"

"Seriously brilliant. Nono-san is the smartest in the world."

"Fufun!"

"You were screaming your head off when you were about to get a game over so early on..."

That's a promise not to mention that, Nia-chan. Since we're having such a delicious meal now, all's well that ends well—

"Now then... you can eat while we talk, but based on last night's events, I'd like to discuss our future policy again. We'll prioritize everyone's survival and clearing the event, and stay at the base to build up our defenses—is that alright?"

"..."

""...""

...Hmm? Huh, eh, ah?

"Are you asking me if it's alright?"

"Yeah."

"Well, obviously."

"There's no one else, is there?"

I was slow to react to the topic that had been brought up so suddenly and matter-of-factly. Seeing my reaction, Tetsu-san was stone-faced, Nono-san was smiling, and my partner had a slightly exasperated look on her face.

No, I get what you're saying, but.

"Wouldn't it be better to decide when everyone's here?"

"That 'everyone' is looking to you for instructions. We're not pushing it on you. A leader was just naturally decided upon from the flow of the first day."

Apparently, the guys who were scheduled to return from hunting in the early afternoon had already asked him to discuss the policy with me.

It's not really my style... well, I won't complain too much.

"I think we should stick with the current plan... or rather, stay the course. Assuming yesterday's assault event happens every night, building up the base and playing tower defense seems like the right way to go."

At least, I think so for this great forest field we've been thrown into.

From the nature of the [Stardust Beasts] we saw last night, it's also predictable that the more [Stardust Relics] we accumulate, the larger the scale of the assault will become.

For now, the priority should be to fortify our defenses as much as possible. However, with no sign of new reinforcements beyond the thirty-six of us, what we can do is limited.

Right, first of all—

"Let's continue from yesterday and clear out some more trees."

We should start by further clearing the forest from its current bare-minimum state... and properly prepare the field of engagement for the next assault.

<hr>

Nia-chan's clothes? That's right, they were produced by Hiyorin.



    Chapter 456

    An Unsteady Hand at the Helm

    ◇You have acquired a Title◇
・『Lumberjack』

"A bit too on the nose."

I let out a small chuckle at the blunt title the system had bestowed upon me. With one job, no, two jobs... considering the scale of the scene, maybe ten jobs done, I stretched.

A diameter of about one hundred meters, I'd say.

I wasn't sure if it was a perfect circle, but I had cleared a ring of trees around the three log houses, and the view had become much clearer.

As I mercilessly swung my fists, my conscience pricked me with the thought, *'Isn't this just pure environmental destruction?'* but I summarily dismissed it with the justification that it was just a game, cutting down the trees along with my guilt. I hope to be forgiven, as this is all for the sake of surviving the event.

And so, the lumbering work, a continuation from yesterday, was finished...

""—...""

The two girls stared into the distance at the literal mountain of massive trees piled up.

They were surely lamenting the daunting task that lay ahead. I'm pretty sure it wasn't my imagination that the light had faded from their indigo and orange eyes.

If only our inventories were functioning normally, cleaning up would be... well, not easy. Even if the system was lenient with the capacity for material items, trying to store a giant tree whole would probably fill up a 'bag' with just one.

Well, there was no need to process every single one.

"Let's just quickly deal with the branches and leaves, and use most of them as a 'wall' as they are. If we use our heads a bit for placement and securing them... well, we'll manage somehow."

When I offered this peaceful solution, the two of them looked visibly relieved. No, really, I had no intention of burdening them to that extent.

However, there was just one problem in order to actually manage somehow—I'm pretty bad at this kind of base-building stuff. Not so much bad as I don't really care about the details, so I tend to be careless.

Therefore, for me to take the lead in constructing the defensive wall that would be our lifeline from now on... was a bit, no, very worrying. To be blunt, I didn't want to do it.

So,

"Let's ask for help when everyone gets back. And if there's anyone who's played craft-based games, we can just dump it on—I mean, ask them to take command."

"I'm for it."

"In that case, let's work on the house until everyone gets back."

There seemed to be no objections, so I was relieved that I wouldn't have to expose my questionable taste again, following yesterday's 'artwork'... No, I'm serious, that was different.

If I had paper and a pen, I could draw illustrations at an average level—

◇◆◇◆◇

"I've been wondering since yesterday,"

"Yeah?"

"What is that?"

"I wonder... in... terior design...?"

"What do you think it says?"

"Is that even a picture?"

"Isn't it writing?"

"Ah, like hieroglyphics..."

...

"Stop it, don't look at me like that."

At lunchtime, after the guys who had been out hunting returned.

Nono-Nia, who must have overheard the questions the guys were muttering as they looked at the mysterious piece of wood hanging from the ceiling, turned to me with smug grins, and I shot them a half-lidded glare.

Even if I were to say 'Behold!' and try for a rematch now, it's not like I'm particularly good at it, so... the bar has been raised to an unreachable height.

It is truly regrettable.

As we gathered around the lunch prepared by our chef, who had already earned our complete trust by the middle of the second day—in the banquet hall, which was beginning to look quite respectable as a 'dining hall' with the tables and chairs that Nono-Nia had puzzled over and I had built.

I listened to reports from the guys who had brought back various spoils of war, and just as Tetsu-san had said, I was asked again about the 'future policy.'

I guess what they're looking for isn't so much a leader as someone to take the lead.

Originally, combatants in Arcadia basically operate in groups due to the difficulty design. These regular players, who are the foremost practitioners of that 'basic' principle, seem to be used to large numbers.

However, or perhaps because of that, they probably want to have a clear 'head' to ensure smooth group operations, rather than leaving things ambiguous.

And, well... since I'm a title holder, of all things. I myself don't mind working as a subordinate, but if acting that way would become a burden to them, I have no choice but to accept.

Embarrassing as it is, I shall humbly accept this great responsibility.

"—And so... sorry to trouble you, but the construction team will prioritize setting up the defensive wall under the direction of Oaks-shi."

"Roger that."

"We're countin' on ya, boss."

"Ah, don't expect too much, okay? I've really only dabbled in survival craft games..."

And so, the matter of the defensive wall, our top priority that needed to be laid out by tonight, was settled. I entrusted the task to the axe warrior, Oaks-shi, who apparently had experience with survival craft games with tower defense elements.

He's starting to get all humble now, but from the way he was talking earlier, he seems to have played a fair bit of 'that kind' of game.

I have high hopes that he and the five subordinates I assigned to him will do a good job.

"And... as for the other two teams, we'll maintain the status quo as discussed, but with a slight focus on your roles. The investigation team doesn't need to worry too much about bringing back spoils of war."

"Got it!"

"We'll look into a bunch of stuff!"

Even if we were to divide into teams, this was a survival situation where we were just going with the flow. Dividing into too many small groups would just get complicated, so the remaining twenty-seven were roughly split in half.

A hunting team, which would continue to focus on gathering supplies, mainly [Stardust Relics], and an investigation team, which would look into the 'Subjugation' system, the surrounding environment, and other various things.

As we were maintaining the status quo, they would continue to enter the forest and hunt.

Whether it was triggered by the passage of time or the accumulation of spoils... the trigger remained a mystery, but things had apparently already started to change in various ways since yesterday. Whether they had come from afar or spawned nearby, the event was steadily progressing.

Compared to last night, the number of types had already increased. If there was another assault tonight, it would likely be even more lively than yesterday's.

"We'll be expecting some new ingredients from the hunting team."

"Well, that one..."

"Can we even hunt it?"

"Maybe a sneak attack...?"

I heard that some interesting creatures that could potentially be good ingredients have appeared—so I, along with Nia, whose sparkling eyes were leaking expectation as she sat quietly at the end of the table, will be holding out hope.

Is she a carnivore? Anyway, with the meeting over.

"Alright, that's the plan. Dismissed!"

I clapped my hands with the intention of making a sharp, resounding sound, but from my small hands, compared to my original body, came a weak, pathetic 'pish.' And so, I was met with indescribably lukewarm gazes.

It was one hundred percent my fault for making such a lame move—but still.

I would not forgive the disappointed sighs I heard from all around the moment I reactivated [Trance] to hide my embarrassment and changed back. I'm a guy, is there a problem?

"Ahem... What is it, gentlemen? Get to work, quickly. Hmm?"

Placing my hand on the hilt of the sword at my waist for no particular reason, I smiled sweetly... and the predictably easy-to-read gentlemen stood up in a lively manner and dashed off as if fleeing.

Haha, how amusing. Imitating Irori seemed to be super effective.

...As the dining hall grew quiet like a receding wave, the one thing that concerned me was.

"Why did you suddenly start grinning?"

"No, um, just... a little..."

As a result of my jokingly tracing the cold, intimidating voice of the Sword Saint fanboy... for some reason, my partner next to me seemed to have lost control of her cheeks.

What's with that strange look? What's gotten into you all of a sudden?

<hr>

(A rough tone of voice and a cold tone that's a gap from his usual self is a bit of a) kink for me.

Not for me, for Nia-chan.



    Chapter 457

    The New Recruit (Large)

    It's not just about crafting; having know-how and experience makes a world of difference not only in the quality of the final product but also in the speed of progress.

Under the command of Oaks-shi, whom I had appointed as the temporary master carpenter, various structures were assembled with a fluid efficiency. I watched sometimes, helped out at others... and I truly wanted to praise my past self for not just settling for doing it myself.

A polygonal defensive wall made of giant logs, designed not to repel enemy attacks but to guide them. A watchtower built in the center of the base. And to reinforce the guiding concept, multiple new relic storage units were built to serve as 'decoys' and to disperse risk.

Coming up with the ideas themselves probably wasn't difficult. But to have managed all of that and still not have the sun set was undoubtedly thanks to our 'boss.'

About six hours after starting work. Our 'base,' which had been a makeshift affair until now, had transformed into a formidable sight, and the visible walls provided a clear sense of security.

In fact, embarking on this large-scale 'construction' project allowed me to experience the unreality of fantasy in a new and profound way, and it was just plain fun. Starting from leveling the uneven ground as we pleased, the absurdity of accomplishing tasks that would normally require heavy machinery by human power alone.

Unlike the clear unreality of running on the ground, flying through the sky, and brandishing swords and magic, the gap between reality and fantasy was all the more striking because it was an extension of the real-world activity of construction.

Man, that was an interesting experience—just as the base improvements had reached a tentative conclusion, and the construction team and the four of us in the base group were taking a pleasant break,

The investigation team, returning much earlier than expected, came back with a triumphant look on their faces, leading a massive 'spoil of war' behind them in a veritable avalanche.

That was because...

"Whoa... seriously?"

"Well, well... looking at it like this, it's surprisingly..."

"C-Cute, maybe...?"

I stood back a bit and watched with admiration alongside Tetsu-san, while Nono-Nia and I approached the docile creature and let out our own sounds of amazement.

What was... no, who was before us, was a beast of condensed starlight.

In other words, it was none other than a [Stardust Beast] that they had successfully 'Subjugated.'

Trusting the words of its 'master'—the giant hammer user Rizenon-shi, whom I had spoken with during last night's defensive battle—that it was safe to touch, I gently reached out to the towering beast.

It was the same type of creature I had fought during last night's defense. The giant boar, over three meters tall, simply accepted my hand with complete obedience.

"It's really calm... Is it like this with everyone, not just its master?"

"It became like this. At first, it would go wild if anyone other than me tried to touch it, so I had to calm it down and tell it to be still, that they were allies... and it became like this in no time. It listens pretty well."

*It might just be this one's personality, though*, he added.

"Huh..."

Man, I see. This is... I see.

"Can it fight?"

"We can fight together. But it's not very strong at the moment. Even though it listens, it's not smart enough to coordinate with us on the fly... Its stats seem to have dropped after being tamed, and it got taken out pretty easily by a pack of wolves."

"Taken out? Uh, you mean..."

"It died, yeah. Poof, gone—but as long as you pay the MP cost, it's back just like this. It's a summon-type, so you can also summon and dismiss it freely by consuming MP. And while it's summoned, there's a continuous cost."

"How much is the cost?"

"It's pretty heavy. But that might be due to its size or something."

Although he said it wasn't strong, Rizenon-shi casually patted the body of the [Stardust Beast], which looked incredibly reliable.

It must have clearly recognized him as its master. As if showing affection, the giant boar bounced its round body up and down.

"Ah, cu..."

I wholeheartedly agreed with the word that Nia had just unconsciously uttered. It was still an unknown entity, but now that it had become one of us...

The 'animal' form is just unfair.

"So, how did you 'Subjugate' it in the end?"

Nono-san, who had extended her own hand to the cute boar, saying, "Me too, me too!" popped her head out and asked with great interest.

"W-Well, unfortunately, I have no solid proof. But I have a guess, if that's okay."

While both Nono-san and I try to be friendly, it's natural for things to be different when talking to a beautiful woman.

Rizenon-shi, who was one of the most frank-speaking members of the group, was momentarily taken aback and averted his eyes—

"Ohohoho. I'm very interested. Tell me everything!"

The Artisan of Vibrant Hues pressed on, closing the distance with her usual high energy. I thought I saw a hint of mischief in her profile...

Well, the guy seemed happy about it, so it's probably best to just leave them be.

<hr>

Fun Companion Number One.

A little short. The next one will probably be long, so please forgive me.



    Chapter 458

    A Chain of Beasts and a Swirling Wind

    Base construction, check. Food secured, check. Combat strength… more or less, check. Ever since people started gathering, our group has been enjoying a survival experience so smooth and steady you could even call it smooth sailing.

Our party composition is skewed, with only three artisan-type players. However, since the skill of at least the majority of them as Magitek Artisans is far beyond the general average, we've somehow managed to strike a balance despite the lopsided setup.

Everyone gets along well… though perhaps that's not so unusual in Arcadia, which is full of good-natured people. Still, it's undoubtedly a fortunate thing.

It wasn't as if we had a grand vision for the future to discuss. Even so, it's certain that everyone, for the most part, shared a loose, fluffy sense of security.

That's why—

"Hmm… This is quite the hellscape."

"Your tone is so carefree!"

The scene of textbook pandemonium was an incredible whiplash, or perhaps the sheer drop from the previous peace made it feel like a wild festival… As I muttered this while casually lopping off the head of a long-bodied beast, a lightning-fast retort flew from the mage I'd just saved from danger.

The second raid began at 10:00 PM VM time, just as expected on the second night.

Facing a massive horde of [Stardust Beasts] roughly five times larger than the day before, the defense lines were currently a chaotic free-for-all, with angry shouts flying everywhere.

Compared to the top-rankers and Istians I know so well, our group members are, frankly, lacking in firepower. Perhaps they're stability-oriented, because everyone is solid on the defensive end, so I don't think I have to worry about them falling too quickly…

But even if it's not too quickly, there's no way they'll last the full hour like yesterday.

"Alright then… Rob-san! Think you can handle it if I thin them out by half?"

I tossed the question to the squad leader as I moved to support a dangerous spot. The dual-wielding swordsman, who had just cut down a wolf, flashed a bewildered look for a moment—

"You make it sound so easy… But yeah, that's more than enough! I'm countin' on ya!"

"Alright, leave it to me."

I gave my [Samidorizuki] a light swing—and followed the path I'd laid out, leaping forward.

With their modest specs and our familiarity from yesterday, a small pack of wolves or monkeys should be manageable. As for the boars, clearing the forest to create more space has increased the time before engagement, allowing the backline to easily deal with their brainless charges after seeing them coming.

So, I suppose I should focus on… the three new types, as expected.

Newcomer number one: a "Rabbit" type. It's nimble and dishes out skillful kicks with decent strength. The word "rabbit" brings the [Ruby Bullet Rabbit] to mind, but this thing is a cute little critter in comparison.

It likes to engage in close-quarters combat, but its tiny frame doesn't make it particularly intimidating. As for its rabbit-like agility, my personal standard is that murderous bullet rabbit from a ridiculously designed game—so this thing is basically pet-level.

"[Lumina Raygust]."

I activated the evolved, convenient, and highly effective skill. The wind that was previously limited to the tips of my limbs with the old [Whirlwind] now cloaked my entire body. I proceeded to knock down the little rabbits that were toying with the melee fighters, striking them with hands, feet, elbows, and knees as I spotted them.

They show hints of reacting to my sprint, so I guess they're some kind of anti-high-speed-attacker-high-speed-attacker…

Too bad. Come back when you can actually handle my 'Matoi'.

"Whoa, that's insane… Thanks!"

Still, they must be a tough opponent for anyone with a heavy weapon. I gave a V-sign in response to the greatsword user I'd saved from being toyed with, then turned my attention to cleaning up the big ones.

Newcomer number two: a "Snake" type. Ten meters long… maybe not quite? In any case, it's a slithering beast with a body far larger and longer than any player's.

Its sheer size makes it tough, and unlike the boars that just charge in a straight line, its cautious and cunning attacks make it orders of magnitude more troublesome—however, if you have enough attack power and the means to close the distance, it's just a big target.

"Hup—"

I stepped in with a flash of my blade. Following the one I'd dealt with while saving my teammate, this was the second great serpent whose head was cleanly lopped off by my jade blade.

It sways and rears its head in a preparatory motion before every attack, but since I can reach it with a jump, it looks like it's just offering its neck to me, as if to say, *'Go right ahead.'*

I think you should compact your attack motions. Come back when you've learned a thing or two.

And then, newcomer number three—honestly, even I can't be careless with this one. Not because it's a threat to me personally, but… ah, crap.

"[Rocket]!"

A black cannonball launched from a corner of the battlefield, easily clearing the defense line and arcing down toward the center of our base. Decent size, decent speed—I caught up to the black ball with a low-power [Rocket] assisted by my [Maristake Boots], and at the same moment,

"Acrobatic Somersault!"

"—Eek?!"

My own ridiculously-named aerial roundhouse kick (wind-enchanted) made a clean hit, sending the big furball… or rather, the plump "Sheep" type, flying into the distance like a soccer ball.

Apparently, that wasn't enough to deplete its HP. What a stubborn one.

That right there is our new food candidate. It seems that when encountered during the day, it just uses its absurd jumping power to escape, so unfortunately, we couldn't have mutton for dinner tonight.

"Whoa, you okay?"

"I… I thought my legs were going to give out…!"

"And they didn't?"

It was probably the impact sound of my flashy kick up close. I let Nono-san pull up Nia, who had shrieked and fallen on her butt, and kept my distance. She gave me a dissatisfied look, but I'm wearing a storm right now, so she'll have to forgive me.

"My, my~ Just as expected, rushing in to save the day in the nick of time!"

As usual, a jab flies from Nono-san, but even she can't hide the fact that she's shrinking back. Tetsu-san next to her is barely managing to keep his composure…

"This is still dangerous… Maybe you all should hide indoors?"

"Aww, but I wanted to watch."

"Make up your mind whether you're scared or not…"

I get how she feels… but, yeah, I get it.

I understand. So, I suppose I should fight my best so they can continue to spectate. As for the sheep's wild pitches, which are so random I doubt they're even aimed—it's just a matter of me taking responsibility and shooting down every last one.

Alright then.

"Nia, hold this for a sec—ah, it's heavy. Be careful if you're going to hold it."

"Huh? Ah, o-okay. I don't mind, but…"

I unfastened [Samidorizuki] from my right hip, scabbard and all, and placed it on a nearby tree stump, entrusting it to my partner. My inventory is full, so I can't store it, and it's a bit heavy to have hanging at my waist… but more importantly.

Against these opponents, my master's blade is still overkill, and I'd be wasting its durability. And I can't ask anyone else to maintain it until the event is over.

"Alright, time to thin the herd a bit."

I summoned the Rabbit Daggers to my hands and, after a moment's hesitation, activated [Trance]. I fired off a shot in a panic earlier, but I should be able to deal with the sheep with my own two feet even from the edge of the battlefield.

So then, let's go.

"Well, I'm off."

With a light wave of my hand, and after a final glance at the three exasperated faces, I ignited my legs and dashed across the flat ground we had all worked so hard to level during the day.

I sideswiped the "Rabbits" that twitched their ears as I passed, chopped up the leisurely "Snakes" that seemed to be standing still from head to tail, and peppered any "Sheep" I spotted with a barrage from my Rabbit Daggers before they could jump, chasing down and swatting away any that managed to get airborne.

—In conclusion, for me at least, this is still lukewarm.

—But at the same time, I have to wonder: is this really a difficulty level intended for the general public?

I can understand the first day's raid; that was within a range that could have been handled even without me, worst-case scenario. But this time… well, maybe you wouldn't need a sequence holder, but I suspect a decisive victory would have been difficult without at least a few high-level combatants.

A narrow victory at best, or at worst, a war of attrition that could have easily produced casualties. For only the second assault, the jump in difficulty feels a bit too steep.

Now, as for why… well, I can hazard a guess—whoops, looks like we have quite a large party arriving.

I'm not taking reservations, but I doubt they'll turn around and go home if I ask them to.

In that case, I'll keep running without hitting the brakes, gathering wind with wind, and target the massive horde pouring out from the surrounding forest.

The charge is more than sufficient.

This is its first real combat trial, but… I think it's time for a big, flashy demonstration!

"Sorry! Clear out!"

"—Scatter! The general's about to do something! Run, run, run!"

Confirming that the squad had swiftly responded to my warning and evacuated the 'predicted impact zone,' I slammed the accelerator I'd been easing up on.

Ahead of me was a menagerie of small fries like monkeys and rabbits, as well as larger beasts like boars and snakes. The wind swirling around my body, as I charged into the teeming horde of roughly thirty monsters, swelled into a roaring, hyper-compressed vortex.

[Lumina Raygust]—the protective wind surrounding the caster grows exponentially more violent the faster and longer they run.

And once the wind, stored up to its limit, is unleashed from my palm…

"Alright, fly away—[Destruct]!"

What erupted was a great storm that swallowed everything before it.

My long white hair and the hem of my clothes whipped about violently, and my legs, anchored to the ground, were pushed back, gouging out the earth. But an instant later, after a roar that sounded nothing like wind had passed, all that remained was…

"Whoooooooooooa…"

"That's insane."

"That's terrifying."

"Let's not get on his bad side."

"It's so on another level, it's making me laugh…!"

It was a disaster so great I had to resign myself to the fact that they could say whatever they wanted.

It had unleashed power far beyond my imagination, carving out a little bit of the forest. I took in the aftermath of my own attack with wide eyes… and gave a single, quiet nod.

"…………………… I-I guess its anti-mob performance is… decent?"

As I brushed the scattered falling leaves from my hair—the words I'd muttered, intending to sound calm, might have trembled just a little.

Even I was shocked. I'll keep it a secret that it was three times more insane than I expected and scared the hell out of me.

<hr>

・[Lumina Raygust]—The third stage evolution of the [Gasty Lim] line.

Compared to its predecessor, [Whirlwind], the wind's area of effect has been expanded beyond the limbs to offer protection to other parts of the body. Additionally, wind force now accumulates based on the caster's movement speed and distance traveled. This allows for the enhancement of 'Release,' and charging it to its limit enables the activation of the special assault skill [Destruct].

The scale of the phenomenon it creates may look flashy, but its power is limited to an area-of-effect, medium-power skill, at best capable of blowing away 'decently-leveled trash mobs.' A strong player on the level of Tiger Star could break through it while humming a tune. It might startle them, though.

In addition, as the accumulated wind force increases, so does its offensive and defensive enhancement, meaning that once a certain charge level is reached, it can be expected to function not just as a defensive measure but also as an enchantment to boost the power of attack actions... however, be warned that maintaining the fully charged state for too long will eventually lead to a violent release, causing significant self-inflicted damage.

The fundamental prerequisite is that unless you're a freak who constantly dashes around the battlefield at ridiculous speeds like a tuna fish, you can't accumulate much wind force. Therefore, the ability to easily convert it into area-of-effect firepower is an exception unique to the protagonist. Although, since it's a unique skill at this point, there's no exception or anything to speak of.

Yep, decent performance.

Author's Afterword: I'm currently posting character designs for the exclusive Magitek Artisan, following the self-proclaimed maid, on my Twitter (X). Please take a look if you're interested.

Oh, and the book version of Arcadia goes on sale tomorrow! Time flies!!!



    Chapter 459

    An Excess of Smooth Sailing

    —11:00 PM VM time. The night raid concluded after exactly one hour, just like the first day, leaving its fair share of scars in its wake.

The first thing that stood out was that the defensive walls our foreman had directed the construction team to build were battered all over. In fact, they deserved praise for 'holding up so well,' but looking ahead to tomorrow night, a complete replacement and reinforcement would be essential.

The next serious issue was that the players' equipment was more worn down than expected. To be frank, no one could have anticipated being forced into such a fierce battle. Of course, many had brought spare weapons, but…

Two days left. And considering the steep increase in difficulty from the first day to today, it wasn't nearly enough. Equipment maintenance was a must—the problem was, there were only two artisans who could do it.

And to top it off, both of them were tailors specializing in clothing. It wasn't that they couldn't work on anything outside their specialty… but you can imagine how their efficiency would drop.

We were short-staffed and short on time. Furthermore, due to the current special event specifications, the only things we could bring in our inventories were pieces of equipment.

In other words, right now, we don't have Luna, the all-purpose catalyst.

We've already found substitutes for maintenance materials, but it's easy to imagine that our efficiency will drop even further with the unfamiliar work… All in all, we're in a pretty tight spot.

Honestly, my outlook was too optimistic. Things had been going so well that I focused too much on making sure all the group members could have a lively time—not that I regret that, but if I was going to get serious, I should have done it a little sooner.

Somehow, this event feels like it's relentlessly forcing me to recognize just how warped my own standards are. I have to admit, on a personal level, I'm having a lot of fun.

Considering my position as someone being relied on, I'm a failure as a leader.

But still—

"Man, I'm so jealous. Seriously, I'm green with envy over those rabbits."

"As a pet, that wolf of yours is a huge win, don't you think?"

"This is dangerous… If there's a leveling system, I'm going to get hooked…"

"Is it likely to be one per person?"

"Can't say for sure yet."

"A rabbit…! I wanted a rabbit too…!"

"What's wrong with you? The monkey is cute too, go foster some love and friendship. I'll be doing that with my rabbit, though."

"Oh? You wanna start something?"

"And then there are people who haven't even met their partner yet!"

And so it went—even after having a near-death experience, not metaphorically, everyone was still cheerfully making a racket, so I guess it's all good.

"Hmm, it's so lively."

"It's turned into a 'zoo' all of a sudden…"

Tetsu-san's words, which he uttered next to me after catching my whisper, were spot on.

The [Stardust Beasts] still present here and there after the battle were all creatures that had been 'tamed' by their respective masters. Following Mr. Lizenon, who was the first, our ranks of companions swelled considerably during this raid.

Surprisingly, the difficulty of taming them doesn't seem to be that high. And it looks like the general 'conditions' are just as we suspected, though nothing's confirmed yet.

Take the 'Boar' tamers, for example.

Without exception, they are all power fighters. Furthermore, they all share a common trait: in their battle with the individual they successfully tamed, they achieved victory through a head-on clash against its charge.

And the 'Rabbit' tamers.

They, too, are all speed fighters without exception. Most of the tamed individuals were ones they had engaged in a battle of agility, thoroughly dominating the rabbits that initiated the close-quarters fight.

As for the 'Wolves', an entire squad successfully tamed one each, so it's likely due to overwhelming them in a group-versus-group battle.

The 'Monkey'… is a mystery. But it's almost certain that the 'Snake' and 'Sheep', which have yet to be successfully tamed, also have some kind of 'conditions'.

In short,

"So, 'overwhelming them in their own area of expertise'… that seems to be the right direction, yeah?"

If that were the only condition, I probably would have tamed a rabbit myself, so there are likely other factors involved. But it's safe to consider that a confirmed part of it.

"…So for the sheep, what, do we have to have a jumping contest?"

"If that were the case, wouldn't the acrobat have tamed all of them by now?"

"No, thank you. I'd definitely get a title like 'Shepherd' or something."

Besides, if I'm being picky, I'd prefer a wolf. I've always wanted a dog.

Anyway—

"Well, I guess we'll leave the theorizing and everything else for tomorrow…"

"Yeah. Everyone must be exhausted."

Tetsu-san, who said that, is the hero who prepares meals for thirty-six people every time. As a production class player who would normally be holed up in a safe zone, the mental fatigue from surviving in the middle of a danger zone where no such place exists must be accumulating.

My sleepiness debuff is blinking away, too. Best to get to bed early.

As I held the [Samidorizuki] that had been entrusted to me, Nia, who was either like this because she was sleepy or using sleepiness as an excuse, clung to me tightly and let out a small yawn, refusing to let go.

Perhaps it's because they've seen this same scene for two days straight, but it's frightening how everyone is starting to look accustomed to it, even if they don't completely ignore it.

As a fellow man, I'm filled with a complex masculine spirit, both grateful and apologetic.

"Alright, well then—Everyone, good work! We'll go over the battle results and discuss our plans for the future tomorrow… let's see, at eight in the morning! Let's meet at the common building. Alright, dismissed!"

Good night! I clapped my hands once to wrap things up, raising my voice to cover up the embarrassment of taking the lead with sheer energy. Yep, that was a good, sharp clap.

They're excited, having just finished a battle and with more than half the members having successfully tamed a beast, but there's no doubt they've just overcome a fierce fight that pushed them beyond their limits.

They could very well be immobile from phantom fatigue—something they themselves are probably most aware of. One by one, the heroes of the defense turned toward the barracks, offering straightforward replies to their unfamiliar leader's pushy commands.

Everyone is so calm, it's a real help. Seriously.

If I could be greedy, I'd love to have beds in the barracks, but I suppose we no longer have the resources to spare for comfort.

We're definitely short on artisans… If this [Starry Paradise] event becomes a regular thing, I wonder if the demand for Magitek Artisans will skyrocket.

I'm starting to think about trying it out myself. I probably won't master the craft like a true artisan, but if I can learn enough to support the professionals, I could be a huge help—

"And on that note. Alright, Nono-san, pass."

"Whoa, whoops… Oh? No intimate chat for two tonight?"

Come to think of it, I don't really have an image of her logging in late at night, so perhaps Nia-chan is a 'good girl' who is particularly weak to the sleepiness debuff.

I handed my partner, who had succumbed to a drowsy, floppy state faster than anyone else, over to her friend, and smoothly slipped the sword from my arm to hang it back at my waist.

"I have something I want to take care of, so I'll leave the tucking-in to you tonight."

"Oh ho? That actually makes me want to sneak a peek at what you're up to."

Compared to the indigo-haired girl who was almost asleep, the sparkling orange eyes clearly displayed a vibrant curiosity, as if to say, 'I'm still full of energy.'

At first, I thought she was hard to read, but after spending dozens of hours together, I've figured most of it out—at least on the surface.

She's brimming with curiosity, but also highly cautious. She's friendly to a fault, but the type you have to slowly build trust with to become true friends.

She is, honestly, a troublesome type, but I can hear voices from all over.

—*You're one to talk.*

Also, if I were to state my personal preference…

"If you can keep up, you're more than welcome to peek."

"Ah, no way, impossible. My AGI is only 70. 'Kay, good night!"

"Haha, alright, good night. You too, Nia. See you tomorrow."

It's not like I dislike the troublesome category of people, after all.

Dodging a hand that was reaching for me, whether in a daze or a pout, I gave her head a few gentle pats. Leaving them with a goodnight,

"Alright."

To take care of the things that needed to be done for the future, I dove alone into the dark, late-night forest.



    Chapter 460

    Meanwhile: Side The Scales & The Traveler

    Like a switch being flipped, my consciousness rapidly surfaced in an instant.

The alarm that had begun to ring in my head finished its duty in just a few seconds, and my amber eyes, reflecting the distant sky above, blinked open.

1:00 AM. The earliest wake-up time, permitted only to those who, as I had surmised, were able to skip the second night's raid. Not a trace of drowsiness clung to me. It was a refreshing awakening, so much so that it felt unreal. To mask that sense of違和感… as I sat up, I let out a small yawn.

—And just then, a smiling face watched my unguarded state.

"Mornin', Sora-chan."

"…Good morning. Did you sleep well?"

Beside a gentle stream, at a campsite so simple it could hardly be called one. As I stored my bed—a single petal from a monstrously giant flower—in my inventory, I turned a half-lidded gaze toward my companion, who had woken up a bit earlier.

A gaze still somewhat softer than the one I show *him*.

It was a reflection of the familiarity and fondness I had developed for this [Traveler], who had spent the last two days mercilessly—truly, utterly, and completely—dragging me all over the place.

"Heehee, no need to worry. Thanks to you guys, I slept like a log!"

She claims she just falls asleep easily and thus wakes up early… but is lying down and starting to snore within a second really something that can be dismissed as 'falling asleep easily'?

Just like yesterday, I felt a twinge of embarrassment at having my sleeping face observed, which made up about twenty percent of my feelings. The other eighty percent was a mix of exasperation and admiration for her boundless energy, which had been relentlessly pulling me along for over fifty hours.

I have to admit, I am enjoying this in its own way.

But as I wished she would tone down her energy just a little, I was reminded of the subtle considerations of my *partner*, which filled me with a complex mix of emotions.

"Oops, that face is…"

"…………What is it?"

As my master slept, the magic swords that floated around me, freed from my control, had kept watch. I dispelled them now, deliberately replying to Lux's cheerful words with a sullen tone.

It wasn't that I was trying to take a strong stance, thinking *if she's going to be direct, then I won't hold back either*.

"The face of someone missing their partner while ignoring their buddy—"

"Alright, let's get going, Lux-san. I'll leave behind anyone who says strange things."

Is this uncanny ability to read people a default skill for high-ranking players in Arcadia, or not? My retort was one hundred percent a way to hide my embarrassment from the Northern Faction's number one.

And so, in the dead of night, with dawn still far away, the girl resumed her journey of aimless adventure, led onward by the [Traveler]. From her feet—

"Good morning, Ruby. Thank you for keeping watch."

Two 'tails' swayed and emerged, and a shadow leaped onto her shoulder. Receiving praise from her master, who tickled the nape of its neck with her fingertips, the small starry sky creature quivered with delight.

<hr>

Almost an interlude. There's an 84% chance I'll post again tonight.

[Pigmy-ted Flower]—A type of 'tree' that masquerades as a giant flower, with petals so large a single one can comfortably accommodate a person. Its seven pale blue petals are actually 'leaves,' and its stem, as thick as a log, is its 'trunk.'

The leaf Sora (and Lux) used as a bed possesses the property of becoming 'independent' the moment it separates from the trunk, changing into a 'seed' over time without withering. In addition to repeating its life cycle in the same spot where it takes root, long ago, 'travelers' like them would carry the leaves as beds, allowing new flowers (trees) to sprout wherever their journeys took them.



    Chapter 461

    Meanwhile: Side Two Swords

    "—Mm…"

Roused by the sound of her alarm, she lifted her eyelids to pure darkness.

The silent cave was filled with cold air, but her avatar, far tougher than her real body, wasn't so fragile as to be affected by a mere chill.

Thanks in part to the fur blanket her buddy had fashioned with surprising skill, her third awakening of the event was a pleasant one.

Her small companion, still breathing quietly beside her, also seemed to be sleeping soundly, judging by her ever-placid sleeping face.

Then again, she had rarely ever seen her look anything other than placid.

As she ran her fingers through her avatar's hair, which remained smooth and tangle-free despite having just woken up without a shower, she glanced at the system clock. It was exactly 5:00 AM.

Yesterday—or rather, ever since the event began.

She wasn't sure if 'surprising' was the right word, but thanks to *someone* who turned out to be outrageously bad with directions (?), she had been through one unbelievable ordeal after another.

But an adventure that wasn't boring was, above all else, what she had wished for—

"…………Guess it was a good idea to invite her on a whim."

Watching her sleeping [Sword Saint] buddy with a strange feeling,

The [Sword Queen], Iris, who had woken up first, let out a single, amused mutter, not at all displeased with the situation.

<hr>

I drew the 16%, so here's another short interlude.

A brief summary of the 'unbelievable ordeals'↓
・Their combined fame is too high, so they decide to act as a duo, unattached to any group, to avoid causing chaos.

・From the starting plains, they see a 'mountain' and a 'lake' in the distance. They play rock-paper-scissors to decide where to go. The [Sword Saint] wins → they head for the 'mountain'.

・The [Sword Saint] leads the way and they get lost (utterly lost) (?!)

・While casually turning hordes of [Stardust Beasts] from night raids and such into dust, they find a cave to spend the night.

・They wake up in the morning and the [Sword Saint] is gone (?!)

・She finds the [Sword Saint] casually strolling through a deeper part of the cave. She swallows her lecture for a moment, smiles, and says, "Shall we head back?" as her companion follows.

・They wander into a massive underground labyrinth (?!)

・The [Sword Queen (younger)] lectures the [Sword Saint (older)].

・As of the third day, they are still lost.

Looks super fun. I might write about it in a side story someday.
By the way, it's not that two superhuman players would get lost so easily just because of a bad sense of direction; it's not that the Master is weird, it's that the 'mountain' is weird.

That being said, the Master is also pretty weird.



    Chapter 462

    Day Three: Morning

    The morning after I did a little solo run through the forest at night and made a few adjustments here and there.

We quickly finished the meeting scheduled for eight in the morning. Having made our final decision on the policy for the remaining two days, our group…

"Huh? No way, that's scary. First off, stop assuming wall-running is a normal thing, okay?"

"No, no, if you can do it, you can do it. It's important to convince yourself, 'This is a game, I'm the player character,' at least when you're doing actions."

…was enjoying some recreation in a laid-back manner.

"Acrobat-san. Got any tips for landing throws like, bam, bam, bam?"

"Instead of aiming and 'shooting' your throw, you'll have a higher hit rate if you throw with the feeling of 'punching them from a distance.' I'm serious. Her Highness the Princess said that 'confidence' and 'belief' genuinely have an effect in Arcadia, so thinking on the premise that you'll hit is important."

Just like that, we were all getting along.

"If it's not too much trouble, could I experience being carried around mid-air? I'll be as quiet as a sack of rice, I promise."

"You got it. Let's start the safe and exhilarating sky-walking experience tour. Thirty seconds per person, now line up—whoa, whoa, whoa, is that everyone? Is this a popular attraction or something?"

We were all getting along in a relaxed manner… not hunting or exploring like yesterday, but holing up at the base and enjoying some recreation together.

Although I've only been in this virtual world for a few months, as a player who has accumulated some rather unconventional skills, the 'Light Warrior Class' I opened was a huge success.

When I started it, I was hit with a landslide of retorts from all the participants asking, "What's so 'light' about you?" but the atmosphere was cheerful and friendly, even with the occasional scream.

However, it seems I might not have a talent for teaching others—at least not in this virtual world.

Not a single person could grasp any of it, from grand techniques to minor tricks, and say, "Ah, right, right, I see what you mean."

"This is less of a class and more of a circus…"

"You said the thing you weren't supposed to say, Nia-chan."

Just as I was about to treat the guys like sacks of rice in my Trance form, my partner came over to smack me, and then hit me with a more devastating retort than anyone else, leaving me crestfallen.

Why…? I think it's easier to understand than the [Sword Saint]'s 'Shukuchi' theory, though.

In any case, the conclusion was—we would do nothing else until the final day.

This was simply because we had unanimously concluded that the explosive increase in the night raid's difficulty was a 'side effect of our survival going too smoothly.'

Our group had quickly stabilized our 'clothing'… or rather, our 'food' and 'shelter,' which allowed us to proactively engage in 'other' activities like hunting and exploration without any worries.

The massive amount of [Stardust Relics] we had accumulated was likely the biggest factor—so much so that a typical player group probably wouldn't have amassed such a 'mountain' of them.

With everyone except the four people permanently stationed at the base spending most of their time hunting, and the fact that we wiped out all the attackers from the first day's fairly lively raid, the result was…

…the total number of relics we held had easily surpassed four digits, and the decoy storehouses were packed to the brim when last night's raid began.

Considering the [Stardust Beasts]'s habit of targeting these relic piles, it's natural to assume that the more [Stardust Relics] we accumulate, the higher the difficulty of the raid event becomes. Therefore—

Hunting is forbidden from this point on. The policy we established was extremely simple.

Additionally, thanks to the partners our members tamed, we've also figured out 'why' the [Stardust Beasts] have a habit of targeting the [Stardust Relics].

To put it simply, those starry beasts gobble up the stones left behind by their own kind.

Whether it's to satisfy their hunger… or if they even perceive it as eating is a mystery, but from a player's perspective, that action is nothing short of 'self-enhancement.'

—Yes, that addictive element someone mentioned. Tamed [Stardust Beasts] have a leveling system, and the feature is unlocked the moment you feed them a [Stardust Relic] for the first time.

You can open a simpler version of the player status screen and distribute the points accumulated from feeding them relics to make your [Stardust Beast] grow stronger.

That sounds super fun. It's the kind of feature that people who enjoy it will get really into, and I bet it'll cause a ton of players to change their entire playstyle.

Also, by feeding the relics to the tamed [Stardust Beasts] and 'digesting' them, there's a possibility we could intentionally lower the difficulty—but we've put that on hold for now.

The plan is to see the scale of the third night's raid and, if necessary, test out some difficulty adjustments. As for getting through today… well, I'm the one who guaranteed 'zero casualties,' so there's that.

If it's about three to four times the scale of last night, I'm confident we can win. Let's get fired up.

"—Aaaand, that's it. Anyone want to go for a second round?"

"I don't think there'll be any takers…"

After guiding a total of thirty-two people on a fun trip through the sky, I took a breath as I dropped their thirty-two corpses onto the ground, only to be hit by another retort from my partner.

Well, yeah, it's obvious just by looking. Although the people I took as rice sacks first are starting to recover, everyone else is still lying on the ground with pale faces.

"Hmm… Nia-chan, want to show them what a seasoned veteran can do?"

"Yes, and if you come any closer, I'm going to get mad."

Even though she's the one who has been clinging to me without a care for onlookers, apparently it's not okay for me to approach her. Not that I didn't know that when I countered.

She took a mysterious step back as if on guard while keeping me in her sights, then promptly turned on her heel and scurried away to the women's building.

Nono-san is probably in the middle of maintenance work in there right now. You should go help her out properly.

"Alright… well then, let's end our break and get back to work."

The recreation was just a bit of fun during a break from the wall construction we men were all working on. Even if we've banned hunting, which risks raising the event's difficulty, there are still mountains of other things we can and should do.

Therefore, even with one course of action restricted, there's no room for idleness or boredom.

—However.

"Alright, alright, stand up! C'mon, foreman, give us some sharp commands!"

"W-wait… just two more minutes…………"

I tried to rally the members who were all down after our little break-time fun, but it seems Mr. Oaks, the last one I had dropped, was still unable to move.

Nope, this was a mistake.

I should have made the foreman the first victim… I mean, tour guest.



    Chapter 463

    Indigo and Orange

    The construction work, which resumed after our break, ended up being a half-day-long major project.

Pushing the four words 'environmental destruction' from my mind, we cleared even more of the forest, expanding the diameter of our 'encampment' to about three hundred meters. The five decoy storehouses that had been arranged around the central base were moved near the outer perimeter, and each was fortified with a defensive wall designed by Mr. Oaks.

Instead of surrounding the entire base with a single wall, the plan was to disperse and guide the decoys into multiple groups, thereby reducing the enemy density on each battlefield to prevent unmanageable, chaotic accidents… a choice made possible by the existence of a 'piece' who can handle things as long as the others hold out.

As for me, at this point, I'm perfectly fine with them relying on me as much as they want—the stage is set, with an even better line of sight, allowing me to go all out.

And so, if we turn a blind eye to the fact that our materials were of the civil engineering variety, the fortification of our base was complete.

With some time left before nightfall, and with both the night raid and the much-anticipated dinner still a while away… I found myself holding another 'Light Warrior Class,' or rather, 'Acrobat Class,' and enjoying a peaceful exchange with the group members. That was—

"Mmm~… It's quiet, isn't it?"

"Not only are there no new types, but we're not even seeing any of the ones we've encountered before."

…the story up until about thirty minutes ago.

Just as I was being pulled from the circle of men, as if in trade for the pile of newly maintained equipment, I found myself being asked to serve as an escort for the two ladies who wanted to stretch their legs. And so, here we are.

It's an honor, but perhaps because of the familiarity and fondness that has built up from living together, I've been getting a lot of attention from the female members.

The collective gaze of the group members toward me has now transformed into something lukewarm, and it's been making me endlessly fidgety and uncomfortable.

Every single one of them is looking at me like a guardian watching over a young person's budding romance… It makes me acutely aware that I'm probably the youngest here, and it's incredibly hard to act normally—

"What are you spacing out for?"

"Whoa, whoops… It's nothing, just thinking about what's for dinner tonight."

For thirty minutes, I had been fulfilling my duty as a guard, walking a step behind the leisurely strolling ladies in the perpetually dark forest. As Nia slowed down and bumped into my back, I caught her and offered an excuse, bringing my focus back to the present.

I really can't tell if her complete lack of reservation, even in front of others, is intentional or unconscious. It's utterly baffling.

"I think dinner will probably be mutton again. After someone praised it so much at lunch, Ikketsu-kun was in a noticeably good mood."

"What's wrong with that? It was delicious."

"True, that kebab was exquisite—hey, you'll fall. Watch where you're going."

"I don't want to hear that from someone who's careless at several hundred kilometers per hour."

"It's fine for me. I don't rely on my vision to begin with."

"There it is, the acrobat."

"Hey, stop using my title like a convenient insult—"

I felt the gazes again and shut my mouth, but it was too late.

The orange eyes looking over her shoulder were narrowed in amusement. It was clear we were providing her with a feast of her 'favorite food'.

"My, my… what can I say? You two are flirting so casually."

"I don't… intend to be… flirting, you see."

At least, *I* don't.

I mean, I understand and accept that it looks that way to others, but for some reason, with Nia, I just naturally get into the swing of *this* without thinking…

This is bad. No matter how I respond, I can see that I won't be able to escape this loop of teasing.

"Can I blatantly change the subject?"

"Pfft… heh… wait a minute. That's the first time I've heard that comeback."

Setting aside my perplexing partner, who is invincible in public but immediately wilts when she's the one being teased, I tried to toss aside the tricky topic with a bold move, and it seems to have hit Nono-san's funny bone.

Taking her amused smile as consent, I seized the opportunity and took over the turn.

"It's a bit late to ask, but I was wondering about your relationship. With Nia, I mean."

"Oh, haven't I told you yet?"

When I replied that I had only heard vague things like 'acquaintance,' 'friend,' or 'fellow artisan,' which I could have guessed myself… she glanced at Nia.

"Well, let's see. I was, for what it's worth… kind of her instructor, I guess?"

"…There's no 'kind of' or 'for what it's worth' about it."

Her words were spun as if confirming something. In response, the one being confirmed seemed to be wearing a dissatisfied, or rather, resentful expression.

I don't get it at all. What kind of relationship do they have?

"Back when I was a total nobody, with no knowledge or skills, just fumbling along with my own self-taught style as a mediocre Magitek Artisan, Kagura-san introduced me to 'Sensei,' Nonomi-chan."

"Oh?"

"That being said, I only taught her a little bit about my methods and some 'tricks' of the trade. As you know, Nia-chan has outstanding sense, so she improved in a flash and got a title before I knew it."

Therefore, she hasn't done enough to be called 'sensei'—so Nono-san claims, as if it were obvious, but Nia seems dissatisfied with that.

"I mean, I was the one who was a complete unknown two years ago—when we first met. It's a heavy burden to act as a teacher to someone who shot past me and became a top-ranker after just a little bit of lecturing…"

"Hmm?"

"She says that, but she was just playing the 'reclusive master' who didn't release her work to the public. You were the real top-ranker, the one the head artisan of the time brought in as an instructor because he recognized your skill."

"Huh?"

Wait a minute, that's a lot of information. I never expected such a twisted story to come out of a topic I brought up as casually as small talk.

"Head artisan? You mean Kagura-san was the former number one ranker of Vestol…?"

"Eh, you didn't know?"

"Same old, same old. Well, our faction is different from the others; we have a lot of 'former rankers,' so the information gets buried… I guess it can't be helped."

It is, as Nia said, 'the usual' for me not to investigate people I'm close to.

But this is also Kagura-san's fault, isn't it? From the moment we first met, he was the one playing the 'reclusive master.'

What was that about 'there are more above me than I can count on my hands'? He didn't mean that if you don't limit it to your hands, you *can* count them, did he?

…Nah, that's possible. He's the sub-master of the biggest artisan clan, and he really, really enjoys teasing others, especially me.

"Well, anyway… let's put Kagura-san aside for now."

While Nono-san seems to be stubbornly deflecting, I can also sense that Nia is being somewhat obstinate toward her, who generally tries to be an equal and friendly.

Whose turn is it to yield… or rather, it would be quicker if Nia did.

If the person herself dislikes being treated as a master, then shouldn't she just go along with it? Perhaps my inner thoughts showed on my face.

My partner, looking displeased, seemed to ponder for a moment before opening her mouth.

"For example, suppose your master said, 'You don't need to feel indebted to me, we are equals. In fact, you are superior, so I cannot call myself your master.'"

"I don't know the details, but Nono-san is in the wrong. She should just let herself be called 'sensei'."

"You just did a complete one-eighty, didn't you???"

Well, I mean… you know? Again, I don't know the full story, but.

If you were told something like that by the person you look up to as your 'teacher' or 'master,' as a student or disciple, you can't help but feel sad.

I was wrong. I feel bad for her, but I, a disciple, am on the side of the student (Nia)—

"By the way, Nonomi-chan is the 'Weaver' for a Terror Armament."

"Why?"

"The wielder is someone you know very well. Now, who could it be?"

"Ah, ah, ah… That's a bit of a, uh, dark history for me in many ways, so I think I'll just blatantly change the subject too."

"Tetra, right?"

Besides, I don't know any other owners of Terror Armaments. Ah, wait, from what Ashe mentioned before… anyway.

Somehow, the Weaver herself was looking uncomfortable, so the name I uttered must have been the correct answer.

So, she is the creator of Tetra's [True Theory: Shadow Cloth Looking Up to Black Wings].

"…………Were there any Japanese clothing elements?"

"Well, um, that was a piece from a time when I was just doing whatever I wanted without a fixed direction…"

I was surprised. And with that surprise, a thought connected like a flash, bringing a strong sense of understanding.

"Nia, as a tailor, are you heavily influenced by Nono-san?"

"I am. The works of none other than Nonomi-chan were what I used as a reference when shaping my own 'foundation'."

"I see…"

That sense of kinship I felt when I first met Tetra—the feeling that our outfits had a slightly similar atmosphere—wasn't just my imagination.

Lately, it feels like unexpected connections keep popping up left and right. Whether in the real world or the virtual one, maybe the world is smaller than you think. As I found myself strangely impressed, the other two…

"Hmph, how mean, Nia-chan. I asked you not to spread it around too much, and yet you do it right in front of me."

"Spread it around? It's common knowledge you can find with a single search. This guy is just a clueless troublemaker."

The pair—the [Vivid Beauty] who started bantering with a 'well, whatever' look on her face despite her complaints, and the [Aquamarine Fairy (Milmarinus)] who mercilessly disses me at every opportunity.

Now that I understood the general situation, watching them from the side, they appeared to be nothing more than good friends, and 'teacher' and 'student'.

<hr>

It's not that the world is small, but rather that the protagonist has jumped into the small, upper crust of that world.



    Chapter 464

    A Moment of Absence

    "—In the end, you just can't hate them because you find yourself agreeing with them."

"I know, right?"

"The problem is that all the high-ranking guys are either nice young men or just cool dudes."

"I guess they're not chosen based on simple strength alone."

"Crown-kun is, well. On top of that, the fact that he's relatively normal-ish is what makes him great."

"I totally get that."

"His approachability, you know? It's a type we haven't really seen before, in a subtle way."

"He's also the type with the most extreme gap between his personality and his skills."

"In a way, it's cunning."

"I like how he's just genuinely having fun. He has an atmosphere that makes you have fun just by watching, which is a huge strength in terms of entertainment."

"His fighting style is super flashy, too."

"The way he sometimes disappears from sight along with the flashiness is just part of his charm."

"He explained a lot of things carefully, but did anyone here fully understand?"

"W-well, vaguely…"

"In terms of nuance…"

"I think I got the spirit of it…?"

"I understand what he's saying, but if you ask me if I can internalize it and put it into practice…"

"'Believing it's a game' is not as easy as it sounds, you know?"

"Especially the longer you've been immersed in this world."

"The courage to stomp down with all your might, knowing your body is about to launch forward at hundreds of kilometers per hour…"

"It's not a matter of resolve; normally, an instinctual safety lock kicks in."

"Your avatar just stops with a jolt, right?"

"This isn't just about him, but I think the top players have fundamentally different sensibilities. Not in a 'crazy' way, but…"

"Adaptability to the VR environment… yeah, it's gotta be talent."

"I hear that 'normal people' will also have their brains gradually adapt, and someday—they'll be able to grow to the level of manifesting a 'Talent (Gift),' but is that really true?"

"I want to laugh it off and say no way, but since it's the word of Yotsuya Development themselves…"

"'Someday' could mean 'in several decades'."

"Still wouldn't be a lie…"

"Well, but it's true that you can feel yourself growing day by day even with the same stats and skills. The fact that I can maintain my motivation because of that is great."

"I think the me from three years ago would definitely be shocked to see the me of today."

"At first, I couldn't even write characters using thought control."

"Seriously? And now you're a mage? That's impressive."

"I couldn't even dodge a Fool Boar's charge in the beginning, but now I can casually dodge the needle bullets from a [Sornet] without thought acceleration."

"Except when a whole swarm fires at once."

"We don't talk about that."

"[Patchwork Hill] is a great spot. I sometimes go there with my clanmates to collect honey."

"If only it were a bit closer to the city."

"Well, well, expeditions are part of the fun of Arcadia, too."

"After the event is over, how about we get together with this group and go somewhere? Since we've made this connection and all."

"Oh, sounds good. Let's all add each other as friends."

"…………Putting Nonomi-chan and Nia-chan aside since they're girls and the hurdle is way too high, I wonder if it's okay to send a friend request to the Acrobat-san."

"Hmm, I feel like he'd accept it without a second thought, but…"

"I'd hesitate, you know? I wonder if it's okay to clutter up his list with the names of random people."

"You can organize it however you want with group settings, so I don't think you need to worry that much about it. That's not to say I have the guts to send him a request myself."

"…For now, let's put it on hold until right before the end? If, by some mistake, he sends us a request himself, that would be the best-case scenario."

"Yeah, that's the safest bet…"

"""No objections."""

"And then, without anything happening, the connection just quietly fades away."

"Don't say that."

"The world is a cruel place."

"That's just how it is between normal people and celebrities."

"Sad, isn't it?"

"Well, even if the connection is cut, I'll still be supporting Haru-chan."

"Bwah…!"

"Stop it, you…!"

"Lol."

"If he hears you, you'll be sentenced to the sky-walking punishment."

"Well, can't be helped. That was just unfair."

"A life-sized young man turning into a girl is just… in a way, it has an invincible idol quality."

"I wonder what it is. A mysterious being you can look at without any ulterior motives, or something like…"

"Stop right there, your brain will break."

"I suspect it's already broken."

"Even as a man, you know it's a guy, but your visual information just bugs out…"

"Ah, if that ever got out into the world, it would be a disaster."

"Isn't there always some major incident, disaster, or uproar around that guy?"

"My brain seriously hasn't had a break these past few months."

"The name 'Acrobat' is no joke, I guess."

"No, really—in many ways, this group was the grand prize."

As they passed the time, idly tossing lighthearted words back and forth, the circle of camaraderie grew lively.

Watching them from the nearby kitchen, the chef, who was undoubtedly one of the reasons they called this group assignment the 'grand prize,' thought to himself—

"…………"

He had already jumped the gun and secured a new friend on his list. He wondered what kind of face that popular guy would make if he heard all of this.

As he continued his preparations for dinner, a faint smile appeared on the face he considered to be unexpressive.



    Chapter 465

    White That Rends the Dark and Crimson Fireworks, Part 1

    "…………All right, I have a question."

"What is it?"

"The dough I just saw you punch seemed to explode to twice its size. What's the principle behind that phenomenon?"

"The latent mana element I let rest in its base state reacted with the Cast Immersion Oil I kneaded into the dough, causing a super-excited expansion. It's a reaction similar to pseudo-fermentation."

"As usual, I don't understand a single thing you're saying."

After fulfilling my duty as escort for the two ladies on their stroll, I returned to the base.

From the various options for killing time, I'd offered to 'help the head chef,' but the cooking methods were so mysterious from start to finish that I was proving to be utterly useless.

Even if I were assigned menial tasks, there was truly no role for me in Arcadia's streamlined cooking system. The best I could do was be a lively presence next to him.

Some might call that a hindrance. How sad.

"I think you're someone who cooks a fair bit in the real world."

"Am I that obvious?"

"I can tell by the way you stand in a kitchen. A novice wouldn't be mindful of their lines of movement."

I see. The fact that Tetsu-san could say that meant he himself probably did more than 'a fair bit' in the real world. To stand in a kitchen in both worlds, he must be a true cooking enthusiast.

"Surprisingly, people like that are often unsuited for cooking in this virtual world. Their real-world common sense gets in the way, and they just can't accept the outlandish cooking methods."

"Huh… Is that how it is?"

"Yeah, that's how it is. Just like how you, who are still new to the virtual world, were able to rocket to the top by skipping ten steps, unbound by this world's common sense. The principle is the same."

"I wonder if those two things should be lumped together."

It's true that there are probably cases where having incomplete knowledge is better for learning… I guess.

Well, I was hoping to learn by watching if I got the chance, but if I'm suspected of having no talent, then it can't be helped. It's interesting enough just to watch, like some kind of crazy chemistry experiment, and he doesn't seem to mind my chatting, so I'll just continue being a lively presence—

"Tonight's raid."

"Yeah?"

Just as I was about to make another comment on the cooking process, which stimulated my curiosity from every angle, Tetsu-san interjected.

He was usually the listener, so this was a little unusual.

"Assuming the scale doubles again from last night… will you be okay?"

The quiet, calm black eyes, unlike his partner's orange ones, held a color not of concern for the outcome, but of concern for me. The meaning was different not in substance, but in direction.

In other words, he wasn't saying, 'Good luck,' but rather, 'Don't push yourself.' And really… everyone here is so good-natured that,

"Don't you worry. I'll be showing off the real deal, Acrobat Ver3.0, so look forward to it."

"…I see. In that case, I will."

…it makes it all the more worthwhile for me to put on a good show.

◇◆◇◆◇

On the third day, just before the appointed time of 10:00 PM VM.

As usual, the thirty-two combatants, excluding myself, were at their respective posts, watching the stirring forest and awaiting the start of battle.

Five parties of six were divided among the decoy storehouses, with the remaining two players, selected for their defense-oriented builds, assigned to guard the three artisans.

We had ample time to prepare, and thus our meetings were thorough. I could sense their tension even from a distance, but it wasn't enough to make them lose their footing.

Now, as long as I don't have an accident, everything will be fine. And the 'adjustments' to prevent any and all accidents were completed last night… so, well, you know.

As long as the System doesn't go crazy with the game balance and throw a 'Crimson' version of the [Stardust Beasts] at us, there shouldn't be a problem.

If that happens, I'm sending an angry feedback email immediately. You got that?

"Well, I doubt that'll happen, though."

On the roof of the barracks—or rather, even higher. On a high platform newly constructed for tonight's defensive battle, I muttered to myself, brushing away the white hair that the night wind blew annoyingly into my face.

It was a watchtower built solely for durability, with no ladder to climb, no internal mechanisms, no safety rails—nothing but tall, sturdy timbers assembled together… not a watchtower, but a solo stage.

Over ten meters high, with a platform about five meters in diameter, the great tower had only one role.

To stand unshaken, a foothold for the one who would rage above.

The system clock ticked away, and a presence overflowed from the stirring forest. The voiceless [Stardust Beasts] announced the beginning of their 'march' with a rumbling of the earth, and at the same time—

"—…Haha, of course. I knew it."

Shaking the trees, scattering the leaves, a new 'starry sky' broke through the great forest's sea, and the hints that had been presented to me time and again finally bore fruit as the answer.

A long neck, a long tail, and a body equipped with enormous wings that could be mistaken for the night sky itself.

The shape of its head was a bit unique, a slight deviation from the classic, cool fantasy staple, but…

"—A 'Dragon'… I guess. So it really is the zodiac."

There was no more fitting name for it than 'dragon'.

Starting with the 'Monkey,' then 'Wolf,' 'Boar,' 'Rabbit,' 'Snake,' and 'Sheep'—with a lineup like this, anyone would have figured it out by now. Whether this is the motif for all [Stardust Beasts] or just for this forest, I have no way of knowing, but it's safe to assume this is basically confirmed.

The wolf is a slight deviation, but I think it's fine to just treat it as the 'Dog'.

Also, to be honest, I thought a major player like the 'Dragon' would appear on the final day. My prediction was off, which is a shame—but in a way, it's just what I wanted.

A debut battle is all the more brilliant the flashier both sides are, right?

In that case, let's raise a loud 'celebratory cannonade'.

"—[Ruby Rabbit Bullet]."

Summoned to my right hand was a single, crimson-glowing matchlock rifle. Compared to modern firearms, it was an old-fashioned weapon with a simple structure that could be mistaken for a 'stick'.

For a work by the renowned [Pyrotechnician], its form was surprisingly simple, a faithful model—except for the fact that it was made of a single crimson color from muzzle to stock, and that crystals were sprouting wantonly from various parts of the barrel.

For a little while now, I'd had one complaint about my build.

My partner, for one, and all the other notable powerhouses out there, all possessed 'strengths' that I lacked, both large and small, which made it all the more—

…unavoidable to think that I was lacking. That's why I had this made.

…………Well now. The starry sky on the ground has begun to overflow from the edge of the forest, and in the sky, one or two starry skies with wings have begun to increase their giant numbers.

Plenty of targets. Let's not drag this out; let's get started right away.

My arm stretched straight up to the sky. True to my word, my mentality was the same whether throwing or shooting: 'I'm going to punch them from a distance.'

A flame of mana lit the match cord.

With complete faith in the skill and words of my exclusive Magitek Artisan, this was a live-fire test with no practice shots—I squeezed the trigger, filled with anticipation and tension, and it was pulled without a sound—

"Guh—!"

A violent recoil and a deafening roar threatened to blow away the gunner who had planted his feet firmly on the stage. The crimson barrel shattered into dust, launching a crimson warhead.

And—3, 2, 1,

"—Boom."

The warhead, which hit one of the 'dragons' without missing its mark—a reaction warhead packed with my mana—detonated the moment it detected the 'prey's' mana at close range.

This was no comparison to the <<Exploding Rabbit>> that only scattered low-power fragments.

A crimson light of mana raged, completely engulfing the dragon's massive body… and as I stood there, taken aback, all that remained after the light faded was an empty void, devoid of stars.

"……………………Huh?"

Obliterating the 'dragon' it directly hit was just as expected, which was fine, but the fact that the aftershock knocked down several others flying nearby was more than expected, or rather, unexpected.

I had heard it was a 'spec that boosts its power according to total MID,' but… well, this is good, isn't it? Very good.

This is, without a doubt, the area-of-effect firepower I've been wanting…!

"All hail Kagura-san. Alright then—"

Summoned to both my hands were the second and third versions of the shattered matchlock.

The 'stock' I had packed into my inventory was more than enough. And the 'reload' would continue as long as my mana, with a MID value approaching fifteen hundred, held out.

I could already feel the astonished gazes from all around, even more so than my own, but the approaching horde of [Stardust Beasts] neither flinched nor waited.

And that's precisely why—

"—Let's start the fireworks festival with a bang!"

—there is no need for mercy or hesitation in pulling the trigger.



    Chapter 466

    White That Rends the Dark and Crimson Fireworks, Part 2

    —In Arcadia, ranged weapons are at a disadvantage.

The reason is simple. Because the performance of the avatar, whose stats can be built up through leveling and equipment, is so high, the balance ofメリット andデメリット that comes from 'relying on the power of tools' instead is completely broken.

Items like 'bows' and 'guns,' which seek to produce an attack effect by launching a projectile via a mechanism, have their firepower's upper limit determined by the weapon's specs.

One might think that the same could be said for swords and spears, as I once did while browsing through harsh reviews of 'guns' in Arcadia online… but the fatal flaw is that there is too little room to add the player's own 'power.'

Of course, there are means to boost power and other attributes, most notably through skills, but to put it bluntly, that's all there is. And that alone is naturally not enough to compete with melee weapons, which can fully utilize the avatar's strength and agility on top of skill enhancements.

To be blunt—whether it's real-world bullets or the magical arrows and bullets that are the global standard in this virtual world, it's stronger for the player to just throw a rock with their own hands or cast a spell.

As an added bonus, the crafting difficulty is ridiculously high, and it seems that even with the knowledge of avid firearms enthusiasts, reproducing modern-style items is nothing more than a dream.

To be precise, it's possible to just make them, but it's nearly impossible to achieve a level of power that would be effective against Arcadia's players and enemies. A peashooter that only mimics the appearance would, at best, serve as an interior decoration.

Hinayo-san's dual pistols, [Nova Rescellerate, Mirror Illuminating Six Stars], are a major exception.

Whether that can even be called a gun is debatable… but in any case, the fact that I have never once encountered a ranged weapon user other than her on major stages like the Four Pillar War or against the White Throne is proof of the current situation.

The difficulty of 'aiming' with guns or bows when looking 'up' at higher levels of play might also be a factor in their disadvantage. Like me, light warriors on the player side and agile, mobile enemies are constantly zipping around.

Trying to snipe them with the virtual world's slow-firing weapons would be a truly difficult feat. And even if you manage to land a hit, the lack of firepower thwarts your efforts. It's a cruel reality.

Depending on talent, the potential for increasing power is infinite, the range is the same as or greater than a gun, the variations are countless, and the area-of-effect clearing power of high-tier spells surpasses even a rocket launcher… so, well, it's no wonder the conclusion becomes, 'Why not just use magic?'

There seem to be a fair number of enthusiasts for bows, guns, and other weapons like chakrams, boomerangs, and slingshots, though—but anyway.

The important thing is, what in the world is this [Ruby Rabbit Bullet]?

"—Gah, hnnngh…!"

Simultaneously with the pull of the trigger, a distorted gunshot rings out, a mixture of a high-pitched, ear-splitting shattering sound and a gut-rumbling roar. True to the outrageous sound effect, the recoil from the shot is as intense as the power of the warhead it fires.

As if to say, *don't you dare underestimate me by firing one-handed*.

The crimson matchlock, which shattered into pieces, mercilessly leaves a massive lingering energy in my avatar.

"—,"

*Don't you underestimate me either*, I think back. Whose disciple do you think I am?

As the crimson light explodes from my hand, I twist my body with the momentum of being thrown back, seizing the reins of the rampaging vector.

It's a movement that channels the final technique of the Kesshiki Ittoryu, <<Yuikaze>>—a technique that can be called its secret art, which controls immense energy through rotation and makes it my own.

Keeping the soles of my boots planted on the floor, I spin at high speed in a sliding motion. Naturally, my vision becomes about fifty percent 'horizontal lines,' but for me, that's business as usual.

This barely even counts as poor visibility!

"Hraaaaaaaah!"

Overcoming the recoil from my left, I fire a second shot while still spinning. It's not a matter of *if* it will hit, it *will* hit. There, it hit, all right!

The sight of cheerful fireworks going off one after another at the points of impact is a direct challenge to the underdog image that Arcadia's 'guns' have carried.

The factor that cleared the biggest problem for ranged weapons, their lack of power—was none other than the material from the conveniently named [Ruby Bullet Rabbit].

Its horn grows when imbued with mana.

Its horn becomes stronger the faster it soars.

Its horn explodes when its fuse is activated.

This [Ruby Rabbit Bullet] was completed by utilizing those very characteristics, which were also fully exploited in the [Rabbit Dagger: Parabellum]—a ridiculous exploding warhead matchlock that devours the user's MP to grow and then infinitely replicates itself.

The more mana you pour into it, the harder and stronger it grows. The flip side of this characteristic is that its capacity for storing energy is extremely large.

So what happens if you pour mana into such a horn to its absolute limit… and then detonate that bullet (horn) just like <<Exploding Rabbit>>? The answer is this.

It is, in essence, an exploding [Ruby Bullet Rabbit].

The drop in projectile speed that would normally occur with a massive warhead is neatly solved by its characteristic of accelerating using mana as an engine, a perfect design… however.

"Hah, this stupid gas-guzzler…!"

Aside from the absurd difficulty of controlling the recoil, its most notable weakness is its ridiculously high cost. I've been plagued by numerous mana guzzlers before, starting with <<Fatal Leak>> and the autonomous movement of the [Everquartz], but this one is a glutton on par with them.

Literally, each and every shot consumes MP on the level of a grand magic spell. Moreover, this [Ruby Rabbit Bullet] will continue to replicate itself without regard for its master's wishes as long as the count falls below its upper limit of thirty-seven.

MP is drained twice over, for replication and for mana charging. The way my status bar is being shaved down, even in my Trance form with 1450 MID, is so ridiculous it's starting to make me laugh.

Haah, really, there's nothing more fun than dancing with a wild mare!

Spinning my body left and right, I summon one gun barrel after another, pulling the trigger again and again. Just as my ears and my excitement were about to go haywire from the repeated roars and the thrill of launching fireworks at will,

"—And, empty. Just as Kagura-san calculated, I see."

A total of seventy-four shots, exactly two rounds of my maximum capacity, is my current limit for continuous fire.

From now on, my MP will be continuously siphoned off as it recovers, until the replication and mana charging for all thirty-seven units are complete again. Ah, how merciless.

I tried asking the creator if it was possible to temporarily turn off the replication function, but the only response I got was a wholehearted smile filled with a sense of accomplishment and the words, 'It's because I cut out merciful features like that that it has such ridiculous firepower, you know.'

At the time I received it, I thought, *'Are you serious?'*…

But after 'going all out' myself and seeing this spectacle, I can't complain about a situation that would normally leave my MP completely locked down.

It is truly a field of carnage.

Though what lies scattered about are not corpses but relics… the vast number of shining spoils of war, the lapis lazuli, shows the immense results that the [Ruby Rabbit Bullet] achieved in just over two minutes.

If this were mass-produced, it might revolutionize military tactics in the virtual world. How terrifying are the kin of the 'Crimson,' their potential is truly something else—

Now then.

Including the new 'dragon' type, I've crushed most of the first wave of [Stardust Beasts]. I didn't manage to wipe them out completely, but even the ones that narrowly escaped the massive opening bombardment are scattered and have sustained damage to varying degrees.

—However, it couldn't possibly end there.

"I don't know if they'll spawn infinitely until time's up, or if there's a limit, but…"

I never thought I could end the game with just a fireworks display. As I watched the second wave of the horde begin to emerge from deep within the forest… I activated [Trance].

"Alright then, let's start stage two, partner."

As my long hair (the weight) vanished and I reveled in the familiar sensation of my body, I stretched and muttered to myself… No, I called out to my partner, and the ring on my right hand responded with a flash of light.

"Let's tear it up—[Alv Stella]!"

As if to say, *'I've been waiting.'*

My Anima, having reached the Third Tier, transformed from a ring into a sword, its blade glinting with a familiar golden color in its master's hand.



    Chapter 467

    White That Rends the Dark and Crimson Fireworks, Part 3

    With a faint cracking sound, the [Aquamarine Rabbit Heart] revealed a fraction of its power to the world.

Crimson phosphorescence leaked out. Due to the various events of the other day, a portion of my stats are currently in the middle of 'moving,' and my MID, now close to four digits in its actual value, was reallocated to AGI & DEX—

――――――――――――――――――
◇Status◇
Title：Acrobat
Name：Haru　 Lv：100
STR(Strength)：100
AGI(Agility)：200(+475)
DEX(Dexterity)：0（+475）
VIT(Vitality)：0(+150)
MID(Mental)：550(+400)
LUC(Luck)：300
――――――――――――――――――

"Alright, let's blast off."

Fully utilizing my body's specs, which had jumped to an absurd level, I kicked off the sniper's perch and danced onto the next stage.

I don't even need [Rocket]—why? Because, hey, if I have one second, I'm right in front of them.

The players staring blankly at some guy's rampage, the starry skies poking their heads out from between the trees…

…everything was in slow motion as I traced a line through the sky. I have no idea how many times I swung my sword or how many I cut down in those five short seconds, but—

"Hmm… No good."

The results of tracing my blade over every [Stardust Beast] in sight as I circled the perimeter between the trees and the clearing were far from perfect.

At a glance, I could see over a dozen that I'd failed to kill, the telltale wounds embarrassingly obvious.

I was 'off-sync' again… but I'm so close.

"…Whoa…………"

"Did you see that?"

"Don't ask stupid questions."

"No way anyone could see that…"

After completing my single sweep of the outer perimeter, I met the wide, dumbfounded eyes of the players.

The voices that reached my ears were all drawn out, low-toned, and in slow motion. It sounded so goofy that I couldn't help but smile, and then…

…I let my own eyes shine with the same 'gold' as the accent on my [Alv Stella]—the evolved form of my Anima—and soared once more through the dilated world.

Acceleration rate… let's start with two times.

With an almost cheat-like move, I put the replication cost of my [Ruby Rabbit Bullet] on a 'tab' and paid the heavy cost, though not as heavy as my previous 'Eye,' to accelerate my perception.

I feel like I've achieved something similar before through some kind of extreme concentration, but the 'real thing' is different. I can just barely think while running, and controlling my body and reading the enemy's movements is so easy it's laughable.

Wait, this is no time to be laughing. Get to work.

Even with one eye closed, there is neither problem nor threat.

From the moment I activated the skill and took a step, my vision has been limited to my right half, but seeing twice as fast provides an amount of information far greater than just double.

The task of drawing lines of movement in my mind, which I always do, can now be done with more precision and detail than ever before—all that's left is to correct the 'sync' issues and optimize my avatar's control.

"—!"

With my right eye wide open, I ran, I swung, and with the star-forged sword I carried, I bisected every single starry beast that appeared.

Part of it is that the specs of the [Stardust Beasts] themselves haven't changed, even if their numbers have increased, but still, my performance is on a completely different level than before.

The reason for this is the power of my Anima, which has ascended a tier and gained a sharper edge. But the more significant change is, without a doubt, the blessing of my 'Eye'.

[Eyes Oculus]—this skill, which evolved from an eye that understands the future, is the genuine thought acceleration skill I had been waiting for.

Its one flaw is that I can only use my right eye when using it for its intended purpose of thought acceleration. However, at a two-times magnification, I can maintain the effect for nearly a minute, a unique skill with exceptional performance.

…But if I only praise that, my beloved sword might get jealous again, so.

"[Shot]."

A dragon flickered into my vision—it seemed to be aiming for a surprise attack from above. I let go of the sword in my right hand.

In that instant, the Stella vanished,

"—"

The dragon, with a blade suddenly sprouting from its head, let out a silent scream and exploded high in the sky.

The sword came spinning back down, and though it had no face, I could almost see a triumphant, smug expression on it.

"Alright, alright, nice work. In that case…"

I snatched my partner as it returned from its job, and my golden eyes faded, both opening wide. Both the 'Eye' and the 'autonomous movement' have heavy costs, but…

…well, having two hands is probably more efficient than having double the thought speed.

"I'm leaving half to you."

As I spoke, a faint vibration traveled up my right hand. Is that your way of saying 'roger'?

Perhaps having avenged itself against its nemesis has cured it of its rebellious phase; I let out a wry smile at my sword's strangely endearing behavior.

I released [Alv Stella] into the air and took a Rabbit Dagger in each hand.

"Let's have a race, it's been a while. Keep up, partner!"

My legs, as I dashed forward alongside my Anima, were in the best condition they had ever been.

And so, the two white blades, one harboring a hint of red, streaked freely and whimsically—and on the battlefield left behind by their blurred forms, stardust began to scatter at twice the previous rate.

<hr>

An example of what happens when a sequence holder specializing in solo combat gets serious in a quest designed for the general public.

The others, having been told, "I'm sure there will be some I miss, so please take care of them," are now in a relaxed spectating mood, wondering, "Where are the ones he missed…?'



    Chapter 468

    Beyond the Skill, a Swamp Awaits

    "You know... when you get right down to it, the day you and Kagura-san met was probably the day this virtual world's luck ran out."

"You've taken over my lap just to say something outrageous, haven't you?"

And so ended the third night, a rampage where I unleashed my full, unfiltered power.

It seems the night raid event wasn't an infinite spawn after all; about thirty minutes after I started zipping around at full speed, the attacks from the Stardust Beasts ceased.

The final kill score ratio between me and the other group members was 10:0. It was... well, a complete and utter overkill. Honestly, it's a relief to have someone complain or make a crack about it like this.

As for the men I'd left with nothing to do, they were all overwhelmingly pleased, saying things like, "We got to see a ranker go all out in person."

I wondered if that was really okay with them, but then I realized I'd probably have enjoyed it too if our roles were reversed, so I decided to let it be.

And so, as usual, I found myself alone on the rooftop with my partner.

With the night raid ending early, the sleepiness debuff hadn't accumulated as much, and Nia-chan seemed a bit more energetic than usual.

I'd figured she'd be too sleepy to remember, but she apparently recalled perfectly that I'd ditched her last night. Thus, when I was about to head out for more 'adjustments' tonight, she caught me, and under the pretext of making it up to her, we ended up here.

"In the first place, if I hadn't met Kagura-san, I probably wouldn't have met you either, Nia."

"Let's put that aside."

"And yeah, Kagura-san's weapons are insane, but all the stuff you make is pretty crazy too, you know? When Ashe asked about the specs on this hairpin and I told her, the 'Sword Queen' herself just froze with a deadpan expression for a good five seconds."

"Let's put that aside, too."

"You're putting too much aside. What's even left?"

"Oh, be quiet! Who talks about other girls during a 'date,' for crying out loud!"

*You talk about Sora and Ashe way more than I do,* is the comeback I wanted to make, but I figured she'd just put that aside, too.

What is it she wants, I wonder? I swatted away the hands she playfully pawed at me with... and finally sensing the cooldown was over, I activated *Trance*.

"Whoa?! H-Hey, what?!"

I wasn't sure if she was startled by the skill's light effect or by her head suddenly dropping as the height of her pillow changed, but I ignored Nia's shriek and checked my status bar.

After setting off fireworks to my heart's content and completely draining my magic, the MP gauge of my transformed body was still empty.

It wasn't that duplicating and reloading the [Ruby Rabbit Bullet] took over an hour; it was just a game mechanic where the status of the body in the 'back' recovered at an incredibly slow rate.

To smoothly restore everything, I needed to have the body I wanted to heal in the 'front.' It was a bit of a hassle... but well, if they didn't balance it like that, it would be a genuinely broken ability. So, it couldn't be helped.

Though I have a feeling it's already pretty broken... I explained the whole situation to my partner, who was now fuming at the 'pillow' that had startled her.

"Huuuh... By the way, can you fire that gun in your original form?"

"Nope, impossible."

To be precise, if I tried to fire it, my avatar—along with the gun—would explode. And not metaphorically.

"I don't really get the logic, but he said he linked it to the 'mana' of my transformed body. That's why I can only duplicate and reload it in this form. He warned me that if I touched the trigger in my original form, the same reaction as a warhead impact would occur and I'd blow myself to bits."

"Ehhh... Kagura-san is as incomprehensible as ever..."

"I like it, though. In fact, I love it."

All the weapons that man creates... every single one of them. They're all quirky and never get boring to use, which makes combat constantly fun.

They make me want to use all of them, so it's safe to say they're a perfect match for my build, which centers on weapon switching. That was the meaning behind my reply, but it seemed the nuance of Nia's muttered "incomprehensible" was different.

"The quality of his weapons is incomprehensible, sure... but the fact that Kagura-san can *make* something like that is what's crazy. It's just... I don't get it. What's going on inside his head?"

"Like I said, you're pretty much—"

"We're on a different dimension, I'm telling you. Just like Nonomi-chan and the others."

Her helpless tone cut me off, and I glanced at her, but her expression wasn't negative. It was... a look I recognized.

Like the way the [Sword Protector]—no, the [Peerless]—looks at the [Sword Saint].

"Selecting and linking mana... that means he's established a technique to perfectly distinguish between 'colors,' right? No way, that's impossible. I can't even see them, let alone tell them apart. We're playing on a completely different stage."

"...Uh, I have absolutely no idea what you're talking about."

"I'm saying he's casually doing something like your master's *Shukuchi*."

"Okay, now I completely understand."

I still didn't get the meaning of the words, but I understood what she was trying to say.

"Mana has colors?"

"Apparently. I was told before that mine is light blue."

*And here I thought it'd be aquamarine.*

"To be precise, it's not exactly a color, but something that *can be perceived as* a color. Like its properties, or its wavelength... Something like that, a kind of personality that's different for everyone?"

"Huh... I knew it, but Magic Craft seems like a pretty deep swamp."

"It's a bottomless swamp. You wanna give it a try?"

"I'm planning to if this event becomes a permanent feature."

That was something I'd been considering from the start. My casual agreement seemed to surprise Nia, as she blinked a few times.

"Eh, really? I thought you weren't interested in anything besides combat, one way or another."

"Every single person treats me like a battle junkie... Well, when the time comes, you'll have to teach me a few things. As part of our exclusive contract."

"Ngeh...? I've never taught anyone anything before."

"You can just follow your 'teacher's' example. Besides, what exactly do you learn in Magic Craft, anyway? I get that it's not as simple as just using a skill and presto, it's done."

"Wow, you're serious... Um, it's so hard to put into words..."

I offered her some encouragement to try her best and watched for a dozen seconds as Nia put a hand to her forehead and groaned. Not that it matters, but she really is making herself at home on my lap, not just occupying it but squirming and rolling around as she pleases—

"Okay, let's do this—heave-ho!"

Just as I was thinking of complaining and confiscating my lap-pillow, Nia looked up, brought her hands together above her head toward the night sky, and then spread them apart.

The faint blue light of mana clinging to her slender fingertips... I figured this must be different from the 'mana color' Nia was talking about. Right before my eyes—

No, not just before my eyes, but completely surrounding the two of us.

"...Whoa...?"

A large sphere woven from shimmering threads of light unfolded. In place of the night sky, where the stars were blocked by the distant ground, it created a planetarium glowing a brilliant blue.



    Chapter 469

    The Foundation of Magic Craft

    "What is this, magic?"

"Nope. It's kinda like a status window."

When I pointed to the light spreading through the air and asked, the answer I got was one that made me tilt my head. At the very least, my Arcadia didn't come equipped with such a stylish, visually-maxed-out status window.

"It's called a 'D-Sphere'—a Duality Sphere. It's the 'visualized talent' that every magic crafter has. Or maybe it's better to say it's their individuality?"

"Dee-sphere."

Duality, huh. I wonder what two things it's meant to represent.

"To put it in super, super simple, bite-sized terms, how you see this, how you perceive it, and how you interpret it is the foundation—and the entirety—of Magic Craft."

"Don't 'see,' 'perceive,' and 'interpret' all mean the same thing?"

"And that leads to each artisan's own one-of-a-kind technical system."

"You've been casually ignoring my retorts lately, Nia-chan."

But I mostly got what she was trying to say. In short, it was one of those classic Arcadia things—a mysterious fantasy element that's difficult to explain with words.

"Learning about Magic Craft basically means having someone guide you until you understand your *own* D-Sphere. Make sense?"

"Sorry, not at all. Could you break it down into even smaller pieces?"

"Mmm... Training wheels on a bicycle. A kickboard for swimming."

*I see. I don't get it.* My thoughts must have been written all over my face.

"See? I told you it's hard to put into words! Once you get the *Mako* skill from someone, you'll get it naturally, so there!"

With Nia's words, her cheeks puffed out to signal 'impossible,' I suppose I had no choice but to pretend I understood for now.

As usual, I'm sure Arcadia's handy brain-installation feature would be involved—wait, hold on, another question just popped up.

"What do you mean, 'get it from someone'?"

"...Hey, are you really interested in anything besides combat? Isn't your radar for other genres a little too low?"

"It's not that it's low, it's that I don't have time to put it up. You of all people should know that, Lady Milmarinus, you've been involved with Haru the Acrobat since the very beginning."

I returned her suspicious glare with a half-lidded one of my own. Nia seemed to concede with a, "Well, that's true..." but then pinched my thigh, adding, "And stop calling me that."

It didn't hurt, but it was ticklish, so cut it out.

"You see, *Mako* isn't a skill you can acquire automatically like others. It's a special category that you can only learn by having it bestowed upon you by someone who already has it."

"What's that about? What did the very first person to get it do?"

"Ahaha, that's simple. They got it from an NPC."

"Ahh... I see. So that's a thing, huh."

It's probably not the same as becoming an apprentice... but I bet a lot of players would include that sort of thing under the umbrella of 'receiving instruction.'

From what she was saying, it didn't sound like Nia had received the skill from Nonomi-san.

"Any-way! That's kinda how it is. In the beginning, I just couldn't understand this sphere at all, and Nonomi-chan helped me out a lot with that."

"Hmm..."

Her teacher before Nonomi-san—the one who gave her the skill—you'd think they would've given her some pointers... but as I thought about it for a moment, I figured there were probably compatibility issues.

Since it was a difficult subject that couldn't be understood just by hearing about it, that would be all the more true. I suspect Kagura-san probably saw that Nia and Nonomi-san were similar types—or something along those lines.

"'How you see it, how you perceive it, and how you interpret it'... was that it? So, how does this lovely planetarium look to you, Nia—oh, is it okay for me to ask that?"

Even as an analogy, if she called it 'kinda like a status window,' it was possible that, like a combat class's build, it was fundamentally classified information.

Realizing I might have asked too casually, I instinctively hit the brakes, but Nia's reply was a light, unconcerned, "It's fine."

"To me, it's a 'puzzle.' Through that, 'Magic Craft' for me is like an attraction where I shuffle and rearrange and reconfigure the pieces—*kasha kasha kasha*—to create the shape I want. I guess?"

Her words reminded me of her work process, which I'd seen several times before.

The way she manipulated the multiple magic circles she generated at her fingertips, *kashari kashari*, now that I think about it, was indeed exactly as she described—a 'puzzle.'

"I see... yeah, I get it now. So, that means the work process also varies wildly from one magic crafter to another depending on that perception."

"That's about right."

It was still a bit fuzzy, but it seemed I had finally reached a level of understanding.

I caught the index finger of the scoundrel who tried to poke my cheek with a smug look, feeling refreshed now that my questions were more or less settled.

"You've seen Kagura-san work before, right? His method is completely different from mine, but it's not because our genres are different, like weapons and armor versus accessories and clothes, you know."

"'I see' is the only thing coming to mind. No, really, that was educational. By the way..."

Her voice was gradually starting to melt, which probably meant she was, as usual, getting sleepy while we talked. I figured it was about time to start persuading her to call it a night...

If it wasn't classified information, there was one last thing I wanted to ask out of curiosity.

"What's the sphere to Kagura-san?"

Did she somehow sense that I would take an interest—and that I already had a pretty good idea of the answer?

A grin spread across her cheeks, which were starting to slacken with sleepiness. My partner's answer was,

"...'Flame,' he said."

And it was, just as I had expected.



    Chapter 470

    Final Day: Morning

    The fourth and final day of the event.

Unlike the strangely quiet third day, no one could fail to notice the different atmosphere, the blatant rustling of the forest. Without exception, we all woke up with a 'bad feeling.'

And in this world, such feelings are rarely just needless anxiety.

Is it something our five senses, far surpassing those of the real world, can perceive... or are we unknowingly receiving some kind of 'notice' from the system?

We have no way of knowing, but in the end, there is only one thing we players, who must fundamentally obey the laws of the world (the system), can do.

Whether it be good fortune or misfortune that befalls us, we simply—

Embrace it as part of the 'festival' (event).

"—Damn, I'm pulling out! Hold the line!"

The sound of a piercing whistle reached my ears, and with those terse words that were barely an instruction, I spun on my heel.

A thumbs-up flickered at the edge of my vision. I returned the gesture with a good luck of my own as I launched my avatar, already glowing with crimson light and at full power, into the air.

As I soared upwards, I glanced towards the source of the whistle. As expected, the three artisans were on the rooftop, ensuring what little safety they could. Two of them, the girls, were pointing in the same direction. I set that as my destination, kicked off a Rabbit Dagger I'd already thrown ahead of me, changed direction, and leaped with all my might.

Belatedly getting a good look at the situation ahead, I saw it was a hell of a mess...!

I activated *Lumina Raygust* and *Reflect Explode* in parallel. As I rushed towards the first squad, who were being mercilessly pushed back by one large beast while being harassed by a swarm of smaller ones, I maintained my momentum and,

"Hraaaah!"

I slid to a halt, carving up the earth in a wide arc to disperse the energy from my turn.

Less a block and more a strike, I swung the gauntlet of my [An=Lu Galta (Hypothesis: The Wedge-Armor that Sings of the Royal Path)] in a backhand—the moment my fist and its sharp claws met, the guard held. The crimson effect that exploded sent the massive beast, which looked to be a 'boar,' flying straight up.

I glanced over my shoulder for a second. The person I'd rescued was on their butt, but in one piece. Okay, one mission complete.

As a follow-up, the [Alv Stella] I fired from my right pierced the throat of a 'tiger.' Unable to withstand the continuous heavy damage, it died and exploded. It dropped a Stardust Relic, larger and brighter than those from the smaller fry, signaling my victory—and there it was again, the sound of the whistle.

Damn it... not even a moment to catch my breath!

It was 9:00 AM, the morning after the no-holds-barred fireworks display.

Whether it was a scheduled event before the finale or karmic retribution for someone who had gone too wild, the morning raid, which overturned all previous patterns with its boisterousness, had enveloped the final day's morning in an unprecedented clamor.

...Even for a wake-up call, isn't this a little much?

◇◆◇◆◇

"Man... I'm glad that ended quickly."

The sudden morning raid didn't last until 10:00 AM, concluding in about twenty minutes.

While working on repairing the damage that had occurred in various parts of the base due to the emergency response, the foreman, Oaks-shi, uttered words that indicated a 'silver lining.'

However, on his face, as he worked to reset the damaged defensive walls... or rather, on the faces of all the group members, a similar expression could be seen.

In short, everyone was thinking, *Something was off about that, wasn't it?*

Because of this, even though I was helping the foreman by carrying materials, I couldn't just give a casual, "Yeah, you're right." It took me a moment to gather my thoughts before I could answer.

"Those Stardust Beasts, they moved differently than before, didn't they?"

"...So it looked that way to a ranker's eyes too, huh."

When I cut straight to the conclusion, he scratched his cheek as if to say, "This is bad."

...His face and build are nothing alike, but his generally calm way of speaking and default worried expression sometimes overlap with my father's. That's a secret, though.

"Everyone keeps talking about how experienced I am, but the truth is, I'm a newcomer who's only been in Arcadia for a few months, you know? When faced with an unknown situation, what comes out of my mouth is mostly just a hunch."

"Even if you haven't been playing long, you've been through a hell of a lot more scrapes than we have, so it can't be helped."

"You're too modest."

Over these three days, I'd gotten to know everyone so well that trading light-hearted banter was as easy as breathing—well, we'd already had breakfast before the raid, so it was post-breakfast now.

But this was no time for silly thoughts.

"They were coordinated, or maybe smarter... It was like their movements had tactics behind them."

"Yeah. It was completely different from their usual mindless, one-track pattern of swarming and avalanching us."

Compared to the sudden increase in their overall intelligence, the appearance of the new 'tiger' type was a minor change... By the way, the fact that one player managed to tame one of those giant tigers is making me super jealous, but let's set that aside. Congratulations, Beckett-shi.

In any case, the mix of large and small enemies, with small 'squads' chipping away at us, made this raid style a real pain.

No matter how fast I could race across the battlefield, I ultimately only have one body. If they came at us in a single 'ring,' I could just sweep around once and be done with it. But when they staggered their timing and launched a continuous offensive that left no time to breathe, it was a bit tough.

Inevitably, there were moments when I couldn't react in time.

"The only reason we managed was because the scale of the attack was restrained... I guess."

In terms of numbers, it was nowhere near the level of the night raids. If they had stuck to their usual pattern, it wouldn't have been surprising if we had finished them off in a little over five minutes, let alone twenty.

But they had prolonged it with military-like tactics... Rephrasing my speculation, it meant that *someone* had forced us to expend unnecessary resources.

My own intuition, which I personally have a fair amount of confidence in despite my own modesty, was now confidently telling me one thing—

"For now, let's wrap up these repairs quickly and have a strategy meeting."

"I couldn't agree more. It seems we're not going to be allowed a peaceful survival experience after all."

It was the grand final day. And my intuition was telling me something I already knew without being told: the last night raid to cap off the finale was going to be insane.



    Chapter 471

    Feeding (By Brute Force)

    "Nngh..."

"Still no good?"

"Doesn't look like it."

"That makes seven failures in a row..."

"I don't see any dragon-types, and as for the ones we can try... well, I guess we're out of options."

"Mmm... I'm absolutely certain there are other conditions besides combat, though."

"...You know, I've said this over and over, really, I've said it so many times. Even if there are other conditions, I'm absolutely sure *this* isn't one of them."

Turning my head at the exasperated tone, I was met with a gaze from my partner that was one hundred percent pure exasperation.

Receiving that aquamarine stare, Nonomi-san and I looked at each other. After confirming she was shrugging her shoulders—while she dangled a small [Stardust Relic] in front of the target's eyes—I, too, let go with a sense of resignation.

Instantly, the struggling 'rabbit' didn't try to counterattack... Perhaps having had its prized infighting style completely sealed and its body captured, it had thrown in the towel. It lost all hostility and scurried away.

What a shame. Another failed attempt at feeding.

The strategy meeting held after the morning raid concluded in less than ten minutes with the answer, 'stick to the original plan.'

As I was finally running out of room for a full follow-up, this time I couldn't just boast, "Leave it to me." But, well, it's one of those things.

When all the group members tell you, "We'll fight like hell to not be a burden," well... setting aside being treated as a leader or whatever, as a man, you have no choice but to answer in kind.

It's not that I've ever once thought of them as a burden. In fact, given the population ratio of 'rankers' to 'other players,' I, who ended up mixed in with them at an extremely low probability of one in a million, am the foreign object here.

I've tried to act with the stance that I should be the one being considerate, so I'm deeply grateful to all the members who have clearly sensed that and still given me respect.

Now it's really not the time for me to be saying lukewarm things like I'll 'get serious.'

I've been steadily getting tuned up through a fair number of all-out battles, so I should probably go ahead and unveil my 'limit break' without holding back—

And that's how it went.

Our group, having ultimately reached a conclusion on par with an elementary schooler's—'just try our best'—decided to continue hunkering down, as we couldn't risk triggering an even higher difficulty by getting too gung-ho. And so, just like yesterday, I find myself serving as the escort for our two lovely ladies.

That being said, it's not like we're just aimlessly strolling around.

Yesterday, the forest was mysteriously quiet and we couldn't find any Stardust Beasts, so we had to give up. But today, if you search carefully, you can spot their starry figures here and there.

That's why we're out here testing the 'taming' mechanic.

By the way, Tetsu-san refused to come along, saying, "I don't need a pet." He seemed to have some reservations; I wonder if he has bad memories associated with pets.

Anyway.

"It's not like it's impossible. In fact, besides this 'feeding' method, can you think of any other way for non-combatants to tame them?"

"I'm not saying 'feeding' is impossible. I'm saying that holding them down, restraining them, and then shoving a rock in their face is what's impossible."

As Nia placed a hand on her forehead as if she had a headache, Nonomi-san and I looked at each other again.

"Even if you say that..."

"If you don't hold it down, I'd get knocked out in one hit, you know?"

With all due respect, Nonomi-san's specs are basically as frail as Nia's. Unlike a normal girl in the real world, she has enough status to sprint through the forest's beast trails, but she doesn't have the physical ability to grapple with an enemy.

That 'rabbit' from before may look small and cute, but in terms of simple combat ability, it ranks fourth among the currently confirmed zodiac series, after the 'dragon,' 'tiger,' and 'snake.'

If it landed its deadly somersault kick on her chin, she could be one-shotted.

"That's why there must be another, less forceful way..."

"Is there...?"

"Basically, as soon as they spot us, they attack."

Nia's complaint has a point, but if I had an alternative from the start, I wouldn't be trying this brute-force method. But still, there has to be another way to tame the Stardust Beasts without combat.

It would be strange if there wasn't. Because Arcadia is a game.

It's impossible that the main content of an event that opened its doors to both combat and production classes alike would be designed in a way that the latter couldn't participate.

"Maybe it's a compatibility issue? Like the four types that haven't appeared yet are non-combat types."

"That might be a possibility, but then it wouldn't make sense to have to accumulate [Stardust Relics] through combat to bring out those new types."

"Ah, but I wonder. Since artisan types are super busy in the early stages setting up a survival environment, having their corresponding types appear later... that kind of makes sense, maybe?"

For a moment, I almost bought into the theory Nonomi-san raised—but then,

"I can't say for sure since I don't know what's happening elsewhere, but our group has probably, most likely, been making extremely good progress."

Thanks to our skilled chef, morale has always been high, and our base has evolved and evolved into a respectable defensive fortress. We've wanted for neither food nor shelter, and in the early stages, we were able to hunt to our heart's content. In the repeated night raids, we've hunted down every single Stardust Beast that spawned.

If the theory that the stage progresses based on the accumulation of Relics is correct, then our group must have been advancing at a considerable pace.

Considering that...

"Mm, that's certainly true."

"Right?"

If the remaining four types were all taming targets for artisan players, the difficulty would be too skewed. No matter how much Arcadia's game design kicks 'MMO-like fairness' to the curb, its sense of balance in that regard is highly trusted.

This virtual world, which gives everyone an equal 'possibility' of becoming a protagonist, would absolutely not betray its players in this respect.

Therefore, when the correct answer is nowhere in sight and you're backed into a corner...

"""Maybe our premise is wrong..."""

We can naturally realize that we've fundamentally misunderstood something. In that respect, this game is truly game-like and merciful.

Well, even if we realize we're on the wrong track, whether we can find the right answer is—

"Maybe we should just try disarming and waiting with our arms and legs spread out?"

"A non-threatening appeal. Hmm, that's not out of the question."

"No, it is out of the question. What are you going to do if you get attacked?"

"Don't worry. Me being unarmed is synonymous with being fully armed."

"So convenient. I wish I could use quick-change too."

"Oh, come on, I'm not the straight man here...!"

—a different story altogether.



    Chapter 472

    Parallel Arrows

    The star-dusted gaze watches over a memory.

The night has passed, yet the searing, unfading *crimson* remains.

Viewed from the far heights, cloaked in darkness, a resplendent *white*.

Is he the one who seeks—no.

Is he the one who is worthy—no.

Is he the one who cannot attain—no.

Is he the one who shall not cross—no.

He is the one who bears the stars. Not the one who seeks, but the one whose radiance is sought.

If so, then the time has come to spread the great wings, frozen in eternity.

For what this starry shadow desires is but a single host—one who aims for the end.

◇◆◇◆◇

"Heehee, you're staring."

"...You got a problem with that?"

How many times has that teasing remark been thrown at my back during this event?

I'm so past being annoyed that I've gotten used to it. When I turn around with a 'complaint' of my own, I see an orange-haired girl with a beaming smile beside me.

It's frustrating that my scowl and low voice have absolutely no intimidating effect, but I know this is my own fault, so I can't even get angry. It's a real problem.

It can't be helped. Even though my heart is screaming about what others will think, my eyes and body are drawn to him on their own.

I had geared myself up to be so cloyingly sweet that I'd be crying and apologizing—and in the end, I ended up being ten times more pathetic than I'd planned. These are the seeds I've sown.

It can't be helped. My brakes have been gone since that day.

"You've gotten friendly with your 'partner,' so I was thinking it's about time. I'd like to ceremoniously begin our love-talk now."

"No. Don't. Go home."

"'Go home' is a little harsh, don't you think?! It's a ten-second walk!"

"Oh-for-the-love-of—you're so loud, stop clinging to me...!"

As soon as we finished our walk and returned to the base, my popular 'partner' was whisked away by the guys, and our trio of ladies disbanded. Now, as I watch him from afar holding another one of his suspicious seminars, I push away the friend who's practically draped over my back.

"Come oooon, Nia-chan, you've been stuck to Haru the Acrobat's side this whole time, and even though we had an ultra-miracle event encounter, we haven't gotten any skinship at all, so Nonomi-san is so, so lonely, I'm telling you, really—"

"Gah, you're heavy, heavy, heavy! Stop being so clingy!"

"Ahaha, that's a huge boomerang, you're making me laugh!"

As we wrestle on the giant tree stump we're using as a chair, I sense more than a few gazes turning our way from the all-inclusive 'Acrobat Seminar.'

I'm aware that since the group's formation, we two ladies have been receiving gazes as if we were idols... or mascots. With such a skewed male-to-female ratio, it's inevitable that we draw attention, but I've never been good with male attention, so it's a little uncomfortable.

In this virtual world, the male players are surprisingly gentlemanly and know their boundaries, so I've never had a scary experience like I have in the real world, but—

"Okay, let's start with the classic. 'What do you like about him?' Let's start there, 'kay?"

"What do you mean 'start'? I'm rejecting the love-talk in the first place."

"You're rejecting it, but you're not denying that it's a matter of romance, so that part's confirmed, right? I mean, I'd burst out laughing if you denied that anyway."

At any rate, *this one* knows no boundaries and shows no mercy.

With my 'Combat Power: None' shut-in build, I can't resist a sunny-sider with 'Combat Power: Minimal.' The best I can do is shoot a sullen glare, but she parries it with a cool expression.

*They're staring so much. It's really embarrassing, so I wish you'd stop—*

"...!"

"Ah. A-a-and your eyes met and your heart went *thump-thump*, didn't it? You're so cute!"

"I'll bite you."

"Don't!"

He must have heard us starting to make a racket, just like the guys.

My gaze collides with his blue eyes as he turns to look at me, and I freeze. In my shame at being called out, I bare my teeth and threaten her, but the arms wrapped around me don't let go.

It's been this way since we met, but I just don't understand why her affection for me is so high.

Originally, it was her fault for stubbornly refusing to accept my thanks... but even so, all I've ever given her is a curt, cold shoulder.

"...You're all about me, but what about you? Who's Ittetsu-san? A member of your guild?"

"Hm? Yeah. He's a former solo chef who joined about half a year ago."

We hit it off naturally since he was a friend of a friend, but this was my first time meeting the young man, and I still have no idea what his relationship with her is.

But if she's saying, "it's about time," then the same goes for me. Time to do some questioning of my own.

"I was pretending not to know, but seeing you, Nonomi-chan, hanging out with a guy was actually pretty shocking, you know? What's the deal? Aren't *you* the one with something going on?"

"Heehee, too bad. When it comes to romantic relationships, we're not each other's type at all."

"...Wasn't your type 'the silent professional' or something?"

As I point out that he seems to be *exactly* her type,

"Oh, that's old, old news, Nia-chan. My current trend is 'a fun, cool, and reliable younger man,' so you better remember that."

"You are so infuriating...!"

She shoves her ridiculously triumphant face right up to mine, and the fact that I have no idea what she's being triumphant about makes it all the more infuriating. The condescending 'big sister' act she's putting on for teasing purposes is also an irritation point.

And yet, I've opened my heart to her enough to forgive her, and the fact that she knows that full well is what's truly insufferable.

Really, why is she like this in her daily life?

As an artisan, she's cooler than anyone.

"W-What's with that 'fun, cool'— you said that while looking in one specific direction, didn't you? Are you trying to pick a fight?!"

"If you don't want a fight, you should just confess your lovey-dovey feelings! Come on, spill it, tell your big sister everything, what do you like about him, come on, come on, come on!"

"Ngaaahhhhh...! First of all—HIS FACE!"

As the relentless assault continues, I scream back in desperation, thinking, *to hell with it all*. My unexpectedly direct answer seems to have caught the 'enemy' off guard, as she chokes out a, "Nguh...!"

Even as a counterattack, it was far too self-destructive—and it was an event that occurred just three seconds before Nia herself went down in flames.



    Chapter 473

    We Are Now Taking Reservations

    We refrain from hunting, simply hunkering down in the base until the sun sets.

To put it that way, it certainly sounds like an unbecoming move for an 'event,' but in reality, survival (camping) is fun just by lazing around in nature.

Aside from the morning raid, no particular irregularities occurred. As we spent our time interacting with our comrades as we pleased, the final night arrived in the blink of an eye.

Even if it's fifty percent longer than in the real world, a day is still short.

The three-night, four-day long event, which initially seemed infinite, now has only about six hours left. With the finale just around the corner, what we (the players) should do is, of course—

"To think this is the last time we'll eat this... that might actually be the saddest part."

"You're dramatic to the very end."

"Oh, listen to you. You went to all the trouble of preparing this mountain of food, so you can't be all that displeased by the praise, can you? Hehehe."

"Shut up. I just used up all the remaining ingredients."

—what else but a grand feast that also serves as an early 'job well done' party.

We've gotten rid of the tables and chairs, returning to the floor-sitting style of the very beginning. However, the distance at which the group members are sitting from each other seems to have shrunk considerably.

Is he just embarrassed, as Nonomi-san's teasing words suggest, or is he, as he himself says, just seeing his 'job' through to the end? Thanks to Tetsu-san's wholehearted release of his inventory, a ridiculous variety and quantity of dishes cover the floor, leaving no shortage of fuel for the merriment.

My partner over here, munching away on a lamb dish, is also quite pleased. Ever since she collected a [Stardust Relic] from a 'sheep,' that's all she's been eating. Is it her favorite food or something?

I wonder if she'd be happy if I made her some roasted lamb chops in the real world.

"But well, the status of the 'Chef' class will probably skyrocket after this event. Maybe a cooking boom is about to hit Arcadia?"

"That seems likely... I mean, if this Starry Paradise becomes a permanent feature, we'd need them to come, wouldn't we? The population would have to increase."

I hear that the population of production-type players in Arcadia is quite large, but chefs, in particular, are not exactly unpopular... but their numbers are significantly lower compared to other pure magic craft production builds.

The reason is simple—there was no demand.

I myself haven't really eaten here since trying things like fried snake in the beginning. One reason is that Arcadia's 'food' doesn't have the buff effects common in games.

And another point is that I couldn't quite accept the incongruity of 'food that doesn't fill you up,' and while I didn't go as far as to avoid it, I found myself not actively reaching for it.

With drinks, I can mentally process them as a gum-like indulgence by focusing simply on enjoying the taste. But with food, the act of chewing and being conscious of the texture makes me strongly aware that I'm 'eating,' and the emptiness after swallowing is just too much.

However, under the special conditions of this event, that sense of incongruity was completely swept away. And with that incongruity removed, the 'food' of the virtual world has, one might say, been sublimated into the ultimate luxury item: 'fantasy cuisine that you can't taste in reality.'

"I wonder. In the end, once the event is over, the mechanics will go back to normal. And even if it becomes a permanent feature as you speculate... I don't know what the pace will be, but at best it'll probably be monthly."

Would the number of chefs really increase just for such a limited field of activity? Tetsu-san himself tilts his head, but the 'rebuttal' is immediate.

"No, no, it'll definitely increase. In fact, regardless of the event period, the demand for Arcadia's 'cooking' is going to explode. I'm one hundred percent sure of it."

With a color of conviction that matched her words, the current third-ranked artisan declared it an absolute.

"In the first place, the food in this world, in terms of taste alone, easily surpasses reality. Oh, of course, it depends on the skill of the chef, you know?"

Her orange eyes turn to me as if seeking agreement, and on that point, I have no choice but to nod. The very existence of 'cooking methods that are absolutely impossible to replicate in reality' due to magical, mysterious principles means that the sheer number of options is insurmountable, so the outcome is already decided.

"The reason why food here was avoided by many people despite that was because the unrealistic feeling of not getting full was too strong—and that canceled out the feeling of it being delicious."

"Well, the sense of satisfaction after a meal is important."

"Exactly. It's one thing if it's just a piece of candy, but eating a huge steak and still being hungry is beyond just feeling off. It's so unrealistic that no matter how much you please your tongue, the final impression ends up being 'cheap.'"

*If you don't get full, you can eat delicious things forever,* isn't something I didn't think in the beginning. But the reality is that I have, in fact, avoided virtual world food until now. That's the conclusion.

People are complicated. It's a matter of personal preference, and of course, there were players who didn't mind the incongruity and were accustomed to virtual food... but well, the small number of chefs clearly indicates the ratio between the two.

"How-ev-er! The players in groups blessed with a chef this time have been able to fully enjoy 'deliciousness' without any of that incongruity."

As she says this—surely, she's not actually doing *that*.

As if to say, "Say ah," Nonomi-san holds a fork with a piece of roasted lamb in front of me and smiles mischievously.

"Do you think you can resist?"

"...It probably depends on the person, but yeah, I don't think I could..."

It's not just limited to humans, but living creatures remember 'taste.'

If it's negative, they'll avoid it, thinking, "Never again." If it's positive, they'll want more and more, endlessly.

I see. Now that they've experienced such a supreme positive...

"Is that sense of incongruity now just a trivial thing... for me, too?"

"Probably. We'll find out the answer after the event ends. Here you go, Nia-chan, say ah."

Her serious mode must be over, as her expression breaks into a wide grin and she slides the fork from in front of me. Nia, who had been silently glaring at her for the provocative action, bites down on the offered favorite food rather roughly.

How heartwarming.

"...Well, whatever. In any case, I'll be operating as usual after the event, so if you want to eat something, you can bring your partner along and come to my place."

"Oh, really? You have a shop?"

"Yeah, in a corner of the Safe Area. It's small, though."

It should have been an extremely positive topic for a chef... but the expression on Tetsu-san's face is still calm, or rather, lacking in spirit.

However, as for his next words—

"When you do, I'll serve you something truly delicious—not just some makeshift stuff from a survival environment. But you'll have to put up with that trivial little incongruity."

"Haha, I'll definitely be there. I'll look forward to it."

I can see through to the not-so-displeased feelings underneath. So I offer a genuine smile, and he, in turn, returns a faint one.



    Chapter 474

    The Beacon

    After a lively feast, the final day's 10:00 PM finally arrived—or rather, ten minutes before it.

Full of energy, motivation, and high spirits, we greeted the moments just before the finale in perfect condition. I was placed on a platform, different from the one used for the artillery turret, and stood frozen with a scowl on my pretty-boy face, which was reputed throughout the 300-meter diameter area as 'easy on the eyes.'

"Even if you ask me to say a few words..."

"""Come on, it's just for the mood!"""

"Hey, you're already perfectly in sync. You don't need a pep talk to unify your will."

I had a bad feeling about this, and I was spot on.

The countdown clock, which had started at a hefty one hundred and twenty-six, now showed only two hours remaining.

Since we can't predict the scale or composition of the final raid that will be the festival's climax, it's a natural flow to wrap things up beforehand so we're ready for any ending.

And since there are thirty-six members in total, the only way to get it over with quickly is to have one representative say something appropriate. In that case, it goes without saying who would be put on the pedestal...

I can handle giving instructions, but I have no experience with this kind of thing. Give me a break.

"Ah... well then, let's see. First, to express our mutual appreciation and gratitude for our efforts so far—thank you for your hard work over these three nights and four days."

*Am I the organizer of a work get-together?*

I'm aware that my tone became stiff, even to myself. It's no wonder that I received a few stifled laughs along with the echo.

It's embarrassing, but it's no use if you're expecting someone like Goldow or Ashe, and I doubt anyone here expects that of me.

I should have been able to show everyone what kind of person I am over these past three days.

And for that very reason.

"I think it was a good group. And a good 'party.' I've done an over-raid before, but I'd never experienced a normal full raid of thirty-six people. So, well... yeah, that's it."

Thank you all for sticking with a leader who's only good at saying the right things with the right face.

"Thanks to all of you, my first time was a great memory. Thank you."

It was embarrassing, but I decided to say what needed to be said, and it was the right choice. I felt better for it, and from the looks on the faces of my group... my party members, it seems to have been well-received.

I'll just pretend I didn't see the smirks on the faces of two of the ladies.

Damn them. For a second, I thought about teleporting them onto the stage to reverse our positions... but only Nia would probably get flustered by that.

Nonomi-san would probably handle a stage greeting with ease—and so.

Oh yeah, one last thing.

"With that said, it's a bit late, but I was thinking of sending everyone a friend request... so, what do you say?"

I quickly operated the window and designated the thirty-five people in my field of vision as the recipients—excluding Nia and Tetsu-san, who were already registered, a small system window appeared in front of a total of thirty-three people.

I was thinking it would be nice if we could find the time to get together again, but the result came in less than five seconds.

To my friend list, which someone had called a 'celebrity roster,' the names of many 'ordinary friends' were now engraved... a truly joyous occasion.

And then, ten minutes later.

Having moved the platform to a height of about ten meters above the ground, I stood by, cooling the heat from my face caused by embarrassment and other things, when my skin caught an abnormality.

The trees swayed, the leaves rustled, and the murmuring of the forest that reached me was undoubtedly the loudest yet. Based on the four raids we'd experienced so far, we had prepared several pattern assumptions, and various countermeasures were also set and shared... but now.

As if toying with the players, the 'starry sky' still hadn't emerged from the darkness of the forest. And at that point, it was confirmed that this raid was different in nature from the previous ones, just like this morning.

A clearly controlled offensive—in other words, it's safe to assume that they have shed their disorganization.

"...'Rat,' 'Ox,' 'Rooster,' or 'Horse'... Now, which one is the leader?"

A gimmick that will likely be the key to this final event. A single special individual, or multiple commander types... I have no way of knowing, but in any case.

The moment countless shadows burst through the forest at once, my role was decided.

Namely—

"I'm not complaining, but this is all I ever do."

—a solitary battle of aerial annihilation to meet the massive swarm of countless 'wings' that had soared into the sky.

Not only the massive bodies of the 'dragons' that appeared last night, but also a new, smaller 'bird' type, numbered in the thousands. To top it off, there's a huge beast that looks like the dragon boss, reeking of specialness, staring straight at me—

"Pattern D... In that case, I'm counting on you guys for the ground."

Below me, a swarm began to appear, following the one in the sky. Among them, I could see a huge 'tiger' that looked like a boss... but I would trust them with the ground.

Of course, I don't mean for them to handle everything until the very end.

I've murmured to myself time and again that I'm fully aware of my position... but this time, as the one leading the charge, I will fulfill it properly.

The perfect heroic performance that is expected of me.

Now, let's hunt them all down, partner.

What I summoned was the [Alv Stella]. For some reason, I can't shake the feeling that this guy enjoys these kinds of moves, the heroic, exciting stuff.

If you trace it back to its origin, I can kind of understand... but still, it's a bit too obvious. The star-sword, as if to show its excitement, emits a faint light. I let out a wry smile.

I held my hand over the crimson jewel embedded in the guard and chanted the key word.

"Alv Call—*Helia*!"

I face the starry sky, and I carry a starry sky with me. It's probably not my imagination; as if to say, 'Let's show which one shines brighter,'

A torrent of 'red' overflowed from the strongly, brilliantly glowing jewel.



    Chapter 475

    The White Star Clad in Red, The Blue Star Clad in Black, Part One

    It has been three years since I purchased Arcadia and became a resident of the virtual world. To be honest, I've questioned the game system, which lacks the fairness typical of MMOs, more than once or twice.

I am aware of my own seemingly endless growth.

But the celestial beings who race through the far heights are so distant that I'm certain I could never catch up, no matter how many years I crawl forward.

So far I can't touch them. So far that sometimes, even if I strain my eyes, I can't even see them.

My feelings go beyond envy; I've been jealous countless times. The management's slogan, 'The possibility is given equally to all,' I've scoffed at as a lie more times than I can count... so many times.

And yet, the reason I can't leave this world, the reason I don't get fed up, the reason I can keep going without giving up—the answer is simple and clear.

Because when I can't touch them, but I strain my eyes and manage to see their forms.

"...Damn... so damn cool."

Up ahead, in the sky. They shine in the far heights, forever out of reach.

But they burn my eyes, again and again, with a brilliance so intense that it makes me want to keep reaching for them, nonetheless.

They kick aside the category of 'game'—and reawaken, time and time again, the admiration for the heroes of stories I dreamed of as a child.

Envy and jealousy are two sides of the same coin.

Because they exist, we who cannot escape the ordinary sometimes feel our hearts sink.

And yet, because they exist, we who bear the title of 'ordinary' can, countless times,

Continue to see an endless dream in this world.

"...Alright, let's get fired up, boys! Let's show our captain what we've got!"

Someone's loud cry of 'passion' sends a fiery response through all those who travel the ground.

To the far heights.

Like innocent children, they chase and chase the dazzling 'star' that felled dozens of stars with a single flash of brilliance.

◇◆◇◆◇

I brought the 'red' with me, clad myself in 'crimson' with a shattering sound, and stepped into the sky to cross the night. An instant later, the ground I had bid farewell to was far below.

I lost count of the impacts; the spoils of war from simply jumping straight up were innumerable... It's just as I thought, but this thing is insane.

I know I'm one to talk, but this is without a doubt the kind of lawless weapon that shouldn't be given to someone like me. However,

"...Seriously? You dodged that?"

I had jumped out without turning off my thought acceleration, so honestly, I couldn't visually process what had happened. But the fact that my main target had escaped my greeting blow and was now fleeing to an even higher altitude was a reality within my sight.

The Stardust Beasts, clad head to toe in starry coordinates, have no eyes, but I can't sense any panic or fear from the one that is quietly looking down on me.

It's a dragon, but its form is different from both Western and Eastern dragons. It has a long tail, but considering its characteristic head with a large beak, 'wyvern' might be the most fitting description.

Its appearance is similar to its smaller—though they're too big to be called that—attendants, but its size, nearly twice as large, truly gives it the feel of a 'boss.' In that case, it wouldn't be strange for it to have some kind of special ability, as befitting a boss monster.

To be honest, I was genuinely surprised. Because, well,

"...Heh, nice."

At least as far as enemies are concerned, it's because this is the first opponent since the Four Pillars to be able to react to my top gear.

I expressed my honest feelings; I was excited. But a sharp pain (numbness) that pricked my right hand was a polite reminder from my partner to 'not make a mistake.'

An opponent with some kind of ability to handle my top gear, excellent.

Then let's go for an even higher limit: overdrive.

"Recall."

Its name is beyond the framework of a 'skill,' the culmination of my weapon-switching skill, *Construction*.

Under 'Recall,' I summoned a new 'crimson' to my left hand and activated *Eyes Oculus* and *Lumina Raygust*. I forced my brain, which was about to overload from controlling my posture and skills during aerial maneuvers, to comply with a brute-force push of double the thought speed.

Furthermore, *Floating Leaf*, trigger.

My avatar, its shackles of gravity and weight minimized, was sent flying as lightly as a leaf by the intense recoil of the crimson gun. The path to its destination has already been laid.

I planted my feet on the Rabbit Dagger I had kicked out a split second before pulling the trigger and made a sharp turn. I unhesitatingly used 'Matoi,' which superimposes 'outer' force onto 'inner' force to send myself flying, and accelerated further.

Thankfully, aside from the small 'bird' type... or rather, 'rooster' type that runs in the sky, the massive bodies of the 'dragon' types all around are also perfect footholds.

I stepped firmly on the starry skies that appeared to be standing still and accelerated further.

Accelerate, accelerate, accelerate, accelerate, accelerate.

All I need to move are my legs. I leave it to my right golden eye, which defies the flow of time, and just... just keep soaring through the sky.

Time's up, about thirty seconds flat?

"Now then, let's start over."

In the night sky, which had lost all of its sparkle, to one of the two remaining stars... This time, having changed our positions, I threw my words down from 'above.'

High in the sky, with my bare body. In contrast to my white hair on the left, which was thrashing violently in the absurd gust of wind, the white on my right hand, which had been perfectly still, trailed a blade of 'red' that flowed ceaselessly.

Following its evolution to the second tier, my Anima gained a new power in its third tier: 'Alv Call.' Its Ver. 2, *Helia*, ironically reinforced the 'red circle external armor theory' that Ashe had proposed.

The mysterious substance that overflowed from the jewel glittered with a hard, crystal-like brilliance, swallowing both the [Alv Stella] and my arm whole, fusing them into one. My right arm of red crystal, sprouting a weapon, looked completely inhuman, but it had a kind of over-the-top coolness to it, so all was well.

The flowing 'red' becomes a sword, a spear, a hammer, rampaging with a power and range reminiscent of the tentacles that wreaked havoc in the battle against the 'White Throne.' The result of that is this clean, empty sky.

The cost is zero. However, if I also accept the straightforwardly insane restriction of my avatar's right arm becoming uncontrollable...

This arm becomes the scythe of the Grim Reaper, automatically reaping all who stand in its way.

...Now then, are you ready, Mr. Pteranodon-Dragon?

Unlike the small fry, who at least seemed to show signs of hostility and resistance, this one just stares at me, its intentions and will completely unreadable—

"You have ten seconds. Catch it, Stella."

Unfortunately, that's irrelevant.

This time, I have no intention of giving up a one-sided perfect game.
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    Recall—and trigger.

The moment I fired the second [Ruby Rabbit Bullet] I had summoned as propulsion, a torrent of information, swollen to many times its normal size by thought acceleration, came crashing down.

Acceleration, course deviation, postural shifts, and so on. Setting aside all the elements I needed to grasp, the most important unknown had already been made known by my right golden eye.

I stepped in, dashed through, and the blade of *Helia*, which had targeted the 'dragon' I had deemed an enemy and approached, streaked across the night sky—but it still failed to catch the final star.

Dodged again. But my right eye caught the trick.

I saw how the massive body, which would have reached a wingspan of ten meters if it spread its wings, instantly contracted to the size of a marble and slipped past the blade of 'red' with a high-speed movement like a shooting star.

*What kind of ability is that? If you have wings, flap them and fly,* and other retorts welled up from the bottom of my stomach, but there was no need for excessive astonishment or problems.

If I open my closed left eye, it will never escape again.

I lifted my eyelid and opened my silver eye. The monochrome left mixed with the vision of my right eye, slamming my brain with an indescribable, intense sense of incongruity, but I ignored it completely.

All I had to do was aim and,

"*Look On*!"

—keep my eyes on the enemy I had decided not to let escape.

And so, in the distorted vision where monochrome and color mixed, only that starry sky floated with sharp clarity... and the next moment, its form blurred into a double image.

Eight seconds left. Let's pick up the pace.

Recall and trigger. The effect of *Floating Leaf* has long since worn off, so I can't expect the same thrust as at the beginning, but being able to steer in any direction is more than enough of a useful option.

I kicked off the carpet of Rabbit Daggers I had scattered, in parallel with fine-tuned postural control from *Hare Real*, and soared through the sky, scattering the phosphorescence of 'Desperate Crimson.'

I know that a straight charge will just be dodged, and I have no intention of hoping for third time's the charm. In that case, I just have to get ahead of the future that my predictive eye shows me one second from now.

The translucent afterimage that emerged from the blur contracted to a size that would be difficult to perceive with the naked eye and raced through the air at super speed.

The trajectory it drew perfectly slipped past the route I had feigned.

Its instantaneous speed rivals my own, but to achieve a perfect evasion not just once but multiple times requires other factors... something special, like my 'eyes.'

That it is closing in means that, in terms of speed alone, it is definitely inferior.

In that case, if opening both my eyes has evened the playing field in terms of that special something—the result is as clear as day.

Following the predicted route without the slightest deviation, to the point where the compressed starry sky spread its wings again. The 'dragon,' which had turned its head in the direction where the 'enemy' should have been according to its prediction, froze its massive body in mid-air due to two unexpected events that went against its expectations.

One was that the 'enemy' was not where it had turned its head.

The other was,

"...Heh, I'll take that as you being surprised."

—that it felt the weight of a small being on its back. And before that body could become a speck of stardust again—my 'right arm' moved on its own,

And slammed the explosively swollen brilliance of 'red' into the starry dragon.

" "

The silent shriek of the Stardust Beast comes from the dragon, struck down by a merciless slash of the giant sword. It's falling... which means it's still moving.

In other words, it's not dead yet.

As expected of a boss-class enemy. In that case, let's finish this perfectly.

"*Destruct*!"

From the palms of both hands aimed at the heavens behind me, I released the wind power that had easily reached its critical point during my previous aerial maneuvers. I plummeted, chasing the 'dragon' I had struck down but which was still intact.

In that moment, I deactivated Alv Call. There are still a few seconds left on the contract time, but it's probably had its fill of battle spoils by now. Well, you know.

I should at least strike a cool pose for the finish with my own hands!

"[Parabellum—"

I regained control of my right arm from within the shattered 'red,' released the star-sword from my hand, and activated *Mistlurade* at the same time.

"—Bullet]!"

I deactivated *Mistlurade* while overtaking the rain of crimson blades I had scattered as I fell. Then, I summoned two new Ruby Bullets into my hands—and triggered them.

Furthermore, I switched the acceleration multiplier of *Eyes Oculus* to five times.

In the rapidly slowing world of perception, my MP began to drain at an explosive rate, but it should hold out for another ten seconds or so. Five seconds is all I need, more than enough.

I generated thrust by rapidly switching and firing the cannons and accelerated rapidly. I finally caught up to the massive body of the 'dragon' that had been ahead of me... overtook it, and landed.

And then, I equipped [An=Lu Galta (Hypothesis: The Wedge-Armor that Sings of the Royal Path)]—Kesshiki Ittoryu, unarmed style.

"*Shinden*!"

I placed my left palm on the belly of the 'dragon,' which had reached the ground a moment later, and activated *Rocket*. With the help of thought acceleration, the output was adjusted to a precise fifty percent.

I'll make up for what's lacking with a multi-stage assist from 'Matoi.' Now, go fly!

It was surprisingly light for its size. It still probably weighed a few hundred kilograms, but in any case, the 'dragon' was launched, and the stage was set.

I caught the incoming star-sword with my right, and the blade of [Samidorizuki] was already drawn in my left. All that's left is to swing these hands.

*Rocket*, reactivated.

I, having kicked off the ground and returned to the sky, the massive body of the 'dragon' I had launched ahead of me, and the rain of Rabbit Daggers I had shot down beforehand, all converged at a single point—

"*Kiraboshi*!"

In the starless night sky, for a moment, seven flashes; in a second, countless stars shone brilliantly.

◇You have successfully tamed the Stardust Beast.◇

◇The contractor, please give the [Star] a name.◇
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    In that moment, four things happened to me from my perspective.

First: my transformed body's MP hit rock bottom, thanks to the barrage of skills led by the dual-eyed *Eyes Oculus* and the constant duplication and reloading of the [Ruby Rabbit Bullet].

Second: the power of *Helia*, having fulfilled its preset fifty-second contract time, faithfully left my right arm with an 'unusable' debuff.

Third: the stars had finally aligned, and I was informed that I had successfully tamed the dragon boss, whom I had, I'm sorry to say, beaten to a pulp.

And the fourth and final thing, which was honestly the biggest problem—upon 'taming' it, I was required to give the Stardust Beast a name.

My blade flashes scattered the starry sky, and the final rising slash sent me flying high into the air. My thoughts, which had returned to normal after the effects of *Eyes Oculus* wore off, were moving at about eighty percent speed, likely as a toll for the recent madness.

The immense inertia generated by my AGI of over 900, combined with 'Desperate Crimson,' skills, and footwork, launched my avatar so high that I thought it might reach the 'land' in the heavens above. A few seconds later, the laws of physics firmly caught hold of my avatar.

Once my ascent stopped at its highest point, the next phase was the acceleration of the fall. As I fully savored the familiar sensations of intense floating that felt like my stomach was being pulled up, and the ridiculously strong winds, only one thing escaped my lips.

"I've said it before, don't ask me for naming sense."

I had intended for it to be a finishing blow, so I was glad to have achieved the desired result. Successfully taming the boss-like 'dragon,' when I hadn't seen any signs of taming even after racking up a massive kill score, was also a stroke of luck I couldn't have hoped for.

Now, if only it had a random naming feature like in some games, it would have been perfect. Or I would have liked some time to think about it after the battle.

The blinking system announcement at the edge of my vision won't disappear, which means one thing, right? 'Give me a name, right now.'

I could just ignore it, but in this game, I have a prime example of what happens when you treat something carelessly right here on my right hand...

Maybe I should just call it Draggy or something?

It would probably get along with my cheerful friend T, and it's easy to say... As I was thinking that, the [Alv Stella], which had returned to its ring form on its own, vibrated slightly on my right middle finger.

*Think seriously,* it says. Alright, I'll try, don't get mad—

By the time I had eaten up half the distance to the ground and my falling speed had reached a pretty good clip, I roughly brushed away the white hair covering my face, activated *Trance*, and then recalled the features of the 'dragon' I had just been facing.

Needless to say, my 'memory' was perfect; I could even remember each and every one of the star patterns on its body with crystal clarity. The 'starry sky' of a Stardust Beast varies from individual to individual, and aside from its type and size, that could be said to be its only 'personality.'

But I'm not particularly knowledgeable about constellations or celestial bodies, so... the only thing that caught my eye was the one star that shone the brightest.

In that case—alright, I've decided.

Whether it's because it's decided to be nice to its junior, or because it's taken a liking to it due to the 'star' connection, the mysteriously cheerful star-sword doesn't seem to have any complaints about the name I've come up with.

With a wry smile, I sheathed the jade blade in my left hand.

Only a few seconds left until I hit the ground. It's only been a little over a minute since the battle started, but a quick look around shows that things below are already in an uproar.

There's no sense of a late-arriving hero's climax... but in that case, let's at least make a grand entrance as reinforcements, newbie!

Come forth, your name is—

"Sapphire!"

Just above the ground, the wings of night bloomed in response to their host's naming and call.

The starry sky that overflowed from the shadows took the form of a 'dragon.' It caught its master, who had fallen from the heavens, on its back, and its massive body, unchanged, soared high—

"...Is this really the kind of thing an individual should be allowed to command?"

The massive Stardust Beast floating in the sky, flapping its great wings... Belatedly, the host, awestruck by its sheer presence, stared in exasperated wonder.

Ahead of him, a sparkle that could only be seen by those who looked down on the 'dragon'—the first-magnitude star on its back shone with a deep, clear blue.
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    ――――――――――――――――――
◇Status / RIM◇
Name：Sapphire
Lv：1(10)
STR(Strength)：0
AGI(Agility)：0
MID(Spirit)：0
――――――――――――――――――

"Right, right. I see."

Upon the first summoning, a whole slew of information was pounded into my head—Arcadia's specialty, a direct brain-install *instruction manual*.

I wouldn't call it overly complicated, but just as the preliminary info suggested, the specifications for a Tamed Beast were fairly complex. That's why I wasn't particularly surprised to see a row of stark zeros for its initial stats, a stark contrast to its imposing appearance.

*I shouldn't judge them by player standards.* Their base specs are those of a monster, so even in its current, *brand-new* state, Sapphire should still retain a decent amount of strength.

However, just as our very first successful tamer, Mr. Lizenon, had said, it should have been significantly weakened compared to before it was tamed. In fact, deciphering the dragon's detailed stats through our new connection, it was truly just *a shadow of its former self*.

In other words, I couldn't expect the same majesty it displayed earlier when it managed to keep up with my top gear. I might have summoned it with a dramatic flourish just for the heck of it, but there's a limit to what I can ask of it—or so I thought as I formulated my orders in just over a second.

"――――――"

The dragon twisted its long neck back, turning its eyeless head to fix its "gaze" on me.

In that instant, a thin, faint *feeling of connection* sparked at the edge of my thoughts. It was different from the telepathic link I had with my partner, still a flimsy mutual communication, but...

I definitely received the message.

"Hah, good boy—Alright, I'm counting on you, Sapphie!"

Despite the fact that I'd mercilessly and instantly killed it, perhaps that was precisely the reason for this immediate show of *loyalty*.

Heeding its sentiment of "I'll risk my life for you," I kicked off its back and descended from the starry sky.

Its unique blinking ability was likely lost or sealed upon being tamed. This time, beating its great wings for real, Sapphire flew off powerfully in one direction.

I can just picture the girls recoiling in fear, but I really hope they can all get along.

It might not be as tough as it looks, but even in its weakened state, it should be able to serve as a bodyguard against a few small fry—which brings me to!

"—Sorry to keep you waitin'!"

Landing, turning, stepping in, and thrusting with my left fist.

Kicking away a few mobs I'd brushed past, I rushed in and slammed into the tiger boss that two parties had just begun to engage.

My fist, powered by [An=ru Galta (Hypothesis: The Wedge Armor that Sings of the Royal Road)], roared as it shot forward. I expected to recreate the scene where I blew away the pre-tamed Sapphire, but—it was *heavy*.

I had forcefully cut in for the tank, who was a bit hesitant, but the great tiger's front paw, though pushed back by my full-powered left fist, held its ground in a stalemate.

*If Sapphire was an AGI-focused build, is this one STR-focused?* Excellent. If my right arm were working, I might have tried to handle this alone, but let's not forget.

Time to enjoy some good old *party play*!

"—Switch!"

"Uoooh-RAAAH!"

"The backup's so fast I can't help but laugh!"

"The game speed is bugged, I swear!"

"He doesn't even *wait*, you know?!"

"I'm so damn jealous you tamed a dragon!"

My left fist and its left paw clashed and were forced apart, a clean break that left both me and the great tiger in a brief moment of recovery as we retreated. And from behind me, my allies charged forward, shouting bravely, unable to stop laughing at the ridiculously fast reinforcements.

Though their individual hits lacked the flashy impact of an irregular ranker, each one of them moved with precision and reliability. They swung the weapons in their hands, piling damage onto the massive beast.

They might say they aren't special, but...

"C'mon, Tank, step it up! Don't let the damage dealers steal your job!"

"Don't you dare get scared!"

"These are tremors of excitement, sir!!!"

In truth, they are brave warriors, charging head-on against a monster that stands over five meters tall. There is no doubt about that.

In that case, they have no need for self-deprecation or humility—

"""Get 'em, Boss!"""

"—Leave it to me!"

They're warriors worthy of standing shoulder to shoulder, to hell with labels like ordinary or special.

Two great-axes and one greatsword. The heavy warriors met the beast's log-like foreleg head-on as it was raised to strike again, unafraid of taking a hit.

Stalemate, break, and switch.

Kesshiki Itto, First Strike—

"[Hisui]."

From drawing the blade to forming the stance, it took only a fraction of a second. The Kesshiki strike, forcibly recreated by the insane thrust of [Rocket], struck the great tiger square in the face, just as I'd aimed—

But the strange feedback made my eyes widen in surprise.

"So that's how it is, huh... Hup!"

What stopped my jade blade wasn't the two fangs growing from its upper jaw, but rather a transparent barrier they must have generated, glowing brightly.

The strange sensation from my [Samidorizuki] told me that *pushing was useless*, so I kicked off the barrier and retreated. I see. So it's not a pure STR-based attacker, but more of...

"A tank-attacker type that can also dish out damage, I suppose."

It's probably a special ability exclusive to boss-level creatures, like the one Sapphire had. Now, how to break through it...

"So, where should I go?"

This tiger seems like a pretty tough opponent, but the swarms that the other four parties are dealing with are a huge problem too. Their coordinated movements are as sharp as they were this morning, and while everyone's giving it their all, I can't say they've got it completely under control.

So, during this brief break, I asked for my role—

"Then how about... *both*?"

"If things get hairy over here, we'll ask for some help...!"

"The best thing you can do is just run wild wherever you want!"

"Our boss can cover the whole area, easy! Right?!"

I couldn't tell if they were tense or not. Faced with their near-instantaneous replies, I didn't know whether to be impressed or just offer a wry smile.

Well, I guess I'll just—

"Alright, you got it. I promise you a cruise on the grandest of ships."

I'll take it as a sign of the trust I've built and offer them a smile in return.
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    Ignoring the great tiger that was now warily glaring at me, I shifted my focus from a single boss to wide-area annihilation, my jade blade held in my one good left hand.

After spamming [Rocket] earlier, my HP was down to thirty percent, dangerously close to the red zone. But pushing it down to the activation threshold for my special title felt a bit too risky. If I messed up and died now, it would be more than just embarrassing—I'd go from an Acrobat to a clown.

And so—

"[Water Enchant]."

I'll play it safe and blast through.

I twirled my [Samidorizuki], now clad in glowing blue mana, and switched to a reverse grip as I burst into a sprint. I don't know much about the proper or improper ways to wield a katana, but even to my amateur eyes, this was definitely not a *well-mannered* style.

But hey, my master's sword style has reverse grip techniques too, so no problem. At the end of the day, as long as it cuts clean, it's all good!

――――――――――――――――――
◇Status◇
Title：Acrobat
Name：Haru
Lv：100
STR(Strength)：100
AGI(Agility)：200(+475)
DEX(Dexterity)：0(+475)
VIT(Vitality)：0(+150)
MID(Spirit)：550(+400)
LUC(Luck)：300
――――――――――――――――――

The stat boosts from *Desperate Crimson* aren't fixed on activation; they update in real-time. An AGI over 900 in my buffed transformation body is impossible to handle without thought acceleration, but I can just barely manage the 600-something of my base form.

While being extremely careful, I relied fully on the habits and muscle memory ingrained in my avatar—an endless series of steps and slashes, legs and arms in constant motion.

As I raced across the battlefield, connecting the clumps of enemies like dots, my sword, its *blade's edge extended*, scattered countless stars in sync with my charge.

"Gh... Seriously, you never cease to surprise!"

"Whooo!"

"Go get 'em, boss!"

"—Alright, alright, follow me, everyone!"

Everywhere I went, I was showered with gasps of surprise, cheers, and praise. I returned their high-energy support with my own as I chased down the stars, focused solely on my task.

Surprisingly enough, I haven't seen any new faces on the ground yet. As far as I can see, the enemies are limited to the familiar cast from the previous raids: Monkeys, Wolves, Boars, Rabbits, Snakes, Sheep, and Tigers.

As for the only new type, the Roosters, I wiped them out before they could do anything, so rest in peace. The remaining Rat, Ox, and Horse are still nowhere to be seen.

*The commander should already be involved in this battle, though...* Hup!

"Whoa there...!"

In the nick of time. During a stalemate with a giant snake, a party member was targeted from behind by a boar. Just as he was about to be sandwiched by their massive bodies, I zipped in, hooked an arm around his torso, and pulled him to safety.

It was a bit rough due to the emergency, but I hope he'll forgive me since the only damage was a hug with the ground. Hmm, we're surrounded on all sides.

"Stay down."

I tossed a warning to the warrior I'd knocked over—*keep your head down*—then lowered my stance, twisted my body, and perfectly poised my mana-infused [Samidorizuki].

Kesshiki Itto—

Or rather, My-Own-Style-Something... *It doesn't have a name yet*.

"Hmph... —!"

A charge, followed by a spin. Activating [Matoi] from a stationary position, my avatar whirled with a speed that surpassed my stat limits. The incredible velocity of the swing caused the water-aspected mana blade to extend its edge *forward*.

Centrifugal force, extension, and a circular flash.

It's still more of a brute force move than a proper technique... but its power is first-rate.

"Wha...?"

The scattered blue light, including the two giant beasts, shredded every single Stardust Beast that had been closing in on the vulnerable player, leaving none behind.

To the voice from below that was hard to decipher as amazed or bewildered, I replied,

"Alright, get up, stand up. We're just getting started, you know."

I gave him a thumbs-up with the left hand holding my jade blade and left some half-hearted encouragement before heading toward my next target.

◇◆◇◆◇

On the roof of a building at the very center of the circular battlefield—a relatively safe zone.

The artisans, their sense of crisis all but erased primarily by the antics of one particular ranker, were watching the *hero show* as if they were completely used to it.

"Hey, did you see that? He used another new move."

"That one really felt like something an *acrobat* would do..."

"[Water Enchant] isn't supposed to work *like that*, is it? That range extension bonus... I thought the limit was about thirty centimeters, even with a full-power swing."

"That was probably just the limit for all the water-aspected swordsmen who've come before."

"Ah... yeah, you're right. I guess we shouldn't try to fit a ranker into a box, huh?"

"—H-Hey, umm... help... me...!"

"Still, he has way too many techniques. He's showing them all off so freely, but even if you know what's coming, it's impossible to deal with, isn't it?"

"It's great against monsters, of course... but in PvP, he's gotta be one of the most vicious. He has too many cards up his sleeve, and they perfectly cover up what should be his weaknesses."

"Looks like the next Four Pillar War is going to be a storm, too. I'll have to do my best to hype up the program again."

"—Hey, will you listen! S-Somebody, help me...!"

A few meters away from the two artisans engrossed in their battlefield analysis, a third, trapped within a "dragon's cage" of a long, coiled tail and massive wings, sent out a cry for help from both inside and outside the loop.

The two who were called for help looked at each other, then at the captive blue figure, and finally exchanged one last glance before—

"...It probably won't hurt you."

"That's just its way of showing love, Nia-chan. Heheheh."

—they replied with appropriately detached and careless words, callously abandoning their friend's plea to turn back to the show. And as for the one who had been abandoned—

"You... you cold-hearted traitors—Hyaaaah?!"

The tip of the dragon's beak, sent by her partner to protect her, plucked at her hair, and she let out the only genuine scream of terror on the entire battlefield.
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    The White Star Wears Red, The Blue Star Wears Black, Part Six

    I thought I heard a scream from somewhere, but the overall battle situation was proceeding smoothly. So smoothly, in fact, that the scattered spoils of war were becoming a major nuisance. Aside from that problem, you could say things were perfect.

The party fighting the boss tiger and all the other members had stable HP. Of course, my support was a factor, but more than that, it was because everyone was fighting with such high morale.

Motivation is what influences a player's performance the most... I think a certain vice-representative said something like that once. I couldn't agree more.

—However.

"...Is this it?"

I stopped in my tracks, the words escaping my lips in genuine anticlimax.

The overall situation was extremely favorable. So much so that I could stand still and mutter to myself in peace. What I mean to say is...

"It's a little *lukewarm*, isn't it? I mean, this is still tough for us, but..."

The one who caught my murmur nearby was Mr. Lizenon, the boar tamer and great-hammer user. He was taking a moment's rest in the temporary safe zone that had opened up thanks to my slicing and dicing, using his heavy weapon as a makeshift staff.

And I completely agreed with his words.

Sure, I'm already down my transformation's MP and control of my right arm, but I'm satisfied with the exchange rate between resources and results, so I don't feel that drained.

I'm not good at dual-wielding anyway. Not being able to use one arm isn't that much of a handicap.

Putting that aside, the pressure has been too light since *then*. The enemy's supposed "leader" seems to be employing a strategy... but in reality, all they've done so far is send in forces piecemeal. They haven't even managed to make me run around in circles like they did this morning.

—I couldn't help but think I'd overestimated them.

But the moment that thought crossed my mind, I became aware of the smile that had simultaneously appeared on my face, and it twisted into a wry grin mixed with exasperation and a variety of other emotions.

Ah, I really do trust this game, Arcadia, from the bottom of my heart.

Like with many other games, I have my complaints from time to time. But unlike many mediocre games, this world—*absolutely* will not tolerate boredom.

From the distance, I heard the clear sound of *hooves*.

"...Alright, here it comes."

"............What does?"

"Something."

I gave Mr. Lizenon, whose face was a perfect expression of 'I have a bad feeling about this,' a smile before turning on my heel and running straight up the side of the watchtower in the center of the battlefield.

Reaching the top, I scanned the 360-degree view.

The boss-fighting unit was struggling against the great tiger and its mysterious barrier, but their steady approach didn't give any sense of danger. The other squads dealing with the swarm also seemed to have some breathing room, thanks to my enthusiastic thinning of the herd.

In other words, I, the key piece, was conveniently free. Whether that was by chance or someone's design, I had no way of knowing—

"There you are, you *new type*."

As if to say, *'Now what will you do?'*, a new starry shadow burst from the darkness of the forest and leaped onto the battlefield.

Its physique wasn't exactly huge. But that was only in comparison to the Boar, the Snake, or the Dragon. From a player's perspective, it was plenty large.

The tenth in the zodiac series. The Horse, sounding impossibly light on the soft earth, galloped forward, scattering stardust from its flowing mane.

Its *eight legs* were heading straight for the center of our base. Its purpose and abilities were completely unknown—so naturally, the only choice was to *slay the unknown on sight*.

"You're not getting through...!"

The time lag between my approach and our meeting was half a second. The flash of my unhesitatingly swung jade blade raced towards the horse-type's neck and—

"—Huh? What?"

—raced towards it, and *passed right through it*.

Zero feedback, zero damage effect. The starry steed ignored the transparent slash completely, paying no mind to me as I let out a dumbfounded sound, and continued straight ahead.

"Hey, wait, that's bad—...You gotta be kidding me!"

It showed no signs of stopping its charge towards the center of the base—where the non-combatants were.

I deactivated [Water Enchant]. Suspecting a 'magic nullification' effect, I chased after it and swung my blade again, but just like the first time, it phased right through.

*Wait, calm down. Enchantments are both physical and magical—which is even worse. Does that mean it's completely immune to both physical and magical attacks? You're kidding me. Hey, Arcadia, you pull this crap right after I praised you?!*

"Damn it...! —Sapphire!"

My jade blade, my rabbit dagger, my star sword, and even my gauntlets—I threw everything I had at it while running alongside it, but it all passed through. The last resort flashed through my mind, and I yelled it out in a panic.

In the direction the charging horse and I were heading, a massive starry sky spread its wings atop a wooden roof. I heard another scream, but this was an emergency, so forgive me, partner!

The dragon, flying in at my call, was, even in its weakened state, as fast or faster than an average light warrior. The horse seemed slightly faster in terms of raw running speed, but Sapphire's massive body was more than enough to *block the way* of its oncoming opponent.

The next moment, the newcomer, still not stopping, and my loyal servant collided—

"Hah... good work, Sapphie."

I praised my Star for brilliantly slamming the steed to the ground with its leg, as if the concept of 'turning' was completely foreign to the charging horse.

—Damn, that was close!

I don't know what it was planning to do, but an intangible enemy breaking through our defense line and heading straight for our weak point is the number one thing you shouldn't let happen in a tower defense game... wait... huh?

Before I could calm myself down from the shock of its unexpected ability, another *anomaly* occurred, and my body froze as I tried to process what was happening.

Two options flashed through my mind in a fraction of a second—should I defeat it here, or should I try to keep it away? However, it seemed this *event* had no intention of giving me time to think.

Faster than I could give an order, faster than Sapphire could move on its own.

"Ah, this is bad..."

A starry sky began to ooze from the eight-legged horse, instantly spreading across our feet, covering half the battlefield. Right in the gut of the raid force that was fighting off the attack from the perimeter.

The countless shimmering specks of stardust swarmed and took the form of beasts, pouring out in a flood.
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    The White Star Wears Red, The Blue Star Wears Black, Part Seven

    —Through countless eyes, I watch as the 'White' vanishes, buried in the starry sky.

The one who leads the flock of humans, the one who has felled many stars.

To swallow the legs that run faster than a shooting star, I lost innumerable pawns. Even the 'Dragon' that soars through the sky has bowed and sworn fealty to that one.

But I shall grant my blessing to my brethren who have found their master.

And so I shall sing my praise to the rare mortal who has been chosen by the great star-shadow.

Next, I shall have the actor who has finished their role exit the stage, and move my own pieces to test her.

To see if *that one*, the smallest of all, can find me—

A few moments of silence. And then,

In the deepest depths of the night sky—an inexhaustible 'White' flashed, along with 'Red'.

◇◆◇◆◇

Don't be so quick to dismiss this as some *unreasonable bullshit game*.

Sapphire's behavior after I brought it to our side is one thing, but basically, the enemies in Arcadia exist as if they were *alive*. They appear before us with such complex and detailed thought and behavior that I can't help but feel that way.

Even inorganic enemies like rocks or suits of armor are so thoroughly designed that they project a sense of being *alive in their own inorganic way*. It's the same with the NPCs in town; I'm sure I'm not the only one who can't see them as mere data clusters controlled by AI.

If you think about it that way, they naturally have *their own perspective*, regardless of their creator's intent... and when I consider that, the one person here who has the least right to utter those words is none other than me, the Acrobat.

I fly through the sky, dash around at subsonic speeds, and shoot off fireworks like crazy. From my own perspective, it's complete mayhem. If I were on the other side, I'd probably be screaming at the top of my lungs.

*'What is that incarnation of unreasonable bullshit?!'*, I'd say.

Therefore, while I may be surprised, I'm not angry.

While I may be anxious, I'm not exasperated.

An unreasonable gimmick is perfectly fine. As someone who's been branded as 'special,'

"—[Reject Sentence]."

I'll simply take an even greater unreasonableness in hand and *welcome* it by trampling over everything.

At the very moment I was about to be crushed by the horde of Stardust Beasts pouring from the 'gate' deployed by the brute-force Trojan Horse, I swapped my jade blade for the crimson gun.

In my base avatar body, I pulled the trigger without a second thought for the backfire. The instant the match cord lit up with magical light, a massive firework exploded in my left hand.

The crimson wave of mana swallowed the starry sky that had gushed out around me, engulfing Sapphire as well—but we took no damage. *Only us*.

In the 'hole' that had opened up in the torrent, Sapphire flinched in surprise. I leaped onto its back, and my loyal star immediately understood its role and beat its great wings.

"Now then, *I wonder what, and how much, will be taken from me*..."

I don't need to worry about the time limit, but the aftermath is a little scary. Depending on the cost, I might be immobilized for a few days... well, that's fine, I guess.

If I think of it as an extension of my vacation, it's not much of a price to pay.

Right now, what's more important is—

"Round two... or rather, it feels more like the real show is just beginning."

As I had Sapphire escape into the sky, I looked down at the ground. The dark gate, spread out like a vast swamp, showed no signs of stopping its flood of stars.

Not only were the familiar faces present, but the six-legged horses, likely the standard version of the 'Trojan Horse' from earlier, had joined in, creating quite the parade.

Honestly, at this point, it's beyond our capacity.

If the only goal was for me to survive, I'm confident I could manage something. But if I'm to stick to my original goal of ensuring everyone survives... our current strength is not enough to handle a force of this scale.

—However, if we can reduce them to a 'disorderly mob' again, that's a different story.

We can handle just their numbers. My proud party members have shown plenty of guts in this survival scenario so far; they should be able to get through something like that.

So what we need right now is someone with special 'eyes' who has a chance, however slim, of catching the enemy 'leader' who has yet to show themselves.

Pushing her too hard might add to that mysterious counter against me, but I have no choice. I'll prepare a plan to get back on her good side with some lamb dishes, which she seems to like.

"—Alright, Sapphire!"

There's no time for long deliberations. Once I've decided, I just have to charge ahead. That's *my usual way*.

Perhaps a thought path has connected us, just like with my star sword. The dragon understood my order just from its name, and with a satisfying flap of its wings, it banked.

It headed straight for the wooden roof where three shadows stood.

"Guh..."

"Bwah...!"

"Hiee...!?"

A sudden gust of wind from Sapphire's powerful yet surprisingly quiet landing blew away the three magicrafters. The one I needed was the last one who had shrieked.

"—Nia! Come here for a second, I need a favor!"

Her blue eyes blinked under her fluttering blue hair, my partner frozen on the ground after falling on her butt—hey, this is no time to be lying around, get up, hurry, hurry!

"Wha-wha is it—w-w-wait, wait wait wait, what, whaaat!?"

I leaped off the dragon's back, ran to her, scooped her up, and rode Sapphire once more. After this two-second maneuver, Nia-chan, who had been abducted in the blink of an eye, started to panic long after it was *too late to do anything*.

"Ah, sorry for the commotion."

"...W-Well, do your best."

"Good luck, Nia-chan!"

I was about to wave to the other two, who were also staring blankly, but my right arm wouldn't move, so I just gave them a nod and took to the sky.

My left arm was already full, of course, but not just to prevent my partner from escaping.

To eliminate the strain of taking her into the air, I activated [Luna Nobody, Guardian of the Shimmering Moon], holding her slender body tight.

Yes, this is an emergency, so I have no intention of letting her go or letting her escape—

"Nooo-ahhh?! You idiot, idiot, idiot! No way, I can't, you moron-aaah!!!"

"I'll listen to all your complaints later, so just bear with me for now, please—hey, I'm really sorry, don't hit me, don't struggle, you'll chip away at my HP that's already in the red zone...!"

I'm sorry for the sudden request, but for now, I need you to give in quickly and cooperate.
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    The White Star Wears Red, The Blue Star Wears Black, Part Eight

    "If-if you let go, I'll be mad...! I mean it, if you let go, I'll be furious, for real!!"

"I got it, I got it, I got it! I won't let go, I promise, you're safe, it's okay—Hey, sorry, but can you buy me some time!"

While holding Nia, who was clinging to me with a desperate look, in my left arm, I released [Alv Stella, the True White Star Sword] from my limp, uncontrollable right arm, sending it down to the ground.

I don't plan on taking long, but without me, that chaotic situation probably won't last more than a few minutes. A single autonomous Anima can only buy me a dozen seconds at best—or so I assume, but the sense of crisis seems to have gotten through to her.

"—Hmph... IOU! One!!"

"Put me down for ten, not just one!"

A quick thank you to her for swallowing her words on the back of the soaring dragon. The reason this event's difficulty spiked so hard is undoubtedly my fault, and being forced to drag a non-combatant into this is my mistake, no excuses. I have no intention of welshing on the price for her help just because she's my partner.

And so...

"Wh-what, what do I need to do? Is there something I can do?"

To Nia, who, despite her panic, was trying to suppress it and ask her question through the thick confusion, I held out the [Aquamarine Rabbit Heart] I had just pulled from my hair.

She reflexively took her own creation. She looked back and forth between it and my face, my now-untied hair fluttering in the wind. Then, to the [Milmarinus] who seemed to have a faint idea, I told her my request.

"We're *looking for something*. You're good at that, right?"

◇◆◇◆◇

These 'eyes', lauded as the only ones of their kind in the virtual world, aren't actually that big of a deal.

That 'Princess' was mistaken... or rather, I haven't publicly disclosed their true power, so that's to be expected.

'Imbuing jewels with magic' is just a little trick, a backdoor use of this Anima's ability. Using my *eyes that see through things*, I find the 'core' within a gemstone capable of holding magic and perform a little mischief.

In other words, the true benefit of this Anima is—

"—[Truthnight Aquamarine, Night Queen Seeing Through the Moon]."

—it just *makes my eyes a little better than a normal person's*.

Along with the hair ornament, the 'eyes' I entrusted to the person I care for returned to my own, and my opened eyes shone like twin stars in the night sky.

The power of the Third Tier Anima, [Celestial Aquamarine, Shimmering Blue Jade Twin Stars], is the ability to 'see through and perceive all physical existence.' With this 'x-ray vision' that can even see through super-dense gemstones...

Finding *someone* hiding in the deep woods is not impossible.

My vision passes through all physical matter, with the exception of people or things that contain mana—namely players, NPCs, monsters, and 'works' created by magicrafters.

Of course, this is within the bounds of what the system ethically allows. But as a proper weapon for a player to fight against the world, there's no reason my sight should be obstructed.

And so, naturally.

"—I... think I found it...!"

It didn't take long to *meet* the gaze of the exception floating in the transparent world.

"Seriously? Nia-chan, you're too good...! Where is it?!"

"*That way*!"

"Sapphire!"

She must understand that every second counts. Her shout was barely a name, but the dragon responded to the call and beat its wings powerfully.

I understand that I'm protected by his skill, but I'll never get used to this, no matter how many times I experience it. Even if there's no physical strain, the sheer abnormality of the scenery flying backward at high speed is more than enough to make me scream.

But still.

"Gh... ugh, a little more to the right!"

"Point again for me!"

"Over there!!"

Trusting his words that he would never let go, I kept my eyes open and fulfilled my role as a guide.

Because I'm sure something like this won't happen many times. The me who had only ever sent him off with 'Good luck' is now held in his arms, rushing into battle together.

The unreality of it all—the fear, the excitement, the pounding of my heart—it's so thrilling, I can't stand it. If I don't force my eyes open, I feel like my future self will scold me for wasting this moment.

◇◆◇◆◇

Several hundred meters from the battlefield, in the direction Nia was desperately pointing from her perch on my arm, the 'starry sky' I saw through the gaps in the trees was a *set of one big and one small*.

Well, well, with this, the zodiac series is all here—a giant Ox and, perched arrogantly on its massive body, a tiny little Rat. The collection is complete.

It's obvious which one is the 'leader'. There was some old story like that, wasn't there!

"Nia, sorry! I don't plan on letting you go, but I have no choice, I just need to use my left arm for a second, sorry, thank you, thank you!!"

Before I could even finish my request, my partner screamed something like "Nnngh!" and clung to me. I rattled off my thanks and summoned my partner to my free left hand.

In an instant, [Alv Stella, the True White Star Sword] crossed space and settled into my grasp. I held it aloft and—

"'In the name of Spring, I open the present.'"

—unhesitatingly spun the key phrase, and the pulsing star sword flashed, seeking a 'name'.

I'm betting everything on the Rat-type being the commander. I'll completely ignore the Ox-type bodyguard and whatever unknown special abilities it might have.

This is no time for a lengthy, strategic battle. I have to get back to the base as quickly as possible and get back to the exhilarating work of annihilation—

"'White—it harbors the boundary, what it seeks in slumber is true freedom.'"

*The rest of the incantation is omitted*.

Its power will be at rock bottom, but I doubt something that tiny has insane durability. I believe that as long as it hits, it'll be obliterated... now, let it fly!

"[El Solas, Piercing Divine Arrow]—!"

I only invoked one name, but I poured the necessary 'power' into it.

Therefore, the released [Alv Stella, the True White Star Sword] vanished from my hand—and in the next instant, it pierced the Rat sitting on the throne-like back of the Ox.

"—Sorry. The power's pathetic, but this thing has a *guaranteed hit*."

"Uh, that's a little unfair..."

I don't know what kind of defenses it had, but there's no way to stop a ridiculous conceptual weapon that confirms a hit the moment it's thrown. I'll pretend I didn't hear Nia's comment.

Atop its presumed subordinate, the impaled little rat faintly turned its head to the sky....

"—Yes!"

After confirming the starry sky had burst and scattered (mission complete), I kicked Sapphire's back with my heel, and it immediately banked sharply.

Leaving the pitiful Ox-type behind, I immediately switched gears to 'one more job,' and my partner, whom I had pulled back into my left arm, made a rather indescribable face before—

"Heh...?"

—letting out an equally indescribable, listless sound.

<hr>

◇You have successfully tamed a [Stardust Beast]◇

◇The contractor must give the [Star] a name◇

・[Celestial Aquamarine, Shimmering Blue Jade Twin Stars] Anima: Magic Eyes, Third Tier
An extremely rare body-integrated type, and even rarer among those, a magic eye type Anima. The creator was a jewel-crafting NPC from the Western Faction, and the base item (before being integrated into the body) was a brooch. Its ability, as described in the story, is the power to 'see through and perceive all physical matter.' It can see through anything that holds no mana, or only a minuscule amount. As can be inferred from her nonsensical statement about "finding the 'core' within a gemstone capable of holding magic," it's not just about physically seeing through things, but also perceiving them in a conceptual sense. Yes, it is indeed a *very big deal*. When the clairvoyance ability is fully activated, there is a bonus where her visual acuity improves according to her MID stat.

Nia's misunderstanding was about the part where 'only the [Milmarinus] can imbue accessories with magic,' which is likely a technique anyone could master with enough research. She, with her eyes, simply perceived through the technological barrier ahead of time and reached for a future technique a step early.

 The incantation she chanted to repair the [Agaphanthus Amulet] after the Four Pillar War was not a power of her Anima, but the non-elemental unique magic [Seal]. The loss of power in one eye after imbuing magic is, to be precise, because she is *continuously looking at* the imbued jewelry to maintain the magic in its standby state. In other words, it's not that 'power is lost and cannot be used,' but rather 'she is continuously using power, so she cannot use any new power.'

Incidentally, the reason her tension was particularly off the charts during her first encounter with the protagonist was because she couldn't wait for Kagura-san to bring the rumored newcomer and went to see him by looking through the wall, fell in love at first sight, and was internally freaking out. That night in the real world, she apparently writhed in agony recalling her own words and actions.

There's a reason she tends to resort to physical language when flustered, and it's something that can be deduced at this point. Nia is cute.

――――――――――――――――――
◇Status◇
Name：Nia
Lv：100
STR(Strength)：15
AGI(Agility)：15
DEX(Dexterity)：300
VIT(Vitality)：20
MID(Spirit)：600(+350)
LUC(Luck)：100
――――――――――――――――――
Nia's stats, for reference. Her title slot is currently gone since she's not an active ranker.
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    Afterglow

    The army of Stardust Beasts, their commander crushed, was nothing more than a disorderly mob of animals.

With the tight coordination of a player raid, a slight numerical disadvantage shouldn't be a major issue—or so I thought. In truth, I was just an idiot with no leadership aptitude, drunk on the excitement of the moment.

In the end, my bet that the Rat was the enemy 'leader' was correct. When I rushed back to the base, the movements of the rampaging Stardust Beasts had clearly become lackluster, confirming my guess.

However, things got hairy after that.

Additional swarms periodically poured out from the Horse Gate, which showed no signs of closing. And a tsunami of stars constantly overflowed from the forest, having abandoned any semblance of squad formation.

*Isn't this taking too long?*

*When is it going to end?*

*It's about to end, right?*

*Hey, wait...* And so it went.

My decision to go full throttle at the start, assuming that there *was a limit* like on the third night, backfired spectacularly. Less than twenty minutes into the battle, I ran out of MP, which locked out most of my skills, Sapphire's summoning, and my star sword's autonomous movement, leaving me severely weakened.

My trump card, *Desperate Crimson*, had been deactivated the moment I handed Nia my hair ornament to retrieve her Anima's power, and my right arm, of course, was still dangling uselessly.

At the end of a grueling, solid *one hour* of fighting in such a desperate condition that I couldn't possibly call myself a 'ranker'—

◇The World Event [Starry Paradise] has now fully concluded◇

◇Time until closure of 'Alvniclo, the Mirror Sky Realm': 00:00:59:59 ◇

◇Players, please log out in an orderly fashion◇

◇Login will be restricted for a period of time after logging out◇

◇The World Event [Starry Paradise] has now fully concluded◇

◇Time until closure of 'Alvniclo, the Mirror Sky Realm': 00:00:59:34 ◇

◇Players, please log out in an orderly fashion—◇

—————............

———............

—............

◇Title Acquired◇
・'One Who Touches the Star Ocean'
・'Master of Starlight'

◇Skill Acquired◇
・[Starlight Magic Aptitude]

◇Skill Evolved◇
・[Floating Leaf] ⇒ [Shadow Leaf]

"—The announcement is making my head throb... ugh..."

"A-Are you okay...?"

"I don't think he looks okay from any angle, does he?"

Lying face down on the ground, a concerned voice from Nia and a thoroughly amused one from Nono rained down on the back of my head.

It hasn't been that long, but the non-stop action I forced myself through has filled my brain with a severe case of sensory fatigue. Even if they poked my head or used me as a chair, I wouldn't be able to retaliate right now.

"...Should I help him up?"

"Please."

I wouldn't mind continuing my dirt-tasting performance to show how pathetic I am, but it's embarrassing, so I should probably get up soon... but my avatar won't move.

So, I decided to accept the kind offer from the next voice that came down.

Tetsu-san grabbed my limp body and hoisted me onto a tree stump. I tried to brace myself for a moment, but my strength failed me, and just as I was about to fall backward, my partner hurriedly supported my back.

I can never pull myself together at the end... I guess my strategic sense is weak. I was once again forced to recognize that I'm not cut out to be a leader giving orders.

Anyway—

"Haha, a field of corpses."

"You're the biggest one, you know..."

Fortunately, or unfortunately, I wasn't the only one knocked out. Lying face down, face up, and in various other acrobatic poses, all thirty-three members of the raid were immobilized, trapped by intense sensory fatigue.

It truly was a scene that could only be described as a field of corpses—but we had successfully survived, with everyone intact. Well fought, brave warriors.

"We still have about an hour left, but I don't think anyone's in the mood for a victory party, are they?"

"Impossible. That's when we might break our perfect survival record."

"Haha."

"Hey, your brain isn't working at all, is it?"

When I let out a dry, reflexive laugh, Nia, who was acting as my backrest, poked my cheek. But her touch was unusually gentle, almost hesitant.

I guess this is the first time she's seen me truly unable to move. I wonder if I worried her.

"The boss is *like that*, too... I know it's a shame to leave, but for today, let's just quietly disband, shall we?"

She was probably addressing everyone, not just us.

As her usual cheerful voice echoed across the graveyard-like scene, groans of agreement rose from the half-dead warriors.

I agree too—in that case, I should make the announcement, however sloppily.

"Ah... you can stay down, but all hands, listen up, *my friends*. I'll be planning something and calling you all together again in the not-too-distant future. So, if you're free, please join us. That's all. Dismissed. You all did great, it was fun, you bastards!"

"Are you inviting us to that, too?"

"Of course, if we're not a bother. We could just have a picnic with no combat elements or something."

"Hooray! Tetsu-kun, you'll make the bentos, right? A thirty-six-layer stack!"

"What's the point in stacking them?"

My declaration was so weak from exhaustion that it lacked any exclamation points, but the reactions I got from what I assume were over thirty people were all positive, so all's well that ends well.

I'm not cut out to be a leader. But being admired like this... well, you know. It doesn't feel bad at all, not in the slightest—

"Well then, now that we've decided to disband for now... let's talk about something practical. What should we do about this mountain of messy loot—"

"No."

"Don't make me."

"The little stars are sparkly and pretty."

"I'm too tired..."

"I can't move at all..."

"Whoever wants it can pick it up and take it home."

"This is the one thing I'm genuinely unhappy about...!!"

"Why doesn't the inventory work here...?"

A one-hour deathmatch against what seemed like an infinite spawn of Stardust Beasts. The result was, naturally, a *starry sky spread across the ground*.

A sea of [Stardust Relics] so numerous I couldn't even be bothered to count them. We only began the task of collecting them... after another dozen or so minutes of playing dead.



    Chapter 484

    The Tail End of a Date

    "—Oof, gh, blaargh..."

The moment I woke up, my body was assaulted by an immense sense of wrongness, the likes of which I'd never experienced before. It was different from sensory fatigue; it was a feeling of malaise caused by the intense gap between my virtual self and the horrifyingly low specs of my real body.

This is so, so, so rough.

If I didn't have faith in [Arcadia], I'd be rushing to the hospital without a second thought. It felt like the virtual sickness I used to get in the early days, but amplified several times over—

"...Seriously? It's only been an hour?"

From my perspective, *the current time is one hour after the event started three days ago*.

The digital clock on the rig's holographic display showed exactly 22:00... My head feels like it's about to break.

I knew about this beforehand and had accepted it, but experiencing this absurdity firsthand is so impactful it's almost funny.

They're really not even trying to hide the real-life fantasy aspect anymore.

"Like that's anything new... Hup."

The rig detected my movement and opened the cover. I got out of the mechanical bed without waiting for the seat to lift my back. I'm a bit wobbly, a bit dizzy, and feel a little nauseous, but the common wisdom is that 'moving your body' is the best way to alleviate these symptoms.

It's caused by the brain's confusion over the spec disparity with my avatar. Forcing myself to move and get my senses accustomed to it is the quickest way.

Of course, I could get hurt if I fall over, so I shouldn't push it—well, as long as I don't do anything dangerous like going up and down stairs, I should be fine.

Anyway, I'll have some tea and go to sleep.

The login restriction that was announced is probably the system's way of telling me to 'rest'. Even though my virtual brain takes on the load, the memories of three nights and four days are reflected in my real head, so I must have accumulated some fatigue.

No overdoing it. The rational people I know, though some are questionable, will probably be taking it easy tonight. Debriefings and information exchange can wait—

...or so I thought?

"Alright, which one is it?"

Just as I was about to open the fridge, the sound of the doorbell stopped me in my tracks as I tried to guess who my visitor was.

*Not Nia.* We said our 'see you laters' and 'good nights' after the hellish relic recovery work, so it would be strange for her to ring my doorbell just a few minutes later.

So, my choices are narrowed down to two: either Ashe, who is *no doubt* full of energy even after finishing the event, or Chitose-san, here with some kind of message.

...or so I thought?

The figure on the monitor's screen didn't have black hair, but rather a fluffy, long caramel blonde that I still wasn't quite used to. I could tell even through the video that she was extremely fidgety, so I skipped the intercom and went straight to the front door.

I turned the key, opened the door, and was about to ask, "What's wrong?" at the sight of her face—

"—Huh, wait, what...?"

Before I could open my mouth, a body crashed into me, and my thoughts came to a screeching halt.

More accurately, at the closeness of her body heat. I guess my head wasn't working properly either; I should have realized from the video doorbell...

"Whoa-whoa-whoa, wait, wait, wait, your clothes! Put on some clothes—I mean, you're wearing them, but they're so thin! What are you doing walking around like that? A single shirt is not okay!"

Her heat was close. Her skin was close. I was also in light clothes due to the early summer weather, so in every possible sense, this was incredibly not good.

On top of that, I wanted an immediate explanation for her intentions, but she didn't seem to be holding a phone. The oversized T-shirt she was wearing like a dress didn't seem to have pockets either, so she was probably completely empty-handed.

*What is she doing? Don't forget your precious 'voice'.*

Damn it, no choice...!

"Ngh..., ...phew..."

With a will of steel, I beat down the thoughts that were starting to float up in the heat. I braced myself to keep from being pushed over by Nia, who was clinging to me without hesitation, and placed both hands on her shoulders.

*Wow, she's so slender*—that's not the point!!

"Answer me with a simple yes or no. I'm going to ask you straight up, and this is entirely your fault, so I'm not apologizing—This isn't a booty call, right?"

At that moment, she froze for a few seconds. Under the most palpable tension, I too held my breath and waited for her answer... The head she shook was side to side.

Right, good, okay. The sudden crisis has been averted—not that I can say that for sure, but at least it seems she hasn't lost her mind without warning.

I have no idea what she was thinking, though. In any case, I can't maintain this position, so I have to do something, anything, to change the situation.

*'You should go home for today'*—that probably won't work on her, I don't know for sure though.

Then there's really no choice. I'll do this.

"...I'll grant you an extension of thirty minutes... no, one hour."

I pulled the 'partner' clinging to me a little closer and closed the door that had been left ajar when she tripped me.

Looking again, her baggy T-shirt dress and sneakers could, in a way, pass for a variation of punk fashion... no, not really. That's basically pajamas. I have to believe she's wearing something underneath, right?

Anyway, at my words, she looked up, her green eyes blinking in surprise. It seems she's aware that she's doing something unconventional.

Excellent. Just keep that minimal level of reason intact, please.

<hr>

Take-back.



    Chapter 485

    Frequently in the Red Zone

    "—Okay. So, to summarize..."

*'Yes.'*

"You *got lonely and came over*."

*'That's oversimplifying it! You make me sound like some pathetic kid!'*

"How else am I supposed to describe it???"

I thought it would be a hassle to make her go back for her phone, which she had simply forgotten, but this might have been even more of a hassle.

I'm having a conversation with her by giving her a pen and paper, but the response time is dead compared to her specialty, super-fast flick typing. Nia herself seems annoyed by it, frequently abandoning the conversation to lunge at me with a 'Fine, just let me cuddle' attack.

Nothing is fine—well, regarding the feelings she explained, I can say 'that's good' to the extent that I understand.

Apparently, after she woke up and saw the calendar and clock, she was struck by the anxiety of whether the events of the past three-plus days had really happened.

I'm familiar with that kind of sudden, inexplicable anxiety, and I can understand turning to 'someone who can share that anxiety' when it happens.

Since that someone is right 'next door', I can understand the feeling of being unable to hold back and rushing over on impulse. Therefore, I only have one complaint.

"I don't mind you visiting at night, and the *body slams* are pretty much routine by now, but... please wear clothes, Miss Liliania Vrubele."

*'I am wearing clothes. And stop with the full name.'*

"Pajamas don't count as outdoor cloth—hey, stop, you don't have to show me, don't lift it up!"

I slapped the hand of the esteemed Miss Vrubele as she flashed me her shorts by lifting her T-shirt, putting a stop to her outrageous behavior, whether she was aware of her own charm or not.

She shot me a sidelong glance while rubbing her hand theatrically, but I'm confident my use of force was perfectly calibrated, so justice remains on my side. Back down.

"You...! I mean, *you girls*...! Don't you have any sense of caution as young women? I mean, I may be this and that, but I'm still a genuine man, and I do have some kind of rationality meter installed, you know? Get it?!"

I'm not exactly some harmless, herbivorous type—not that I know myself well enough to make that self-analysis, but I'm definitely a man who can recognize women as members of the opposite sex.

So, it's very painful when that's misconstrued.

I want them to properly understand the fact that I interact with all three of them with reason and self-control, so that I don't make a move before I've given my answer, heaven forbid.

—And so, *I've already blurted it all out*.

Swallowing my pride, prepared for any reaction, I laid bare my heart, concerned about a potential future accident... and the result... Nia slid across the sofa, closing the distance, her cheeks relaxed in a wide grin. Stay, stay, stay!!

"Were you listening to me? I believe I just conveyed my sincere hope that you would refrain from such direct advances, you know?"

Using a two-cushion-wielding style to guard against the Grade-A hazardous material that was thin, soft, and warm wherever I touched, I pushed her into the corner of the sofa with the intent of overpowering her.

But the expression peeking out from the gap remained unchanged. Her hand shot out, and guessing what she wanted, I handed her the pen and paper that had been left on the table.

Then, after five, ten seconds—

*'Do you say all these nice things on purpose?'*

"Guh...! N-Ngggaaaahhhh...!"

I know, okay?! I know, but there's no other way to say it!

I'm fully aware that I'm saying something insane by basically saying, *'You're so damn attractive I feel like I'm gonna make a move, so please restrain yourself!'* I'm clearly, firmly, and distinctly aware of it!!

But I can't help it, it's impossible. Before any feelings of like or love, every single one of them, as a girl, is just so... ah, damn it all.

—This is a good opportunity, I guess.

I should probably open up to Nia about a few things here. It's probably unreasonable to expect her to understand my stance without a detailed explanation.

I should tell her that I'm afraid of 'losing my mind'.

And with that...

"Hey, Nia-chan."

*'Hm?'*

"I used to have a sibling, you know."

*'what'* 

*'w'* 

*'wait what are you talking about all of a sudden'* 

I trust her enough to tell her all that, which in turn means she's someone I want to cherish. It would be my good fortune if she could sense that, even just a little.

<hr>

It's not going to get serious.



    Chapter 486

    Gradually Becoming a Two-Way Street

    It probably took about ten minutes.

After I finished recounting the gist of my past, which I had also told Sora, the thought that came to mind was, as expected, "Is that all there is to it?"

It was a matter I had come to terms with years ago myself... but just as I had *threatened* Chitose-san that one time, I should have been resistant to letting others touch upon it.

Well, I guess it depends on the person.

Just as Nia said something similar to me—I, too, must have let her deeper into my heart than I realized.

That, I suppose, is something...

I can honestly be happy about............ but.

"Um, excuse me... So, for that reason, I think my stance has been more or less communicated, but..."

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

"Um, Nia-chan? Nia? Nia-san? Hey, did you fall asleep?"

"...Ngh..."

"Thank goodness, you're awake. No, this isn't good, hey, get, get off me, get away, you're surprisingly strong in the real world... ugh!"

I just eloquently and politely explained why she should refrain from physically entering my personal space for the time being.

So how did I end up being pushed down onto the sofa? No, really, this is genuinely, from the bottom of my heart, incredibly not good—

...It's no use, I can't. I have to get out of this, even if I have to make concessions, or I won't be able to hold on.

"Nia-san, it's okay to be close, but please go a little easy on me. I'll meet some of your requests, so please have mercy, I'm begging you, seriously..."

Whatever she demands, it'll be better than this position. That was my thought process behind the two-thousand-step concession, but it seems the 'meet your requests' part was the deciding factor, as Nia reacted with a twitch and—

"............This is bad in its own way... no, yes, it's fine, I'm okay."

While desperately trying to divert my attention from the heat of her back being pressed against me as if to ask for more, while desperately trying to divert my attention from the sensation of her slender legs on mine, I erased all feeling from the arms I was forced to wrap around her waist.

I can't erase it, someone help me.

Nia, nestled perfectly between my knees, didn't seem particularly ecstatic... but she couldn't be dissatisfied now that her order was fulfilled.

Even so, could you please stop stroking my biceps? It's not my body so much as my heart that's ticklish, I think my body temperature must be two degrees above normal right now—

*'Hey.'*

"Yes."

I reflexively responded to the call scribbled on the notepad she placed on my lap, and she slowly strung together letters, her pen hesitating.

*'thanks for telling me'* 

"Well, it was necessary."

*'was it? i think it's something you could have kept a secret, you know'* 

"It was necessary because I wanted to tell you."

*'you wanted to talk about it?'*

"Yes."

Her hand stopped, and the words trailed off. After considering for a moment whether I should wait, I opened my mouth.

"There's an element of self-preservation. I might be a little twisted because of all that, so there's definitely a part of me that's making excuses, hoping you'll be patient with me... —It continues, so calm down."

I knew that if I spoke in a self-deprecating way, I'd *get scolded*. That's why I don't say negative things just for the sake of being scolded.

I caught the hand that was about to pinch my thigh—and after a moment of hesitation, I didn't let go.

"And, well, this is also self-preservation, I guess. In fact, this is a hundred times lamer. It's an *appeal that I'm trying my best*."

Her eyes turned to me, so close that my breath caught in my throat. But I endured without looking away, and voiced the arrogance I was responsible for.

"I may have moved on from the event itself, but scary things are still scary. That remains, and it probably won't ever completely disappear—but that's exactly why I can show you I'm serious."

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

"I'll kick my trauma to the curb. I won't run away, and I won't look away. And I won't *pretend* to face it, either."

My face is burning hot, but I have to hold on.

If I don't say it with conviction, there's nothing cool about me at all.

"I'll never be half-hearted. I won't let anyone who's come to like me regret it."

At the very least, I have that much determination. So that when the time comes to give an answer, *everyone* will feel that I was 'worth placing their heart in'.

It's a declaration of intent, a do-or-die resolve to face them with everything I have.

"...And so, with that, *I'm desperate too*. What I'm trying to say is—"

Unconsciously, my grip tightened. I stared back into the eyes that were fixed on me, wondering what she was thinking as I continued to spout my selfish words.

I hid my inner turmoil of not knowing what kind of expression to make while saying such embarrassing things... and lifted the corner of my mouth, plastering on a brave smile.

"I'm probably *by far the more emotionally heavy one*. You'd do well not to misunderstand that."

In short, I'm a difficult, complex, troublesome, and emotionally heavy case.

It's not fair if I don't show my weaknesses and shortcomings. So, showing them means I'm seeking fairness, which is none other than a sign of my seriousness, I think.

To convey all of that—

"That's why I *wanted to talk*. Do you understand?"

I've reached my limit. If she keeps staring at me, all I'll be able to show her is a strange face. I used a nearby cushion as a shield to block her gaze, giving myself a chance to cool my flushed face.

Now, how will Nia-chan react... I braced myself, but she remained surprisingly quiet on my lap—for about ten seconds.

Then I heard the sound of scratching again, and she tentatively tapped my knee.

I peeked out from behind the edge of my guard and saw the back of her fluffy, long-haired head. The pen had been tossed onto the table, and in one free hand was a notepad with a single message—her other hand was tightly gripping mine, refusing to let go.

I tossed the cushion aside and peered at the unusually small letters.

*'Maybe I'll talk about myself, too.'*

I didn't know the train of thought that led Nia to write that.

Was it in return for me telling her about myself? Or was it to refute my claim that I was the most emotionally heavy?

I didn't know, but there was one thing I felt I did know.

"Next time is fine."

"..., ............"

Unlike me, who, facing a crisis of rationality, wanted to state my stance as quickly as possible, Nia's *story* was probably not something that had to be told right now.

It was probably not something she should talk about just because she was dragged along by my self-serving monologue. Of course, if Nia wanted to talk, I would humbly listen.

"I think it's a delicate issue. That's why, for now, let me ask you one thing straight up—*is it a problem I should be concerned about?*"

Some might criticize those words as being incredibly insensitive. That's precisely why I said them now, alone with Nia.

When I spoke with Mitsueda-san before, in a similar situation, the words I gave her were all my genuine feelings. I'm not particularly interested in the fact that Nia has lost her 'voice'.

To be precise, I don't think I need to worry about it much.

Because...

"You're exactly the same in the virtual world and the real world, aren't you? Always *lively*, always *noisy*, always messing with me... though that last part might be mutual."

With or without a voice, honestly, it doesn't change a thing.

"So, to be blunt, I haven't really been particularly considerate of you in the real world. I mean, of course, if you're in trouble, you can rely on me, and I'll help you out if something happens, but...?"

Even after meeting in this world... I confess, even more so since we met.

"So, if I should be more considerate, I'll change my ways, so please tell me... what do you think?"

She's just an incredibly charming girl, to the point where any disadvantage is irrelevant.

And if I might add, the reason I can so brazenly say whatever I want is simply because...

"—...Ngh, gh! Nngh!"

"Wh-what's with the headbutts, what are you trying to say, stop it, you, guffh, hey, my real body is even more of a glass cannon than my virtual one, violence is wron—my solar plexus...!"

...through our time together, I've become confident enough to say that I know, more or less, how she wants to be treated.

I really want her to realize it.

That I can so naturally perceive such things...

...because my own eyes have been captured, not in a small way, by a certain someone.

<hr>

Meaning, she's so charming that none of that matters.

And with that, the first section of Chapter Four comes to a close.



    Chapter 487

    A Sudden Invitation

    "—Let's go to the beach."

It was seven in the morning, the day after the event.

The 'Princess', who had visited my room early, uttered those words as her opening line, and my mind froze for a full five seconds.

My eyes were seared by the dazzling beauty I was seeing for the first time in what felt like four days, and my sleepy brain tried to process the meaning of the words formed by her sweet voice.

I had gone to bed right after sending Nia home yesterday, so I had gotten a solid eight hours of sleep. But since I had only woken up five minutes ago, my head was having trouble functioning.

The fatigue from the previous day's *one hour, three nights, and four days* probably had something to do with it. My thoughts, starting up at a much slower pace than when I woke up in the virtual world, spun desperately, and in the end—

"...Sorry, I have a crippling fear of the ocean."

The words that came out of my mouth were truly a *half-asleep answer*.

◇◆◇◆◇

"—Hoho, a villa."

"Yes, on the coast just outside of town. It has a private beach, too."

"Umm... I'm not really a fan of the ocean, or water in general..."

"It's not properly hot yet, so the water won't be warm enough to swim comfortably anyway. You can just think of it as a trip."

"Ah, well, if that's the case—that's not the point."

This is all too sudden, without any warning whatsoever.

I had expected to be summoned by Ashe or Goldow soon after the first world event ended. There were plenty of things to discuss, from sharing information about the event to the matter of expanding the teleportation system that we had put on hold.

So, I wasn't surprised that she had come to visit first thing in the morning, but her completely unexpected opening line had successfully made me freeze up.

She seems perfectly at ease, enjoying the coffee I served her, but my mind is filled with confusion and question marks.

"Wh-why, I mean, what's with the sudden... ?"

"I think any time I suggested we go on a trip, it would be 'sudden'."

"That's true—no, that's not what I mean. In many ways, it's more like, *is this really the time for that*... Wait, wait, don't look so sad. I'm not saying I don't want to go."

It's been a while, but I know that while she may be expressionless, she's certainly not emotionless.

I quickly threw in a follow-up when I sensed Ashe starting to get a tiny bit downcast at my constant questioning and avoidance of a positive answer.

Because though she may have a more subdued face than others, she is, in fact, a princess with a wealth of emotions.

"My brain just can't keep up because it's so sudden. Don't worry, I'll listen with an open mind, so just tell me why and all that, one thing at a time. Okay?"

"...Mm, okay."

Ever since I started to be able to read her expressions to some extent, I feel like I've become weaker to her, rather than gaining an advantage.

Every single one of them, these girls are infinitely cunning.

"Alright, well, let's start with... 'why'. To repeat my earlier question, what's with the sudden suggestion?"

Starting with a jab—I, who began with 'why', must admit that I was still half asleep.

"I'm envious of Nia."

"Ngh, guff..."

"I want to have a sleepover with you, too."

If my head had been working as usual, even for a moment, I should have been able to predict the straight-down-the-middle answer thrown at me like a fastball.

This was not the time to be leisurely sipping coffee.

"Cough... Didn't you say you weren't jealous?"

"I never said that. I simply said, 'If it's Nia, it's fine,' and didn't complain. I was envious, and I was jealous."

"I-I see..."

If it were Sora or Nia, this would be a perfect pout. It was already obvious that her words, being a lethal, honest bombshell, were all her true feelings, but when paired with her expression, the destructive power was immense.

The world may praise her for her 'glass-like serenity' or 'ice-like beauty,' but the more time I spend with her, the more those images fade from my mind.

She's really, truly, *just plain cute*—is what I think.

Of course, my reverence for the [Sword Queen] as cool, beautiful, and amazing is endless... but that's a separate matter.

"L-let's move on... Uh, to the question of whether we have time for that."

Continuing to face a pure nuclear warhead head-on will only lead to vaporization. Sometimes, parrying is essential to keep facing it, so I smoothly moved on to the next question.

I'll just pretend not to see the facts that I didn't actually parry it, that even a glancing blow took a huge chunk out of me, and parry those away too.

"We have time. Or rather, time *was made*. Specifically, the next 'Colored Monster' raid—the one against 'Green Connect'—has been postponed for three months."

"Oh?"

Sensing a shift to a more serious topic, I straightened up, and Ashe switched to her role as the representative of Sotalm, the Southern Faction, and laid out the main points.

First, it seems the Tamed Beasts unlocked in the recent event have a very high probability of providing a revolutionary advantage in the Green Connect raid. Therefore, the conclusion was reached that it would be best to take time to secure and raise useful Stardust Beasts.

When I asked when and where that *conclusion* was reached, she said it was at the Southern Faction leadership meeting held early this morning. They apparently gathered at five a.m.

Should I praise the South for their high awareness, or see the Eastern Faction (us) as lax for having no prior arrangement or post-event summons...? In any case, that's how it is.

As expected, the World Event [Starry Paradise] has become a permanent feature, albeit on a *semi-irregular* basis. An additional announcement was probably made to all players upon logging out, stating that 'Alvniclo, the Mirror Sky Realm' will be opened at a nearly fixed cycle.

That cycle is about every two months. Whether to be surprised by the high frequency or not is up for debate... but considering this, our group probably *rushed things too much*.

I bet the original intention was for players to progress through the stages gradually, over the course of multiple event cycles. I don't know for sure, though.

Anyway, for those reasons, the judgment was probably to wait for the second event in two months—at the beginning of August. A guideline set forth in the Southern meeting place, managed by that 'Queen.' With confidence, I'm sure the other factions will agree without question.

And if we're looking at the beginning of August—

"The next Four Pillar War is then, so we won't be able to move until September."

"That's right. I'm looking forward to my *revenge*."

No, seriously, I didn't win...

"This isn't me being pessimistic, but a calm assessment: if you had come at me with your full power and full intensity from the start, my chances of winning would have been zero."

"Hehe."

"No, it's not 'hehe'... well, whatever."

Forgetting about the terrifying 'revenge' in the future for a moment, the point is that we now have about two months of free time... I'm not sure if I can call it that, but we have time.

"I mostly get it. I still think I should be focusing on my own training, but... well, if that's the case, I guess it wouldn't hurt to go have some fun."

"Yes. A week away from the virtual world should be fine."

"You plan on going for a week???"

She returned my retort with a slight smile, but whether it was a joke or not remains unknown. No, it's not that I have a problem with—no, I do have a problem. I'm a current university student.

"Um, Ashe-san. I have university, so I can't really be gone for that long..."

"If you're a ranker in Arcadia, you should be able to get plenty of leeway with your attendance."

"Hey, wait a minute, are you seriously trying to brute-force this?"

Considering the university's movements so far... or rather, the response of the chairman, Kunori-san, what Ashe is saying is probably true, which is a bit of a dark thought.

Well, if you consider a ranker to be on the same level as, or even higher than, a professional athlete, then maybe 'that's just how it is,' but for me, it's still just a 'game'... 

Besides, if it's a trip, then we're really *just going to play*. There's no pretext or anything; it's a completely and utterly inexcusable truancy.

"...Being serious is a very good thing. You're admirable."

"I don't think I'm admirable... I've been skipping a lot, and I'm not keeping up with my studies at all..."

What's scary is that I feel like I might just coast through and graduate like this. If I were okay with that, I wouldn't have chosen to stay in university in the first place.

"Then, let's do this."

Not that I had any intention of refusing; I was just planning to suggest and negotiate for a shorter trip over the weekend.

But perhaps she thought my response would be negative... or maybe she just really wanted a more relaxed schedule—

"During the trip, I will be your temporary tutor and teach you."

"Excuse me?"

At the unexpected 'let's do this' that came from Ashe's mouth, I couldn't help but let out a dumbfounded voice, but the princess remained dead serious.

"If you're not keeping up with your studies, then just *half-heartedly* attending university is meaningless."

"Guh...ff!"

And then, a sudden stab to the heart, a mortal wound. I was shocked by the weight of the perfectly logical punch from the very person who was trying to drag me into an extraordinary world.

"So, you can just think of it as a training camp to catch up and get back on track."

"No, no, no, no, wait, wait, wait. You're saying something that sounds plausible, but you teaching me is..."

I was about to say, 'Is that even possible?' but in the next moment, I found myself thinking, 'It probably is,' and was once again surprised at myself. I mean, without any basis, just knowing that she's exceptionally smart, that's such a stupid thing to—

"I don't have a teaching license, but I don't think teaching a first-year university student will be a problem. At the very least, unless it's a particularly specialized field, I have a grasp of what the average university student learns by graduation in each subject."

...just knowing that she's exceptionally, smart, is all...

"Um... excuse me, but how old are you again?"

"Nineteen."

"I'm eighteen and a first-year university student, but..."

"That's right. But I graduated from university four years ago."

"..., ............"

Questions like what age she was when she skipped grades to enroll, what university she graduated from, and even what country that university was in, all things I both wanted to ask and was afraid to, I swallowed for the time being—

—About ten minutes later.

"..................I'm... going to have to consider this in an extremely positive light, if you don't mind?"

"Mm. I'll be waiting for a positive answer."

As Ashe pulled out one of my notebooks from my university bag and proceeded to explain every single one of my questions with painstaking detail at first glance, all I could do was look at her with nothing but reverence.

Who was the idiot who described her as 'just plain cute'?

Show some respect, you fool. Address her as Ms. Alicia White and worship her.

<hr>

And so, Chapter Four, Section Two, where Ms. Alicia White will also be taking the stage, begins. Let's get to it.



    Chapter 488

    Dragon and Tiger

    "—and then deciding to start up the game right away… Yeah, that's not exactly a virtuous move, is it?"

After parting ways with Alicia, who left the room saying she had another errand to run, I finished breakfast in ten minutes and, as if it were the most natural thing in the world, drove on.

The request I received from Yotsuya was to 'conquer the most difficult content.' As a result, what should have been self-improvement for my own gaming satisfaction has now been given the grand justification of being 'work,' which is a very, very bad thing.

It's not that I dislike studying, but… when an invincible virtual world is placed on the same level of 'things that must be done,' the competition is just too steep—

Ah, but that just sounds like a lame excuse, doesn't it?

If you want to laugh at my weak will, go right ahead. I'll be right there pointing and laughing at myself, too.

"Alright, up we go."

My room in the clan hall is still a lonely space with only one object in it. I sprang up from the bed—my only piece of furniture, which also serves as my respawn point—and in mid-air, I executed a triple axel, kicked off the ceiling, then the wall, and landed on the floor in a sharp, clean motion.

Okay, good to go. My movements were a little less sharp, probably due to some lingering fatigue, but the avatar's condition was a step short of excellent, sitting at a solid 'not bad.'

Although, my right arm is still dangling uselessly, just like before.

◇◆◇◆◇

"Oh? Hey, morning!"

"Yeah, yeah, morning to you, too."

Lately, whenever I walk through town, more and more players have been casually calling out to me… or rather, greeting me.

Some, like the male player just now, are energetic and loud. Others offer a reserved wave or a simple nod. The reactions vary, but the emotions I can feel from them are all positive…

Well, it seems like I'm being accepted, which honestly makes me happy. Though it does come with a side of embarrassment.

Anyway—

Floating in my vision is a window displaying three messages. I'd received them all while I was logged out, and the arrival times were all within about thirty minutes of each other.

The first was from my precious partner.

【Sora】— "I'll log in this afternoon."

Extremely concise. But since we'd already promised to meet the day after the event, the message conveyed more than enough. Message received and understood.

We did exchange our real-world contact info again on that day, but I still haven't gotten a single email or message from the 'Sora-san' over there.

I wonder if she feels some mysterious sense of shame about real-world interactions.

The second was from my dear master.

【Ui】— "Good morning. Good afternoon. Good evening. Thank you for your hard work during the event. Last night… although for us, it was four days ago, you missed your sword maintenance. If you would be so kind, please show me your face tonight so we can exchange stories of our travels.   Ui"

Her triple-decker greeting is so formal it's endearing.

And how her katakana looks so… *katakana* in text form.

And how you don't really see people signing off with their names in game messages.

And how I'm pretty sure I told her it's probably not a good idea to use her real name, my dear master—There were plenty of odd parts, but the content was a hundred percent heartwarming and nothing less.

I'll be sure to keep my evening free.

And the third message was from a very unexpected sender.

【Tiger☆Lucky】— "Yo. Hit me up when you've got a sec."

I opened my friends list and checked who was online.

Among all the names listed, one vibrant string of characters stood out with overwhelming presence, glowing as if to obnoxiously announce, 'I'm here!'

◇◆◇◆◇

"So, what's this about? A challenge?"

"What're ya sayin' with yer arm all danglin' like that? What happened to it?"

"Just in the middle of some… *loan payments*. It'll be back to normal in about thirty minutes, though."

I dashed over to find the person waiting for me sprawled out heroically on the ground, dressed in his usual flashy tiger-print fashion, letting out a massive yawn.

I wonder what the official name for that pose is. You know, the one you see in living rooms all across the country when someone's lying on their side, propping their head up with one arm while lazing around watching TV.

*Perfect Relax, the Embodiment of Sloth*, maybe? Anyway.

The designated meeting spot wasn't in the city, but a corner of a field. Not just anywhere in the [Garden of Divine Creation], either—it was the Plains of the Horizon. Ah, the nostalgia.

His intention was probably less about making it easy for me, an Istia member, to get here, and more about the convenience of securing a private instance nearby.

The Fool Boars were just munching on grass and berries. As long as players didn't go on a rampage, this idyllic plain was one of the most peaceful areas in Arcadia.

"So, what did you need? Oh, and morning."

"Yo, mornin' to ya."

Exchanging belated greetings, I followed his completely tension-free example and plopped down on the grass with a stretch.

With only one working arm, I lost my balance and tumbled over to the right. Just a little bonus comedy for the morning.

"Eh, it ain't nothin' major. Just wanted to swap info on how the event went."

"Huh… I have no problem with that, but why me?"

"'Cause I knew for a fact you'd be the one pullin' the most interestin' stunts, obviously."

"I'm not sure if I should take that as a sign of trust or a jab."

From the way he's talking, it sounds like I'm the first person he's contacted. The thought that he might actually like me is… a little ticklish.

"Well, whatever… Info swap? Okay, you're on."

"Alright! Then first, on the count of three, let's compare our [Stardust Beasts]. I'm guessin' you managed to tame one too, *obviously*?"

"Stop with the 'obviously.' Don't treat me like some guaranteed-to-clear-every-fun-event being. I mean, I don't mind comparing, but…"

Seeing the strangely proud look on his face, I figured he must have tamed some incredible [Stardust Beast]. In terms of *incredibleness*, my 'servant' would also be categorized as extraordinary, but this guy, despite his playful—no, hilarious—name, is a ranked player in the Northern Faction.

A tiger? Is it a tiger?

If the great Sir Tiger here managed to tame one of those great tiger boss-types that appeared in our raid… that would be both fitting and hilarious. I'd congratulate him with a hearty, 'Well done, Tiger Lucky!'

And so…

"Alright, here we go! On the count of three!"

"Man, you're really into this—Come on out, [Sapphire]."

"Come forth, [Tiger☆Star]!!"

I thought I heard a somewhat indescribable *name*, but I maintained my poker face with an iron will, completely ignoring it.

I was sitting down, completely relaxed, while Tiger Lucky had jumped to his feet and was striking a triumphant pose. From the shadows of these two contrasting figures, a 'starry sky' overflowed.

'Wings' spread wide, stirring the wind.

'Legs' stomped the ground, sending out a tremor… or not.

Probably scared off by the presence of *one* of them, the nearby boars fled at top speed. In the midst of it all, we revealed our respective 'Tamed Beasts' and stared silently at each other's starry apparitions—the silence lasted for a little over ten seconds.

"Wha—… a dra, a dra—"

"Huh… a do—"

And so, our memorable first reactions were exchanged.

"—IT'S A DRAGON?!?!!"

"—it's a dog…"

They were delivered with perfectly contrasting levels of excitement.



    Chapter 489

    Feeding Time

    "Agh, man, you've left me in the dust again."

"I'll admit, I'm pretty aware that I went a little overboard."

After comparing our tamed [Stardust Beasts], we moved on to round two: a comparison of the relics we'd acquired. Having seen the clear 'gap' between us and a tangible point of comparison, I was now sincerely reflecting on my actions.

Tiger Lucky had already fed all of his spoils to his little pup (Star), so he could only give me a rough estimate. Still, it was certain that my inventory was stuffed with about ten times the number of [Stardust Relics] he had collected.

He mentioned that he had entered with an artisan acquaintance this time, so I assume his starting situation was similar to mine. Although there was a difference between being 'in the forest' or 'by the lake,' it seems both our groups chose a base-building style.

Apparently, Tiger Lucky's group's 'Tower Defense' remained on easy difficulty until the final night. He said it was at a level where they had no problems even without Sir Great Tiger lifting a finger.

"I reckon the first day's hunt—the startin' dash—is what's most important. How much ya earn there decides the scale of the first assault, and the size of that night raid becomes the spark that makes the *next* one explode in size. And so on, and so on."

He's discussing this on the premise of wiping out the entire nightly horde, which just goes to show that Tiger Lucky also has that typical ranker mindset. Still, the speed and substance of his deductions are too sharp to be dismissed as just a 'battle junkie.'

He's not an idiot or a fool. It's just that some of his vibes, his sense of style, and his behavior are those of a natural-born, airheaded tiger.

"What's with that look? It's pissin' me off."

"I'm looking at you with admiration, don't get mad. Say thank you."

"Well thanks, then—wait, why?!"

In any case, it was a productive information exchange all around. Considering the differences between our two groups, the event—which still had far too many unknowns even after it ended—was starting to become a little clearer.

Above all, though, what stood out most vividly was the massive screw-up on my part, a feat of overdoing it that went *beyond* just overdoing it.

By the way, as I expected, the 'Zodiac series' of [Stardust Beasts] seems to have been a unique feature of the 'forest' where we were dropped. I was a bit confused when Tiger Lucky's beast turned out to be a dog, but apparently, non-zodiac types appeared in his area as well.

"So? What're ya gonna do with that stupid mountain of pebbles?"

"What to do, what to do…"

Having plopped down on the ground again, the beast's owner, who was calmly receiving the affectionate nuzzles of his little dog—a starry creature resembling a Shiba Inu—steered the conversation toward the main issue.

The mountain of pebbles… in other words, what to do with a quantity of [Stardust Relics] that was well over one or two hundred. Not that I have many options.

"Roughly what's the growth rate like?"

"Well, as you'd expect from a former enemy, my Star here puts up a good fight despite his cute looks. His base stats are way higher than ours at Lv. 1, and the increase from stat points is huge. I wouldn't say one point makes a massive difference, but even just three or four points changes him quite a bit."

"Huh… By the way, what level is your dog now?"

"Twelve. I split his points evenly between STR and AGI. With that, he's about—"

As if signaling his loyal servant, Tiger Lucky pointed a finger at the pup's nose and then swung his arm as if to point at something.

In that instant…

"Whoa…"

"Well, he's just decent for his level. High hopes for the future, though."

While I was voicing my admiration for the Tamed Beast's speed as it darted toward a distant target, the victim's scream soon reached my ears.

Lv. 12 with points split evenly means about 60 AGI… and yeah, it would be impossible for a player to reach that speed with those numbers.

This is, in the truest sense, on a monster's scale.

In the future, he looks like he'll become a fairly reliable companion, which fills me with anticipation. With that said, my first option is to go all-in and use them all as 'food' for Sapphire.

Actually, it's not even my 'first option.' All my other options are related to that, anyway.

It's really just a choice between feeding them all at once or saving some.

The wisest, or safest, course of action would probably be to 'seek instructions from above' at the ten-seat council meeting that will likely be convened soon. However, Istia's basic stance is for everyone to *get strong on their own*, so for choices like this, the answer is almost always, "Do whatever you want."

Goldow once said something like, 'We are the ranked title holders because we all did what we wanted and climbed to the top.'

And yet, it feels like they've all been helping me out so extensively… but well, I'm aware I'm a bundle of irregularities. I'm genuinely grateful.

So, what should I do?

Personally, I'm a bit bothered by the fact that our shared inventory only contains the relics *I* obtained…

"Hmm…"

I looked back at my gigantic 'servant,' whose shadow was cast not only over me but also over the dog and tiger pair beside me.

With its wings folded neatly, Sapphire stretched its neck, silently gazing at a distant boar. I wonder what it's thinking—Then, as if noticing my gaze, its head turned toward me.

It lowered its head and gently nuzzled against me. I patted its beak. Ah, so heartwarming.

Seriously, when I think back on it, I hit it with a merciless, cruel, one-minute kill, and yet here it is. All sorts of emotions are bubbling up, but at the end of the day, it's no wonder I got attached so quickly.

This is without a doubt a god-tier feature. Pets are the ultimate source of comfort, and when you add the ability to 'interact' with them in a way impossible in existing games, the depth of the rabbit hole is on another level.

Ah, whatever… I'll just give it everything. Yeah, that's what I'll do.

"Alright, Sapphie, you can have it all. But hey, if you get full, don't force it."

Once I've made a decision, I act immediately. I may not be like that certain Southern Faction tag team, but I'm not the type to agonize over my build for long, either.

So, I switched my weapon… just kidding, that's obviously outside the effective range. I opened my inventory and dumped out the mountain of [Stardust Relics] in one go.

"Just as I expected, you're goin' all out—Hey, Star, no! That's not for you."

"A little snack won't hurt. Here, you have some too."

After returning from its hunt, the little dog immediately dashed over to the pile of 'treats,' providing me with even more warm fuzzies. I picked a random stone from the pile and tossed it to Tiger Lucky.

It ran over, but it was a good boy and didn't just dig in. Its tail was wagging like crazy; so adorable.

"Spoilin' other people's dogs now. That's just like you, Acrobat."

"What's that supposed to mean, Great Tiger?"

What's the big deal? I like dogs. And yes, yes, of course, I love dragons too. I'm a guy, after all. Cool, beautiful, cute, fantasy for the win.

Am I overthinking it, or is that a hint of jealousy? Feeling a stronger-than-before *nudge-nudge* against me, I chuckled and grabbed one of the largest pieces from the top of the pile.

"I'm counting on you again, my starry shadow. Please, grow up healthy and strong."

The starry dragon, which 'understood' its master's words and intentions in a way a real-life pet never could, plucked the [Stardust Relic] from my hand with the tip of its beak… and as if to say, "Understood."

It spread its massive wings and flapped them, looking quite pleased.

From behind me, a complaint from a single tiger blown away by the gust of wind was promptly ignored.

――――――――――――――――――
◇Status / Beast◇
Name：Sapphire
Lv：31
STR(Strength)：10
AGI(Agility)：200
MID(Spirit)：100
――――――――――――――――――

STR is just a little extra.



    Chapter 490

    The General

    We'd been chatting for about thirty minutes. After a quick and casual farewell with the seventh-ranked member of the Northern Faction, who had apparently contacted me on a whim, I was left wondering what to do next.

But before I had time to wander aimlessly, the *next* summons came. I immediately replied 'Yes' and answered the call.

I was transported to the Eastern Round Table, the gathering place for the 'Ten Seats'—or rather, the current 'Nine Seats.' The one who had summoned me was—

"Sorry to bother ya this early in the mornin'."

"You don't need to worry about calling over someone who's already logged into a game on a Sunday morning and is just wandering around."

Not some temporary, event-only mock general, but our true General Commander.

Unlike me, who was still dragging around heavy fatigue from going full-throttle the entire time, this stalwart man with a mane of golden hair was, as always, brimming with energy.

"From the looks of ya, I'd say you went on another wild rampage, didn't ya?"

"I'll leave that to your imagination."

Thinking that I'd probably be told similar things by everyone I met from now on, I gave a vague reply, which was met with a hearty 'Kakkakka!' laugh.

It suited him so perfectly that I hadn't really thought about it since I first met him, but now that I think about it, it's a remarkably bold and distinctive laugh.

It kind of grows on you. I don't dislike it.

"So, what did you need?"

"Ah, it ain't nothin' difficult, so just relax. It's just a heads-up that we'll be doin' the 'this and that' about the event in two or three days."

"That's even more laid-back than usual."

"The Princess probably already told ya, right? We're just gonna enjoy the downtime for a bit."

I see. So he's already been in contact with Alicia. He may seem laid-back, magnanimous, and easygoing, but as the faction leader, he's quick to act and has things firmly under control.

He made no mention of the Northern Faction's 'free spirit' or the Western Faction's leader, whom I haven't met. Then again, I have my doubts as to whether Vestol, which is more focused on seasonal rankings, even has a 'leader'—

…I keep thinking I should look into that stuff, but one event after another keeps popping up, and it always slips my mind.

"Well, understood. So I should just wait for another summons, correct?"

"Correct. For now, you can do as you please. Though in your case, that 'freedom' is what's most likely to attract trouble."

"…Yeah, I don't think I'll ever be able to shake that image, will I?"

Isn't that what everyone I've gotten to know has said to me? I don't even have the energy to deny it anymore, but I just want them to understand that I'm not actively trying to stand out in a bad way.

—Anyway.

"In that case, let's hear the main topic."

If that was all he had to say, he wouldn't have bothered summoning me.

Even if it's true that there's 'nothing difficult,' there must be *something* he wanted to discuss face-to-face. With that assumption, I prompted him, and it seems I hit the mark.

"Ah, well, yeah. About *that*…"

It's a habit of his when he's thinking something over or hesitating to speak. He closes his eyes and strokes his chin. Seeing him like this… it's not a difficult matter, but perhaps one that's hard to bring up?

That said, my trust in Goldow is quite high. He's done a lot for me, so I have no intention of making a sour face even if he asks for something a bit troublesome or out of the blue.

So, I braced myself with a 'bring it on' attitude—

"The Princess—Alicia—she's invited ya on a trip, right?"

"Wha—huh? Um, eh, what?"

His troubled voice, coming from such an unexpected angle, completely froze my train of thought.

The fact that he intentionally used her real name, Alicia, only emphasized that this was about the real world, which just added to my confusion. I had a feeling they were fairly close, but…

"And, well… what can I say? To put it bluntly, I know her in the real world too, through my daughter, Helena. And I've been invited to *that thing* for the past two years."

"'That thing' being?"

"The 'trip' around this time of year."

"Ahhh… Right, right, right, right."

I pretty much understood what he was trying to say and where this was going. In short, I don't know if it was before or after me, but Alicia invited *him* again *this year*.

And from there, the fact that Goldow is now talking to me about it probably means he wants to confirm something, or maybe leave the decision up to me. As in, whether I'm okay with meeting him in the real world.

Ah. And that means Helena-san will definitely be there, too.

"This is one of those, ya know. A delicate issue."

"That it is. But if you don't mind me saying so, it's a little late for that now."

I made sure to dispose of it as instructed, so I don't have it anymore, but I still remember *that string of numbers* clearly, and I haven't forgotten the kindness that saved me.

Therefore, my answer is this.

"I've been feeling a little uneasy being the only one with your contact info this whole time. If we can meet in person, I'd be happy to pour you a drink to thank you for everything."

"…Is that so? Heh, well, I'm honestly lookin' forward to it."

His shy smile held a certain charm that seemed at odds with his rugged physique. But the image of the General Commander that had long been fixed in my mind remained unshaken.

This man, our General, who had coolly handed me that 'slip of paper' when I was at my lowest—he was so damn cool. I'll probably never forget the sight of his back on that day for the rest of my life.

It's too embarrassing, so I doubt I'll ever be able to say it to his face, though.

"—By the way, I'm a minor. So I'll pour you a drink, but unfortunately, I can't join you."

"Wait, seriously? I don't suppose… you don't actually look *exactly the same* in real life, do you…?"

"Hahahaha."

"Ah… I'm not sure if I should be lookin' forward to this or not."

Well, I am. I wonder if a fantasy like the real Goldow being even bigger than his virtual self could possibly come true.



    Chapter 491

    Inseparable

    "—So, with that, I might be gone for about a week soon."

"That sounds fine. If she's planning it, security won't be an issue. It would be good for you to take a break from the virtual world and stretch your wings once in a while."

I've completely gotten used to the extraordinary routine of summoning the chef with a ring of a bell, and now, I was naturally devouring a delicious meal in the middle of a weekday lunch.

I had said I would 'think about it,' but the plans solidified at lightning speed. When I told the chef across from me, a.k.a. Chitose-san, he simply nodded without a second thought.

It seems that the 'trip' Alicia is planning poses no inconvenience for Yotsuya either.

For someone who's given me the grand task of clearing the game, they're surprisingly lenient—so much so that the lack of restrictions makes me more anxious than a typical part-time job would.

"What is this, duck?"

"Ah, the roast turned out quite well. I tried putting it in a sandwich. How is it?"

"It tastes like it would cost as much as a fancy dinner at a nice place."

A luxurious life where even ordering a simple sandwich gets you high-class ingredients. If I think of this as part of my compensation from the great 'Yotsuya Development,' then well—but then again, my bank account balance keeps increasing every month, on top of the massive initial contract payment…

You never know what life has in store for you. No, really, you never know, so shutting down my brain is dangerous, but at this rate, I'm terrified I'll earn the average person's lifetime income in just a few years.

All the troublesome things like taxes are being handled by the Yotsuya side, so I feel a pang of guilt that all I'm really doing is playing a game.

In terms of my situation, or rather my mental state, I wonder if it's much different from someone who won the lottery. Of course, I'm happy and fulfilled, but I can't shake the baseless doubt and anxiety that asks, "Is this really happening?"—

"By the way, Haru-kun."

"Hmmyes?"

This is also ridiculously delicious, but when it comes to bread, I'm already missing Chef Tesshin's mysterious staple… Just as that thought crossed my mind while I took a large bite, the next topic was brought up.

"Feel free to go on your trip or do whatever you like, but could you set aside some time for me at some point? You've been summoned—oh, it's not urgent."

Summoned, huh?

"It can really be anytime, but they'd like you to come to the Yotsuya headquarters. To coordinate with the president's schedule, could you pick a date sometime after the next two weeks?"

"I don't mind, but… uh, let's see."

It's bad manners in a restaurant, but it's just two guys having lunch, so no need for formalities. I pulled out my phone with my duck sandwich in one hand and checked my schedule… Hmm.

Judging from Alicia's 'as soon as possible' attitude, the trip will probably be sometime this month, right? And if he really means any time is fine, then—

"It'll be more like a month from now instead of two weeks, but how about the first Saturday of next month?"

"That's perfectly fine. Then, please keep that day open."

"Okay, got it."

We agreed, and another entry was etched into my early July schedule. 'Summons to Yotsuya HQ.' By any normal standard, those are some pretty intimidating words.

Now, I wonder what sort of business they could have with me————

◇◆◇◆◇

—But before future plans, the plans at hand.

A little past noon means 'this afternoon.' The message I received this morning was, in a way, a summons of its own.

After logging in for the second time today, I woke up in the clan room. My wake-up action routine had one more rotation than this morning, now at four and a half. With the control of my right arm restored, my condition was steadily improving—the price for my *other* ultimate move wasn't as heavy as I'd feared, after all.

"Well then…"

My avatar's body feels light, but my heart isn't quite so. I wouldn't go so far as to say I'm 'dreading it,' as that would be extremely rude, but honestly, I've been quite apprehensive for a while now.

At this point, it's just something I have to deal with.

The person who summoned me, the person I promised to meet, the person I'm about to see is—

None other than the invincible partner whom I myself *awakened*.

A quiet knock tapped on my door.

The private rooms in the clan hall, whether due to some mysterious material or dimensional shenanigans, are perfectly soundproof and even block one's presence, creating a perfect personal area.

The only thing connecting the inside and outside was the sound of the knock. It was as demure as *she* was, but having spent the last few days with her new self, I understood.

I knew what would happen the moment I removed this thin wall between us.

So, I braced myself—

The instant I opened the door, my vision was filled with a dazzling gold.

"—Waugh?!"

"—Oofgh?!"

Whether she misjudged the distance or simply came in with too much momentum to control, I was struck hard in the chin by her forehead and sent tumbling spectacularly to the floor, stunned.

In my vision, a stun icon lit up beneath my status bar.

And there, a beautiful girl with teary eyes, clutching her now-red forehead.

"…We've, uh, done this before."

"I-I'm sorr…!"

In Arcadia, where there's no pain, surprise and shock are the most damaging things of all. Setting aside the fact that she was the one who charged in, it was only natural for the virtual world, with its slightly exaggerated emotional expressions, to draw tears in the girl's eyes.

And it was also a natural consequence for me, who had taken a solid blow to the chin, to be hit with a debuff—Hah, she's really grown, this one.

The stun duration was definitely longer than that nostalgic day.

And, well.

"I seem to recall a time when you would have panicked and worried about me…"

"…I'm fine with that much. I don't need your concern."

"That's some refreshingly blatant shamelessness…"

"I don't know what you're talking about. It's your fault, anyway."

"I-I think I'd have to object to th—"

"Objection denied. Be quiet."

"Whaaa…"

The girl who had knocked me down showed no signs of getting up, using me as a cushion. With a cute face and voice, she unleashed a merciless torrent of tyranny.

To an outsider, it would sound like a ridiculously one-sided verbal assault—

"…………Thirty seconds have passed. That's all for *today's* share."

"…The four days we didn't see each other are still left over."

But to an outsider, it would also be crystal clear that this was nothing more than her being affectionate.

And as for the delicate arms wrapped tightly around my neck, the fact that I couldn't mindlessly push them away despite saying "that's all"… Well, I suppose that can't be helped, either.

"It felt longer than I thought."

"…Did you not have a good time over there?"

"Until the third day… until we charged into the 'nest' that Lux-san happened to find, it was fun, like a relaxing trip. But when we chased after it, things got pretty bad."

"I see. Glad you were able to enjoy it to the fullest."

The forehead pressed against my chest in protest lacked its earlier force. It wasn't strength it held, but something else.

"A lot happened on my end, too. We might spend a day or two just exchanging stories."

"What kind of face am I supposed to make when you're so openly bragging about your date?"

"Ah… If you'd rather I not talk about it, I won't."

"I won't allow you to keep it a secret. What did you do? With Nia-san."

"What am I supposed to do here…—Ah, fine, fine. As my lady wishes."

She released her hands from my neck and, as if to voice her displeasure, grabbed both my cheeks and pulled with all her might as she lifted her body up.

Her lovely cheeks were flushed in a way that seemed to be twenty percent anger and eighty percent *something else*. She looked at me straight on with her shining amber eyes, and—

"…I missed you, Haru."

"Me too, Sora."

She no longer hid the warmth in her eyes, smiling with pure, simple happiness.



    Chapter 492

    Corundum

    In this virtual world, I tend to get carried away easily, and pretentious lines have a habit of flying out of my mouth.

I think Sora was probably in a similar boat.

She was polite to everyone, and *fundamentally* demure. Though her curiosity was strong, she never lost her self-control, and if she ever noticed herself getting carried away, she would immediately blush and reflect on her actions.

I don't know if it's the right word to describe a fifteen-year-old girl, but she was the very picture of a proper lady. At the very least, Sora embodied the 'young lady' I imagined in my head.

As for her eagerness for battle and her cheerful desire to be on the front lines… well, we can chalk that up to the attributes of a world of swords and sorcery. That's fine.

What I'm trying to say is that her girlish, quiet, cute, and modest 'face' was only one side of her.

It wasn't a role-play in the traditional sense, but more of a persona she unconsciously wore to be a certain way. An overcoat, neatly tailored for others to see, that everyone possesses in countless numbers.

So. What happened to Sora-san after some certain someone came along and, in a kamikaze-like attack, ripped that coat away from her?

The answer is————

"…………Sora-san. Sora-san, it's been over ten minutes. We're well past the extra four days and into something like a twenty-day extension here."

"It's fine. If it's bothering you, you can just push me away."

"Hey, can we maybe seal away those kinds of phrases? Things like 'if you don't like it' or 'if it's a bother' are cheap shots. They should be banned cards. Please, have mercy on me…!"

This.

She's a bona fide clingy child who puts even that certain indigo-haired girl to shame, and a spoiled princess who surpasses even that other certain princess. In other words, she's an unparalleled, highly dangerous substance with a special effectiveness against me.

About ten minutes ago, just when I thought she had finally gotten off me, she pulled me up, *shoved* me, and with exquisite control, my body landed right back on the bed.

By the time my sense of danger screamed 'This is bad,' it was already too late. My partner charged at me again, hugged me, and I've been completely immobilized ever since.

The fact that my *stats are sealed* due to the cost of yesterday's little move—[El Solas, Piercing Divine Arrow]—has proven to be a fatal blow.

Since the name I invoked was only one, only one stat was sealed, but it just had to be the one I need most right now: Strength (STR). I'm completely helpless.

In a zero-versus-one-hundred grappling situation, it's difficult to turn the tables even with skills.

"Geez… you turned out to be a 'clingy child,' a 'lonely girl,' a 'jealous girl,' and a 'spoiled brat' far beyond my wildest imagination. You've really surprised me."

"I've told you that many times. That I'm actually a very selfish child."

Did she really say that…? I tried to look back at my 'memories,' but even if I remember everything perfectly, I can't just load it all in an instant.

On top of that, with the body heat and whatnot being shamelessly pressed against me, it's utterly impossible to concentrate and recall memories. Seriously, stop, please, stop, stop, stop!!

"There!"

"Ah!"

I activated [Trance]. With my now smaller body, I slipped out of her grasp, then used the mysterious maneuver of [Breath Moment] to swiftly escape the danger zone.

As I landed softly and turned around… I was met with the utterly unreasonable glare of a girl with clearly puffed-out cheeks.

That truly childish expression was something I hadn't seen until recently.

That face, which, excluding her family, only I in the entire world would ever see—it's painfully obvious how *that* would look to me, which is precisely why this is so difficult.

My partner is so cute I could die. Somebody help me.

Of course, in a closed space like this, no help is to be expected, which is why…

"Alright, come on, let's go for a walk! We have a lot to talk about, and there's someone I want you to meet! It's a waste to be cooped up on such a nice day! Let's go, let's go now!"

"Nice weather? The weather here in the virtual world is fixed for each field… Ah, w-wait—Hey! You always end up running away like this!"

I averted my eyes from her adorable, resentful face and bolted out of the room without giving her a chance to argue. A lively complaint chased after me. How rude. No one is running away.

This is, if you will, an emergency backstep to measure our distance.

◇◆◇◆◇

Even Her Full-Power Highness limits her full-power, me-killing, clingy style to when we're alone. In public, she restrains herself to the Sora-san of before… or perhaps a *step closer* than that. So now, the public thoroughfares and shared fields are my safe zones.

If I too obviously 'flee' to those places, I'll pay for it later, but it's not like I intend to just keep backing down as I have been. Not just letting her be affectionate as my partner, but—

As a man, I intend to take the lead for my lady.

"—Fwhoooaaaaahhh…!!!"

Just a few minutes ago, she had been walking down the road with a prim, proper, and thoroughly peeved expression, sticking to me at a half-step's distance.

But once we were in a forest outside the safe area where there were fewer eyes, I unveiled my prized 'servant' and swept her up into the sky. In an instant, her eyes were sparkling, and she was crying out in wonder.

"Amazing! It's so amazing! It's a dragon! A dragon! We're flying!"

"Y-Yeah. We're flying. Maybe calm down a little—"

"—Haru, do you understand? *This* is what it means to fly! Not kicking off weapons or stepping on the air or any of those weird methods! This is it!"

"W-Weird methods…"

Though it's just a small part of her, *this* is also the real Sora. The demure her, the curious her, and the her who sometimes gets carried away with innocent joy like this…

"Well then, let's call this a proper stroll through the sky… Do you like it?"

"Yes!"

And the her who now shows everything, who has become so direct and affectionate with sweet eyes, with sorrowful eyes—and with eyes that are somehow fulfilled.

All of it is real, and all of it is the unbearably cute partner I know.

"…By the way, um, when you summoned this child just now…"

"Hm? Oh, yes?"

I confess, I was captivated by her sparkling profile. She turned to me suddenly, and I hastily suppressed the flicker of surprise, meeting her gaze with a perfect poker face.

We aren't going particularly fast, but it's always windy at high altitudes. We've gained enough height to avoid attracting the attention of other players, so the wind is quite strong.

It's thanks to the system assist that we can have a conversation without shouting.

"If I didn't mishear, I think you said [Sapphire]—mph…?!"

However, there was nothing to be done about her hair being swept about by the gusts of wind. Both Sora, sitting in front, and I, sitting behind, had our long golden and white hair whipping around wildly.

Sora's mouth was covered by a lock of her own hair. I let out a small laugh… and the hand I reached out with was a completely unconscious action.

"…! …Ah."

One hand brushed the golden threads from her lips and caressed her cheek, making the girl flinch slightly.

The heat of a palm and the heat of a cheek. Our gazes locked, and then, as if by unspoken agreement, we both looked away, pretending it *never happened*.

This is another tricky part—Sora-san, when she's on the offensive, she's stronger than anyone… but when she's on the receiving end, she's by far the weakest.

Figuring out our new sense of distance is just so, so difficult.

"S-Sapphire. Yes, that's right. That is this one's name."

"I-I see. Th-Thank you. Very much."

Sora gave a strange reply and quickly turned to face forward again. But of course, the wind didn't stop blowing, and through the gaps in her freely fluttering hair, the nape of her bright red neck was in plain view.

If I happen to touch her for any reason, she gets taken down in a second, as you can see. Becoming more honest has boosted her attack power exponentially, but it seems her defense has plummeted—

"…U-Um, you see. I actually… I also succeeded in taming one."

"Oh, just as I thought."

After taking two or three deep breaths to calm herself, she hesitantly brought up something I had already half-expected.

My inventory only contained the [Stardust Relics] I had personally acquired. I figured there was no way a team consisting of a ranker and a *de facto ranker* would end up with zero loot, nor that Lux would have taken it all.

Even if only Lux had succeeded in taming a beast and Sora had tried to give him her share, saying 'I have no use for them,' there's zero chance the number one of the North would agree.

That guy, as shown by that 'gift' of his, doesn't seem to like just receiving things. In that case, it's natural to assume Sora's spoils have already been *used*.

Which means, the answer is—

"It might be a surprise, being up in the sky like this… Um… Come, [Ruby]."

She, too, has tamed a creature that feasts on relics.

As she called out, the girl's arms came together as if to hold something—and from that shadow, a small starry sky overflowed.

It wasn't as small as the 'mouse,' the smallest I'd seen, but it was small enough to fit in Sora's hands. With distinctive triangular ears and a soft-looking, swaying tail, it was…

"A fox, I think."

"I think so, too. Its tail was just a single one at first, but…"

Just as its master had worried, it was probably surprised to suddenly find itself in the middle of the sky.

Its ears perked up, and after a moment of stiffness, the small animal panicked and hid, burying its face in Sora's stomach—head hidden, but tail in plain sight. And what was swaying back and forth were three tails.

Apparently, they multiplied as she fed it relics (food).

"Huh… I wonder if it's some kind of spirit fox?"

"Ah, that sounds exactly right. This one can use magic."

Well now, that sounds like a great match for Sora… No, really, for the current her, it's a Tamed Beast that suits her almost too perfectly. Her battle form is a fox girl, after all.

Anyway, that aside.

"Ah, right. So… if I didn't mishear, I think I heard something like [Ruby] just now?"

"Y-Yes. That's right. That's this one's name."

"I, see…"

"Yes…………"

"………………"

*Ruby* and *Sapphire*… Hmm, this is, how should I put it?

This is the moooooost embarrassing type of unintended telepathy, isn't it?

"W-Well, coincidences like this happen… It gives off a nice matching feel for partners, don't you think? Even though it's a coincidence. Purely a coincidence."

"…Th-This one has a large red star on its neck, you see."

"Yes."

"When I see something red and sparkly… um, because of a certain someone, I can't help but think of rubies. Because of a certain someone who is liked by rabbits."

"Is, that so…"

Like a little fox, she pressed herself against me, *nudge, nudge*.

As Sora's face, which was as vividly crimson as any jewel, sought something from me, I averted my gaze. Meanwhile, our steeds, untroubled by their players' embarrassment or a little fox's surprise, continued to beat their massive wings, soaring through the sky with pure enjoyment.

There was *another reason*, so I'll hold off on saying the 'origin' of my name for now.

But whether I say it or not, I know it, and I can't fool myself. The fact that one of the 'blues' that came to mind when I saw the blue star was the *sky blue* of a certain someone…

No matter how I try to spin it, that's the truth, and so the embarrassment is unavoidable.



    Chapter 493

    The Dragon, The Fox, and Their Masters

    "————…Um, you understand what I'm trying to say, right?"

"I have a vague idea, so you don't have to say it."

"*Then I won't hold back*. Haru, you really are Haru, anytime, anywhere."

"But I said you didn't have to say it…!"

After enjoying our stroll through the sky until Sora was satisfied, we landed by a small, nameless stream. Sitting down by the riverbank, we began a thoroughly relaxed exchange of travel stories.

It was less about sharing information and more about simply reminiscing, 'this happened,' and 'that happened.' Every time Sora heard about my various exploits, she would give me her usual exasperated look, but this time, her own 'adventure tale' was just as wild.

"You're not one to talk this time. What's the little fox's, Ruby's, level?"

"Th-That…! That's… well, Lux-san…!"

Ruby, the little fox that Sora tamed, is level 24. While not as high as Sapphire's 31, it's close enough to be considered impressive.

That means she acquired that many [Stardust Relics]. Unlike me, who fought through the event with a full raid of thirty-six people, she did it on a journey *alone with Lux*.

While I did go on a rampage every night, my comrades also worked hard during the two days of daytime hunting. This massive reward wasn't my achievement alone.

Considering that, Sora's kill score in this event might not just be on par with mine, but could even surpass it.

Hence, why I'm saying 'you're not one to talk'—

"He just *kept giving them to her*! I told him over and over again, 'Those are your share, so you can't do that!' I kept scolding—I mean, telling him!"

…is what she said. Hey, number one of the Northern Faction, don't go getting scolded by a fifteen-year-old.

Whether he was smitten by Ruby's cuteness or not, it seems Lux fed her his share of the loot with an intensity that put my little offering to Tiger Lucky's pup to shame.

In other words, her level was the result of pouring in the spoils of almost two people… Well, even so, it's still an astonishing score.

Incidentally, Lux himself unfortunately didn't succeed in taming a beast on his first try. At the end, he was apparently fired up, vowing to catch a 'big dragon' next time.

His reaction, in many ways, sounds like it would be annoying… and scary, so…

"I think I'll hold off on introducing him to Sapphire for a while."

"Ah, haha…"

Sora just laughed faintly, not even chiding me for my heartless words. I see, it seems they got along quite well. That's great to hear.

When Sora gets a little harsh, it's a sign she's warmed up to someone. Good for you, Traveler.

Anyway, that aside…

"—What is this, this ultimate healing space?"

"May I… take a picture…?"

We both turned our gazes to the sight of the starry creatures playing together. A little fox was energetically scurrying all over a giant dragon whose wingspan would reach ten meters when spread.

At first, I thought only Ruby was playing, but Sapphire was also stretching its neck and tail, spreading its wings to the left and right, creating one 'course' after another for the little one.

What is this? So precious. Interspecies friendship is just unfair. Too unfair.

I mean, they might be the 'same species' with different forms, but a huge dragon and a tiny fox frolicking together? That's too cute. It's a cure for all ailments.

Probably as a courtesy to the owners, Sora glanced at me out of the corner of her eye. I gave her a thumbs-up, and the girl began to stare intently at the beasts.

She's probably taking a rapid-fire series of visual screenshots right now.

"I bet a lot of people are going to have their virtual reality lives ruined by this…"

Good grief, the pet feature is a deep, deep rabbit hole.

Though they're an unusual starry type, their gestures and behavior are as genuinely animal-like as any real creature. With a wide variety of mythical beasts that don't even exist in reality, their charm is surely infinite.

It wouldn't be surprising if some players were to cast everything aside just to admire this sight—

"—…They're getting along so well."

"! …Yeah, they really are. Maybe I should join them!"

"Ah… Hey!"

As if seeing ourselves in our two pets, Sora leaned in and *snuggled* up to me. I quickly stood up from her side.

—This fifteen-year-old, was she really in middle school until last year?

Sometimes she pulls out expressions and tones of voice that are surprisingly alluring, and it really keeps me on my toes. It's truly troubling.

I can't just let her get the better of me anymore.



    Chapter 494

    An Unlikely Branch

    Sora-san and I's date came to a close after a brisk two hours.

Well, 'brisk' only applies to the duration. The farewell itself was anything but, as she was incredibly clingy and didn't want to let go, but she had plans, so it couldn't be helped.

Sora is currently a high school student. On top of that, she's an incredibly good-natured young lady who diligently helps with housework and other chores, practically competing with Natsume-san. Because of this, the only day she can secure a full day's worth of login time is Saturday.

For her, Sunday is less of a day off and more of a preparation period for the week ahead. According to her maid, she also studies with greater quantity and quality than her peers, which is just… truly admirable. A certain someone should take a page from her book.

She apparently attends a prestigious all-girls' school, which is a world I know nothing about. I'm half curious, half worried. So 'all-girls' schools' actually exist…

—In any case, after a few hours of placating my partner who wouldn't let go and exchanging our 'see you laters,' I found myself at my usual haunt.

There, I was repeating a cycle of trial, error, and explosion.

"Mmm… that's not it."

After my umpteenth respawn—I stopped counting after three digits—I gazed up at the very top of the crimson, spiraling tower.

The mutterings I let out were as meaningless as the 'light death' I just experienced, thoughts I'd spoken aloud countless times before.

I feel like I'm close—but there's still one step missing.

The 'adjustments' I'd been making during the event weren't fruitless, but the stubborn sense of dissonance at the core of my avatar just wouldn't go away.

The tricky part is that it's not exactly a slump.

The trigger was probably the subjugation of the [Great Ice Spirit Guardian, Epel].

Despite having the grand talent of 'Memory,' I'm dealing with a bug where I *don't remember* how I managed to pull off the absurd feat of defeating it solo.

I have a vague, hazy feeling of 'I think it was like this,' but even so, it's clear I was fighting almost unconsciously.

—And ever since then, my avatar control has felt… *off*.

To be more precise, there's a disconnect in my sense of avatar control. I don't know how to describe it, but the speed ratio in my actions, which had always been 'body > thought,' no matter how I tried, would suddenly reverse or… *twist*.

I should be moving before I think, yet my thoughts are racing ahead and my body isn't keeping up? It's hard to put into words, but it feels incredibly strange.

It's not a slump. In fact, even when I'm not using thought acceleration, my mind feels strangely clear, so it's definitely a positive change.

Still, even so—

"Aargh… what is going on?!"

Losing control of myself and not being able to reconcile mind and body is just too frustrating to bear… and so, I'm counting on you again, my rabbit friends.

This dungeon, the [Spiral Crimson Tower], is so perfectly designed for my needs, it's as if it exists just for me.

It's close to town and easily accessible. It's an instanced dungeon, not a field environment, so there are no penalties no matter how many times you get a game over inside. On top of that, the bullet hell starts the moment you take a single step from the starting point, making for a stress-free restart, and you can even earn money at the same time. It's truly a dream 'adjustment ground.'

Honestly, I'm worried they'll quietly patch it somehow.

But well, until that day comes, if it ever does, I plan to enjoy this delicious setup to the fullest—oh, right. There's one more good thing about this place.

Because 'death' is basically instantaneous, the mental toll that would normally come from an infinite loop of game overs is minimized.

Yes, truly a divine dungeon. I'll be sure to make good use of it.

◇◆◇◆◇

Losing track of time while frolicking with killer rabbits has become the norm.

It already feels nostalgic thinking back to when I first conquered it after being cooped up in here for dozens of hours over three days. Compared to back then, my avatar's performance, my skills, and my stamina are all on a different level, so I don't get that tired anymore.

At most, it's like I've just had a light workout at the gym. Not that I've ever been to a gym in real life, so I wouldn't know.

In any case, Alicia seemed to be out on an errand, and Nia was apparently down for the count from yesterday's fatigue, so I didn't hear from either of them. In what was a rare occurrence, I had a quick dinner by myself.

After tackling some self-study that felt more like a desperate struggle, staring down the notebook that defied my understanding like a sorcerer's grimoire, I waited for the right time and logged back into the virtual world—

"……………Um, Master. You see, in my current situation, I really, seriously can't be doing *this* kind of thing. I'm in a state where I have to embody sincerity, you see."

"I am aware. That is why I shall hold the fact that you resisted sincerity, Haru-kun, firmly in my heart. I will take on the role of the villain, so please do not worry."

"No, um, as a result, or rather, as a matter of fact, with things having *become like this*, I'm the one who's the villain, you see? I mean, I do think that the master-disciple relationship transcends the delicate boy-girl dynamic to some extent and a certain level of closeness should be permissible, maybe? Could I get a pass with a 'just barely acceptable' ruling? I do think that, but at the same time, it's not the kind of thing I can forgive myself for, so if possible, I would really appreciate it if you could let me go…"

"Haru-kun."

"Yes."

"What does 'just barely acceptable' mean?"

"It means 'pretty much guilty.'"

"In that case, I am the one who is 'pretty much guilty,' am I not?"

"Even if you smile so happily, what's not okay is not okay. I won't be fooled. For the love of god, please let me go—let g… no, th… Her STR is over 600… she's too strong…!!"

It was around 9 PM in real time. A little earlier than usual, I received a 'summons' and made my way to the residence of my master, the Sword Saint, only to end up in this state within five minutes.

I wonder how many times I've been *stuffed* onto her lap now.

She'd dressed it up with all sorts of elegant words, but in layman's terms, it was a tyrannical 'I'm going to spoil you after so long, so you will sit there.' I brandished my wooden sword and swore to resist with all my might. The result? I lasted about six seconds.

Considering I couldn't even last five seconds a month ago, no matter what I did, I suppose I can see some growth, but that's not the point, really…!

"Wh-What about sword maintenance…"

"Let us do that later. Today, I have many things I wish to talk about."

Her fingers combed through my bangs and stroked my forehead, sending a tingling sensation across my skin.

Just as Ui-san recognizes me as a 'younger boy,' I also correctly recognize her as an 'older woman.' There's no doubt about that.

But the common ground is that we are not, not even *one millimeter*, conscious of each other as members of the opposite sex—a fact I only recently realized.

Ui-san's perception has been that way for a while, so the realization was mainly on my end.

For a while after we met, I think I was ridiculously conscious of her, but… when I compare those feelings to the ones I have for Nia, Alicia, and Sora, well.

Respect. That's the entirety of the emotion I hold for her.

Thankfully, I feel none of the illicit emotions that Irori once suspected me of, nor any of the fickle feelings that Goldow was wary of.

I couldn't say it if my life depended on it, but I think it's a miracle.

To be on the receiving end of the boundless love of this living embodiment of a gentle and virtuous Japanese beauty, and to have come this far as a disciple without falling for her as a man.

I was spared the terrifying thought of *'what if she had been the fourth…'*.

…Well, as for that matter,

"You're not planning on staying like this all day, are you?"

"Oh my, are you displeased?"

"Please stop pretending our previous conversation didn't happen. It's not a question of whether I'm displeased or not, it's a matter of my feelings, my principles, and my credibility—"

"Fufu…"

"It's not 'fufu'…!"

I can't imagine a scenario where I would receive anything other than 'love for a disciple' from this person, so it's truly a needless worry.

It's an impossible, miraculous 'what if,' I suppose.



    Chapter 495

    The Branch I Desire is Here

    "—And that's how things have gotten confusing again."

After accepting his desperate plea and reluctantly releasing him from her lap, they sat for a while.

As always, she must have been unconsciously matching his pace. The words her disciple, Haru, spun—now with a practiced ease incomparable to when they first met—brought a natural smile to her lips.

"Fufu… That is a story I have not often heard. Unfortunately, it is not a type of experience I have had myself."

"Right? I've been trying to figure out what to do with it."

Having spent her childhood immersed in her grandfather's swordsmanship dojo, she was used to interacting with men—but whether she was 'good' at it was another matter entirely.

Part of the reason was the weakness of her physical body. Having spent her time indoors instead of playing outside, Ui was aware that she suffered from a certain kind of worldliness.

In truth, 'younger boys' were a type of person Ui found difficult to deal with.

No, not difficult, but rather… *incomprehensible*.

From a young age, she was the type to be doted on by those of the same sex. She found it frustrating to think it was due to her perpetually childlike appearance, but whatever the reason, having others approach her was nothing short of a blessing.

If people came to her, all she had to do was treat them with sincerity and kindness, and she was blessed with many friends. For that reason, she had no trouble with females, regardless of their age.

As for men, she was similarly comfortable with adults, thanks to the accumulated experience of interacting with the students who came to Matsukaze. However, those her own age or younger were a bit of a problem.

She wouldn't say she was bad at conversation, but she and others both recognized that the 'rhythm' of her speech was a little slower than most. When faced with energetic boys, she would sometimes struggle to keep up and feel intimidated… or so it used to be.

It should have been that way, and yet.

"You say you are troubled, but your face is relaxed."

"Huh? Oh, well… as long as it's not a negative slump, I'm the type to enjoy any troubles that come up in a game."

"Fufu, you are such a boy."

Perhaps she should consider it an unexpected stroke of good fortune.

The meeting itself was a miracle. It was a great blessing just to have met someone to inherit her techniques, but for that disciple to be—

"You should say that to Irori. That guy, every time we meet, he calls me a troublemaker or an automatic event generator, just says whatever he wants."

"You and Irori-kun get along so well."

"Oh, we get along great. According to him, I'm his 'bad influence friend' or something."

"He is just trying to hide his shyness, you know."

"…That, is a chilling thought."

"Oh my…"

—a kind boy who could converse without tension, anxiety, or reservation. One so sincere and considerate that she couldn't help but be impressed.

His eyes were gentle, his voice was soft, his choice of words was skillful and full of intelligence… She could find any number of his virtues without even trying.

It was a natural part of interacting with people, of course. But as someone who knew the difficulty and effort it required, she felt it shouldn't be dismissed with a simple 'of course.'

And if that was *not all there was to it*, then even more so. At the very least, Ui knew that no matter how hard she tried, she could never behave in the same way he did.

Not just enjoying himself,

Not just entertaining others,

But his nature, which only considered it 'good' when both parties were having fun, was worthy of respect.

—And what if she were to say such a thing,

"Changing the subject, Haru-kun. You seem to be using your sword in a curious way, do you not?"

"Huh, yes. I am? Uh, a curious way, you mean…"

"A 'quirk' has appeared in the wear of the blade. It is different from the forms of Kesshiki… No, perhaps it would be better to call this an 'arrangement.'"

"W-Wait a minute, what do you mean, a quirk in the wear of the blade? The numerical durability is going down, but visually there's nothing—"

"Hmm……………………… [Striking Iron]… perhaps?"

"…! …………No, no way… no, no, no. Wh-What? Seriously, that's scary. How do you know that? That's practically psychic…!"

—to this 'disciple' who directed his respect for his 'master' so straightforwardly?

She knew exactly how he would react, which is why she conveyed the parts that would become excessive praise through doting on him.

It was better to avoid seeing his adorable expressions head-on any more than she already had. It was just right to spoil him in a joking manner, to catch just a small glimpse.

It was surely a miracle that they were able to build such a close relationship without being conscious of each other as members of the opposite sex.

For example, his hands… or so it seems from what she heard, things have gotten to a point where even both his hands aren't enough to handle it all, but that fact must have helped.

—From the bottom of her heart, it was an ideal relationship. It wasn't that she didn't want *more than this*; it was that she wanted this connection itself, so this was good enough for them.

This is how it should be.

This is how she wants it to be.

May she and he always be a 'master' and 'disciple' who can respect each other, Ui wished, as she always did—

"If you find yourself in need of a 'name,' please consult with me at any time. Whether it is for a 'technique' or a 'form'… It may be too soon, but even for a 'school,' I will be of assistance."

"That's more than just a little too soon… Man, I really can't keep secrets from you…"

Because she couldn't imagine a scenario where she would receive any affection from him other than 'reverence for a master'… she smiled to herself, knowing it was a wish that didn't need to be made.

It was also hard to imagine a future where they, two 'my pace' kindred spirits, would have a falling out. If that was the case, she could consider the bond of master and disciple to be secure.

That was a very, very happy thing—and just a little, a tiny little bit, perhaps *regrettable* as well, she thought, amused by her own playful heart.

And so, the Sword Saint smiled cheerfully… and simply, serenely, doted on the disciple she couldn't take her eyes off of.



    Chapter 496

    Reporting, Contacting, and Commotion

    "—A week."

"On a southern."

"Island."

"On."

"Vacation, you say…?"

"I never said anything about a southern island, and it's not a vacation… Wait, how did you guys synchronize like that? That's amazing."

Monday. After surviving the morning session of the inscrutable spell-chanting lecture with a cool expression while my brain was filled with question marks, our usual group gathered in the cafeteria for lunch.

When I told them about my upcoming 'plans,' the three of them—everyone except the esteemed Miss Shijo—unleashed a unison so perfect it could have come from Mi-na and Ri-na themselves.

Leaving the childhood friend pair aside, Mizuki is supposed to be the sole cool-type in our group of four, but in times like these, she just goes along with it. That's one of her good points.

Whether she does it intentionally or not, I don't dislike it.

In most cases, her best friend at her side just lets out a laugh that sounds similar to my partner's, saying, "Ahaha…" We'll just call that part of the charm.

"A trip with 'the Princess'… I'm so jealous…!"

"So you really do know her in real life… I mean, if *that's* what's happening, then of course you do, but still."

Shoko, who, according to her, is a 'low-key' fan of Alicia, gripped her chopsticks tightly and let out a genuinely envious sigh. Toshiki followed up, saying, 'It doesn't feel real,' while munching on his baguette sandwich and giving me a look of strange admiration.

Even if you look at me like that, my only reason for going is the extremely pathetic one of 'having her tutor me'—Shoko-san, your udon is getting soggy.

Stop trembling with whatever emotion you're feeling and eat up.

"In that case, is our study session here unnecessary?"

This question from Mizuki next to me was a natural one. We had planned this one first, even if we hadn't set a detailed schedule, and if I were to just say, 'I'm good now that Alicia is teaching me,' it would be incredibly rude—

"Sorry, but I actually want to ask you guys to do this regularly so that *this kind of thing* doesn't become necessary. So, yes, it's 'necessary,' and I'm asking for your help."

"I see. Understood."

"In that case, let's plan one for right after you get back. It'll be a good way to check how much you've caught up, you know?"

"Yeah, that would be a great help."

Following Mizuki's swift agreement, Kaede, sitting next to her, also offered her support.

I bowed my head in gratitude again and again… and in return, I received a fluffy smile that seemed to say, 'But of course.'

"We are your dedicated team, after all."

"Helping you is our job."

"…Look, I'm really, truly grateful, but I'm pretty sure 'tutor' isn't in the contract."

Though I do fully intend to take advantage of your kindness.

"Haaah… but a trip sounds so nice. I wanna go to a southern island, too."

"I'm not going to a southern island—I don't think. Probably, most likely, maybe."

"Have you told the school yet?"

"Yeah, I contacted the chairman, at least. The schedule isn't set in stone yet, though."

He had told me to contact him 'anytime, for any reason,' so I called him this morning. Without even asking for details, he cheerfully approved, saying, "Please enjoy yourself."

Is that really okay for an educational institution?

"Hey, let's us go somewhere too! Like, for summer vacation, let's go all out and go abroad!"

"Going overseas right away is a pretty high hurdle… and getting a passport is a pain."

"Oh, really? Fine, then the four of us will go without you, Toshiki."

"Hey, wait, that's just cruel…!"

"I want to go to London."

"I want to go to Italy!"

"Ah, haha… Going abroad would be tough, but it sounds like fun if we could go somewhere to hang out."

As always, things got lively in an instant. Compared to my high school experience, a university student's summer vacation is so long it makes you wonder, 'Is this really okay?'… but from the looks of things, it seems my schedule won't be empty this year, at least.

And I welcome that. There's no limit to how much youthful fun I'm willing to have. But there is one thing I need to be careful about—

"Just please, spare me from a four-person trip with Toshiki excluded."

"…!!!!! Hey, Haru, I'm incredibly moved right—"

"A trip with three girls and one guy? I'd definitely get chewed out from all sides."

"So it's self-preservation! I knew it!!"

And so, I must remember to protect myself appropriately. In all seriousness, if I were to do something like that, I have a feeling the *other* three would cause a huge scene.

Nia would pout, Sora would get lonely, and Alicia would get jealous with a straight face. And then all three of them would demand something unreasonable to make up for it. I'm sure of it.

Even with Toshiki included, making it three girls to two guys is still risky, but at least there's a sliver of an excuse, so I absolutely cannot leave him behind… and even without that, a trip without our boisterous, fun-loving member would be pointless. If the time comes, I'll drag him along even if I have to.

Also, another possibility is—

"What about you, Haru? Is there anywhere you wanna go?"

"Inland."

"That immediate answer is way too funny. What, you hate the ocean or something?"

I wonder if there will ever be a time when my real-life friends and my virtual friends meet and hang out.

There would be security issues and all that, but my four friends here, by virtue of their 'Yotsuya employee' status, are already a step outside the bounds of normal civilians.

They've already passed the credit check by being selected as my personal support team, so the hurdles might not be that high—but still,

"Wait a second. But you're going to the sea this time, right? If you're going to the sea, there's going to be a sea, right? And if there's a sea, does that mean—swimsuits—"

"What, did you say…!?"

"The Princess, in a swimsuit…"

"That's the kind of thing that would cause a disaster if it got out. You should be careful. But, that aside, I'm looking forward to your 'impressions.'"

"…………She said the water is still cold, so we probably won't be going for a swim."

…the thought of introducing these Arcadia nerds to my friends from the virtual world is just too terrifying, so for now, I'll let that 'what if' remain just a thought.



    Chapter 497

    An Awkward Lunch

    "—Please, enjoy your meal."

With theatrical phrasing and a respectful bow befitting the high-class restaurant-like interior, the impeccably mannered waiter… and chef, departed. Left behind were two lunch sets and an atmosphere thick with an *almost-accident-like* tension.

Two girls sat facing each other at a single table. One wore a blank expression, the other a look of indescribable nervousness. They stared at each other, frozen.

Neither moved—though even in this, there was a contrast. One (Nia) was rigid with nervousness, confusion, and other emotions, while the other (Iris) was simply contemplating, 'What should I talk about?'

The two, opposites in both their outward appearance and inner state, spent a short while in a silent *matchmaking session*…

"—Thank you for the meal."

"…………!"

One aloud, the other in her heart, they offered words of gratitude and brought their hands together simultaneously, as if in a mirror. In a Western-style restaurant floor, the sight of two girls with foreign heritage adhering to Japanese custom would likely seem quite peculiar to an onlooker.

However, before them sat the chef's special Miso-Simmered Mackerel set meal. The one rebelling against the 'Place' aspect of TPO was the master of the kitchen, so there was no issue.

There was truly only one problem.

Neither Nia nor Iris had any idea how to act in a one-on-one situation with a complicated acquaintance who was also a *love rival in a cooperative relationship*—

◇◆◇◆◇

Quite a few days had passed since Nia moved into this 'dormitory.'

However, perhaps due to her expectedly busy schedule, or perhaps out of an unexpectedly strong sense of fair play, she had been *ceding her time* for a while. 'The Princess' was often out or stayed in her room, and Nia had only seen her a handful of times.

Including the time she came to greet her right after she finished moving in, it had only been three times. The initial greeting, passing in the hallway, and this chance encounter.

In other words, she hadn't built up any sort of *familiarity* at all. There was also the question of whether a day would ever come when she could get used to the truly inhuman beauty of Alicia White, but even so, she had zero resistance. Honestly, if she wasn't careful, she felt like she would find herself captivated every second.

Putting aside the whole love rival business, the awe she felt as a fellow human being was overwhelming. Thanks to her best friend constantly praising her, Nia had a certain degree of confidence in her own appearance, but… this was on a different dimension, or rather, a different *genre*.

She didn't even feel a sense of rivalry as a girl anymore. It was like trying to compete with a 2D heroine; it was just pointless.

Why did even the simple act of her picking at a miso-simmered mackerel set look so divine?

"…………"

"……,…………"

The conversation, there was no conversation.

It wasn't that she disliked her, and she had a feeling that she wasn't disliked either… which she was grateful for.

She just had no idea what to talk about.

There were no seeds for conversation, no common ground.

Well, there was one massive piece of common ground, but mustering the courage to willingly create the hellish scenario of discussing the person she loved with her rival was out of the question, so it was as good as non-existent.

However—

"…………"

"………………"

"…………"

"……!…………"

"…………,………………"

—And so it was. The endless awkwardness meant that they ended up in a different kind of hell anyway. Nia moved her chopsticks with a vacant mind in an attempt to escape reality.

"…Thank you for the meal."

"?!"

Before she knew it, the person across from her had finished her extra-large lunch in just a few minutes. Noticing this, Nia felt another layer of awe for Alicia White stack upon the last.

◇◆◇◆◇

She had no idea what to talk about.

She was the one who had proposed the 'joint front'—a reckless suggestion, really—but that was just a figure of speech. It was a proposal to *first* make 'him' fall in love with them, the two of them together, not a suggestion to hold hands and cooperate.

Faced with a challenge that seemed to be beyond the realm of simple competition, she had concluded there was no time for that and had simply formed a treaty for 'attack only.' Personally, she wanted to get along, but she was at a loss as to how much she should close the distance.

There was the fact that they were, for all intents and purposes, love rivals, and even without that, Iris understood that *she herself* was a difficult person to get along with.

This was because she, more than anyone, correctly, deeply—and heavily—recognized the unique nature of 'Alicia White.'

She had known for a long time—long before she became famous as a player—how she appeared in the eyes of others.

She had known since she was a child that her appearance, her very existence, deviated from the norm.

*The people of the White family are just like that*. Her family of hobbyists attracted other hobbyists who were similarly specialized in *something*, and their blood and way of life had been continuously sharpened to this day.

Though their name had only recently become known to the general public, they were a gathering of people who had always been seen as a 'special clan.' Therefore, being looked at with special eyes was a matter of course for Alicia White.

In short—she was completely used to being stared at, being nervous around, and being viewed with awe by people of all genders.

And because she understood, it was difficult.

She was already seen as a special being by default, and when you added the fact that they were both in love with the same person, the difficulty of interacting was easy to imagine.

Essentially, because she could read the feelings of Nia, who was frozen before her, Iris too was frozen. Honestly, she couldn't see a way to break the deadlock.

And again, personally, she wanted to get along.

But unfortunately, unlike 'him,' she didn't possess the talent to close the distance with people with such incredible momentum, so—

"…Thank you for the meal."

"?!"

She would not rush it. She would build mutual understanding, and slowly hope for a 'someday.'



    Chapter 498

    Friend

    It's basically a one, two, three, go rhythm.

First step, I kick off with my right foot, toes pointed slightly outward.

As for the *second* step, who knows. I just sort of gauge the distance and hope for the best.

The third step, also no idea. I just keep adjusting the distance for the final approach—

Fourth step. Swinging my right arm in time with my legs,

"—Here goes!"

Focusing on drawing a perfect arc with my fully extended arm, I cast aside all petty techniques and simply release the ball in a straight line— *CLUNK!*

"Aaaargh…!!!"

It was only natural that another bout of unrestrained laughter struck my defeated back as I listened to the merciless sound of the ball dropping into the gutter. I mean, anyone would laugh at four gutterballs in a row.

I knew full well that I was laughably, hopelessly bad at this when I came here. All I could do was swallow my pride and play along for the sake of a good time.

The game was down to its final throw. Compared to Toshiki, who was nearing a score of 160, my score was a tragicomic 40 points flat. I knew I wasn't good at this, but this was just pathetic.

"…J-Just you watch. I'm the man who worked a miracle on his very first throw in his life—"

"Yeah, I've heard that like twenty times now. How many times are you gonna tell that story? We're done with the tale of how you burned out after getting a strike from beginner's luck."

"I haven't said it that many times…!"

*Then again, who knows. I might have unconsciously used it as an excuse every time I made a fool of myself—damn it, you think I'm gonna end this in tatters?!*

*Just watch me, you bastard! In the end, all I have to do is throw it as hard as I can without letting it curve, right?! Alright, oooone, twooooo, three-HRAAAGH!!!*

*WHOOSH! THUD! CLUUUUNK!!!*

"Gahhh!!"

"*Pfft…!* Hah, guh…—Haaaaah, oh man, you're the best. My opinion of you just went way up in the last twenty minutes, Haru. You should be happy."

"I'm not happy…!"

It was evening, just two guys after school.

It was probably just him being considerate of me constantly hopping between the real world and the virtual one, but Toshiki had uncharacteristically invited me to hang out that very day.

I didn't have any plans or summons myself, so I figured a little break would be nice and agreed on the spot. After wondering what to do for about five seconds—

"Ahaha, that was hilarious. That was without a doubt the most fun I've ever had in a single game."

"I'm so honored, you jerk."

We had ended up at an indoor theme park that was, for all intents and purposes, a full-blown amusement park. It was one of those crazy places with futuristic decor where a compact roller coaster zipped nonchalantly through the building.

It wasn't so much that we were two guys out for a serious day of fun; it was more that he was showing me around since I'd never been. We decided to save the screaming and shouting for another time when the girls could join, and just get some light exercise for now.

And this was the result of our first memorable activity.

I hadn't done it many times in my life, so it was natural I'd be bad, but it seemed my bowling sense was well below the general average.

I was even losing to an elementary schooler playing with his dad in the lane two over. As an eighteen-year-old, I was honestly pretty embarrassed.

"Man… If I knew it'd be this much fun, I should've brought the girls along. Or at least recorded it. If I tell Shoko, she'll get mad and say, 'Don't you dare have fun without me!'"

"I am never bowling again in this life."

A second game was out of the question. I changed my shoes, grabbed the ball, and made a hasty escape from the lane, only for Toshiki to fall in step beside me, chuckling.

"I bet Kaede and Mizuki would want to see it too, you know? And you're a real sucker when a girl like Kaede hesitantly *asks* you for something, right?"

"Anyone would have a hard time saying no to that, guy or girl."

I tossed my shoes into the return slot and shot my friend, who couldn't stop teasing me, a half-lidded glare. That damn jock-type was getting pretty full of himself after bowling a good score.

"Besides, if you just kept your mouth shut, I could avoid that tragic future, you know?"

"That's asking the impossible. If I keep quiet, Shoko will get mad anyway and say, 'You're hiding something fun from me, aren't you? Spit it out.'"

"You two are really close…"

*How can she get mad if he keeps quiet? Is this that childhood friend telepathy or something?*

◇◆◇◆◇

"—So, how've you been lately?"

"How have I been? What do you mean?"

"What do I mean? You know, your 'partner,' your 'fairy-sama,' your 'princess,' and all that?"

"Dude, two guys having love talk is just insane."

We'd stopped by a food court to grab a bite and take a break.

When I brought it up while munching on fries with a burger in hand, my "friend" across the table shot me a glare, his face contorting in a very predictable frown.

I let a smile slip at his completely expected reaction as he pretended to be annoyed and took a bite of his donut. For the record, the phase of me teasing him with, "Are you a girl?" for choosing a limited-edition Fruity Angel French and a Caramel Macchiato was already over.

I knew he had a sweet tooth, but it seemed he was more hardcore than I'd thought.

"It's not like that. I'm just checking if you're *okay*. Mentally, I mean."

As your supporter and follower—or so I proclaimed, with a deliberate, theatrical flair.

"Ah… well… Right. I'm not okay, but I'm okay. Yeah."

He leaned back, looking up at the ceiling, and his answer came out in disjointed fragments. He didn't look okay at all… but maybe that was exactly what he meant.

"Well, if anything's getting to you, just let me know. Complaints, whatever. I'll pretend to listen."

"Hah, that's reassuring."

Just some clichéd words of encouragement and support. I was still not capable enough to offer anything more, but Haru probably didn't need anything else from me right now.

It wasn't that he had plenty of other people to help him—people who were far bigger 'big shots' than some random university student. It wasn't about that.

It was because this friend of mine, whose atmosphere had changed as if a switch had been flipped recently, was always looking forward without a shadow of a doubt, no matter how much he worried or tired himself out.

He really is special, I thought again. Every time I saw different sides of him, in both the real and virtual worlds. And because I knew he was special,

"—Alright, let's move on. What else are you bad at?"

"Why? Don't sound so happy about exposing my weaknesses."

I felt that his struggle to move forward without letting go of being "ordinary" was something that deserved to be cheered on.



    Chapter 499

    Unyielding Priority

    "—Alright, that's fine. I'll get everything ready, so feel free to use it as you like. The chef… you won't be needing one, as usual, right?"

"Yeah, I'm fine. Thank you."

"*No problem*. Anything for my cute, adorable little sister."

"…I appreciate it, but I'm not a child anymore."

"Oh? No matter how old you get, you'll always be our baby sister. Little Ashe."

"I'm not little. I'm 160cm tall, which is slightly above the average for women here in Japan."

"Hehe… you haven't changed a bit, whether you're pouting or falling in love."

"…………"

"I'm looking forward to the day you introduce me to your *boyfriend*. I can't wait that patiently, so please set it up by the end of the year, okay?"

"…He's not my boyfriend yet. And I don't even know if I can be his girlfriend."

"—………… You sound so timid, Ashe. It's a fresh and unbearably adorable side of you, but I don't think you have anything to worry about."

"…………"

"Our White family's princess who has charmed the entire world. There's no way any boy could resist falling for you when you show him your *love*. Right?"

"…………Good night, Emery. I'll call you again."

"Good night, Ashe. Sweet dreams."

◇◆◇◆◇

"—So, that's the situation. We're leaving on Monday of next week."

"…………Um… you mean, like, the week after next?"

"No, next week."

"What day is it today?"

"Friday."

"So Monday of next week is?"

"Three days from now."

"………………………*Sigh*… Okay."

*Isn't it too sudden to go from 'the plan is set' to 'get ready'? Or isn't it a bit inconsiderate to just declare a decision instead of discussing it?*

I was starting to understand Ashe's personality, so I swallowed those thoughts.

This princess, whether out of habit or something else, has a tendency to just throw the 'conclusion' at you first. And it seems she does it based on who she's talking to.

In other words, the reason she throws these fastball statements that are short on words and leave you dumbfounded is because she trusts that you'll 'interpret them correctly.'

If I think of it as a form of *pouting* she shows to those she's close to, it makes me want to try and understand and go along with it.

Which means—if I translate the words she rattled off the moment I opened the door in response to the doorbell that rang after dinner, it would be something like this:

—*Preparations are complete, so I'd like to leave in three days if it's not inconvenient for you.*

Wait, is that any different from what she actually said???

"Ahem, um………… What about Goldow and the others? Is it okay for it to be so sudden?"

"No problem. They said they could handle it even if it were tomorrow, as long as it's this month."

"I see…"

*Everyone's so quick on their feet… Goldow-san did say at yesterday's meeting to 'take it easy for a while since there's not much to do this month,' but still.*

Even if the rest of us rankers don't have anything, Goldow the General Commander must have some work to do—but then again, the same could be said for the Sword Queen standing before me.

Come to think of it, Helena-san, who is truly acting as the 'Queen' in the south… Wait, could this also be a way for the leaders, who are about to get busy, to take a breather?

No, it's a break in preparation for work, so 'recharging' would be the more accurate term.

"Haru."

"Oh, yeah. Sorry, I was spacing out."

When she called my name, I snapped back to reality. Her black eyes, staring intently at me, seemed emotionless as always—but I imagined that beneath the surface, a torrent of thoughts and emotions, far faster and more numerous than any normal person's, was swirling.

"My words. I'm aware that I've been nothing but selfish regarding this trip."

"You can be as selfish as you want, you know."

It wasn't that I was annoyed or thought it was a pain. It's just that I'm always so surprised that I can't keep up and end up spacing out.

And so,

"Alright, *roger*. Monday it is. I'll get ready."

Once the surprise and confusion had passed, I had no hesitation in my reply. It wasn't an immediate agreement, but when I gave my consent, Ashe's eyes widened slightly, and then,

"…Thank you."

If I wasn't mistaken, she offered a smile that seemed relieved.

…It's because the overall impact of things like that is just too powerful that all her unreasonable demands get converted into something charming. She is an incredibly unfair princess.

"By the way, besides 'ocean,' 'villa,' 'one week,' and 'temporary tutor,' I haven't received any additional information. Can you fill me in on the details of the plan?"

"Don't worry. Although, it really is just 'relaxing at a seaside villa for a week while acting as your temporary tutor.'"

"*How* we relax is the important part. I don't know the scale of this villa, or if Goldow and Helena-san will be with us the whole time, or what we'll do for meals and other arrangements. There's a lot I want to know."

"Uni will cook for us."

"I see, so you've hired a chef. Then I don't have to worry about meals, which is great—wait, hold on, who's cooking wha—"

"Calm down. …………If we're going to talk, may I come in?"

Pushing past me as I reeled in confusion from the new information that came out of left field, Ashe entered the room without waiting for an answer to her question.

With the door having been left wide open, the situation now looked as if I, still holding the doorknob, was trapping her with my outstretched arm.

That was not good for my mental health, so I quickly backed away. The princess, the probable culprit, let out a soft chuckle, her deadpan expression betraying a faint, smug smile that was hard to read.

"—Ah… I see. Right, that makes sense."

After hearing all the details about the trip, I corrected my fundamental misunderstanding—or rather, my own assumptions—and nodded deeply in understanding over and over.

"So basically, this was originally a kind of *retreat* for the Southern Faction rankers…"

"That's how it started, yes. But few people could participate, so it ended up as a small gathering."

Just as Goldow had mentioned 'a trip around this time,' this event was apparently held regularly. It had all started when the Lady-in-Waiting… not Ashe, had proposed it as a way to create a space for relaxation and socializing.

As for why there were few participants—

"The atmosphere is different from the East, but we in the Southern Faction get along well enough. Everyone said they 'wanted to go,' and they also said they 'wanted to meet me.' But meeting in the real world presents no small number of obstacles."

"Yeah, I get that."

In fact, even now, meeting Iris in the real world gives me an indescribable sense of unreality. The same goes for Nia and Sora.

Meeting someone in the real world whom you met elsewhere presents hurdles of varying sizes, depending on the person. There are all sorts of issues, from personal stances and boundaries to physical distance.

I ended up having a series of avalanche-like encounters with the three of them due to a combination of suddenness, circumstance, and momentum, but that was a one-hundred-percent fantasy scenario.

"Hmm… how do I put this—"

As I listened to her explanation, a slight sense of incongruity came to mind, leading to a flash of insight, a 'what if.' I hesitated for a moment on whether to voice it…

"…?"

"Nah, it's nothing."

Seeing Ashe tilt her head, I swallowed the words.

That wasn't something I needed to bring up here.

"Anyway, I get it all now. It's not that I was the reason for this trip; I was just invited as a newcomer to a regular event that was already happening."

"…That way of putting it is a little…"

"A little? —Whoa, whoa, wait, wait, I didn't mean anything by it. I was just saying I understood, literally."

For some reason, my reaction seemed to displease her. Ashe stood up from the sofa and quickly closed the distance between us.

The makeshift safety zone I had constructed by sitting in a chair behind the sofa, using its back as a shield, was trampled in an instant…

"S-So…! You're always so clo—"

"Don't talk as if you're an afterthought. If I didn't have to hold back, I'd whisk you away across the sea, just the two of us."

Trapped between the back of the chair and her arms, just like that other time, I could do nothing but freeze, overwhelmed by her stunning beauty so close to me.

"Right now, you are the 'origin' of everything for me, Haru. It's not that I invited you to something that existed; I just *used* something that already existed in order to be with you."

"…………"

"There is no possibility that you would ever be an 'afterthought' to me. I want you to understand, without mistake, just how much I only have eyes for you."

"…………"

"…If you're going to stay silent, I'll kiss you right here. Answer me."

"—I-I get it! I get it! I understand I chose my words poorly, so please just forgive me this time! I'll reflect on it, I'll reflect deeply, so…!"

This was far beyond just being overwhelmed.

Though her words were delivered dispassionately, every sound she uttered was filled with a sweet heat she made no attempt to hide. As if that wasn't overpowering enough, whether intentional or not, she had also *unleashed* her *expressions*. I stood no chance of resisting.

She must have been truly incensed that I had so carelessly mistaken her 'priorities.' Ashe, her cheeks faintly flushed with anger as she glared at me with half-lidded eyes, was—

Ashe was, how should I put it… well, given that I'd angered her, I'll refrain from saying it out loud, but,

"Good. Reflect."

"Yes, ma'am, I'll be more careful…"

For various reasons, I was in *danger*, so I decided I should try to live a little more cautiously when she was around.



    Chapter 500

    The Invitation: The Case of the Exclusive Artisan

    With the date of the almost-spontaneous trip set for the near future, Ashe had given me two missions.

Or rather, I'd simply been entrusted with the responsibility for things that had naturally arisen, but either way, they were unavoidable tasks I had to carry out.

I hadn't expected such a sudden development as 'we're leaving in three days,' and in hindsight, I lamented that I should have mentioned it as soon as the plan came up—

"—So, with that, Nia-chan, wanna go to the beach starting the day after tomorrow?"

"I'm gonna slap you, you know?"

There's no turning back time. Rather than mourn the past, I decided to look to the future and began my mission to deliver the princess's invitation to *two* people, at *her* command.

I'd considered sending a message in the real world, but for now, I dove into Arcadia, saw one of the names online, and decided to visit her atelier.

And Nia's reaction was only to be expected. In the real world, an invitation like "Let's go on a trip in a few days, for a week" is generally considered absurd, so it was no surprise to be met with a look that screamed, "What is this guy even saying?"

"I know it's weird to say something so crazy out of the blue, and I'm really sorry, but it's Ashe's plan. You'll just have to accept it for what it is."

"By saying that, you're indirectly calling the princess a 'person who says crazy things out of the blu—'"

"And sorry to pile it on, but for various reasons, I have no intention of turning this down. My attendance is confirmed, so please consider that."

"You're really piling it on… but, well, it's fine."

Sinking into a cushion on the large sofa that served as one of her two regular spots—a high-end item that also functioned as a respawn point like a bed—Nia wore a subtle expression that was difficult to put into words.

"I'm the one who got to monopolize you first, after all. Wait, are you sure it's okay for me to come along? That's more how I feel…"

"It's not just 'okay for you to come along,' it's more like I was told to bring you *no matter what*…"

"Huh…?"

While not as bewildered as the utterly confused look on Nia's face suggested, I was feeling something similar myself.

Ashe had previously said something along the lines of 'I'm the one who got to monopolize him first,' just like Nia, so she probably considers things *even* at this point.

And on top of that, the Sword Queen, who reveres 'fair play' to a level that makes you want to ask, "Are you some kind of knight?" told me this:

"To put it in *your* words, she said she wants the brawl to be fair and square, so everyone can have a good, clean fight."

"…She says things like you now?"

"Hold on, you and Ashe both. I've never once said a battle-crazed line like Irori, have I???"

'Everyone having fun' is undoubtedly my motto and identity, but I have absolutely no memory of singling out brawling and saying something like that.

*Right? I haven't, right? I'm pretty sure I haven't.*

"…W-Well, anyway, that's the situation. I know it's incredibly sudden, so it might be difficult, but she said a reply by the day of is fine, so please give it some thought—"

"I'll go."

"Please do, tha—Wait, really? Um, I think I mentioned it, but…"

Despite the rambling in between, her reply came so quickly it might as well have been instant. I was taken aback that she had given a positive answer with barely a moment's hesitation.

"I heard you. *Other* people are coming, right?"

"Yeah, so, I mean, we'll be meeting in the real world…"

"It's fine. We're both—well, I used to be—rankers in Arcadia. That's more than enough to trust each other. With the princess and you there, it should be fine."

True to her words, her expression showed no trace of worry… It reminded me of her invitation to that 'date' what feels like a long time ago. I couldn't decide if I should be impressed or exasperated by her strange boldness and decisiveness.

"It's a bit late to be saying this, but I feel like there's a huge disconnect between my view on the line between games and reality and everyone else's…"

"That's because most people, myself included, see it as an entertainment but not an unreal game. We're tied to a unique 'identity' that can't be remade, so the more famous someone is, the less likely they are to do anything *bad* in either the real or virtual world."

"That, I can understand."

In other words, the more well-known you become in the virtual world, the more 'showing your face in the real world' becomes an act of presenting your own credibility and showing trust in others.

In fact, I'm probably at a point where if I did something wrong in one world, *both* of me would be *dead*. My fame is directly linked to my responsibility and 'trustworthiness.'

"So, tell the princess 'I'll gratefully accept your kind offer'… actually, I'll do it myself."

"Okay, got it, roger—well then, I still have something to do, so I'll be taking my leave."

When I indicated I was leaving, she gave me a faintly lonely look. *We see each other almost every day, don't we?*… I swallowed such tactless words with a wry smile.

"Good night, Nia."

"…Mmm. Good night."

I failed spectacularly at suppressing the grin spreading across my face at the fact that she seemed to find our usual parting a little sad. I waved a hand and left the room.

Just as I had read her inner thoughts, she must not have missed mine. As for the happy smile that appeared on her face, I decided to ignore it out of embarrassment.

◇◆◇◆◇

"……………—Veshna."

Responding to the call, a tiny starry sky emerged from its master's shadow.

It was an extremely small creature that could fit in the palm of a girl's hand. It had large ears, a long, slender tail, and as a trademark, two white stars shone where its eyes should be.

Through its brilliant command of its swarm, the "mouse" that had recently managed to rattle even the Acrobat keenly understood the words and emotions of the master who had acknowledged and named it.

Thus, as if to fill the loneliness and uncertainty it sensed, it skillfully grasped the thumb of the hand it rested on with its forepaws and nuzzled its small head against it in comfort.

Watching this devoted and adorable sight, its master let out a soft chuckle and—

"Every time we meet, saying 'see you later' gets harder and harder."

The girl, facing her own runaway emotions, murmured to no one in particular, her face a mixture of happiness, sadness, and confusion.



    Chapter 501

    The Invitation: The Case of the Partner

    Although she hasn't reached the 'clear-cut adult age' by Japanese standards, Nia is an "adult" in the sense that she is socially and financially independent.

As Mitsueda-san, her guardian, said, she's actually quite responsible at her core.

She thinks for herself and is the type to *generally* make the right decisions, which is why her family, including her best friend, has entrusted her with the final say.

Therefore, while her immediate decision was a little surprising, I had anticipated she would say 'Yes.' Nia-chan isn't the type to show hesitation now when she was so adamant before.

Now then, I had one mission left—the delivery of a verbal 'invitation.' The recipient was, of course, my partner, but this was the tricky part.

Sora, or Sora Yotsuya, is currently a high school student. Unlike a university student who has a certain degree of flexibility with their time, there's no way she could just go on a trip starting on a Monday.

I have no idea what rules govern the unknown world of a rich girls' school, but Sora seems to take her studies seriously.

So, both in terms of personality and circumstance, she wouldn't be able to just say 'I'll go' on the spot.

Additionally, there was the issue of meeting face-to-face in the real world, which Nia hadn't been concerned about. I had a feeling Sora herself would want to avoid it, and more importantly, I was worried she would need permission from Yotsuya… or rather, from her father.

To avoid unnecessary complications, the existence of Yotsuya's daughter is kept secret from the public. I still only have a vague understanding of the situation, so I can't judge how much freedom she has to *move around*.

We've started talking more about each other recently, so I've gathered that she isn't *excessively* restricted, but still…

In any case, after considering all these factors, the response I had anticipated was 'No.'

Of course, I expected the answer to be 'I can't go,' not 'I won't go,' so I had prepared various alternative plans and words of comfort before making the call—

"I'll go."

"…………Um, Sora-sa—"

"I said, I'll go."

"No, listen, I don't want to say this, and I'm sure you don't want to hear it, but you don't have to force yourself, okay? Nia and Ashe have had their turn, so I was thinking we could focus on making your wish… or rather, your hope, come true next."

"Don't make me repeat myself—I. Am. Going! Absolutely!"

"Wh-Whoa…"

This was our first time communicating in the real world, and our first time speaking on the phone.

A familiar voice, with a slight tinge of unfamiliarity through the speaker, rang out cheerfully, and the pressure that radiated even through the airwaves made me instinctively recoil.

"But still, I'll say it again, it's for a week starting Monday…?"

"And I'll say it one last time, too. I'm still going. As for school, it's common to take days off for a *trip*, so it's fine."

"What kind of world do you live in?"

"As for meeting everyone else…"

Sora powerfully ignored my reflexive question about her incomprehensible statement.

"I don't need to greet them as the daughter of the Yotsuya family. If it's Alicia-san and the other rankers, I don't think meeting them will be a problem."

"Is that, so…? I'd think Natsume-san and Togo-san would be worried…"

"Itsuki-san is right in front of me, waving a piece of paper that says 'Have a good trip.' As for my father… if I tell him I'll forgive him for that *previous* peeping incident, he'll happily send me off."

"Ah…"

*The peeping incident… she's talking about how Togo-shi was aware of my interactions with Sora in the virtual world. It seems his beloved daughter's anger has been held over his head as a debt.*

*And the maid is being a maid as always—*

"Huh…? U-Um… I'm sorry, Itsuki-san would like to speak with you for a moment."

"Hmm? Oh, uh, yes. That's fine, but…"

There's no way Natsume Itsuki could have read my slightly rude thoughts from afar, but the timing was so perfect that I was rattled as the presence on the other end of the line changed.

"—It has been a while, Kasuga-san. I apologize for interrupting your conversation, but if I may have a moment."

"H-Hello, good evening…"

"Yes, good evening—Regarding the trip, please feel free to take my young lady with you. As she mentioned, her schooling is not an issue, so please do not concern yourself with it. As for her father, I will talk him into it before Sora even needs to."

"You just boldly said you'd talk your master into it, didn't you."

"Hehe…"

*It's not a 'hehe,' it's scary when women do that.*

"At any rate, I will handle everything. I will take care of all preparations and arrangements, so I would appreciate it if you could share the detailed schedule with me as well."

"U-Understood… Yes, roger that."

Their speed as a master-servant tag team surpassed even Nia's. Leaving me dumbfounded, the presence on the other end changed again.

"…So, that's how it is. You can count on us."

"Got it… Yeah, I got it. I know I'm being persistent, but just as a final check, because I'm worried: are you sure this is okay?"

"It's okay. In fact, it would be not okay if I were left behind. I was like *that* for just three nights and four days; a whole week would be impossible."

"Haha, ha…"

"It's not a laughing matter! Really, honestly!"

With the maid's stamp of approval, I knew she wasn't forcing herself. I could now tell that her unusually cheerful tone was simply her *being excited*.

Given my own complicated position, I was relieved that both Sora and Nia had responded more positively than I'd expected…—

…No, wait.

No, 'relieved' might need to be corrected.

"In any case, I understand. I'll contact you later with the details."

"I'll be waiting. …Well then, um…"

"Yeah. It's getting late, so good night."

"…Yes, good night—Um, Haru?"

"Yeah?"

"Are you free tomorrow?"

"I don't have any particular plans. Want to go somewhere?"

"Yes! Then, if you'd like, maybe in the early afternoon again."

"Okay. I'll look up some interesting places."

"Hehe, I'm looking forward to it."

Lately, it's become a routine for our conversations to drag on like this after we say our goodbyes in the virtual world.

I don't mind it, and it makes me happy, but…

"I'm looking forward to the trip, too."

"…Yeah, me too."

Continuing to face the three of them head-on, all of whom have gone full-throttle in their advances, is, simply put, draining my physical and mental energy at a bottomless rate.

Still, thanks to the timing of their approaches being staggered, I had been able to carve out time for both physical and mental rest, which is how I've managed to survive recently…

But now, with this sudden trip, it's been confirmed that all three will finally be gathered in one place. Honestly, I can't predict what kind of chemical reaction will occur when they all meet again.

Thinking about it calmly and rationally, it's a crazy situation that promises a bloodbath.

I chide myself that this is no time to be relieved, but I can't even predict what will happen, nor do I know how I should prepare for it.

In the end, all I can do is resign myself to the fact that 'what will be, will be.' And prepare myself with the resolve to 'accept whatever happens.'

Ah, it's probably going to be deadly fun, and deadly exhausting… The strained smile that crept onto my face was, no matter what anyone says—

One hundred percent, a positive one.



    Chapter 502

    Departure

    Even without any specific plans, three days fly by in an instant when you're moving between two worlds.

In the virtual world, I spent my time doing this and that—training, making adjustments, and so on. In the real world, I studied as much as possible to minimize the fool I'd make of myself for my upcoming 'temporary tutor.'

I'd aimed for a decent, comfortable score on my high school entrance exams, so this was only the second time in my life I'd switched on and really applied myself… but my concentration just couldn't match what it was when I was pouring my heart and soul into aiming for Arcadia.

Looking back now, my part-time warrior self must have been a little crazy. Here in the real world, I crammed various things into a brain that was only slightly better at memorizing than the average person.

It's at times like these that I realize just how ridiculous the 'memory' gift my other self possesses is. For humans, the ability to 'remember' is the foundation of 'growth,' an element that's arguably connected to every other ability.

If it existed as a skill, it would be called, in a word, "broken."

No wonder people say my movements are bizarre or that I'm insane. I'll just have to keep honing my combat skills so I'm not seen as someone just coasting on an advantage others don't have, and live up to my name as the Acrobat—

—Alright, enough of these completely pointless thoughts to calm my nerves. It's time to focus on the reality that's currently unfolding.

So, let me introduce the members gathered in this enclosed space known as a car.

"Well now, it's been a while since I've driven this long. I'm raring to go."

First up, the man who offered to be our driver: Yotsuya's Assistant Representative, Chitose Kazuharu.

As for where this 'trip' was taking us, it turned out to be a remote part of Niigata Prefecture. It was a surprisingly normal destination… I'd been worried he'd spring some literally high-flying program on us, like an overseas trip, so I was honestly relieved.

And so, because Tokyo to Niigata is such an exquisitely awkward distance—

"Saying you're 'raring to go' while holding the steering wheel is kinda scary."

"Don't worry. I have three young ladies on board; I'll be driving safer than I ever have in my life."

As he said, he'd volunteered to transport the 'three young ladies,' who would likely attract a lot of attention, to our destination without incident. Whether we took a bus, train, or plane, it was obvious they'd stand out.

—Which automatically reveals the remaining three people.

"…………"

Following me, the second person, settled in the passenger seat, was number three.

In the far-right of the three-row back seat, that is, behind the driver's seat, sleeping soundly, was the Sword Queen, Iris, also known as Alicia White.

Just like Goldow, who had given us all a break, she must have been busy with various things as a faction leader. When we met this morning, she had seemed unusually tired.

It was possible she had pushed herself to make time for the trip starting today. I'll have to make sure to look after her whenever I can during our vacation.

And, number four.

"……………………"

Next to Ashe, sandwiched in the middle, with an indescribable expression on her face, was the lady Liliania Vroubel, also known as Milmarinus.

In the real world, she wore her usually down hair in a soft updo, and her vibrant summer dress was nothing short of lovely, but… that look on her face. So stiff.

I understand she's nervous, surrounded by a princess and a beautiful girl she's meeting for the first time, but not even an exam candidate looks that grim. The drive is expected to take just under four hours; I worried she might pass out before we even arrive.

Maybe I should check on her during one of the breaks.

And last, number five.

"…………………………!"

All traces of the nervousness she'd shown when meeting Ashe and Nia just a few minutes ago were gone.

We hadn't even left the city yet. Despite the uninteresting scenery, my partner, Sora Yotsuya, continued to gaze out the window with sparkling eyes.

She was dressed in a classic ojou-sama style: a thin blouse with a summer jacket, and a somewhat classical midi skirt. Nia's fashion sense was also in that vein, but Sora's… how to put it, had a strong 'authentic' feel to it that was obvious at a glance.

It wasn't that Nia didn't seem like a young lady—well, in terms of demeanor, Nia honestly had zero ojou-sama-ness—but no one would look at Sora and think she was an ordinary person. She exuded an elegance that couldn't be hidden.

I haven't heard the details, so this is just a guess, but the fact that the daughter of the White family, who I assume is on par with Sora, is dressed in a simple shirt and pants combo makes Sora stand out even more.

…Though it has to be said, the 'princess' who shines with a brilliance that rivals, if not surpasses, the other two even in such a plain, unadorned, simple outfit is truly in a league of her own.

At any rate, my overall assessment.

"—There's no doubt that at this very moment, this is the rearview mirror reflecting the most 'splendid sight' in the world…"

"…No doubt about it. It's an honor."

Though my quiet murmur probably didn't reach the back of the spacious car, the driver next to me caught it and laughed in amusement.

As for my cute partner, who seemed to be in exceptionally high spirits… I'll have to keep an eye on her so she doesn't get too carried away and wear herself out.

Well, in any case—

"It looks like it'll be a smooth and fun (read: chaotic) trip."

"Sounds good, doesn't it? Go on and enjoy your youth to the fullest."

For the next week, there wouldn't be a single dull moment, no matter how you sliced it.



    Chapter 503

    Thoughts on the Road

    —I wake up.

My body, resting against the comfortable seat, feels only a slight, subtle vibration, likely thanks to the consideration of our skilled driver. It wasn't that gentle rocking that stirred me from my slumber, but simply the fact that I had finished the amount of sleep I'd set for myself.

Two hours since our departure. If my trusted internal clock was not mistaken, it should be right around then. Looking beside me, I see Nia breathing softly in her sleep, just as I had been a moment ago.

She had been so obviously tense before we even got in the car… I wonder if she fell asleep from the exhaustion of being nervous, or if she pretended to be asleep and just ended up dozing off.

The daughter of Russia's Vroubel family is a name that would be more surprising not to know among those with a deep knowledge of the art world—and yet, here she was, in *this* state.

When we greeted each other in the real world, I managed to maintain a composed expression, but in truth, Iris was thoroughly surprised. The impression of 'Liliania Vroubel' that I had stored in my mind had been flipped on its head in an almost comical way.

From the perspective of someone who knew of *her* as an artist through her 'works'—though I'm not sure if 'fan' is the right word—it was only natural to be taken aback.

However, seeing her as an acquaintance, and hopefully, as a friend, Iris held a genuine fondness for Nia.

She was bright, intelligent, honest, and courageous. Above all, despite holding special positions in both the real and virtual worlds, there was nothing pretentious about her demeanor.

To be special, yet to be ordinary, is surprisingly difficult. At least, I cannot do it—which is why the *specialness* of being *ordinary* shines so brightly in Iris's eyes.

And *that*, strangely enough… or perhaps, it's not strange at all.

That quality is something the person they both have feelings for also possesses. As someone who wants to believe in 'fairy tales' no matter how old I get, I can't help but think, setting aside my feelings as a love rival,

That like attracts like.

A beautiful, faint, sweet story, just the way I like it. But the most important feelings, set aside from all else, with a childish expression I have yet to show anyone, are—

*It's not fair.*

*I'm jealous.*

*I don't want to lose,* they cry out.

Loudly, endlessly.

"—…………"

Turning to the person next to her, and the one after that. As for the daughter of the famed Yotsuya Development, my dealings with her are still shallow in both the real and virtual worlds, so I'll reserve my feelings for now. With that, I turn my gaze diagonally forward, to the passenger seat.

My eyes land on the person I have feelings for, who seems to have grown even more charming since *that day*. As I watch him staring blankly out the window, he twitches and turns to look back at me.

His sharp intuition is the same here in the real world. After effortlessly noticing my gaze, his hazel eyes meet mine.

No words are exchanged.

For two, three seconds, we just stare at each other—until finally, looking embarrassed… no, succumbing to his own shyness, Haru gives a vague smile and turns his face back toward the window.

…I'm not sure if it's an appropriate word for a boy, so I won't say it out loud. But my inner thoughts won't be heard by anyone, so,

"…………—"

Letting the single word *adorable* melt into my heart, Alicia White closes her eyes once more, a small smile escaping unnoticed by anyone.

◇◆◇◆◇

—Suddenly, I woke up.

How much time had passed since I'd started feigning sleep out of unbearable tension and ended up dozing off for real? Frantically checking my appearance after my nap, as if gathering my senses from all over my body, I cautiously glanced to my sides, mindful of the presences on either side of me.

To my right, the princess—still asleep.

Her stunning beauty, which seemed like a work of art no matter how many times I looked, was so perfect that the human-like rise and fall of her chest as she breathed seemed almost unnatural.

Up close, every feature was beyond perfect, achieving an ultimate quality that felt almost terrifying. If you pointed at her and said, 'This is a painting,' it would probably pass.

Really, I couldn't find a single thing about myself that surpassed her, and it made me want to cry every time we met. Her innocence and playfulness, which had become clear since we got to know each other, had launched her already sky-high charm into the stratosphere.

I might even, as a fellow girl, find myself carelessly falling in love with her every move—well, that's an exaggeration, of course, but in terms of combat power as a love rival, it was no laughing matter at all.

I don't know *why* that's the case, but her black-haired form is also so beautiful it doesn't make sense.

Letting out a sigh in my heart, a mix of admiration, sorrow, and a multitude of other emotions, I turned my head to look in the opposite direction.

To my left, the young lady—sleeping soundly.

From what I'd observed just before I started feigning sleep, she had been gazing out the window with an excited, cheerful face… I wonder if she fell asleep from all the excitement, or if she wisely decided to close her eyes to conserve her energy.

In any case, she was also something else. What is with this beautiful girl who looks like the personification of innocence and adorableness, straight out of fiction?

Setting aside my neighbor to the right, who seems to have transcended humanity from the perspective of 'beauty,' my neighbor to the left is, to be honest, the embodiment of cute.

Her silky black hair, her sky-blue eyes that sparkle just as her name suggests. Her small nose is cute, her cherry-pink lips are cute, her soft-looking cheeks are cute, and it's no exaggeration to say that every inch of her, from her slender neck to her shoulders, is an invasion of cuteness.

And all of this was the exact same impression I had of Sora in the virtual world. I had suspected it from the first time I saw her avatar, but seeing it *exactly the same* in real life was still a huge shock.

I have a feeling that, like me, she probably has a mix of different bloodlines.

She possesses not only the charm and modest beauty of a Japanese person, but she must have inherited other excellent traits to turn out like this… well, that aside.

—*Real-life Sora-chan is also super cute, and it's dangerous in so many ways, someone help me,* I thought.

Partly due to the special circumstances, Nia, unable to see her neighbors as simple love rivals, was at her wit's end with these two overwhelmingly charming girls.

It wasn't just that they were attractive as girls.

It was that, from my perspective, the two of them were so charming that I couldn't help but feel a great fondness for them.

The beautiful, straightforward, and cool Iris, and the cute, honest, and innocent Sora—there wasn't a single thing about them right now that didn't make me like them. That was the *big problem*.

Because, no matter what, these two are my love rivals.

Diagonally in front of me, the heart and body of the person I have feelings for, who is carefreely watching the scenery flow by outside the window, is the one and only in this world. That is the unchanging, absolute reality.

Therefore, in the end, we will have to fight—

"…, …, ……………"

I look to the right. I look to the left.

*I can't help but like them*—What am I supposed to do about this!!!

My hands, lifted by the force of my emotions, were about to unconsciously slam down on my knees… but to protect the lovely, sleeping breaths coming from both sides, I gently and gracefully contained the outburst.

Wondering what to do with my heart, which had been thrown into turmoil by this self-inflicted blow right after waking up, I groaned internally for a few seconds, and then,

"………………—"

Casting aside all my troubles in the name of postponement, Nia closed her eyes once more.



    Chapter 504

    Through the Seaside Forest Path

    The last time I went on a real trip was when I was six, when my family went to Hokkaido.

Any long drives since then have been within the prefecture at most. As a result, I'm not used to traveling, so I quite enjoyed the nearly four-hour car ride.

There were some ups and downs along the way—Nia getting carsick and passing out, Sora grabbing my arm and charging into a rest stop out of curiosity, and Ashe single-handedly dominating a game of country name shiritori we played to pass the time—

"It looks like a hidden path…"

"Yeah, it has that vibe, like it leads to another world."

"…………"

We arrived at our destination around noon, and just as I'd heard, it was on the edge of the land with no town in sight. After driving for a while on a narrow road along the coast since entering Niigata, Ashe stopped the car. The spot where we got out seemed to be in the middle of nowhere, with no landmarks to speak of.

However, she wouldn't have declared, "We're here," if there wasn't something.

Observing carefully, I could see, in the forest across the narrow road from the seashore, a faint, man-made 'path.' The kind of thing a boy would love.

Sora, who had been taking short naps along the way, seemed to be in high spirits. She stood next to me, observing the 'hidden path' with great interest. On the other hand, Nia, who had been sleeping soundly due to her motion sickness, was nearly passed out and clinging to someone's back.

Apparently, she hadn't experienced many long car rides before.

Perhaps because she was officially classified as a patient, the other two showed no signs of pouting, even though she was leaning on me in her groggy state.

Even now, Sora was devotedly stroking Nia's back.

"—You're welcome to stay for a few days… or even just a little while."

"I appreciate the invitation, and I'm very honored, but I'll have to decline this time."

And there, a short distance from our huddle at the entrance to the forest path, on the side of the road,

Chitose-san waved from the driver's seat window at Ashe, who tilted her head with a concerned, deadpan expression.

He had volunteered *only* as a driver from the beginning, and it seemed he really was just handling the transportation, planning to head back immediately.

That meant a grueling round trip of nearly eight hours in one day. It was no wonder Ashe was concerned, but he himself looked perfectly fine. In fact, he seemed to be the most energetic of the five of us.

"…I understand. Thank you, Chitose. Be careful on your way back, and when you come to pick us up."

"Thank you for your concern as well. Leave your heavy responsibilities behind for a while and stretch your wings—You guys too, Haru-kun! Have a good vacation!"

At his words and gaze, the three of us bowed in response. With that, as if to say 'my job here is done,' Chitose Kazuharu briskly turned the wheel and drove back the way he came.

How should I put it… that man is a true demon of vitality. I can't quite explain it, but he's a reliable adult, and honestly, pretty cool.

"Sorry to keep you waiting. Let's go."

"Alright—hey, Nia, hang in there. Can you walk?"

After seeing the car off, we followed Ashe's lead and stepped into the forest.

What looked like little more than a 'slightly better than a beast trail' from the outside quickly transformed into a carefully paved path once we walked a little further. It must be regularly maintained; the whole thing was so clean it felt like a designated walking course.

It was easy enough to walk on… but Nia looked seriously unwell.

"Uh… Ashe? You walked in so casually, so I'm not worried, but this isn't going to be a trek of several tens of minutes or hours, is it?"

If it was a *decently* long hiking course, I was planning to suggest a break. When I asked, our guide turned around, glanced at Nia, and gave a single nod.

"Don't worry, it's really just around the corner—we can see it now."

Sure enough, my worries were unfounded.

Before she had even finished her reply, the curtain of trees parted, and the sight of our true, hideaway-like destination spread out before us.

"Whoa, amazing…"

"Wow…"

There, in a clearing that seemed to have been carved out of the forest, stood a magnificent pension-style building that blended artistically with nature.

It looked to be two stories high but was considerably long, and the numerous windows on the exterior hinted at the number of rooms inside—it truly had the appearance of a small hotel.

Like the path leading here, it must be regularly maintained; there were no noticeable stains on the walls despite being in the mountains, and it was sparkling clean. It had the kind of presence that would definitely get you excited if you were told, "This is where we're staying tonight."

True to the advance information of a 'seaside villa,' the front of the building faced a panoramic view of the ocean.

I couldn't see what was below due to the distance, but from the looks of the 'cliff' with its safety railing, it was just blue as far as the eye could see.

Man, this is nice. The atmosphere is great. The location, off the main road and hidden from view, and the secret-base-like vibe are all excellent.

"I think it's safe with the railing, but the front of the building is a bit of a cliff, so be careful. I'll show you the ramp down to the beach below later."

"And that beach is?"

"Technically, a private beach. Though it's not very big."

"Haaah… Once again, we're in a different world—ah, yes, yes, I get it, I get it, sorry, you're not feeling well, right, let's rest. Ashe, is there somewhere she can lie down for a bit…!"

"Mmm. I'll show you to a room."

First things first, I had to take care of the limp young lady hanging off my right arm, who was reaching her limit. I turned to follow Ashe back toward the building… I wanted to, but…! Hey, seriously, just hang on a little longer, the goal is right there!

"Ah, this is no good…! Hey, Sora, can you support her on the right…!"

"Ah, haha… Come on, Nia-san, you'll be able to lie down soon, so hang in there!"

In the real world, I didn't have the courage to just *hoist* her up due to my strength issues, so I had no choice but to make an immediate request for help from my partner.

And so, as the two of us supported Nia from either side and followed, our eyes met with Ashe's as she stopped and turned around—

"—…Hehe."

Her hair fluttering in the sea breeze, she let out a small chuckle.

That rare smile, breaking her usual deadpan expression… was undoubtedly proof that the one and only Alicia White was in an exceptionally good mood.

Excellent. Let's enjoy this to the fullest.



    Chapter 505

    That Too Is Another World

    "Sry."

"Assuming you mean 'sorry,' don't worry about it."

Nia, who had collapsed onto the bed the moment Ashe showed us to a private room, typed out a message on the phone she'd tossed onto her pillow, her hands unsteady.

She probably felt bad for causing trouble, which was understandable, but she looked so weak and pitiful that I tried to respond with a lighthearted tone.

Man, severe motion sickness is rough. I had a bad experience with it on a bus when I was little, so I know how it feels. It's no joke when you can barely move.

"—I brought a few things. I'll leave them here, so try them if you feel up to it."

Just then, Ashe, who had gone somewhere for a moment, returned with, just as she'd said, 'a few things.' On the bedside rack, she placed some snacks generally said to help with motion sickness, like candy and chocolate, as well as a single mug.

From the cool, refreshing scent that wafted over, I guessed it was mint tea.

"Thx."

"You're welcome. If you're not nauseous and it's just a headache or dizziness, you should feel better soon if you lie down. You can come down when you've settled."

As Nia tried to nod while lying face down, she sank deeper into the pillow. Ashe let out a faint smile, and for some reason, gently stroked her hair once before quietly leaving.

She really is smiling a lot today.

It's natural since she's on a trip she herself wanted to go on, but it seems she's definitely in a very good mood.

"Well then… get some rest. I'll get lunch ready."

When you're not feeling well, having someone around can sometimes make it harder to fully relax and just make you more tired. If it's just a mild illness, there's no need to make a big fuss.

So, I tried to slip out of the room after Ashe—

"…………Huh?"

A tug on my sleeve stopped me in my tracks. I turned my eyes to the culprit, who was supposed to be feeling unwell. I questioned her with my voice and gaze, but unfortunately, there was no reply.

Instead, the only hint I was given was the direction her hand, pulling on my sleeve, seemed to be aiming for… however,

"……………Alright, alright. Just *three* times, then."

All things considered, it was a very easy request to understand. I chuckled, shook off the selfish hand pulling at my sleeve, and placed my palm on her head, which had been the destination.

Alright, one, two, three.

"Okay, that's it. See ya."

I quickly and lightly ran my fingers through her hair, trying not to think too much about it.

I could feel an intense sense of dissatisfaction from her even without looking at her face, but if I responded to every one of her appeals with full force, there would be no end to it, so I needed to draw a line.

Leaving behind a Nia who seemed on the verge of barraging me with groans and other complaints, I finally slipped out of the room. We have a whole week; I need to pace myself.

So, yes.

My brain's idiotic chorus of *it was so fluffy and silky and amazing and oh god amazing* needed to be swiftly suppressed so I could regain my composure.

◇◆◇◆◇

"—So, what is this? The kitchen of a huge restaurant?"

Down from the second floor, which seemed to be mostly guest rooms, and into the first-floor kitchen. Led there by Ashe, the first words out of my mouth were a hundred percent pure astonishment.

True to the building's exterior, every nook and cranny was sparkling clean, but the sheer scale of the facilities far surpassed my expectations. The cooking space, laid with what looked like professional-grade flooring, was enormous, and the equipment was so extensive it was undoubtedly 'commercial-grade.'

You could probably serve a few hundred seats from here. You could throw in a dozen chefs and they'd still have plenty of room to move around without getting in each other's way.

"Apparently, it was originally designed to host large parties for family and friends."

Ashe answered my question, but that wasn't the point. Or maybe it was, but the difference in our worlds was so vast I couldn't quite wrap my head around it.

"Even so, do you really build something of this scale directly into a party venue?"

"My family is a lineage of hobbyists."

"Ah… I see. So there are plenty of cooking enthusiasts among them."

"Exactly. Though, in the end, it's not used very often."

"Ugh, the maintenance costs…"

If I start thinking about it, my commoner mentality is going to run wild. It's best to just shut down that line of thought. I'll just treat it as an ultra-amenity and make the most of it.

"Well then, I'm going to go check on the facilities… I'll be looking forward to lunch."

"Leave it to me—though, seeing *that*, I think I'll be more of a helper."

"That's fine too," she said, leaving behind another smile as she briskly walked off somewhere. Given the considerable size of the building, both inside and out, it would probably take her a while to look everything over—which means.

"You seem to be in a great mood. Are you more of a cooking enthusiast than I heard?"

"Ah, um, ehehe…"

After a quick inspection of the kitchen, Sora had been intently peering into one of the five large refrigerators lined up in a row. I called out to her.

I had heard from her at some point that while she willingly helps with all household chores, she particularly enjoys cooking as a hobby. Seeing her just now, it seemed her 'enjoyment' was on a level far beyond what I had imagined.

From the way she was precisely checking all the important points in the kitchen, it was clear her skills were on a different level than someone who was just 'a little experienced.'

"It's much more amazing than I expected… so, I got a little carried away."

She must have been completely absorbed. The girl jumped in surprise when I called out to her, then turned from the closing refrigerator with an embarrassed smile.

"Well, I can understand how you feel."

I hadn't stared, but I had seen the kitchen in the Yotsuya residence when I visited before. While it was larger and more comfortable than an average home's, the one attached to the living room was still within the 'realm of common sense.'

So her reaction made sense. Cooking enthusiasts generally get excited about spacious, easy-to-work-in kitchens.

"The contents of the refrigerators are amazing, too."

"Oh? Let's see…"

Not just Ashe, but Sora-san had also been in incredibly high spirits since the morning. Finding her sparkling eyes, which seemed to be her default state, endearing, I casually opened the refrigerator she pointed to and peeked inside—

"—…………"

I quietly pulled back and carefully closed the door to the 'treasure vault.'

"Did my eyes just bug out…"

"This is the real world, you know. Though I understand how you feel."

I've had more opportunities to eat high-end food lately, but I still pride myself on being just barely outside the realm of a commoner.

Even Ristorante Chitose, where I eat almost every day, focuses on 'skill' rather than being a parade of ridiculously expensive ingredients.

Which is why—

"I think I saw a ton of meat in beautiful, display-case-like boxes."

I am not at all used to seeing excessively luxurious ingredients.

"The one you opened was the 'meat area.' This one has seafood, this one has vegetables, this one has fruit… um, they all have a pretty *similar* view, though."

"…I might be too intimidated to cook anything."

"Oh. And I took a peek before you came, but…"

As she spoke, Sora's index finger guided my gaze, my face twitching. On the wall she pointed to was a heavy-looking, sealed door.

"The inside of the walk-in freezer is also in a crazy state."

"Walk-in freezer… you mean, in terms of quality?"

"Um, both, actually. Quality and quantity."

………………………

"Um, it's for a week, right? From what I heard, there should be less than ten of us staying here, including ourselves…"

"That's right… I don't think there's any way we can use all of this…"

"………………"

"………………"

Yeah.

Yeah, well, you know.

"Alright, let's make lunch."

"Ah, haha… right."

It was pointless to think about it anymore; if I reacted to every little thing, the sun would set.

Deciding to just ignore all the things I wanted to point out, I said it with a straight face. My partner next to me agreed with an indescribable expression and threw open the refrigerator with a little "hup."



    Chapter 506

    A Splendid Lunch

    It's my personal theory, but I believe cooking reveals a person's 'personality' in many ways.

From the taste and appearance of the finished dish to the cooking process itself, an individual's habits come into play at every stage, from menu planning and preparation to cleanup.

For example, I'm a typical efficiency type. I don't have strong preferences for either cooking or baking, so I live by the creed that saving time equals justice.

Of course, I want to eat delicious food, so I don't cut corners where it matters, but that's also probably why I can never move beyond cooking by the book.

Now, as for Sora-san—

"…………Have you worked in a traditional restaurant or something before?"

"Um… I don't think sandwiches are served very often in traditional restaurants, are they…?"

In a word, she was meticulous.

Her movements were utterly confident, and the brisk, speedy way she handled everything was similar to my own by-the-book style, but hers was born from a thoroughly refined and extremely careful technique.

In other words, she was fast because she was sure of her movements and made no mistakes. And despite her cooking speed rivaling mine, where I ruthlessly cut corners wherever possible, her food would undoubtedly taste better.

I mean, if I were to make a sandwich, the thought of carefully prepping the bread with butter and mustard wouldn't even cross my mind.

Her knife skills were naturally flawless, and from the way she prepped the vegetables and boiled the eggs… the menu was simple, so the tasks were all straightforward, but that's precisely why her skill was so easy to see. This fifteen-year-old has got it.

I've lost count of how many times I've thought this, but are you really fifteen?

"Am I right to assume that was a compliment?"

"Of course it is. Ashe said we could leave the meals to the chef who's coming later, but seeing this makes me curious about other, more elaborate dishes you can make…"

When we were discussing what to make, she had confidently said, "I can basically make anything."… You know, I have a feeling Sora would be great at making home-cooked meals.

Meeting her in the real world, she has an overflowing ojou-sama elegance, but she still has this calming, reassuring quality to her that just fits that image—

Whoops, what's with that action? Too close, too close.

"…I think Ashe will be back or Nia will be down any minute now."

"They're not here yet. I've been holding back since this morning, so just a little."

I arranged the colorful sandwiches on a large platter, and we were done. I had been cleaning up as we went, so all the work was finished at the exact same moment the food was ready—which was when I praised her, but her response was action rather than words.

Heat radiated from the body that pressed tightly against mine, but with the air conditioning on, I couldn't use the 'it's hot because it's summer' excuse.

"Well, alright… thirty secon—"

"We're not holding hands, and I'm not hugging you, so the count is void. This is just me leaning on my partner because I'm tired."

"Huh… Sora-san, you've gotten pretty good at saying sly things, haven't you?"

"Only to you, Haru. …Do you not like it?"

"*That's* *sly* *too*."

With our proximity and height difference, her upward glance was a critical hit.

My brain was momentarily taken over by 'cute,' but I've been building up a bit of resistance lately.

"Alright, that's enough. I'm going to check on Nia. She'll probably be feeling better soon."

I didn't want to be rough, so I gently patted her beautiful black hair, with its ever-present angel's halo, and slipped away.

Immediately, Sora puffed out her cheeks in a clear show of displeasure, but there was no need to worry.

"Hmph… I won't let you get out of our 'once a day' promise, so you'd better be prepared."

"Haha, ha… please be gentle with me."

Even if her advances were brushed off once or twice, this partner of mine wasn't one to get discouraged anymore.

◇◆◇◆◇

"I apologize for causing trouble so early on…"

"It wasn't really trouble. I was worried, though."

"I'm relieved you're feeling better now."

"Well then, sorry for making you worry. Thanks."

When I checked on her, Nia was already up. I met up with her and Ashe, who had returned from her inspection, just as it turned noon.

When I asked where we should eat, our host replied, "Anywhere is fine," so we brought our light meal to a nearby, comfortable-looking lounge and started our lunch.

First, Nia held up her phone with its apologetic message and bowed her head, but her words were brushed aside within ten seconds, first by Ashe and then by Sora, after which she revised her message.

Nia's ability to move on quickly is one of her strengths. I think it's a great, refreshing quality.

With that out of the way, we put our hands together and said, "Let's eat." —Man, this is amazing. It's the first time I've shared a meal with both Nia and Ashe, and seeing two foreign girls follow Japanese customs is a rare experience.

In terms of appearance, Sora also has a slightly non-Japanese look to her, so seeing the three of them together is even more so. If you took a picture and donated it to a museum, they'd probably accept it without question and put it on display the same day.

"Haru."

"Yes—um, I might have asked this before, but am I that easy to read?"

As I was thinking something stupid, Sora immediately smiled at me. Sensing that she had read my incomprehensible thoughts, I asked the others.

Ashe and Nia both tilted their heads and—

"I think it shows on your face."

"When you're thinking something weird or rude, you can kinda tell from your vibe."

"No way…!"

Their completely matter-of-fact affirmations were a fatal blow.

How could this be? I, the one who was told so many times in high school, 'Haru-kun, I have no idea what you're thinking…,' the lone part-time fanatic…!

"Um, setting Haru aside for a moment…"

"The sadness of being set aside by my precious partner…"

"Oh, be quiet! Just eat your sandwich!"

"Yes, ma'am."

Well, it's fine, I guess…

Besides, this was my precious partner's first time cooking for me. I put on a poker face while inwardly ecstatic, picked one up, and took a bite—

……………Ah… this is, well.

This is simply 'violence,' a combination of high-quality ingredients and a high-quality chef. It wasn't revenge for my teasing, but I'll be sure to praise her to death later and make her blush.

This time, I deliberately suppressed my expression and vibe while thinking my stupid thoughts. Meanwhile, the conversation among the dazzling ladies continued smoothly.

—Correction, the one-on-one conversation between Sora and Ashe continued smoothly.

Since we were eating with our hands, Nia had politely put her phone away and was concentrating on her sandwich. Judging by her happy expression, she didn't seem to mind at all… but this is something I should pay attention to in the future.

It would be better to avoid menus that require eating with your hands so Nia can join the conversation.

"When will the *other* guests be arriving?"

"Uni will probably be here by evening. The other three… I'm not sure. Goldow and the others said it might be nighttime."

"Uni-san, the Heavy Tank… he's the only one I haven't met. I'm a little nervous."

"He's a good person. He's exceptionally good at reading the room and is considerate without letting on. He's a bit different from Haru, but they might be similar in that they can get along with anyone in an instant."

"Is that… so?"

"Hmm? Uh… well, he seemed like a fun guy, I guess."

Unlike Sora, I had met him before, but we hadn't exchanged many words. Since he wasn't in the party for the subsequent White Throne subjugation, my only contact with the second-ranked member of the Southern Faction was during that Four Pillar War.

And in that one and only encounter, what I did to him was a 'sucker punch.' I'm honestly a little scared of what kind of impression he has of me.

"The Heavy Tank is an old-timer, right? In terms of personality, wouldn't Sora, who knows him from videos and such, know more than me?"

"That might be true, but… I was just wondering if people's behavior in the real and virtual worlds can be different or not."

I see. She said it while looking straight at me, clear as day.

"Haru is one of the ones who's more consistent. It's not uncommon for people to *change* so much they seem like a different person, so Sora is right—but Uni is relatively the same. You don't have to worry."

Ashe's confident declaration seemed to have eased some of her tension. Perhaps as a thank you for the consideration, Sora's expression relaxed slightly as she opened her mouth to speak—but was abruptly cut off by a sudden "Ah," as if Ashe had remembered something.

"He's a good person, but… just one warning."

And then, with Ashe's next words, delivered with a rare, deliberate pause,

"He's an unparalleled food lover and gets angry if you get in his way too much. I think he'll probably just be playing in the kitchen the whole time after he arrives, but… be careful when you enter his *territory*."

It was the moment it was confirmed that the Heavy Tank, whom I had barely met, was just as eccentric as the rest of the title holders.



    Chapter 507

    The Temporary Tutor

    After finishing the lunch of Sora-san's handmade sandwiches and my own hastily made vichyssoise, we dispersed.

A week-long stay meant a lot of luggage, so Ashe had arranged for it to be delivered in advance. We all retreated to our assigned rooms to unpack, and it became free time for a while.

Actually, this entire trip is basically free time. According to Ashe, "We have basically everything here except for Arcadia. If we don't, I'll get it," so in that sense, we are truly free.

I thought it was just two floors, but apparently, there's even a basement here.

In a spacious area, there are various recreational items for physical activity like billiards and darts, as well as fitness equipment, so you can even have a makeshift gym session. It's all so over-the-top that I can only laugh.

Of course, there are also plenty of recreational items for those who prefer not to move.

While not on the scale of the Yotsuya dormitory, the guest room, which is about three times the size of my one-room castle from when I first moved to Tokyo, boasts a high-end PC that looks like it could crush any older model with its specs alone.

That means there's a solid internet connection, and the theater room on the first floor is said to have every 'game' imaginable, except for Arcadia.

Of course, we can also go outside to play. We can relax on the terrace, take a walk on the well-maintained forest path… Ashe did warn us to 'always go in pairs of two or more' in case of accidents, but if we go down to the beach, we can even go fishing.

In a word, it's a dream castle.

Well, I have things I need to do, just as planned. For me, this is less a 'trip' and more of a 'training camp,' so… as I was psyching myself up,

*Knock, knock, knock*—the door rapped at the perfect moment.

It's a bit strange that I can identify someone just by the sound of their knock, but the three girls have such distinct habits that it's relatively easy to tell them apart.

In this case, it wasn't just the rhythm and volume of the knock, but more importantly, this slightly unhurried, yet extremely regular and flat way of knocking was—

"—Is now a good time?"

"Yeah, of course."

When I opened the door, there she stood with a deadpan expression—the princess, for sure.

Perhaps it was prepared specifically for me, knowing I'd come for this purpose. In addition to the desk where the PC sat, there was a large round table in the room, perfect for spreading out textbooks and notebooks.

At least, there wasn't one in the room Nia was shown to. The rest of the layout and furniture were identical, so it was probably brought in just for me.

"Well then… for today, let's set a time and go over everything thoroughly. I think it would be best to decide the pace for the rest of the week after seeing how quickly you learn and progress, Haru."

"Okay, roger that—no, that's not it… Please, I'm in your care. And again, I'm sorry to make you look after my studies on our vacation."

"…………Mmm. I know it would be difficult for you not to say it, so I'll accept your thanks."

On that study table, I had piled up a mountain of textbooks. Since it was being delivered anyway, I had sent everything in a single batch the day before, but seeing it all stacked up like this was incredibly intimidating.

I could feel the sense of liberation from the trip rapidly diminishing—well, that aside. From the look on Ashe's face as she sat down next to me, she was ready to start whenever. I decided to take her up on her offer and begin my instruction immediately.

"I want to say something first, though."

"Yes, yes?"

"I've taught people before, but I'm not very experienced. At first, I might go too fast or too slow, so if the pace isn't right, don't hesitate to tell me."

Her characteristically direct and efficient way of speaking was both reliable and reassuring.

"Yeah, got it. I won't get mad if you're strict with me, so feel free to go hard—sorry, correction. Go hard on me by the standards of a typical first-year university student."

—And so. I don't even have the energy to point *that kind of thing* out anymore, but the distance between us as we sat in our two chairs was about ten centimeters.

While we were talking, I subtly and silently tried to shift my chair, but… her flawless tracking skills ensured that the distance between us didn't change by a single millimeter, so it seemed pointless to resist.

By the way, I've already told the other two about asking Ashe for private lessons.

Additionally, the teacher herself has given her approval for them to 'come visit whenever you're bored,' so Sora or Nia could knock on the door at any moment—

"The university you attend isn't generally called 'typical,' you know."

The princess, letting out a soft chuckle, was in high spirits, as if to say, "so what?"

Please don't smile at me from such close range. I need you to be aware that there's a person here whose life could be endangered by it, from the bottom of my heart.

Then again, she probably does it precisely because she is aware…

"Haru."

"Yes."

"Your face is red."

"It's your fault, you're too close, our shoulders and arms are touching… hey, don't press against me right after I said that! It's study time right now!"

"—*For now*. Yes, I understand."

Ah, crap.

"Wait a minute? No instant-death penalty for one mistake, right?"

"As you say, let's focus on our studies for now. For now."

"Yeah, you don't have to emphasize it like that. What are you planning to make me do late—"

Ignoring my焦り at having given her an opening, Ashe calmly released my shoulder and tapped the notebook on the table with her fingertips.

—Since that day, my stance towards Sora and Nia has changed.

I still can't be the one to push, given my position, but I have completely stopped hesitating to *push back*.

I've stopped pretending not to see their affection, stopped trying to brush it off. No matter how I struggle, I'm the one being approached, so I've resolved to at least carry out the one thing I can do—'return their feelings'—without pretense and with all my might. I'm in the midst of that daily struggle right now.

…However, for some reason, with *her*, it just doesn't work.

To be precise, my makeshift 'counterattacks' are ineffective.

More precisely, the moment I bare my fangs, I have a strong premonition that I'll just be *eaten* right up, so I can't easily change my stance.

In the end, the girl known as Alicia White is—

"Well then, open your notebook—As you requested, I'll teach you strictly and gently."

—not someone whose way of being will change just because of my small change of heart.

And with just a small change of heart, her smile, which has become quite skilled lately, and which she wields with the impunity of the 'strongest' in every sense of the word…

"Y… Yes, I'm in your, care…"

"…Hehe."

Lately, for a slightly different reason than before, I—

—was beginning to find myself unable to look at her directly.



    Chapter 508

    Dazzling Facing Mirrors

    Putting aside the ever-growing charms of my temporary tutor, I’d been forcing my mind into a state of extreme focus for a solid two hours now.

So far, there had been no sign of Sora or Nia barging in, and Ashe had kept her word, reigning in her seductive moves. Thanks to that, my studies were progressing dramatically.

I mean, I was well aware of how good she was at explaining things even before I was blown away by her notes the other day, but when that talent was applied to academics, she was nothing short of a professional teacher.

From the perspective of “teaching,” she might even surpass the professors at my university… Well, I wouldn't go that far, but the one-on-one situation certainly helped. The speed at which my questions were resolved and my understanding deepened was on a completely different level from a typical lecture.

And after spending that extremely meaningful time, it happened.

"…Hm, I think I have a general grasp of it now."

As if to say, *that’s enough for now*, Ashe closed the textbook spread out before her and murmured quietly.

The atmosphere was different from the numerous times she had pointed out my misunderstandings up to this point.

When I glanced over to ask what she’d “grasped”… for some reason, the expression she turned to me was a vaguely disappointed deadpan.

"It was simply a matter of not having enough time. You understand how to study, and your pace for learning the fundamentals is above average. Your ability to think through and handle applied problems is fine as well—at this rate, you should be able to catch up quickly. You may not need that many *lessons* after all."

"Are you serious? You're going to praise me to death all of a sudden?"

Everything she said was undeniably welcome, but if you asked me whether I could celebrate it wholeheartedly, the answer was no.

"This isn't humility, it's a fact: your teaching was just that divine. No, really. I’ve never felt like I’ve accomplished this much in such a short time studying alone."

"I did fulfill my role as a tutor, so I'd rather you not compare it to your efficiency when studying solo. If you learned ten things in these two hours, then on a normal day, you should be able to learn three as long as you focus—whereas a ‘normal person’ who isn't particularly good at studying might only learn one."

"Well, yeah, I'm aware I can do better than most people…"

Given the university I got into, I wasn't so out of touch with reality that I'd say something as absurd as, “Oh no, I’m just average.”

And just to be clear, this was my genuine feeling, with no intention of flattery—

"If my usual is a three, then these past two hours were a thirty. I was honestly impressed the whole time by how incredibly good you are at teaching."

"…I see. It is nice to be praised."

Her reaction was appropriate, but her expression remained its usual calm self despite my compliments. It seemed that while she was genuinely pleased, it wasn't enough to make her blush.

"—In any case, *that is the situation*. I don't want you to take this as me abandoning my duties as your tutor, but I don't think you need to study so intensely."

"Hmm… This is the second time, but are you sure? I definitely have a better handle on the things I didn't get, but that's just the tip of the iceberg when you look at the whole picture, right?"

"There's no need to worry. This is also the second time for me, but I have a general grasp of your nature. From now on, I will teach you even more efficiently— …What is it?"

I couldn't help but chuckle, and she tilted her head in confusion.

It wasn't that I had any deep meaning behind it; it was almost unconscious…

"Ah, how should I put it… It’s just so like you, Ashe, to throw in some subtle humility, only to end up being supremely confident in the end."

After I added that I meant it in a good way, she took a few seconds to process my words, and then…

"Do you like that part of me?"

"Tch…! …………"

Her sudden, dangerous question hit me head-on, leaving me at a loss for words.

I already knew the answer. But it was a word I couldn't say just yet. A word I didn't want to speak with a heart that hadn't yet decided who it should be directed toward.

As for the time I’d already given it to Sora as her partner… I hope you’ll forgive me for that, as it was a necessary *penance* to settle all the dithering that came before.

"………………The fact that you ask ‘Do you like me?’ instead of ‘Do you hate me?’ is just so you, right down to your core. So, well… I think it’s… *nice*."

"…Fufu, you dodged it. But that's fine, for you."

"I don't think it's fine at all… I am trying my best here—bu, t…"

A hand gently stroked my hair, startling me. I turned to my side to see that Ashe had, at some point, silently stood up. She gave me a *soft*, gentle—

—and completely natural smile, and for a moment, I felt as if time had stopped.

"What I said before, I have no intention of retracting it, even now."

"…………"

"You were more charming than anyone in the world just as you were—and yet, you've started looking even further ahead, running with all your might. To my eyes, at least, everything about you is unbearably dazzling."

Her slender fingers trailed down from my ear, caressing my cheek.

"The you who tries his best, the you who struggles, the you who is lost—I find it all so wonderful, it's almost troubling… So please, don't worry about me."

I couldn't look away from her lips as she took a breath.

"I want you to show me everything—because no matter what kind of Haru you are, I'm sure I will fall in love."

Honestly, it was a miracle I managed to stop my body from *making a move*.

"—Haru, your face is bright red."

"Yeah, and it’s someone's fault…"

"Fufu… Shall we take a break from studying for now? We can continue tonight."

As she reluctantly pulled her fingers away from my cheek, as if to check its heat, the princess's composure didn't crumble in the slightest.

It had been a while since I'd last felt this way. Leaving me behind, utterly and completely slain by an instant-death attack, Ashe quietly headed for the door.

Then, she turned back one last time.

"Haru."

She called my name, her expression somewhat bewitching.

"Even I wouldn't be able to ask something so boldly if I wasn't confident."

"… …………"

With that finishing blow, she strode briskly from the room.

No, seriously.

How in the world am I supposed to go on the offensive against *that*?



    Chapter 509

    The Person Inside

    While I struggled to regain my composure after having my emotions scrambled by a certain princess, time marched on, and before I knew it, the clock had ticked over to early evening.

Early evening, which meant…

"—Hey there, it's been since the Four Pillar War. You been well?"

"Ah… yeah, more or less."

"Ahaha, you say that. But you're always playing the starring role in the middle of every commotion."

Just as Ashe had said, it was time for one of the invited guests to join us.

His neatly styled, soft-looking hair and large, innocent eyes gave him the impression of a puppy. Both were a lovely shade of brown, and while the color was different, the overall feel was just as I remembered from our one previous encounter—or so I thought.

"Let me reintroduce myself. Nice to meet you, Mr. Acrobat. Is it okay if I call you Haru?"

The gaze directed at me was from roughly the same height, and the outstretched hand I could easily meet without needing to adjust my posture belonged not to a *boy*, but to a *young man*.

His voice, much like in the virtual world, had a boyish quality… though for a man, it was a bit on the high side.

"Please, call me whatever's easiest for you. What should I call you…?"

"You can just call me Uni. It’s nice to meet you, Haru—to be honest, I've really been wanting to meet you."

The hand that clasped mine didn't feel delicate like a boy's. All in all, the Southern Faction's second-in-command, the ‘Little Heavy Tank,’ was—

"…You seem to be around my age, so I'll just ask, but how old are you?"

"Hm? I turned twenty-one last month."

"Three years older, huh."

So in the real world, he was my senior, a bona fide adult.

I mean, for a game avatar, *this* should be the norm, but in my case, my first, second, and third encounters had all been with people who had the ‘same face’ or ‘nearly the same face’…

"So that means you're eighteen? Whoa, I thought you might be, but you really are young—oh, don't start using polite language on me now. We’re comrades who fought without holding back, aren't we?"

"About that, I believe I was quite the troublemaker…"

"Huh? Ah, ahaha! That trick you pulled completely got me. There wasn't anyone in Istia who would do something like that, so I was totally unguarded."

*Don't worry about it, it was fun*, he said, so it seemed he wasn't holding a grudge. The possibility had been close to zero from the start, but seeing his frank, cheerful smile in person was a relief.

—And so.

"Uni."

After getting the message from Ashe that he'd arrived, the four of us had gone to the entrance to greet him. He had immediately approached me, showing his interest, and had likely been waiting for me to finish my first contact with the “Acrobat.”

Just as we found a break in the conversation, the host, who had been standing back, stepped up beside him and spoke.

"Hey, Iris. I'm here to hang out again this year."

"Mhm. You can use the kitchen as you please."

"Thanks a bunch, year after year. Well, you can look forward to the food in return. As always, I'll take as many requests as you want."

"Yeah, I'm looking forward to it."

They were the oldest members of the same faction, both rankers. From an outsider's perspective, it looked like a casual, relaxed exchange between close friends—or so I thought as I watched, but what was that complex expression that flickered across Uni's face for just a moment?

It didn't seem negative, at least.

But I didn't know him well enough to read any deeper into it… so I figured it was best not to worry about what I couldn't understand.

"Right then—are those two young ladies over there Haru's ‘partner’ and the ‘Aquamarine Fairy’ `Milmarinus`?"

Uni's interest shifted to the two girls who had been standing stiffly behind Ashe, so I tucked away my pointless thoughts and stepped aside.

Sora was a little tense, and Nia was a little *more* tense. Both were slightly nervous, but Sora's expression seemed a bit more relaxed.

As for Nia's ‘voice,’ I’d asked Ashe beforehand to let *everyone* know about it, so she was probably just nervous about meeting them face-to-face.

"It's a pleasure to meet you. My name is Sora. I look forward to getting to know you, Uni-san."

`A pleasure to meet you. I'm Nia. Nice to meet you.`

"Yep, yep, a pleasure to meet you both—in the real world, that is. *Nia-san*, we've met plenty of times in the virtual world, haven't we? Why are you more nervous than Sora-chan?"

`Shut up. I've never been to an offline meetup before, you know.`

"Ahaha, what's with that? Well, whatever. It's nice to meet you both."

He was, how to put it, a man who laughed without a hint of malice. His face was rather boyish for his height, giving him a unique air that was both childlike and mature.

Nia's nervousness could be chalked up to being shy in real life. Sora-san's relaxed demeanor was likely due to her being accustomed to ‘meeting people’.

In other words, it was a skill she had acquired as the daughter of the Yotsuya family, and thus… while not exactly a guard, it was probably a form of self-defense.

In the end, neither of their nerves lasted more than thirty seconds.

What I'm trying to say is that his skill—or rather, his talent—for easily dispelling their tension with just a word or two and a smile was truly remarkable.

"For now, I'm tired from the long trip, so I'm going to rest a bit. Is my room the usual one?"

"Mhm, up the stairs, third room on the right."

"Okay. Well then, I'll excuse myself for a bit. Oh, if any of you have foods you dislike, let me know later. And I'll take requests for things you want to eat from anyone, not just Iris."

With that crisp conclusion, Uni left us with a friendly smile and a wink that suited him ridiculously well, waving his hand as he headed for his room.

As they had both said “as always,” they were probably used to this relationship and this situation. Beside Ashe, who had a perfectly composed expression as if to say *this is just how it is*, I mused.

"What, is he? He's definitely a good guy, like his good-person aura is on full blast, but…"

`I get it. It's like, it's oozing out of him, right? His... quirkiness.`

"I doubt Uni would want to hear that from you two."

"Ah, haha…"

As we watched the back of the adult figure, so different from his boyish avatar in the virtual world, Nia and I offered our own rather rude takes.

Then came Ashe's deadpan, sharp retort, and Sora's usual troubled smile. Well, I suppose it was a given that anyone who made it into the top forty rankers of the virtual world would be quirky in some way, big or small…

"Alright, I'll tell him later I can't stand seaweed of any kind."

`I can't do natto.`

"…………"

"Sora, is there anything you dislike?"

"Um… it's not that I can't eat them, but I'm not a big fan of mushrooms…"

"…What a coincidence. I also dislike them, just a little."

For now, I was happy to welcome someone who seemed fun and easy to get along with.

According to my temporary tutor, Ashe, it looked like I'd have more free time than I thought, so I might as well actively hang out with him when I'm free.



    Chapter 510

    Mansion Exploration

    "Oh."

"Ah."

Some time after exchanging greetings with the not-so-little Heavy Tank, Uni.

Goldow's group and one other were scheduled to arrive in the evening, and my next 'lesson' was also likely in the evening, leaving me with some free time after four o'clock.

I was exploring the inside of the building, trusting the host's words that we were free to enter or use any room that wasn't a private bedroom or locked. Just as I rounded a corner, I bumped into a small figure.

"Um…"

"Okay. Let's say what we were doing on the count of three. Ready, set…"

"Ex-" "Exploring…"

I’d caught a glimpse of her excited face before the surprise set in, so it was a foregone conclusion, but just as I expected, Sora-san had come out of her room, led by her own curiosity. She joined in, her voice slightly embarrassed.

She's apparently being educated as a ‘young lady’ by Itsuki-san, after all.

It was entirely possible she thought wandering around someone else's house without permission was “improper” or something along those lines.

Well, that aside.

"Doesn't it feel bigger on the inside than it looks from the outside?"

"Oh, I thought so too. I was wondering just how many rooms there are…"

"Right? Honestly, if I wasn't carefully mapping it out in my head, I might have actually gotten lost."

"I understand, but… wouldn't you be able to remember it without doing that, Haru?"

"I've told you a million times, my memory is just average here in the real world."

Having met, it was only natural we'd start walking side-by-side while we talked, rather than just saying, “See you later.”

Just by walking next to her, my partner's face instantly broke into a grin. It was truly endearing and adorable—but that, too, aside.

"F-fufu… heh."

"Oh, what's this? You look less like you're overflowing with the joy of mansion exploration and more like you just laughed at my face, Lady Sora."

Perhaps she disliked the name I tacked on at the end. Just as she had done countless times before, she bumped her shoulder against mine as if to complain.

However, it didn't seem like her good mood had swung in the opposite direction.

"No, it's nothing. It's just… no, it's nothing."

"Hey, now. Pulling a move like that to pique my curiosity is a dirty trick. Come on, tell me. I won't get mad, whatever it is—hey, don't you try to run away!"

I chased after Sora, who tried to evade me by quickening her pace, and fell in step beside her again. The expression I could see out of the corner of my eye was a one-hundred-percent smug grin she wasn't even trying to hide.

Considering it was an intentional act, it was a rare sight, but now that I knew her true self could be childish and age-appropriate, it didn't feel out of place.

It was just plain cute… and for that reason, just plain powerful.

"It's better for you if you don't hear it. You'll surely curl up in embarrassment, Haru."

"Don't those kinds of things usually end with you self-destructing and taking us both down?"

"Th-that's why I'm not telling you. If I just realize it myself, it's a happy thing, so I'll treasure it and keep it all to myself."

"Well, I guess that's fine, but… hmmm."

It wasn't a problem if that was the case. But with *this vibe*…

…it felt like pressing her was the right answer. Or rather, it looked like she wanted me to.

"…Alright, I get it. Let's make a deal."

"Excuse me?—Ah…! Tch!"

What I offered wasn't words, but a hand.

She turned to me, tilted her head, her gaze shifting from my face downwards, and as soon as she recognized my outstretched right hand—she practically pounced on it with almost no hesitation, earning a wry smile from me.

"I-I'm not going to count this, you know?"

"I'm not going to pull a scam like that, come on."

Doing this so openly meant there was a high chance of being seen, but… well, I'd cross that bridge when I came to it. I'd just have to work hard to make it up to her later.

Still, it was too embarrassing to just stand there holding hands, so I started walking to distract myself, and the girl followed in a fluster.

Her steps became clearly clumsy as she got noticeably nervous, which was adorable—wait, have I only been saying ‘adorable’ this whole time?

Well, I haven't been saying it out loud repeatedly. Anyway.

"So?"

"Wh-what is it…"

"Oh, no you don't, the deal has been struck. Stop this futile resistance and just confess the reason for your 'ufufu' earlier."

"I-I wasn't laughing strangely like that!"

Wait, that's weird. The sound should have been exactly the same, at least on paper.

"…Are you sure about this? It's definitely going to end up *just like always*. I'm not taking any responsibility."

"Just say it. It's not fair that I'm the only one getting worked up over this. If we're going down, let's go down together in a blaze of glory."

"Haru, is being suddenly reckless a habit of yours…?"

While we walked down the corridor, idly enjoying our adventure and wondering what was behind this door or that one, Sora-san, who was now freely squeezing my hand, suddenly turned timid and hesitant now that she was on the defensive. Her combat power plummeted.

That part of her is also… ugh, I'm thinking about that too much.

"Fine, I'm really not taking responsibility, you know. I was just…—I was just happy because it seemed like you were so *obviously conscious of me*."

And so, that was the secret behind the ‘ufufu’ that Sora-san had tried to keep to herself.

"Aah, uhm… wait, was it that obvious on my face again?"

"N-not your face, but your atmosphere, I guess… I mean, when you stood next to me, and walked, and stared at me… you seemed to get a little bit awkward."

I see. So she had perfectly read the fact that I was mentally chanting ‘cute, cute’ like a broken record while simultaneously bracing myself so I wouldn't be flustered if that ‘cuteness’ suddenly pounced on me.

Ahaha, oh man—that's soooooooooo embarrassing.

"…W-well, yeah. I mean, I know you're super conscious of me, so it'd be rude of me to act totally unfazed, or something."

"I-I see, yes. Um, yes… uh… Haru."

And just as Sora could read my mood, I could also read *that kind of mood* from her—so here it comes, brace yourself.

"Like I said, I'm happy, so… um—please be very, very conscious of me."

Not just the left hand holding my right, but her other free hand came to rest on my arm as well. The words she whispered while looking down reached my ears clearly.

Embarrassingly, my mind wasn't working well enough to come up with a witty reply, and Sora probably wasn't looking for one anyway. Thus, we ended up becoming *our usual selves*, turning our faces away from each other as we continued down the corridor—

"—…Haha, I'd heard about it, but you two are reeeeally close, huh."

At some point, it seemed we had done a full lap of the building.

We ended up bumping into Uni, who poked his head out of the kitchen we'd arrived at. The moment he saw us, he flashed a wonderfully amused grin.

"Wha—h…! E-excuse me…!"

My partner let go of my hand, took a step back, and then dashed away. After watching her go…

"……………………Oh, if you're starting to cook, can I watch?"

"I knew that too, but you're fundamentally pretty gutsy, aren't you?"

Fortunately, he didn't seem to have noticed my blush, so my attempt to hide my embarrassment seemed to have worked. After getting permission from the chuckling chef, I stepped into his sacred domain.

I say Sora's defenses are like paper and all that…

…but in the end, whether it's here in the real world or over there in the virtual one, I'm the one with the flimsiest defenses of all—I thought, swallowing down my self-deprecating thoughts.



    Chapter 511

    Meteor and Meteoric Iron: Real Side

    "—Man, that's impressive."

"Stop murmuring like that, you're making me laugh."

Half to hide my embarrassment and half out of curiosity, I had ventured into the kitchen several minutes ago. After watching Uni cook for a while, just as I had with Sora at lunch, I let my thoughts slip out. The chef chuckled lightly as he continued to expertly fillet a large sea bream with swift, practiced motions.

When I thought of a man, an adult, who liked to cook, the one who came to mind was Kazuharu Chitose, our chef at the Yotsuya dormitory. He was a former professional who still honed his craft as a hobby, a master of his art. But Uni seemed to be of a *different stripe*.

From what he told me, if Chitose-san was a chef focused on ‘honing his skills,’ Uni seemed to prefer ‘researching cuisine.’ He was the type who enjoyed the process of thinking and creating for himself, rather than for the sake of serving someone else.

In other words, he was the kind of person who enjoyed cooking partly as a form of entertainment. A spacious kitchen all to himself, an unlimited supply of high-quality ingredients, and a ready audience to eat his creations—this gathering must be a dream environment for Uni.

To top it off, the people here were, in his words, all “discerning gourmands,” making it a perfect research ground from top to bottom. That's why he laughed and said that *this* was half the reason he came.

This year's trip had been moved up to June at Ashe's request, but he'd been the first to raise his hand for the annual July summer trip since it began three years ago, and had participated every year since.

However, it wasn't as if he was only thinking of his own benefit.

"Looks like it's going to be lively this year with more people than ever before. I'm excited to cook all sorts of things—and most of all, I'm glad to see our princess having fun."

He was probably going to let it rest and mature for a bit. He quickly wrapped the filleted fish in paper towels, placed it in the fridge, and then pulled out another fish.

Next up was… what is that, another type of bream? The color, pattern, and shape were different. Anyway, Uni continued his work with a smile, his voice carrying a sincerity that resonated deeply.

His consideration, built on a foundation of trust and camaraderie, was plain to see. It was easy to tell that the relationship between the two top-ranked members of the Southern Faction was a good one.

"She's loved everywhere she goes, huh."

I didn't know the Ashe from before we met—the [Sword Queen]. But there were things I could sense without knowing. So now, *seeing her past* through this, I felt a little relieved.

She may have been lonely, but she probably wasn't truly alone.

"That's right. She's a girl who was born to be loved, not just in the virtual world, but by people everywhere. She truly is—say, Haru."

"Hm?"

Uni stopped what he was doing and turned to look at me, another smile on his face. It wasn't his usual, endearingly *casual* one, but a slightly deeper expression, filled with emotion.

"You might have already heard this from someone else… but just in case, as her friend who's been by her side as the perennial second place, and as the senior-most member besides her, let me convey the consensus from the Southern Faction's top ten."

"…………"

"Thank you for making our ‘princess’ smile. You've accomplished something no one in the world could for three years—as one of the insiders who could only watch over her, I offer my gratitude. I hope you'll accept it without embarrassment."

…Telling me not to be embarrassed was a tall order. But since he was asking me to accept it as well, looking away would be incredibly rude, so…

"O-okay. Just this once."

"F-hahah…! Seriously, you'd never guess you were the Acrobat who made a spectacular debut and became famous worldwide from your true-to-life reactions."

I managed a deadpan expression and a stiff nod, which, as expected, made him laugh.

"Alright, that's enough of the serious talk… So, what's the deal? It's a well-known fact that Iris is *hot for you*, but has there been any progress since then?"

"A w-well-known fact…"

"Oh yeah, globally."

After a light laugh at my expense, he smoothly shifted the mood and launched into a topic I had more or less expected would come up.

To press the attack while I was still flustered—as expected of the Southern Faction's representative interpersonal tactician, the [Heavy Tank]. I honestly wished he'd cut me some slack, but that meant his ‘serious talk’ earlier was all part of his calculation, wasn't it?

He'd shown his sincerity first to create a situation where it would be easier for me to be sincere in return.

"Well, uh… there are my circumstances, and circumstances besides my own, and all sorts of things, so it looks like it'll take a while longer to give an answer…"

The problem with that was, when asked ‘what's the deal?’, I still didn't have any concrete words to reply with ‘this is the deal.’

The closer I was to her, the more I cherished her, and the more painful it was to tell the person asking about our relationship that the current situation was effectively ‘on hold’—

"Hmm… I see. Judging by your apologetic expression, I'm guessing you feel bad about putting it on hold…"

"…………"

He hit the nail right on the head, leaving me speechless.

"Let's see, for example—"

"Yes?"

"Let's say that right now, I get confessed to by the top one, two, and three most beautiful women in the world at the same time, okay? Now, what course of action do you think I would take?"

"………………Huh, uh, is… this a quiz?"

"That's right. Just give it some thought and answer."

The fact that he naturally used ‘three people’ as an example suggested that the world was indeed aware of the three arrows currently pointed at me. Anyway.

My mind was still a bit shaken, so my thoughts wouldn't move properly in the face of this sudden question. Besides, I didn't know Uni well enough as a person, so I could only guess at what he would do, just as he said, ‘at random’.

"Well… I think it's a choice of three: pick one, turn them all down, or put it on hold."

"If you're talking about clear-cut choices, it would come down to those. Here's a hint: I'm the type who doesn't like to procrastinate on problems."

"Then you'd either choose or refuse right away, I guess…?"

He probably wasn't looking for a definitive answer. He gave a single nod to my vague reply as he sliced off the fish's head and revealed the correct one.

"I'd run. Same day, full sprint."

"Huh…"

From my perspective, it was an unexpected answer. But Uni shook his head as if exasperated, not smiling, looking completely serious.

"I mean, think about it. *Something like that* is impossible, right? Trying to deal with it head-on is reckless in the first place. It's not something you can solve by worrying about it, nor is it something you can manage by playing your cards right, is it?"

"…………"

"I'd be sad if you got the impression that I'm a 'frivolous guy' right after meeting me, but I'll be blunt—absolutely not. I can't carry that much on my shoulders. That's just me."

"…R-right…"

"I'd feel bad for the girls. But you know, I think it would be 'easier' for me and for them to just resent the reality of three ‘I love yous’ happening at once and give up. Call it an unfortunate accident."

His opinion was honest and forthright to a fault. His straightforward words, which could hardly be called ‘thoughtless,’ swirled in the depths of my chest where they had landed with such force.

"So, well, what I'm trying to say is…"

As he spoke so smoothly, he finished filleting the second bream (?) and sent it to the fridge. Pulling out another large, different fish, Uni continued without pause.

"The fact that you're even trying to face this impossibly difficult miracle without running away… well, I don't think anyone can criticize you for it. Except, perhaps, for one of those rare individuals who has faced a similar miracle and stood their ground without fleeing."

—he concluded boldly, seemingly having no doubt in the personal theory he had just laid out.

"The fact that you're thinking about it so sincerely with an apologetic look on your face means you're doing just fine. You should have more confidence, maybe relax your shoulders a bit."

"……………………Is that… really, so?"

"I think so. I'll say it again, I would probably run away first. So, as a man, I at least respect you for that, Haru—and to show that respect, how about I make you one of your favorite dishes for dinner tonight? Is there anything you'd like to eat?"

I still hadn't answered his initial question that started this whole conversation, but perhaps he had taken the fact that I was ‘struggling with it’ as the answer itself.

As if to lift my spirits while I was still trying to process everything, Uni flashed that innocent smile again. After a moment of silence, I replied—

"Can I ask for dessert?"

"Oh, you have a sweet tooth? I love it, I love it. I enjoy baking, too."

Taking his words as a valuable opinion from a fellow man, I tucked them away in my heart and quietly put in my request in response to his kind offer.



    Chapter 512

    Interlude

    "—Alright…"

Doing left and right lunges before a sprint had become a pointless habit of mine at some point.

A warm-up that lacked the significance it held in reality had approximately zero positive effect on my avatar's body. It was purely a mental routine, a way to get in the zone and fire myself up.

Regardless, my resolve was more than sufficient. Not just that, but my status, skills, titles, and equipment were all maxed out—it was safe to say there was no way to improve my current setup.

If I couldn't do it with this, then I would finally give up.

I came here today with that level of determination—or so I tell myself every time. I already knew I would stubbornly challenge it again ‘next time.’

"Was it… *almost three whole days*?"

I thought of the record set by the one who came after me, an out-of-bounds successor and a great trailblazer, the one who literally soars through the sky above. It was a famous story that when he conquered this place, he ran for roughly three days straight.

In other words, he died, over and over again, for three days. Even here, where death is but a fleeting moment compared to elsewhere, to tolerate game overs so casually was nothing short of insanity.

He truly must not have possessed a single shred of ‘fear.’ It only made me feel the ‘gap’ in our fundamental ways of being. No matter how many times I came here, I could never get used to the terror of that murderous warhead bearing down on me at incredible speed.

But this time, I would steel my resolve and *follow his example*.

Three days, no, until this spirit of mine breaks—no, until it's ground to a fine dust. Until these legs can no longer move, I will hole myself up in here for as many days as it takes.

If I become unable to recover, well, I'll think about it then. From the start, the only thing I could be proud of was these legs, so it would be a lie not to give it my all.

"—Just you watch, you damn Acrobat…"

I am the pioneer and the pursuer. The man once called ‘the fastest.’

I never had something as grand as pride for just doing what I wanted, but I did have a bit of a man's stubbornness.

The first-place flag was snatched away from me, which is frustrating, but as for that…

"Second place is a decent enough honor in itself…!"

My avatar took a silent step forward and vanished in a blur.

My stats, polarized into Agility (AGI) and Dexterity (DEX), and ninety-five percent of my skill slots filled with mobility-assisting abilities, all activated at once—twenty seconds later.

"Gah, shi—CRUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUNCH!!??"

In the crimson tower that spiraled high into the sky, a chain of endless screams began to echo.



    Chapter 513

    Mix Them and You Get Peace

    "Ah, I totally get it. That tendency to make unnecessarily acrobatic moves is a light warrior staple…—Oh, I'll go rinse these in water."

"Yeah, thanks—though, I mean, no one is quite on your level, you know? I have no idea how you don't get dizzy spinning around vertically and horizontally like that."

"Well, my pointless spinning isn't actually pointless. It's a necessary move for situational awareness…—Can I put all those in the fridge?"

"Ah, could you put them away for me? —I mean, you're actually watching your surroundings while doing those insane maneuvers? I can't believe you do that without thought acceleration."

"I actually got a thought acceleration skill recently, you know."

"Whaat? You're kidding, right? Uh, how many months has it been since you started?"

"Umm, a little over three months—wait, has it really only been three months? Seriously?"

"I'm the one who should be surprised. Could you please stop acquiring end-game skills that are supposed to take years in some incomprehensible amount of time?"

"Don't ask me… oh, sorry. I put away the empty bowl a minute ago."

"Oh, you're on the ball. It's fine—right. I wanted to ask you this too, but is it true you can wall-run without any wall-running skills?"

"'Wall-running skills'?"

"Okay, let's just stop there. Doing that with only an AGI buff makes absolutely no sense. It's a complete mystery to me how you don't slip and fall."

"Wait, hold on. I think I probably have something that assists with jumping on unstable footholds. That would count as a wall-run assist skill, wouldn't it?"

"Every light warrior has that, you know. I'm talking about skills from the gravity-manipulating [Sticking Walk] family and the like."

"'Sticking Walk'?"

"…………Ah, right, right, Acrobat. Yep, Haru, you're not a light warrior, you're an acrobat. I've never felt the system's naming was so on point."

"I-I don't feel like I'm being praised… So what, how do I get this Sticking-whatever skill?—Oh, the plates."

"In the cabinet under there, there should be some large round plates—Well, maybe it's just not spawning for you because you don't *need* it? That's what you call talent. I'm so jealous."

"I mean, you can never have too many utility skills…"

"That's something only someone with the talent to manage a massive number of skills can say—ah, that is… oh, right, right. Nice, if you think you can handle it, go ahead and plate it."

"Still, in terms of the number of skills I have, I'm probably nowhere near you veterans—Okay, you got it. I'll put my meager sense of style to full use, so please be lenient with your final judgment."

"Huh? Hmm, haha."

"What's with that laugh, it's creeping me out. Be nice to your junior—"

◇◆◇◆◇

"…………"

"………………"

"……………………"

It wasn't quite dinnertime yet. The three women, who had been spending their time as they pleased, were drawn to the unusually lively kitchen. There, they found two men in high spirits, engaged in an endless game of conversational catch.

Chattering away endlessly, they moved around the kitchen in perfect sync, occasionally exchanging glances and confirming instructions. Their coordination was a perfect A-un Breath.

Haru seemed to be assisting Uni with the cooking, and their chemistry was so flawless it was dumbfounding. One would never guess that they had met for the first time in person today—

`…Well, I guess this is what happens when you put two of the same type of social butterfly together.`

"Ah, haha… In the blink of an eye."

"They get along so well."

It seemed that the unlikely event of two people who could quickly befriend anyone repelling each other was not to be.

The two young men appeared to have come to a swift and natural understanding. As the three women sent gazes filled with admiration and other emotions their way, the host, Iris, stepped forward.

"—Uni, Haru."

"Oh. The three of you, when did you get here?"

As his name was called, Uni turned around. In a fluid motion, he handed a large platter with some dish on it to Haru, who took it and glanced back at Iris before carrying it away.

They looked so natural, you could have told me they were a chef and his assistant who had worked together for years.

"I just got a message. The three of them will be here soon, together."

"Oh, really? In that case, I guess I'll start on the grilled dishes—ah, we're going to *start* right away, right? It's about the right time."

"Yes, I think that's fine… Should I… help?"

To be honest, when it came to cooking, Alicia White's skills were average at best. She could do most things if she tried, but she wasn't particularly skilled or efficient.

Therefore, it was a rare thing for her to be unable to confidently say ‘I’ll help.’ It was simply because she hadn't had many opportunities to cook for herself… but the Southern Faction's second-in-command, already aware of this, shook his head with a light laugh.

It wasn't because Iris's skills were lacking, but because,

"That ‘assistant’ over there is just too good, so we're fine. Could you all take care of setting up the tables and chairs and whatnot?"

—they already had enough hands, it seemed. She knew Haru was a good cook, but it appeared he was not only skilled at cooking himself but also possessed the know-how to support others.

For now, she was relieved that he had met with the approval of Uni, the cooking enthusiast.

"…Mhm, understood."

"Hey, what's with that face—and I heard, Iris, that's just mean. What's all this about my *territory*? I'm not some crazy guy who gets mad that easily, you know? When Haru first came over, all scared and cautiously asking, ‘Should I… help?’, I had no idea what was going on."

Whether he read the subtle relief that came from her slight apprehension, Uni began to complain with a disgruntled face about the unflattering introduction he had been given. However, she couldn't recall anything wrong with what she had said based on her *past memories*, and she could only tilt her head in confusion.

"But, two years ago—"

"Yep, I knew it. You wouldn't just make stuff up based on baseless speculation, so I was trying to figure out what led you to that conclusion, and yep, it was *that*. I knew it."

"…Goldow was hugging his knees, looking dejected."

"I got mad, sure, but it was righteous anger! If some old guy who suddenly gets the cooking bug sticks to you for three days straight, you'd get fed up too, wouldn't you?!"

*If anything, I put up with it for three days, and we didn't even get into a fight*, he added, doing his best to clear up his leader's misunderstanding based on his feelings and the facts.

Iris, hearing this, reconsidered… and she could indeed recall that while he had been *dejected*, a few minutes later he had cheerfully gone off to fish.

I see, so it was just a simple misunderstanding.

"I'm… sorry?"

"Well, as long as the misunderstanding is cleared up, it's fine. You know, it takes a lot to make me angry, really—which means the General Commander is really something else."

As he said this, the expression on his face was a smile of half exasperation, half admiration. In short, while it was true that he had *scolded* him, it didn't seem like they were on bad terms.

She knew that already, but it was reassuring all the same… Just then, the smartphone in Iris's pocket vibrated.

She took it out and glanced at the screen—

"Have they arrived?"

"Mhm, I'll go greet them."

`WE'RE HEEEEEEEEEEEEEEERE!!!!!!!!!!` displayed the notification, a message so energetic it could have been mistaken for a boy's.



    Chapter 514

    Full Capacity Assembled

    "—Well, I'll be damned, you really are young. You look exactly *like you do over there*. An old guy like me is gonna stick out like a sore thumb. I'm tellin' ya, kid, I've been wantin' to meet ya!"

"You're not so different from over there yourself—*gack*, what the—?! Hey, tap out, tap out, your arm's too thick, the muscles…!"

Ashe had received a message saying they'd arrived, so I slipped out of the kitchen and headed to the entrance, only to meet this fate in less than thirty seconds.

There was a group of three: two *familiar yet unfamiliar faces*, and one woman I still wasn't used to seeing even in the virtual world. I gave them a little wave, and a moment later, the burly man strode forward, and his powerful arm had me in an inescapable grip.

I struggled instinctively, but unfortunately, it had absolutely no effect.

While not quite the same as his over-two-meter avatar, he was still an imposing figure, easily over one-eighty in height with a thick, muscular frame.

Judging by the expression of his ‘daughter,’ who was watching me with a look of half-exasperation and half-apology from a short distance away, he had to be at least in his late forties…

Man, you're plenty young yourself. What's with all this muscle? What kind of monster were you in your prime, you real-life titan—

"…Father. That's enough."

"Oops, my bad."

Just as I gave up resisting and went limp, his ‘daughter’ approached with a small, inaudible sigh and chided her rampaging ‘father.’

I was saved. For a second there, I thought my neck was going to be snapped right after meeting him.

"My apologies. When I meet my buddies from the other side here in the real world, I tend to get carried away, forgetting my age…—Ah, you alright?"

"I'm-I'm fine, but… please don't throw your STR around over here. I'll die."

"Gahaha! Sorry, sorry! I'll be careful."

"That laugh is the same here too…"

—Well, anyway.

"Goldow-san and Helena-san, I presume."

"Yeah. Nice to meet ya again, Haru."

"My apologies for my father's behavior. It has been a while, Haru-sama—…Perhaps adding ‘-sama’ is a bit too formal here in the real world."

"It is. Please, feel free to call me whatever's comfortable."

"Yes, understood."

The father-daughter pair both looked almost exactly as they did in the game.

Goldow's dandyish short haircut was a bit new, but it suited him perfectly. Helena-san, on the other hand, was exactly the same. Her eyes seemed a bit softer than her avatar's, perhaps? But that was about it. If she put on a suit, she'd be a perfect match.

As for my first impression of their general vibe… it was probably just my imagination, but they both reminded me of Sora's father, Mr. Togo.

I'd bet they were both the type to be *in charge* in the real world as well.

"—If you're done with your greetings, I'll show you to your rooms."

"Oh, thanks."

"Thank you very much."

Ashe, who had been standing to the side watching the whole commotion, spoke up.

She must have already exchanged greetings as host and guest before I arrived. And since these two were also ‘regulars,’ their interaction was brief and to the point.

"Uni is already starting on the final touches, so if you'd like, we can have dinner right away."

"Oh, that sounds great! I've been missin' his cooking."

"…Try not to get on his nerves and make him angry again."

Ashe led the two away, exchanging casual words like old acquaintances—leaving one person behind.

"Hmm… I doubt it, but you're not actually the quiet type over here, are you?"

"—Shut up. I was just waiting for the right moment."

It feels weird to think this, but among the guys, his was the voice I was most familiar with in the virtual world. His annoyingly refreshing voice was, of course, unchanged in the real world, and combined with his equally unchanging refreshing face, he was the picture of a handsome man. It was maddening.

In a way, he was the most *exactly the same* of them all.

If you dressed him in his usual *kamishimo* and gave him a sword, his resemblance would likely surpass even Helena-san's one-hundred-percent accuracy.

"You're a lot quieter here than you are over there—Haru."

"Hah, I'm actually relieved you're just as annoyingly the same. Don't ask me why, though."

"I take that back. That carelessness is unmistakably you."

"What'd you say, you bastard? Should I start calling you *Nate-san*?"

"Hey, using my real name is a crime."

Istia's fourth-ranked member, the [Peerless] Irori, wore a bitter expression that probably mirrored my own, and then…

"…We're on vacation, let's just be honest—I've kind of missed you, junior."

It seemed his habit of trading barbs one moment and then suddenly bursting with sincerity the next hadn't changed. Disarmed by the young man's faint, relaxed smile…

"Yeah, yeah—I kind of wanted to see you too, senpai."

I lightly bumped my fist against the right hand he held up as we passed each other—

""Ow…!?""

Our bones connected with a clean, sharp crack, and we both winced at the same time.



    Chapter 515

    4 vs. 4

    "Alright, now that we've all greeted each other again—cheers."

"""Cheers!"""

Following the extremely quiet host's lead, three men—the particularly enthusiastic Goldow, myself, and Uni—filled the space with lively voices.

Sora-san, the very picture of grace; Nia, who tends to get quieter as more people gather; and Helena-san, whom I couldn't imagine ever cutting loose, all raised their glasses with their own expressions, demurely joining in.

As for Irori, who had separated himself from the circle of men, he responded with a calm "Cheers," a refreshing smile on his refreshing face and a refreshing tone in his voice. Damn handsome guy.

In any case, with all the invited guests assembled, the 'trip' had finally begun in earnest.

The lounge, which had served as the party venue for lunch as well, was now a festival of food. An endless array of dishes lined the tables, stimulating both curiosity and appetite. From classic, well-known dishes to eccentric, creative ones, there was no shortage of things to pair with drinks or conversation.

Though we were meeting for the first time in real life, everyone here had shared intense moments with someone else in the 'battlefield.'

The only exception was the artisan (Nia), but it seemed she knew everyone in the virtual world… so while there were varying degrees of familiarity, no one seemed to be feeling any major tension.

—So, for starters.

"Here you go, Goldow-san. As promised, I shall fulfill my duty."

"Oh, much appreciated."

Seeing the General Commander down his glass of wine the moment we cheered, I grabbed a bottle and smoothly approached his side. The setup allowed for either standing or sitting, but he had already settled down comfortably…

"Hmm, in that case, it's not quite 'pouring a drink,' but—"

I stood diagonally to the right of his seat, held the bottom of the bottle with my right hand, and tilted it smoothly towards his empty glass. The key was to maintain good posture and *act as cool as possible*.

"Well, now… what's this? You look surprisingly natural doing that."

"I am honored by your praise."

After I finished pouring, I raised the bottle and, still in character, replied with a smart, composed expression, completely unashamed. In return, I received a grin of amusement.

I had tried a little impromptu joke, and it seemed to have been well-received by the *customer*. It looked like the skills I had cultivated during my time as a part-time waiter hadn't faded yet.

I was in my own clothes, not a waiter's uniform, but I hoped he would overlook that—

"What's that, where did you learn that trick?"

"A part-time job in high school. It was at a slightly upscale restaurant where they drilled all sorts of things into us."

Uni, who had approached out of amusement, asked a question, and I answered him concisely.

"High school… which means."

"Oh, he's an eighteen-year-old first-year university student. Young, isn't he?"

Irori casually joined in, and in an instant, a conversational table of four men was formed.

"Huh… I should ask, but is it okay?"

"Just my age? That's fine."

He was probably asking about Uni casually leaking my personal information. I replied just as casually, “Don't worry about it.”

I had already confirmed with him while helping in the kitchen, “Is that information okay to share?” and besides, anyone could tell just by looking at me.

"I see… eighteen, so you're three years younger."

"Wait, weren't you twenty?"

"Until half a month ago. My birthday is in May."

"Oh, huh… really…?"

I questioned the discrepancy with the profile I'd looked up online once, and the answer was extremely simple and clear. I obviously hadn't touched on that kind of personal information.

Wait, should I? Get him a birthday present or something. He's helped me out a lot in total…

"…I know exactly what you're thinking, but don't be weirdly considerate. It's creepy."

"You're one to talk. Keep thoughts like that to yourself, will you?"

"I'm afraid you'll go off the rails if I don't say it clearly."

"Yeah, yeah, whatever. If you're going to be so blunt about that, be blunt about your schemes and stuff too. I'm never falling for your tricks again."

"Hah, you've got some nerve saying that after stirring up the entire world just by being your thoughtless, natural self."

"You're one to talk, having had a hand in *that whole sequence of events* yourself, aren't you???"

As we continued our back-and-forth of light-hearted jabs,

"—I've been thinking this since *the time he got the better of me*, but you two are really close."

"Oh yeah, these two were already getting along the same day they beat each other up."

I started to feel uncomfortable hearing these unsolicited opinions from the sidelines, so I decided to sheathe my sword for the time being. To be honest, I was aware that we got along pretty well, but it's just embarrassing when other people point it out.

"Ahem… anyway."

"Oh, he's embarrassed."

"You're pretty much like that in the virtual world too, aren't you? Kinda endearing—"

"A-N-Y-W-A-Y."

I bulldozed over their teasing, but the two older guys just cackled—wait, in this group, I'm the second youngest, huh.

I knew it, but at eighteen, I'm a total novice by Arcadia standards…

"It's a bit late to be asking this now that we're all here… but Goldow-san being here makes sense because of Helena-san, but how did you end up getting invited to a Southern Faction retreat, Irori?"

I let it slide when I first heard he was coming, but seeing him here in person feels… unexpected. Well, it's just based on the image I have of him.

For some reason, I had always thought that despite his sociable demeanor, Irori was the type of person who wouldn't be interested in this kind of gathering.

"Ah, that's simple. I invited him. Since last year."

The answer came quickly from Goldow, who had already emptied his glass again.

"He's calmed down a fair bit now, but not too long ago—for a while after he became a ranker, he was so reckless it was worrying to watch."

"That's enough of the exposé. Don't go talking about people as you please."

"Whoa, there…!"

Irori reached out from the side, snatched the bottle from my hand, and began to sloppily refill the General Commander's glass.

I almost laughed at his method of shutting him up, but seeing Goldow frantically steady his glass from the rough pouring, it seemed to have been effective enough.

Well, I got the gist of it.

"You invited him out for a change of pace, something like that?"

"…You don't need to read into it either. Just leave it alone."

What's wrong with that? A boss who looks out for you is a rare thing. We should treasure him.

Looking at Irori's uncomfortable expression, which was both rare and not-so-rare, I briefly considered whether to press on or back off—

"Tch—hey, you! Who lets out killing intent in the middle of a party?! Don't scare me like that!"

"My apologies. It seems there is a junior here who does not know how to treat his senior properly, you see?"

"What do you mean, killing intent? Can you stop casually using Skills in the real world?"

"And you're one to talk for sensing it, kid. Your senses are sharp over here too, huh."

"And besides, you guys really are close. You should both cherish a dear friend you can be yourselves with—whoa, what amazing synchronization. Is it even possible for two people to make the exact same face at the same time?"

"I'm jealous, I tell ya. A male friend you can relax with is a surprisingly rare thing."

"Hey, hey, stop it, stop it! Stop teasing us like that, it's making my skin crawl!"

"Indeed. Don't take this as an opportunity to mock us."

Well, you know.

The way the conversation was going was incredibly unwelcome and embarrassing—but it was a relief that we could get along just fine in the real world too.

One thing was for sure: I wouldn't be bored for the next week.



    Chapter 516

    4 vs. ④

    "—My, my… they seem to be having fun, don't they."

After watching the boisterous exchange among the men for a while, the one who finally spoke was the eldest of the women, the [Lady-in-Waiting], Helena.

It wasn't just the subtle differences in her features; her voice and her entire demeanor were different from the ‘Queen of the Southern Faction’ in the virtual world. Here, she had a gentle air about her.

While Iris, who knew both sides of her well, was unfazed, Sora and Nia, who were meeting her for the first time in person, seemed a little bewildered.

*I hope they can open up to her*, Iris thought, offering a small prayer in her heart.

"With the addition of a *boyish boy*, it might be easier for them to be more boisterous than usual."

She spoke, recalling the relatively calmer 'trips' of years past. Helena responded to her words with a small, sincere smile of understanding.

"Ordinary, yet special… I see. He is certainly a rare find among the rankers."

While not all of them were eccentric, those who rose above the ordinary in that world (Arcadia) tended to have their quirks, big or small. A person like Haru, the Acrobat, who *for the most part* had the mindset of a normal person, was indeed a very precious existence.

Well, again, *for the most part*.

"Haru is Haru, though. He's still not quite normal in his own way."

"Well, that is to be expected. No ordinary boy would be able to openly declare a challenge to the [Sword Queen] with the whole world watching."

"He was magnificent."

"Fufu, I doubt you were thinking that at the time, were you?"

"…I don't know. It feels like it was so long ago now."

Every time she recalled it, the sight of that day grew more radiant. With each passing day, with every meeting, with every word exchanged—with every moment she fell more in love with him.

Her feelings had grown so large so quickly that perhaps she could no longer clearly remember the emotions she had felt back when she hadn't been so captivated by his brilliance.

"…………At first, I was admittedly perplexed."

Perhaps her tone, tinged with her burgeoning emotions, had given something away. Helena, who had been staring at Iris, let her cheeks soften into another smile.

"I'm glad you were able to fall in love, Iris. Looking at you now no longer pains my heart—however, now that we're here…"

Her brow furrowed in a troubled manner, and her smile turned wry as she shifted her gaze to:

"It seems your trials are far from over."

—the two girls standing beside the one she served and watched over.

"Even I never thought my first love would involve so many tangled and frayed ‘threads’."

*We're in the same boat*, in more ways than one. Looking at her two rivals, who were apparently also experiencing their first love, Iris returned a frank agreement.

"This too, how should I put it… Looking at it again, this is a very peculiar situation, isn't it."

"………………"

"Ahaha…"

Listening to the conversation between the de facto master and servant from the side, the two girls, who had been growing fidgety as the topic shifted, had a predictably awkward reaction.

Nia averted her gaze, looking uncomfortable, while Sora laughed, at a loss for what to say. Including Iris, none of them could deny Helena's words.

It wasn't just the situation of three people simultaneously having feelings for the same person, but the even more abnormal state of affairs where all three of them *were unable to direct hostility at each other*.

To be honest, Iris was starting to feel troubled as well—she was at a loss as to what stance she should take in dealing with them.

"…………Sora and Nia are both very good people."

She wasn't sure what she had intended to say… but as Iris tried to gather her thoughts, a soft, heartfelt sentiment slipped from her lips.

It was a statement she had made almost unintentionally. Since Iris herself was surprised by what she had just said, it was no wonder that the other two looked at her with matching expressions of ‘Huh?’.

But, well, this was a good opportunity.

Sooner or later, a time would come when they would have to show their intentions to each other.

"Yes… that's right. Sora's purity, Nia's earnestness—they're both very lovely and charming. They're supposed to be my rivals, yet I find the devoted feelings they have for Haru to be precious."

"…It sounds as if you're acknowledging and cheering on your rivals in love."

As she laid bare her honest feelings about the two of them, Helena offered a somewhat exasperated comment—but there was nothing to be done about it.

Because *that's exactly right*. In other words,

"—I might think of you both as… ‘precious’."

The moment she said it, the word settled into her heart with a sense of perfect rightness.

"I like you, Sora and Nia."

"—………………Heh, eh…!?"

`W-w-w-wait, stop, what's with this sudden topic, where is this conversation going?!`

Struck by the sudden 'confession,' the two girls, despite being of the same gender, blushed as if they'd been set alight. Watching them with a detached thought of “how cute,” the invincible princess continued on, completely convinced of her own logic.

"Because I, too, see you both through Haru. It is only natural that I would also cherish the people my beloved holds more precious than anyone in the world."

"Wha, heh, aeh…?"

`Hey, Sora-chan, what is this situation???`

"I-I don't know…!"

While the men were being boisterous at another table, the women's table had suddenly veered off in a completely different direction. As the two girls trembled and one looked on in a daze, the one who calmly proceeded on her own path, fully aware of their turmoil, did not stop.

"So, yes—no matter how tangled our relationship becomes, I will likely never come to dislike you. After all, you are my dear one's precious people."

Of course, she also held a personal fondness for them, which made it all the more true—Iris concluded on her own, came to her own understanding, and found her own satisfaction, leaving the others behind.

"Huh…?”

"…………"

Having been bombarded with words like ‘like,’ ‘dear,’ and ‘precious’ by the [Sword Queen], the two girls were left speechless, flushed with a heat they didn't know what to do with.

"…Hah. She is a White, after all, this one."

The [Lady-in-Waiting], who knew the nature of the famous family well, let out a great, exasperated sigh—and then, with a hint of amusement, she let a faint smile grace her lips.



    Chapter 517

    Continuation

    The first night's banquet came to a surprisingly swift end.

Perhaps out of consideration for the journey here, Ashe declared the party over after only about two hours so that no one would be dragging their fatigue into the following days. A few people, starting with the *good girl* Nia-chan, were looking sleepy, so it was probably good timing.

I was feeling pretty tired myself, all things considered.

I have some confidence in my stamina, but that's only by normal standards, real-world standards. The toughness of the avatar I've developed in the virtual world doesn't carry over to reality.

Well, a decent amount of fatigue was to be expected. I had been present for the meeting of the three girls, then the long car ride. I'd gotten excited about the secret base-like villa, studied, explored, cooked, and made four new acquaintances in the real world—

On top of all that, my heart had been thrown into its usual turmoil… so today had, in its own *moderate* way, been another day full of events.

"…Hah."

The fact that today only qualified as *moderately* eventful made me let out a weary laugh as I collapsed onto the bed. Just how turbulent has my life been lately?

After the order to dismiss was given, the eight of us, led mainly by Sora, Uni, and myself, had a lively clean-up session that finished a short while ago.

It seemed that the only ones who were somewhat used to the kitchen were those who had done some cooking today, but this was a group of rankers, nearly all of whom exuded an aura of being ‘good at getting things done.’

With improvised teamwork that could rival a battle in the virtual world, they made short work of the tedious post-party cleanup—man, a group of such capable people feels so overwhelmingly invincible in every aspect, it's almost funny.

Of course, Goldow, who had happily been drinking and was now completely wasted, was excluded, so it was really seven of us. But that was totally fine. I wanted him to rest and recover from his daily hardships as much as he liked. You've earned it, our great General Commander.

And so, the current time was just before nine at night. I returned to my room, washed off the sweat in the guest room's shower, and collapsed onto the bed in some casual clothes. Naturally, a wave of sleepiness washed over me.

Honestly, I was tempted to just say goodbye to the day right then and there…

—*We can continue tonight.*

"Ughn…………"

That one task, the one I had been most worried about, what would happen, was still remaining.

At night, just the two of us, studying. It was a set of words that was, how should I put it, quite something, but given who my partner was, I couldn't just laugh off the need for caution.

Iris, who was already forty percent more aggressive than usual on this trip, what kind of lightning-fast assault would she launch next—

"…………………………Ughn."

I have so much to think about, I just want to surrender myself to sleep.

Would a short nap be okay? Would I wake up if she *knocked*? The fact that I wasn't even considering the option of bailing and saying “let’s cancel tonight’s session” meant I…

—*You're doing just fine.*

Am I someone who deserves to be praised by others?

◇◆◇◆◇

"—!"

Without any preamble, my consciousness surfaced all at once.

The moment you jolt awake from an unexpected sleep is often filled with confusion. And since you can usually guess roughly how much time has passed from the state of your body, if you remember you have *later plans*, a massive wave of panic comes crashing down as well.

I had probably been asleep for about an hour. Judging by the darkness filling the room, I had avoided the blunder of sleeping until morning… but if Ashe had already come by, that meant I had missed her knock.

If so, I felt bad. As the one asking for lessons, I should probably go and check on her, just to be sure—and then, a sense of wrongness.

I hadn't intended to actually fall asleep, so I didn't remember turning off the lights in my room.

And so…

"………………"

Still in a half-sitting position, I turned my head—ah, right, I see.

Intruder, discovered.

"I'm torn between apologizing for sleeping through our promise, or scolding you for invading my personal space."

"Let's just say they cancel each other out."

If I hadn't been half-asleep, I would have noticed that one side of the mattress was slightly depressed with a weight other than my own. The intruder, Ashe, who had been sitting by my pillow, replied with a mischievous smile.

"Sorry, I let my guard down."

"Don't worry about it. I figured you would be tired."

Still, I apologized for likely having missed her knock. I didn't know when she had arrived, but I was grateful that she had turned off the light and let me sleep instead of waking me up… though, that was probably canceled out by the crime of watching me sleep.

I shouldn't think about it too much. It's super embarrassing.

Anyway—

"Um… what should we do? Can I still ask you to do it now?"

After my unintentional nap, my stamina gauge had thankfully increased slightly. I wouldn't say my fatigue was completely gone, but my condition was relatively good.

So, I asked… but Ashe shook her head.

"I'm done being a tutor for today. As I said, I thought you'd be tired, so that was my intention when I came to call on you."

"Ah… I, see."

"You don't need to worry. As I also said, I will teach you properly during the rest of the trip, so there's no need to rush. Leave it to me."

Man, she was so reliable it brought tears to my eyes. Even when she was tutoring me, Ashe had said she would be “strict but gentle,” but in the end, she was just gentle.

She was the ideal kind of tutor, one who could guide her student at lightning speed without having to be strict.

"Well, in that case, I'll take you up on that without rushing… so… for now, would you care to confess how long you've been sneaking in here and committing the grave sin of watching my sleeping face?"

"Hm… About an hour ago?"

"Hey, that's exactly when I think I fell asleep. I was probably still in a light sleep, you should have woken me up too."

I tapped the smartphone that had been lying by my pillow, and the time displayed on the lit screen was almost exactly what my internal clock had told me.

Staring at my face for around three thousand six hundred seconds, weren't you bored?

"You have a cute sleeping face."

"Wait, I didn't ask for your opinion."

"I think the range of your expressions is unfair. When you're calm, you look more mature than your age, but when you're having fun or letting your guard down, you look much younger… and very cute."

"Alright, you're trying to kill me right here and now, aren't you…!"

That's the kind of thing you're not supposed to say directly to someone's face. Please, calm down.

"If we're talking about gaps, you're quite something yourself, princess. To be honest, I still have nightmares about our fight in the Four Pillar War, like a 'horror experience'! And yet here, in the real world, you've become this honest-to-a-fault bomb that's super effective against me in a completely different way, leaving me defenseless—"

"The Four Pillar War… You were smiling so much then, too."

"Guys' personalities change, more or less, during a *sword fight*! Looking back, I can only question myself. How in the world did I fight the [Sword Queen] head-on? There's no way I could reproduce that, seriously…"

"Fufu… Right now, you're on the cute side."

"Ngaah…! Calling a guy cute over and over…!"

Sure, I'm younger than her, and I wouldn't be surprised if the difference in our life experience was like that between an adult and a child—but on a level separate from whether I'm happy about it or not, being called ‘cute’ by a girl just makes a guy feel… weird.

At least, it makes me feel incredibly awkward!



    Chapter 518

    Two Pairs Who Know Each Other Well

    "—Hey, how's it going?"

"That's my line. And here I thought you were dead drunk just a moment ago."

I called back in response to the steady knock, and the one who entered the room was, as always, a man whose presence was far too immense. Though we weren't that different in height, his body was so large that I almost looked up to him, a physique that still seemed untouched by ‘old age.’

This was the second time we'd met in the real world, the first being last year. However, after two years of interaction in the virtual world, we were long past the point of feeling awkward or tense around each other.

Irori, who had been sitting on the bed fiddling with his phone, gestured toward a chair. Goldow didn't seem to mind the casual treatment, merely glancing over.

"As always, I can never tell if you're a strong drinker or a weak one."

"I'm the type that gets to enjoy it the most, y'know? Get good and drunk, then sober up in a flash."

"You should take better care of your body. You're the one who keeps saying you're not young anymore. Don't come crying to me if your daughter chews you out in front of your juniors again and you lose what little dignity you have left."

"Ain't it a little too late for that?"

"I'm telling you to keep it from getting any worse, General Commander."

A comfortable conversation with someone so much older.

While I didn't mind this atmosphere now, it had thrown me for a loop at first. In the real-world *dojo*, elders were to be respected without exception, so I found it difficult to act so casually with my seniors.

It wasn't a matter of which was better, just a simple difference in our environments.

"Man, June is still nice and cool. Easy weather, can't complain."

"Don't sleep with your stomach exposed and catch a cold."

"...Irori, are you getting more and more naggy by the day?"

"Well, perhaps it's because the number of people who make me say this and that has increased."

As I said that, a mischievous grin spread across my face, and I sighed internally. *A mistake.* It seemed the trip had loosened my tongue as well.

"Really, can't complain."

"...And you're getting more and more like an old man with your teasing by the day."

Well, it's not like—

"So? From your perspective, how's he been lately?"

"What's there to say? He's the same as he's always been—an infinitely cheeky and immature junior."

"Kuh... Kahaha! To be acknowledged by the 'Supreme,' draw with the 'Strongest,' and become the key to defeating the 'White Throne'—and now you're gonna cut down the guy who's getting all this attention and praise from around the world? You don't pull any punches."

"I have no intention of giving him an unfair evaluation."

"I know, I know. It just means that in your eyes, you can still see all that room for him to grow—it's only been three months since he entered the virtual world, after all. He really is a monster."

"Even so, I think you tend to overestimate him."

"You think? Well, I'm aware I've got some pretty high hopes for him."

"Just go easy on him so he doesn't break."

"Haru's a lucky guy, blessed with such a kind senior."

"...And I'm telling you to stop with the teasing and that smug grin of yours."

—Just two men of different ages, enjoying a moment like this.

Letting the wind carry them, sharing an honest conversation wasn't so bad.

◇◆◇◆◇

"Oh? Perhaps you're in the mood for a late-night snack?"

"Unfortunately, my stomach is quite full from a certain someone's party course. May I have some tea, please?"

The party was over, the cleanup was done, and after a short rest in my room, my energy was recharged in a flash. It came as no surprise to me that I had returned to the kitchen as if it were the most natural thing in the world—and neither I nor the “comrade” who appeared a few minutes later felt any sense of surprise at our actions.

We’d known each other for three years now, both in reality and in the virtual world. We were used to each other.

"Okay. Iced or hot?"

"Hot, please."

"It's cool this year, isn't it?"

"It's still just the beginning of summer. In fact, we might need to be careful not to let our bodies get too cold."

As she said that, her upward glance was probably for that very reason. As ever, their family ties seemed enviably strong.

"Haha, it seems totally possible he'd sleep with his stomach out and catch a cold."

"...I should probably check on him quietly in the middle of the night, just in case."

"It must be tough having a father who's such a handful."

Being able to make such a rude remark was only possible because of a certain level of trust. There was no need to worry about whether the unspoken words—*You all look so happy, I'm envious*—were getting through.

—And so, while enjoying the conversation, I rummaged through the cupboards for a while to fulfill her order. From a bewilderingly diverse selection of tea leaves, I chose one at random and poured hot water into the pre-warmed teapot.

After I finished pouring and watched the leaves unfurl, I looked up.

"...Haha."

"Fufu..."

Realizing they were making similar expressions, Uni and Helena exchanged glances and let out soft, relaxed laughs.

"...That's a relief, isn't it?"

"Yes, it truly is."

"Of course, I can't say there isn't some frustration that a newcomer who appeared like a comet snatched him away."

"Yes, it truly is."

"Still, I'm glad. A game is only fun when you have someone to enjoy it with."

"...Yes, it truly is."

Just today, in the span of only a few hours, how many times had they seen *her* with such a relaxed expression? Thinking back on it, they couldn't stop the smiles from spreading across their faces.

As people who were captivated by her presence, her sword, her very being.

"We've been rewarded. Me, for desperately clinging to the second seat, and you, her right hand, who has supported her all this time—it feels like a weight has finally been lifted from our shoulders."

"I can't say that. We were just the ones who fell for her and dedicated ourselves to her of our own accord."

"It's fine. She knows everything that's in our hearts, thank goodness."

That's why she says it to them, over and over.

Both now that she has changed, and in the past when she couldn't—again and again, she says, "Thank you."

Even though those should be our words to her.

In this day and age, we got to experience a role like 'knights serving a princess,' as if it were a joke. Even if our strength fell short, we did our best, stumbling along the way. Compared to the life I had been casually wasting before I met her, it goes without saying how vividly it colored my world.

We gained a precious experience, a passion, a new color.

The powerlessness and other hardships we'd accumulated over three years seemed to have vanished completely in the face of this bright, clear feeling.

It wasn't for nothing. I will proudly declare that we have reached this place.

"Let's have another toast, shall we? Even if it's just with tea."

"It's modest, but that's nice too. It suits us supporting characters."

He poured the herbal tea into two cups he'd prepared and handed one to Helena. Without clinking their cups, they each gave a small lift—a modest toast—and then...

"...What is this, I wonder?"

"...I'm not sure. It's a flavor I've never tasted before."

At the strange taste of the nameless tea leaves he'd chosen at random, the two of them tilted their heads in unison.



    Chapter 519

    Azure Sky

    By the time I realized my fatal mistake, it was already too late.

All I could do was look back on the past and pile on the regret. You only truly appreciate something irreplaceable once it's gone, and I could only curse myself for having grown so accustomed to its presence that I mistakenly thought, "It'll always be there."

It's embarrassing to admit, but I won't be able to sleep tonight because of this.

Thanks to the nap I took during the trip, the impending night was a little less daunting than usual, but still... even when I tried to surrender to sleep, my consciousness just wouldn't drop, as if it were snagged on something.

To put it simply, Liliania Vroubèry was in trouble. Why?

—Because she had forgotten her body pillow.

I'd gotten so carried away by the chain of surprise events that I'd forgotten my partner, my companion through literally every single day. It was the blunder of a lifetime. Instead of hemming and hawing about things like, *Isn't it embarrassing to bring my own body pillow on a trip?* I should have just arranged to have it delivered.

I haven't been able to sleep without it even at home since I was a child, and combined with the triple punch of travel excitement, an unfamiliar ceiling, and an unfamiliar bed, a peaceful night's sleep was a distant hope.

To top it all off, the heart-pounding anxiety stemming from the “confession” that was suddenly dropped during the party earlier meant a sleepless night was all but guaranteed. At this rate, I'm in for a serious lack of sleep in the coming days.

If only the sleepiness debuff from the other day's event could be implemented in the real world.

"...Ugh... hmph..."

No matter how many times I slammed my head into the pillow, it wouldn't be enough to knock myself out—I'm sleepy, yet I can't sleep. What a childish trait.

Brimming with frustration, I considered just storming over to the person I had a crush on, who was probably in the middle of studying. No, but I'd feel bad for interrupting their time together, and while I can't say I don't feel jealous or possessive or any of those other emotions, putting myself in their shoes, I know that time alone together is precious and important and something to be happy about, and as a maiden, I feel like I have to respect that, and I can't help but wonder if that princess is actually being all sweet and clingy right now, and when I imagine that, any thoughts of her as a rival or a competitor are in danger of being blasted away by her radiance and sheer preciousness, I mean, really, what is she, and when she says something like "I like you" straight to my face, it's impossible for me not to like her back, it doesn't make any sense, I've been thinking this for a while but Iris, or rather, Alicia White, doesn't just have the aptitude to be a 'Princess' but a 'Prince' as well—

*Knock, knock, knock.*

"Hh—!?"

Just as I was pretending to be lost in a swirling, unclear vortex of thought to escape reality, my ears picked up the sound of a modest knock, and my body shot up on the bed.

Without a doubt, it was the door to my room. As expected of a property owned by the White family, the guest rooms were so well-built that I wouldn't mistake the sound for one coming from the next room.

I was about to go to sleep when I remembered I'd forgotten my body pillow and was subsequently dying inside, so I obviously hadn't made any plans with anyone for the night.

If Haru had been free, I might have worked up the courage to make some kind of move... but he was a first-year university student and seemed to be struggling with his studies, so I decided to hold back, at least for the first day.

As for the days to come, I'm not sure if my patience will last, so my plans are undecided. Anyway,

"...?"

—Who could it be? I couldn't call out to ask, so I just slowly opened the door.

Given the group of people here, I wasn't particularly wary, but I was still wondering what I would do if a man other than him was standing there... As I peeked through the tiny gap, I saw that it wasn't someone I'd have to look up at.

"Ah...! U-um, I'm sorry to bother you while you're resting."

She was the only one in our group shorter than me, with a small, delicate frame. The girl, who was four years younger than me—a fact I had to double-check when I first heard her age—spoke clearly, though cautiously.

"Could I have just a little of your time?"

Her beautiful, large, sky-blue eyes blinked as she looked straight at Nia.

◇◆◇◆◇

Come to think of it, we'd only ever exchanged words a handful of times. And most of those few interactions were the kind of harmless exchanges that arise from the positions of 'artisan and customer' during a fitting.

Things like, *Is this too tight?*, *Raise your hands, please*, or *Excuse me for a moment*. At most, that was the extent of it. The times we'd messed around... or rather, the times Nia had one-sidedly messed around with her, were always when her partner was in the same place.

It wasn't that Nia was scared to be one-on-one with her or anything like that; it was more that she was being considerate of Sora.

That's because this girl, from the very first time they met in the virtual world, had always been the same—her expression would change noticeably depending on whether he was by her side or not.

It was so obvious when she was tense and when she wasn't, and I'd been secretly smiling to myself about it for a while now. *Haa, how cute*. And that feeling hasn't changed, even now that their relationship has clearly shifted.

This younger girl, who was just as cute in person as her avatar... Nia, who was usually the one being doted on, was quite seriously smitten.

"—U-um... R-really, please don't trouble yourself...!"

*Come on, now. It'd be tense if we were just sitting face-to-face, right?*

A few minutes ago, I had pulled Sora, who had come over with a serious air and said the cutest thing—"I'd like to talk"—into my room and unceremoniously made her sit on the bed.

The girl, fresh from what looked like a shower, had already tidied her properly dried hair... but well, that aside, it'd be rude to call it just fiddling, but it would be easier for both of us if we were doing something.

With the older girl standing behind her, gently combing her beautiful black hair, the younger girl froze with an indescribable expression, a mixture of embarrassment and humility.

Of course, I had gotten her consent, albeit a bit forcefully. This was definitely not sexual harassment.

"...It's shorter in the real world, so I don't think there's much fun in styling it."

*It's soooooooooo much fun. I could do this forever.*

"F-forever is a bit... As for me, I'd like to try combing your fluffy hair, Nia-san. I've always admired soft-looking long hair."

*Oh? But I'm jealous of your silky smooth hair, Sora-chan!*

I output my 'words' to the phone I'd placed right next to Sora, and a pleasant exchange unfolded, one that made me grin so much I thought I might be dreaming—but,

"...Um, Nia-san."

Neither of us intended for it to end there, nor did we think it would. Seeing the serious tone that slipped into the pause in our conversation, Nia silently stroked the girl's hair, prompting her to continue.

"...About, um... about how things are now. I won't apologize. I want to say I'm sorry, but I don't think this is something I should apologize for, so I won't."

I just listen.

"The result was that I ended up stirring things up... and even though you looked like you didn't mind me, it ended up like this anyway."

To the inner thoughts she painstakingly weaves.

"I'm a child... I don't want to say this, but compared to you, Haru, and Iris-san, I really am just a child who only thinks about herself."

And I marvel at how her exposed voice holds not a single shred of fear.

"But still... I— —I love Haru."

"..."

The girl's eyes as she turned to face me were a perfectly clear, radiant sky-blue.

"So, um... It's very late, but please, forgive me."

Her innocent, embarrassed smile was, as always—unchanged from the first time I saw them standing together—so perfectly suited to him.

...And for that very reason,

*Hmmmm, what should I do?????*

"Ah, au... U-um, I know this is really late to be bringing this up, but...!"

*I mean, Sora-chan, you're just too much of a formidable rival in so many ways, you know? If we're talking forgiving or not, there's no way I can forgive you—you're super cute, you're his partner, and you're younger than him!* 

I can't exactly welcome her entry into this rivalry with open arms, but.

"S-super...? Um, does being younger have anything to do with it? Personally, I feel like it's more of a debuff..."

*Hmm? Well, that guy has a soft spot for younger girls, doesn't he?*

"From my perspective, it seems like he's weaker to older women...?"

*Oh, right. Maybe he's not weak to younger girls in general, just to you, Sora-chan.*

"If anything, I feel like I'm the one who's weaker to Haru..."

*Yep, no good, can't forgive you. Sora-chan, you're breaking the rules! You're strong in every way! In fact, it's not like this is late or anything; I've had you pegged as my strongest rival from the very beginning!* 

"Hh—! E-eh, eeeeeh...!?"

As a friend whose relationship is still new—and as a friend I hope to deepen that relationship with from now on. As a substitute for a blessing, I pulled her small body into a tight hug.

It would be a lie to say I wasn't happy that the heart of my cute, cute junior player was now clear.

...Well, that was the official reason.

*Ah, no good. Sora-chan, sorry, I know this is sudden, but can I offer you the role of body pillow?*

"Eh? H-huh? Wha—? Wh-what is it? Body pillo—wha!? Um, w-wait, what's with the sudden—!? What are you going to do to me!?"

*I'm not going to do anything, so don't worry. Just lie next to me for a bit, that's all.*

"Um, we've basically just met! Me! I don't know what you're suddenly talking about, but sleeping next to you all of a sudden is a little scar... Nia-san, you're strong...!?"

Fundamentally, Nia, a lover of cute things, had been exposed to the girl's cuteness one-on-one and couldn't take it anymore—combined with her lingering sleepiness, she had simply gone berserk.



    Chapter 520

    The Continuation of the Continuation

    —She said her job as my instructor for the day was over. But, as expected, there was no way *that* Ashe would just say her piece and leave with a simple "good night."

Still, she must have been being considerate of my fatigue. I'd been keeping her company as she chatted on with a slightly more subdued energy, and about an hour had now passed.

"...I see. So it's that tough to keep running."

"At the very least, doing it with your stats maxed out is more than tough; it's impossible. If anyone could do it, that tower would have been conquered long before you came along."

Now that I thought about it, it was unusual for us to be talking about the virtual world... Well, no, Ashe and I always ended up talking about Arcadia, but our topics were usually on a much grander scale.

Things like aiming to clear the game, or defeating the Colored Monsters to do so.

So, for us to be talking like this—

"But still, couldn't you do it, Ashe? If you were solo, you'd have your unique title's constant thought acceleration, and you could easily adjust your stats with a quick change of clothes."

"If I could have, there would be no reason for me not to have done it. I may be blessed with a 'gift,' but I'm far from perfect."

"I heard it finally got its own name the other day, something like 'Almighty.'"

"I'm not happy about it. If I were truly all-powerful, I wouldn't lose to anyone. ...Yours was given a name too, wasn't it? 'Recollection,' I believe."

"Doesn't it get super embarrassing when they start adding ruby text to it?"

"Really? I don't mind this 'culture.' It makes the sense of specialty easy to understand."

"Calling it a culture just makes the Japanese part of me feel even more embarrassed..."

—from a smaller perspective than usual, talking about 'the game' as just two players, might have been a first for us.

"...In any case, I was unable to conquer the [Spiral Crimson Tower]. The last time I challenged it was about a year ago, but I'm sure I still couldn't do it now."

"Is that so..."

"Fufu, you don't look convinced."

And so, as we casually bounced from one topic to another, we landed on the subject of the unconquered dungeon. Or rather, the formerly unconquered dungeon.

Honestly, I was being presented with a lot of eye-opening information and insights, and I was genuinely getting engrossed in my chat with Ashe.

"The action of a person running at a speed beyond human comprehension while maintaining their human form is more advanced and difficult than you might think. The balancers humans are equipped with by default become almost completely unreliable, and the situational awareness required from moment to moment easily surpasses that of high-speed close-quarters combat. A single step might be manageable with a split-second of control, but a continuous run is difficult."

"Hmm..."

"That's why people normally rely on Skills. As you said, thought acceleration and other support skills that automate posture control are the main ones, but..."

"Well, since you're relying on skills, you can't keep it up indefinitely, right?"

"Exactly. And I'm no exception. My [Braver, Lone Hero] certainly grants me the cheat of constant thought acceleration, but the acceleration multiplier itself isn't that great... so it's not enough to handle the processing for a long-distance run on its own."

"I see... I guess?"

So why can I do something as simple as running with my stats maxed out? That must be where my 'Recollection' talent comes in.

Mind you, in the beginning... well, even now, I still occasionally end up as a stain on a wall or the ground. I've had my fair share of accidents with superhuman high-speed maneuvering.

And my avatar, apparently, remembers every single one of them.

It's a fitting description, one that hits the nail right on the head, but with the talent the world has named 'Recollection,' 'Recollection,' and 'Recollection,' I unconsciously trace the optimal solution with every action.

Therefore, in the virtual world, my body does not make mistakes. Whether it's a success or a failure, once I've experienced something—thinking about it again, this is so broken it's almost embarrassing.

"On top of that, you're required to deal with the bullet hell from those killer rabbits. Impossible."

"Ah... yeah, they don't just aim at you; they have spread shots, too."

"That's where your 'Recollection' fits in as a perfect meta—'remember everything and run at full speed' is, in a way, the orthodox method of a frontal assault."

"...As the one who cleared it, I have to say, I think they got some of the settings wrong."

Incidentally, it's a secret that I could now clear it without even thinking, just by sprinting at full power.

The borderline is a top speed equivalent to roughly 700 AGI. If you can build up that much speed and run through without crashing, you can leave that rabbit hell straight out of heaven behind and put on a proper victory lap.

So, if anything, I feel like that's the more orthodox method. Players who stack everything they can, be it skills or whatever, and eventually reach that speed threshold were probably meant to have the honor of being the 'First Conqueror'—

"Ah, by the way."

"Hm?"

Ashe herself says it's "impossible," and I can accept that. But another person who embodies inhuman speed comes to my mind.

"My mas—... Ui-san, I mean, Her Ladyship the [Sword Saint], has she ever tried challenging it—ah, eh, wait, I'm so sorry, did I just step on a landmine?"

"...Have you never asked her yourself?"

"N-no, I haven't..."

In an instant, her tone of voice dropped noticeably.

I recoiled at a reaction I'd never seen from Ashe before. It wasn't so much displeasure... as it was a look of frustration that crossed her face. The [Sword Queen] let out a sigh.

She must have realized her own uncharacteristic reaction. She rubbed her cheek with her fingertips as if to chastise herself—another uncharacteristic gesture—and said,

"I made it sixty percent of the way. She made it seventy."

"...Uh, um..."

"I went at it with my 'Extra' equipment, my 'Anima,' all my skills and titles unlocked, and made it sixty percent of the way. The [Sword Saint] went in with all of that sealed, with nothing but the clothes on her back, and made it seventy percent."

Perhaps she was, at her core, an incredibly sore loser. The girl spoke dispassionately, an undeniable hint of sulkiness coloring her voice.

And so... we were still in the dark, with only the moonlight streaming in from the window illuminating her composed face. But no matter how I looked at it, that face did not seem expressionless to me.

"...Haru."

"Yes?"

"What are you smiling about?"

"Nothing, it's just your imagin—HEY, I knew it, I object to this use of force to hide your embarrassment! Y-you, stop, stop, the time and place for this are no joke!!"

She saw through my leaking, amused smirk in a second, and this was the result.

And as Ashe, with the flawless initial movement of a master, silently swept aside my arms (my guard) and pushed me down, I desperately resisted to protect my reason, my beliefs, my chastity, and everything else... or at least, I tried to.

"—Hh... Fufu."

An expression I had never seen before.

A genuine smile, like that of a child in innocent play, rained down on me from above.

"...Uh..."

In the end, torn between pushing her away without mercy or not, I was completely had. I turned the dial of my struggling down to 'weak.'

*Well, you know. With Ashe, I'm usually the one who gets flustered, or rather, I just can't stand up to her, which is why the number of times I've allowed physical contact is extremely low compared to Sora or Nia, or rather, when she closes in, it feels genuinely dangerous, so I have no choice but to keep my distance, but then again, is it fair for her to be the only one I treat that way? That's something I've been reflecting on lately, not that I haven't been, but then again, is it right for me to be trying to control things with fairness and what not? But that's where I have to remember that I've declared my stance of being the villain, so I'm going to ignore common sense and public opinion and just prioritize the three of them, which is what I've decided to do—*in short,

As long as it remained within the realm of her simply “being needy”... the option to push her away no longer existed for me.

Alright, it's your turn, reason. Stay strong.

—Thirty seconds later, however.

"..."

"...U-um, Ashe-san?"

"..."

"Hey, w-what's wrong? Stop that. Stop staring at my face like that."

"..."

"Ashe? Iris? Alicia White-san?"

"..."

"Hh—okay, don't move, that's far enough. Stop, hands up, there's a line for these—wait, wait, wait, I didn't agree to that!! I didn't agree to go that far, sto—!?"

And as a result of accepting her playful advances...

Whether she got carried away or just went berserk, I found myself engaged in a life-or-death struggle with the princess. But that's another story.



    Chapter 521

    Meanwhile: Part 1

    "—...Um... what's up with her?"

"She's sulking because she wasn't invited on the trip."

"Ah..."

"I'm not suuuuulkiiiiiing!!!!!"

First thing in the morning after a rare all-nighter. I'd gotten an unusually urgent summons and headed to the meeting place, only to find one of my seniors at the Round Table, her face squashed against the surface in a clear display of displeasure.

It was an extremely troublesome atmosphere, and when Tetra asked the question without even trying to hide his own extremely annoyed expression, he received a concise answer from her composed partner, who was sitting beside the presumed time bomb.

And after understanding in a second, an instantaneous denial flew back.

Her cheeks puffed up and deflated as she squished them, and her words carried absolutely no conviction.

"How rude. Who's sulking? Who? Me? Not at all. Not in the slightest. Is it that Irorin and my brother left on a trip without saying a word? Is it that Gossan, the only one who bothered to shoot me a super casual 'Headed out for a bit,' only did so in a message he left on the morning of? Am I irritated, angry, or sulking in the slightest? Not at aaaaaall."

"You're totally furious..."

And so it seemed she had no intention of even pretending otherwise. In other words, she was in full-blown 'I'm not having fun, so pay attention to me' mode.

Again, extremely troublesome. This was an insanely annoying situation, even if I hadn't just pulled an all-nighter.

"...I don't know the details, but this is an annual thing, right? If you wanted to go, you should've just told Irori-senpai ahead of time—"

"That's a forbidden topic."

"Hah—!!! Why do I have to suck up to Irorin and say 'take me with you~♡'?! The boys should be the ones to invite us!!"

The red-haired girl slammed her fists on the Round Table over and over.

"She's super furious..."

Besides, that wasn't even the point.

"Even if you were invited, could you two go?"

These two—the Eastern Wings, Mi-na and Ri-na—may enjoy their freedom in the virtual world, but could they clear their schedules in the real world?

As I asked this simple question, Ri-na, as I expected, gave a small nod.

"No. Two days is the most we could manage, including travel."

"And leaving partway through would be way too pathetic, so that's absolutely out of the question!!!"

"Then it's impossible. Just give it up."

My mental fortitude was being ground down by her energetic voice, which followed Ri-na's quiet tone, and I couldn't tell if she was angry or just exasperated anymore.

Seriously, this was more piercing than the morning sun after an all-nighter. Can I log out now?

"What's with you, Teto-kun, so cold! Your cute, cute senior is so heartbroken right now, you could at least console me with a little more care and devotion!!!"

"So you are heartbroken, you are sulking. Just call him every night and have him apologize and comfort you already."

"She already did that yesterday."

"Ah... yeah... Wait, how do you know that, Ri-na-senpai?"

"Because the complaint email came to me."

"For the normally considerate Irori-senpai to send a complaint, just how much did you rage at him over the phone..."

I really can't deal with this anymore. She was pretending to be angry... well, she probably was angry, but I can't stand the fact that they've already flirted and made up.

"I just pulled an all-nighter. Can I go to sleep now?"

"Yeah. It's fine to leave her."

"What's with you two! Teto-kun, you're part of the 'left behind' group too, so be nice to me!"

"Don't call us the 'left behind' group. I wouldn't go even if I was invited."

Ignoring her desperate 'pay attention to me' aura, I got consent from one of them and immediately started tapping on the system window to initiate the logout sequence.

"Hmph... Boys, younger or older, are all the same."

"Good night."

Her parting words were one of particular sulkiness and one of dispassion.

It's not that I mind keeping my senior company while she vents, or that I'm averse to wasting time messing around, but—

"See ya. Good work."

For now, I'd appreciate it if you'd let me do that after I've had some sleep.



    Chapter 522

    Morning Prime Time

    "—*Achoo!*"

"Huh??? What's with that cutesy sneeze, you pretty boy?"

"Hh... Shut up. You just instinctively mock me now, don't you?"

"Pretty much."

"Don't 'pretty much' me. Stop getting used to strange things—by the way, you've got a bite."

"Whoa, really... Alright, here we go!"

I wound the reel with a *kiri kiri kiri* sound, spotted the fish's shadow nearby, and lifted the rod with a flick.

What emerged wasn't a huge catch that sent water splashing everywhere, but a sleek fish, a little over fifteen centimeters long.

"Whoa, look at it flop around. Alright, Gossan, you're up."

"You got it, leave it to me!"

I don't have any skills for unhooking fish, so once I catch one, I just hand it off to Dad. Without even a hint of annoyance, he happily takes on the task, even preparing the rig again. He's a total busybody old man.

"Even if they're all small, this is still fun."

"Right? These guys taste good too, so there's more fun to be had after we're done fishing."

Deftly unhooked by his large hands, the *kisu*, or sand whiting, was dropped into the bucket with a splash. Along with the four already swimming inside, that made five. To my amateur eyes, that was already a pretty good haul.

It was currently five in the morning—rousted from my sleep by an energetic old man in a short-sleeved shirt and shorts, who looked like he was playing the part of a dad on a holiday, I had been dragged out here. It seemed to have been worth it.

I'd never gone beach fishing before in my life. I didn't even know you could fish on a beach.

"If you cast a little farther out, you can get sea bass here, too. But for a beginner, whiting is good. You can usually catch 'em during the morning bite."

"Sea bass?"

"Oh, you don't know? It's a *suzuki*. That's what fishermen call 'em. They put up a good fight, it's a lot of fun, y'know?"

"Huh."

Why was he explaining it with such excessive glee? Ah, I see. He's acting like he knows a lot, but he probably just picked it up somewhere recently, didn't he?

What a know-it-all old man. This is fun and all, but I'm so damn tired. He could have at least given me a heads-up yesterday.

"Irori, what's 'the morning bite'?"

"Why are you asking me? I wouldn't know."

And the guy casting his line next to me was another victim of the hyperactive General Commander. We traded lighthearted jabs to keep each other awake, but just like me, he seemed to be lacking sleep, his handsome, refreshing face looking droopy.

He was holding the reel with his left hand. I asked him if his aftereffects from that accident were okay, and for some reason, he just scoffed, so I decided not to worry about him.

Though if he's recovered to the point where I really don't need to worry, that's great.

"Honestly, how long are you two gonna keep makin' sleepy faces? Were you both stayin' up late on the first night of the trip or somethin'?"

""A lot happened...""

Mainly being messed with by Ashe—I swallowed those words and gave a vague answer, but we had mysteriously spoken in perfect unison, causing us to look at each other.

"You're wasting that handsome face, get some sleep, Blonde Samurai—Gossan."

"You got it, leave it to me!"

"You too, your goofy smile is looking a little dim, you acrobat."

"Who are you calling an acrobat? I'm not that goofy."

"And you, how about you stop with the 'Blonde Samurai' thing already? It's just a plain insult."

"Oh... Fine. Then, 'Sword Saint Fanboy.'"

"Did you say something, 'Sword Saint's Disciple'?"

"That's a mouthful. I win—Gossan."

"You got it, leave it to me!"

"What kind of contest is this... Speaking of the Sword Saint, I received a status report from her saying you were 'not unwell, but unwell.' Do you even have times when you are well?"

"Why are you two always exchanging information about me? Are you part of Ui-san's faction and my guardian now?"

"She sends me messages. She must be concerned about you. You should prostate yourself in gratitude."

"Well, I am grateful, but... —Gossan."

"You got i—"

"—Hey, why is it that you're the only one catching anything when we're casting our lines at the same spot with the same rig? This is ridiculous...!"

Even if you say that—I glanced at our respective buckets, and sure enough, mine was the only one with fish in it. The Blonde Samurai, a.k.a. Sword Saint Fanboy, had gotten completely skunked, and Gossan was so busy fussing over us that he hadn't even cast his rod.

Maybe the pressure of his good looks is seeping out of the bait through the fishing line.

"Well, setting aside the Skunked Samurai..."

"Say that again and I'll make sashimi out of you."

"I wonder if whiting sashimi is any good..."

Shrugging off the cheap killing intent, I picked a topic that came to mind, seeing as it was the three ranked guys from Istia. Apparently, he had called out to all the men, but Uni, who was also woken up, had just smiled, said "good night," and closed the door.

"This is still a ways off, but... about the Four Pillar War in two months?"

"Right."

"Yeah, what about it?"

"It's about the selection match before that..."

At that, they must have understood the topic I was bringing up. The two of them let out an "Ah..." in unison, and a grin spread across both their faces.

"In a way, it's your first public job as a ranker. Make sure you put on a good show, Acrobat."

"If you screw up and die a pathetic death, you'll just be a laughingstock for the public and me, whether your avatar build is high-risk or not."

"Gossan's one thing, but don't you laugh, senpai. Take care of your junior."

Last time, I was genuinely a challenger, but this time, like the [Sword Protector] I faced back then, I'll have to stand in the way of the participants in the main selection round.

"My style in PvP is basically to just go all out and push my momentum... I wonder if I can play defensively, make my opponent look good, and put on a show."

"It's not a question of 'can you,' you have to. If you bring shame to our master, I'll slice you to ribbons."

"And you, could you stop using that as the ultimate threat against me already?"

It actually works, and I start trembling, so give me a break.

"Well, don't worry. When the time comes, we always do this. We'll spar amongst ourselves and figure out our moves. You can just talk it over with your seniors and make adjustments."

"If that's the case, then maybe..."

"There's still time. Make sure you keep honing your skills whenever you're bored."

"Of course."

I suppose I can just worry about it again then, while getting their advice—speaking of the selection match, there was one more question I had, since I had to leave partway through last time.

"The main selection round is a tournament, so rankers will end up fighting each other, right? What do you do then? Do you go at it for real, or do you focus on putting on a demonstration?"

It seemed difficult either way, so I asked another question... and for some reason, a single Blonde Samurai, a.k.a. Sword Saint Fanboy, a.k.a. Skunked Samurai, flashed a meaningful smile.

"Both. We go all out to put on a show, and we go all out to beat each other down."

Though he hadn't caught a single fish, Irori, the current [Peerless]—formerly the [Sword Protector]—looked incredibly cool just standing there holding his rod. He flashed a stylish smile and said,

"So... make sure you climb your way up, junior. We're having that rematch, aren't we?"

With that grand declaration, he wound the reel with a *kiri kiri* sound and briskly lifted his rod.

There was no bait, and no fish, on the end of the hook.



    Chapter 523

    Disguise

    "—Ah... Um, good morning!"

"Oh, you're up early. Good morning, Sora-chan."

It was before six in the morning. Uni, who had turned down the travelling old man's invitation two hours prior, was preparing breakfast in the kitchen when the youngest of the group, a black-haired girl, was the first to arrive.

Compared to her 'young lady' look from yesterday, her simple blouse and skirt gave off a slightly more casual impression—but even so, her inherent 'elegance' couldn't be hidden.

One had to wonder what prominent family she hailed from... but then again, in Arcadia, a game that required a three-million-yen invitation ticket as a minimum condition, people like the children of celebrities were hardly a rarity.

It wasn't something that piqued my interest beyond playful curiosity. What concerned me more than her background was the fact that she was still lingering, looking like she wanted to say something even after we had exchanged morning greetings.

"Is something wrong?"

I was talking to a girl six years younger than me. Though I was often told I had a baby face, as a grown man, I tried to ask her gently so as not to frighten her.

At that, the girl, who seemed not so much shy as someone who was so considerate of everyone that she became overly reserved with people she didn't know well, showed a clear fluster in her expression, and then—

"U-um... —Please let me help...!"

—she bowed her head, looking as if she had just summoned every last ounce of her courage.

Seeing that, Uni understood that Iris's 'threat' from yesterday was still very much alive in her mind... and he let out a small sigh.

"Okay, I'd be happy for the help. While we're at it, let's clear up your misunderstanding, just like I did with your partner."

He'd already confirmed her skill when she had proactively helped with the cleanup yesterday.

He would use this communication opportunity that she had initiated to deepen their friendship and completely dispel the unwelcome image of being a 'scary older brother.'

◇◆◇◆◇

"—And so, today's breakfast is presented by Sora-chan. It's a girl's home cooking, so you guys in particular better savor it."

"""Yeah!"""

After six o'clock, once the morning prime time, or sunrise, had passed and the fish had stopped biting as frequently, we spent another hour or so casting our lines. With me continuing to be the only one hauling in fish, we finally packed it in and returned to the villa, where we were greeted by the indescribable scent of a Japanese morning.

"Um, I only helped out later on, so..."

"She's being modest, but I'd only gotten as far as washing the rice, so she was the main one who handled everything from the menu onwards."

"""Yeah!"""

"P-please don't raise the bar so high...!"

All eyes were on her—us guys included, as the group gathered from inside and out. Sora-san, who had apparently produced this modest yet impressively atmospheric Japanese breakfast, was shrinking in her seat next to me in embarrassment...

But there was no way the people in this room, all of whom were older than her, wouldn't praise a fifteen-year-old girl who had woken up early to diligently make breakfast for everyone.

"So Sora really was Sora-san..."

With me leading the charge, of course.

Both her accomplishment and the situation itself made me want to say something like, 'She'll make a great wife,' a cliché yet extremely explosive remark, but I managed to swallow it.

"To be able to do this at her age... She'll make a fine wife someday."

But Gossan picked up on my thought and said it for me, kicking off a flood of praise from the older members of the group—that is, everyone except Sora.

"No joke, her skill is at a level where she could open her own restaurant. It was the right call to let her take the lead instead of just having her help out."

"...If Uni is saying that much, then she must be the real deal. I'm not very good at it myself, so perhaps I should try to learn from her as a fellow woman."

"If Mom saw this, she'd be thrilled and call her a perfect little Yamato Nadeshiko..."

"...This is... a battle I can't win."

*See? Sora-chan is too strong, it's cheating, it's cheating.*

As for Sora-san, who was being showered with a flood of praise that was 99.9% positive—though I didn't quite understand what Nia was saying at the end—

"Ugh... I-I'm honored..."

—she shrunk down in embarrassment, though she didn't seem entirely displeased.

"—Right, there's somethin' I've been wantin' to ask..."

As we were enjoying a breakfast that I couldn't help but praise as being worthy of a fine restaurant, not just in appearance and atmosphere but in taste as well, Gossan, who was moving his chopsticks with a care and slowness that belied his large frame, spoke up.

His gaze was directed at—the princess, who had already finished her meal, tearing through it at a pace that left the other seven of us in the dust, though she had been eating slower than usual, perhaps to savor the first home-cooked meal of a new acquaintance.

I tilted my head, wondering what this was about...

"Ah... well, that. If it's okay to ask, I've been wanting to ask since yesterday too."

"Yes... It's Iris, so I'm sure she has her reasons, but..."

The two from her faction followed up as if they understood, and even Irori wasn't tilting his head in confusion like me, asking "What are you talking about?" He just calmly sipped his miso soup with a composed look.

Judging by the fact that he had just asked for seconds, my partner's Japanese cooking had easily pleased the Blonde Samurai's palate—

Anyway, he must have gotten some kind of 'confirmation' from gauging Ashe's expression. The three of us—me, Sora, and Nia... no, even Sora and Nia looked like they had a faint idea of what was going on, leaving me as the only one out of the loop.

Having received her unspoken permission to ask, Gossan opened his mouth.

"Why are you still in disguise when you're on vacation with only close friends around?"

"...Hm?"

Ashe, who had been relaxing with some post-meal tea, gave a reaction that was hard to read, but my mind was a complete blank.

Disguise? What disguise? As the mysterious word left the General Commander's mouth, I looked at her again, but she was in a simple shirt and pants, just like yesterday, with her long black hair swaying—her usual self—

"...Um, Haru. I don't mean to assume, but..."

Noticing me tilting my head in confusion, my partner next to me spoke up.

"Have you... never once looked up Iris-san—Alicia White-san...?"

"Eh? No way, of course I have..."

"I mean Alicia-san in the real world."

I have not. The moment I shook my head, I was hit by an estimated six gazes of sheer disbelief.

I mean, come on! She may be famous, but searching for an 'acquaintance' online feels kind of rude, and a little creepy, doesn't it!?

"You see, Iris-san has appeared in the media for interviews and such in the real world as well, and—"

"Sora, I'll take it from here."

Iris cut off my partner's explanation and raised her left hand.

On her slender white wrist, a silver bracelet gave off a modest shine—come to think of it, I'd never seen her without it in the real world.

"As for 'why,' there isn't really a profound reason for it..."

It was an extremely simple, unadorned bracelet. The moment Ashe undid it with a soft click,

"—...Huh???"

Like the sky whitening at sunrise, or as if a spell had been broken.

Her black hair turned white... a brilliant, pure white, similar to the silver-blue of her virtual avatar. As I stood there, stunned by this magic trick—

"Half of the reason was... simply because I missed the timing to reveal it, I suppose."

—her garnet eyes, which had also changed color from black, were staring at me.



    Chapter 524

    Double Strike

    "—Hold on, hold on, wait a minute. Calm down??? This is the real world, are you okay?"

"You're the one who needs to calm down. I understand how you feel, though."

As expected, I was panicking, and Irori shot back a low-energy retort, but anyone would be freaked out by this. Why are you all so calm?

No, on closer inspection, Sora and Nia's eyes were wide as saucers. They must have understood the flow of the conversation, but they probably hadn't expected Ashe's “disguise” to be the work of some magical, reality-defying surprise item.

That's what this is, right? The mysterious bracelet Ashe just took off is the key item here, isn't it?

"What is that, it's basically magic, isn't it? A sudden dose of real fantasy...!?"

"Ah... this brings back memories of two years ago."

"For us, it was three years ago. We had a similar reaction, though."

"It's just too far outside the realm of common sense, after all."

Then, Gossan, followed by Uni and Helena-san, reacted with extreme calm and gentleness as they watched our... well, mostly my, reaction. Including Irori, it seemed they had known about this much.

In other words, they had already accepted it.

"Ah... —I request an explanation."

"Hm."

She probably intended to give one once I calmed down, even without me asking.

Ashe, now pure white—no, she had completely transformed into an “otherworldly princess”—nodded as if it were the most natural thing in the world, her usual expressionless face in place.

"First, as a premise, I won't deny the possibility that there's some occult element involved. I won't affirm it either, but since the technology's details and true nature are completely unknown, there's no doubt that it's a 'fantasy' item, just as you said, Haru."

"So it is... technology?"

It was probably not 'magic technology.' Ashe wasn't the type to play with words in a situation like this.

Given the flow of the conversation, it had to mean 'science-and-technology that's like magic.'

"It's an AR—Augmented Reality—type of Artifact."

"A word straight out of 2D fantasy..."

It certainly felt more fitting than simply calling it an item...

"The principle is unknown. But I know what it's doing."

As she spoke, Ashe clicked the bracelet back onto her left wrist. In the next instant, her hair and eyes changed back to black, a reverse playback of what happened before.

"This ring serves as a base point, and a mysterious force field covers my entire body. When that happens, every single strand of my hair seems to become a 'screen.'"

"And changing colors is a piece of cake, is that it...? Even so, that's just too absurd. I'm ashamed to admit it, but I never felt the slightest bit of strangeness about it until now."

"...A month. The fact that you, who saw it from closer than anyone, didn't see through it might have boosted my confidence in this disguise."

*I've always trusted it, but—* Ashe's small smile seemed to be leading things in a bad direction, so I cut her off with a deliberate cough.

Her hint about our unforgivingly close proximity had earned me a sharp glare from Nia.

"So, where did it come from?"

"'Yotsuya Development'— ...is what I believe."

Now her words were faltering.

"To be precise, this was given to me by my family. As a gift from an anonymous someone."

"That's incredibly suspicious... or maybe it's not...?"

From what I gathered, her family, the Whites, must be quite a prominent lineage. I didn't know if they were all like Ashe, but they seemed to be a gathering of similar individuals.

An item that such a family would accept from an outside source and, despite the anonymity, pass on to their own flesh and blood. In other words, some sort of security check must have been cleared by the time it reached Ashe's hands.

"But there's almost no point in hiding the name. Anyone can figure out that there's only one entity in the world today capable of creating something like this."

"They're the ones who created [Arcadia], after all..."

VR and AR—'Virtual Reality' and 'Augmented Reality.' Though they were different fields, they were both modern-day examples of over-technology. With the detailed principles of both being unknown and the phenomena they produced being like fantasy, they were practically one and the same.

I glanced over at my partner beside me.

The young lady of the Yotsuya family, who had only introduced herself as [Sora] to everyone here except me and Ashe, was fidgeting as the mysterious side of her family's business was brought up.

We still hadn't talked about how Sora herself felt about her family as 'Yotsuya Development'... I just had a feeling she didn't want to be asked about it yet.

—Anyway, to sum it up.

"I see, I get it. Now that you mention it, I do have a 'precedent I can't comprehend' right beside me. If you ask me which is more unbelievable, this or that..."

Changing hair and eye color in an instant still seems more realistic.

"All things considered, what [Arcadia] is doing is way crazier. Virtual reality, perceived time acceleration technology, and all that."

"From an old man's perspective, they're both just plain magic."

I could honestly agree with both Uni and Gossan's statements. It wasn't just old men; from a young man's perspective, too, they were both straight out of a 2D world.

"So, the source is officially unknown. But without this, I wouldn't be able to walk around outside properly... so I'm very grateful. I have someone, somewhere, to thank."

As if imbuing her words with real feeling, as if showing her daily appreciation, she gently stroked the surface of the ring before undoing it with another soft click. Ashe's hair color turned white once more.

The sunlight streaming in from the window reflected off it, and my eyes were blinded, almost like a joke.

Well, I suppose so. If she's showing this appearance in the real world, just changing to the opposite hair color would be enough to deceive a considerable number of people. Her face is the same, but if she supplements that with a few props, the only commonality left would be her inhuman beauty.

Wait, that's a huge commonality, isn't it??? Knowing Ashe, she's probably handling that sort of thing just fine, without me needing to worry.

"When was it sent to you?"

"Right after the first 'Four Pillar War'—that is, a few days after the 'Ranks' were first established in Arcadia. On the very day I decided to reveal my real-world identity, including the White name, to resolve the troubles at the time."

"That's terrifying."

I don't understand the intent or anything. That's 'Yotsuya Development' for you—or more accurately, the 'God (something)' lurking behind Mr. Togo, the public face of Yotsuya.

In any case, I think I've managed to accept it. If I start questioning every little thing, I'll have an infinite number of questions about [Arcadia] itself.

What the hell is a complete virtual world? Stop drop-kicking modern technology from another dimension.

"—Ah, now that we're wrapped up, can we move on?"

Uni must have seen that I had forced myself to swallow it. He raised his hand with an unusually innocent motion and said something unclear.

What did he mean by move on?

"Iris, you said 'half of the reason' earlier, right? Is it okay to ask about the other half of the reason you were hiding it from Haru?"

"Ah... that."

She did say that—thinking so, I turned my gaze back to Ashe, who was now dazzling in more ways than one, and the girl who had just dropped a rather reality-shattering bomb had her usual composed face.

However, I've recently become able to read the subtle changes in that expressionless face, and I can tell. Hey now, Princess, why are you looking at me with that mischievous air?

"Hm... the other half is..."

"Hey, sto—"

A bad feeling prompted me to try and stop her, but it was too late.

"—Because you seemed to look at me more often when I had black hair... so I thought maybe you liked it."

"—"

"Eh?"

"Hh!!!!!!!!!!"

A surprise follow-up bomb froze me in time.

A sound of surprise escaped Sora-san.

And Nia-chan shot up from her chair with a clatter, startled. Calm down, stay seated.

"Hoh hoh?"

"Oh?"

"Hm?"

"...F-fufu."

And the finishing blow came from the three guys' smirks, followed by Helena-san, who couldn't hold it in any longer and let out a demure laugh.

Well, right. There's a lot I want to say, but for now—

"...N-no, that's not it."

I should probably start with an excuse.



    Chapter 525

    Tuition Fee

    The battle lasted a little over thirty minutes, and I had a terrible time.

As was my right, my first move was to loudly proclaim, "I absolutely do not have such a specific 'hobby,'" but frankly, the three guys probably didn't care about the facts and just wanted to poke fun at the perfect new material. They wouldn't listen.

Sora-san, who was twirling a strand of her silky hair and glancing my way, was cute enough, but Nia, who had apparently developed a mysterious sense of rivalry, had to go and shout something unnecessary like, *'I'm gonna make him stare at my hair too!!!'* which only fueled the fire.

In the end, I was labeled a 'lover of older women with long black hair,' and even Helena-san, who had remained neutral and not joined in the commotion, was shaking her shoulders with laughter.

This was not my intention, not my intention at all. And it was all—

"You've really done it now, Princess..."

During the morning session of our after-breakfast lecture time, Her Ladyship Alicia White, who was sitting next to me with a composed, unrepentant face, may or may not have had this all planned.

Seriously, she's so pure white. The morning sun is reflecting off her and it's blinding. Can I close the curtains?

"I know you have a shy personality and tend to be overly considerate... but I was hoping you would have noticed on your own."

"And this is your revenge, is that it? I swear, it's not like I'm uninterested, as you once suggested."

"I know that. Because you look at me so closely."

As she said that, Ashe clicked the ring on and 'transformed' before my eyes.

"Listen... I've told you over and over, my base image of you is from your avatar in the virtual world, so my eyes are just drawn to the difference...!"

That wasn't an excuse; it was the honest truth.

It was the same with Nia. The atmosphere was just so different between her spiky short hair there and her fluffy long hair here that I couldn't help but notice.

So, in short, it's the gap moe—no, that's not it. I do not have a specific hobby.

"..."

"Oh, what's with that disgruntled expressionless face? You've gotten quite adept at expressing your emotions."

I glanced over as I ran my pen across the workbook, and what met my gaze was not black, but garnet. Don't just put it on and take it off to play with it.

"Putting aside hobbies and fetishes..."

"Hey, don't just casually say 'fetishes.'"

"You must have some preferences. Which me do you like?"

"Don't think I'll answer everything just because you threw a straight fastball."

As expected, I had no intention of honestly exposing unnecessarily sensitive parts of myself. No matter what she said, I would remain silent on this matter—

"Payment."

"What?"

"I demand payment for my services as a temporary instructor."

—I would maintain my silence... or so I was thinking, but then the conversation took another strange turn, and I couldn't help but stop my pen.

"...Isn't accompanying you on this trip payment enough? No, not payment, but the idea was that you'd come along thinking of it as a study camp, right?"

"That was just to give you an excuse and a pretext to skip university. Accompanying you on this trip was originally supposed to be compensation for me tacitly approving your event with just Nia."

"Hold on, wait a second? I feel like there are a lot of things to question there, so give me a moment to think..."

"I won't wait. Just tell me what you like about me, Nia, and Sora. Hurry up."

"Huh? What—wait, wait, wait, wait!"

Hey, what just happened in that split second? The question has undergone some mysterious ultimate evolution.

"This is ridiculous, how did it come to this...! I'll concede a hundred steps and talk about you alone, but why do I have to answer for the other two as well!"

"...Because I'd like to know?"

"Don't think I'll waver just because you tilted your head cutely...!"

*That's exactly the kind of thing I'm talking about!* —But I couldn't just come out and say it.

As I frantically tried to figure out how to get out of this situation, Ashe narrowed her eyes, a rare expression on her face, and...

"Then I'll make another demand."

"...Oh? I'll hear you out. Let's have it."

"The matter of how you've clearly allowed far less physical contact with me compared to Sora and Nia. In the interest of fairness, we will make an adjustment right here and—"

"Okay, what I like about them. Let's go with one thing for each of them."

My father used to say that when a woman hits you where it hurts as a man, it's wise to immediately raise the white flag and surrender. Otherwise, you'll end up paying a much higher price in the end, and you'll be the one to regret it.

To reiterate, it's not that I dislike physical contact with Ashe. It's that when my opponent is her, who has no brakes, I can't ignore the possibility that neither of us will be able to stop, so I have to avoid it.

And so— —what I like about them, huh...

"Uh... first of all, as a premise."

"Yes?"

"When it comes to looks and all that, I'm passing. All three of you are, how should I put it, beyond the realm of personal preference."

"...You don't have to go into detail, but if that's the case, then say it clearly."

Damn... she's showing no mercy.

"So, well... uh, I mean, you know, it's that."

"Yes?"

"It's at a level where my personal preferences don't even matter, they're each just that charming."

"Yes?"

"Sora is... uh, just incredibly cute? And Nia is so beautiful and cute it's overwhelming? And as for Ashe, well, you know..."

"Yes?"

"...Y-you're so beautiful that I'm still at a level where it's hard to look at you directly."

"Yes."

It's all well and good that your voice is getting happier with every nod, but my head, and in fact my whole body, is burning up so much that I can't even focus on studying anymore.

Seriously, this is so late in the game. The fact that all three of them are ridiculously beautiful. I've been praised plenty, but I still don't think I can match them in terms of looks.

"So, yes. That's it. Are you satisfied?"

"Hm—now, for the next part. About the parts other than their appearance."

"Ah, yeah, okay..."

It would have been nice if she'd let it slide and that was the end of it...

"Alright, let's see... First, about Sora."

In the end, there was no escaping this. With Ashe, who has already seen through my heart so thoroughly, I suppose I'll just have to give up and accept a little embarrassment.

...Will my heart be able to take it?



    Chapter 526

    Meanwhile: Part 2

    "—...Hmm. I'm just not feeling it."

I've been groaning and grumbling, and who knows how much time has passed. The words tumbling from my mouth are ones I'm frankly sick of hearing myself.

In my familiar workshop, leaning back in my favorite chair that has molded to my avatar's body, I held a cup of my new favorite flavored tea in one hand and gazed up at the ceiling... The artisan's copper eyes reflected the two different-colored 'stones' held in her other hand.

One was jet black, a mirror of death, a stone of thought and will that held a 'star' within.

The other was amber, a迷 stone of legacy, of dependence, of otherness that held a 'flower' within.

They were items from a request I'd received from that client a while back. As always, he'd given me the most ridiculously vague yet perfectly understanding order: "Make me something interesting." And for a while now, they'd been a difficult problem I hadn't been able to touch.

Due to various circumstances, a path forward had unexpectedly opened up. However, my selfish pride, my refusal to create something half-assed, was preventing me from activating my Magic Craft.

He had dutifully reported that he would be away from the virtual world for about a week, and indeed, it was the night of the second day since the usually boisterous group had stopped logging in. I hadn't declared it, but I had decided on a deadline of five days from now... and at this rate, I probably wouldn't make it.

Kagura was not one to think that as long as she was making something good, it didn't matter how much time it took. That's because any 'client' would surely be happier the sooner they received their commissioned item.

At least, she viewed the business between artisan and client as a kind of 'match.' When she could slam down a creation with a speed, quality, and mechanism that surpassed their expectations—

—that's when the client would be most surprised and delighted.

...Therefore, it couldn't be helped. With a sigh of reluctance, Kagura opened her friend list and called the top name.

"—Ah, hello? I'm on my way, so clear some time for me."

Sometimes, relying on others is a necessary form of decisiveness, she muttered as an excuse to herself.

◇◆◇◆◇

"As always, you're the epitome of a free spirit over here."

"You're the one who told me to be. I'll take that as a compliment."

Ten minutes after her unannounced declaration of arrival. At the top floor of the headquarters she hadn't visited in a long time, the crimson and scarlet magic crafters met.

One was a man. His long hair was tied back at the nape of his neck, and he was dressed in the simple, rugged attire of a swordsmith.

He looked the part, but right now, he wasn't seated in a workshop filled with heat, but at a desk. In his hand was not a hammer, but a pen, and before him was not fire and steel, but a mountain of documents.

And the other was a woman, her long hair also tied up in a high ponytail. Her slightly disheveled kimono gave off her usual imposing air, but...

"You haven't changed, here or there. Maybe the gods are telling you that desk work suits you."

"Don't joke like that. Give me a break..."

Her relaxed expression and tone were a good twenty percent looser than her usual 'free spirit' self, according to the man—aware of this, Kagura paid it no mind and just scoffed at her acquaintance's tired face.

"You say that after climbing up here all on your own. You're enjoying it, aren't you?"

"Well, that's... —So? As you can see, I'm busy. If you have business, I'd like to hear it soon."

They exchanged familiar banter and smiles, and at the man's prompting, she gave a single nod. "Alright."

"...Ah, I see. So it's a 'Lost Echoes' artifact."

Upon seeing the amber stone placed on the desk with a soft clink, he smiled with amusement. Before the stone he'd identified as a rare find, his copper eyes, the same color as Kagura's, seemed to faintly glow.

"A cherry blossom in magically condensed amber... and not just a single petal, but the whole thing from the receptacle up. That's truly rare. The kind of thing a collector would kill for."

"Well, yeah. After all, the one who picked it up was none other than the [Traveler]."

"Oh... my, my. I see. This doesn't seem to be just any rare find—so, this is a request from your favorite, who received it from him, is that right?"

Kagura shot a glare at his amused gaze and tone, dismissing it, and plopped down in the guest chair as if she owned the place.

Even if anyone else were present, no one could reprimand her, and their relationship wasn't one where a little rudeness would be an issue.

"Who are you making small talk with? It's not like it's interesting anymore."

"Hey, hey, it's been over a month since the Four Pillar War. We've got things to catch up on..."

"You think?"

"...Well, maybe not."

They exchanged another uninteresting word and a comfortable smile—and four copper eyes almost simultaneously changed into those of artisans.

"You were in the last event too, weren't you? So you must have thoroughly examined that stone on site."

"Oh, I did—and honestly, what a pain in the ass that was."

"Such language, Clan Master. You can't let the lower ranks hear you."

"Oops, my apologies, Sub Master. Let's keep that off the record."

As he spoke, the man called 'Master' took a 'stone' from his inventory. It was a jet-black stone containing stardust, a [Stardust Relic] that had fallen into his hands during the recent event, [Starry Paradise].

Seeing him glare at it with disgust, Kagura let out a soft chuckle.

"Well, that was the first thing I thought when I saw it too—'Ah, you're going to sulk about this,' I thought."

"Of course I am... It's like I've been desperately jiggling a lock, trying to open it, only for someone to kick the door open from the other side."

"Hah, if it lets you move forward and have fun, isn't that a good thing?"

"You hedonist..."

With a ridiculously long sigh that sounded as if he had given up on everything, or was trying to force himself to, the man placed the [Stardust Relic] in his hand on the desk, next to the [Sacred Cherry Blossom Amber Stone].

"Good timing... No, you probably just brought it to me now because of this."

"Well, yeah. The path has opened up, but if I'm aiming for the best, I should just rely on the expert."

She had meant it as a straightforward statement, but the one she said it to just gave a wry smile.

"Expert... more like no one else would touch it, so I had to..."

"But the result is that you know more about it than anyone else, isn't it?"

"That's true," he finally conceded, though the wry smile remained. Unlike Kagura, who was a self-proclaimed and publicly acknowledged confident person, he was slightly unconfident and unreliable, a fact known among his inner circle.

And it was also a known fact that the skill of the [Crimson Arm] was more trustworthy than anyone else's.

'Lost Echoes'—rare stones that had strayed into the present, carrying with them relics of the past that no longer existed in the current world of Arcadia, along with condensed primal mana.

It was understood that they could be used for something, but they were a collective term for materials that had been piling up in a heap because no method had been developed to extract the power hidden within.

Whether you tried to crack them, drill a hole in them, or melt them, the moment you tried to extract the power from within, they would lose their luster. They were unprocessable items. After years of effort, there was still no breakthrough in sight, and everyone had revised their perception from 'rare item' to 'useless junk'—a piece of history marking the defeat of magic crafters.

He, who had continued to research them half as a hobby, half out of stubbornness, must have been furious.

Of all things, the system itself had presented a solution—to extract memories from the residual mana and form matter—without any warning whatsoever.

Any magic crafter who could see the color of mana would understand the process the moment they saw it even once. The phenomenon of items being generated by crushing [Stardust Relics] was the very trigger for the next technology that many artisans had been seeking.

Most still haven't realized it. And that is precisely why—

"Let's do a joint production for the first time in a long time. Lend me a hand."

—the 'first' to be created from now on should be something that, no matter how many people look back on it from the future, will be a source of pride.

The former top artisan and the current top artisan. If the two highest-ranking artisans teamed up, the cast would be more than sufficient.

"...I could have sworn I said I was busy."

Even as he said it, the smile that played on his lips was a mirror image of the 'Playful Fire-User's.' Tossing his pen onto the desk as if abandoning it, the man—the 'Mirage Workshop' clan master, the [Crimson Arm], Enra—heaved himself to his feet with an elderly "oof."

"Well, I guess I can manage slacking off for a few days."

"The one who'll have to manage it is you, a few days from now."

And so, Kagura fell in step with Enra, who had picked up the requested items and started walking.

"I'm granting my niece's 'request,' so you'd think she'd be a little more appreciative. She used to be so cute and attached to me, always calling me 'Uncle, Uncle!'"

"Hh... U-um, you were the one who made me promise to stick to the roleplay even when we're alone in the virtual world...! I'm forcing myself to act, so could you please not be the one to suddenly break character...!?"

"Because I knew you'd slip up immediately if you didn't make a habit of being thorough all the time... Well, in the end, my plan failed, and 'Playful Fire-User' Kagura's character-breaking antics have become famous, so I guess I can just give up on a lot of things."

"Don't call them character-breaking antics...!!"

The two artisans, a close uncle and niece, disappeared into the workshop at the back of the room.



    Chapter 527

    The One Who Paid

    The battle lasted a little over thirty minutes, and I had a terrible time.

As my right, my opening move was to loudly proclaim, "I absolutely do not have such a specific 'hobby,'" but frankly, the three guys probably didn't care about the facts and just wanted to mess with the perfect new material. They wouldn't listen.

Sora-san, who was twirling a strand of her silky hair and glancing my way, was cute enough, but Nia, who had apparently developed a mysterious sense of rivalry, had to go and shout something unnecessary like, *I'm gonna make him stare at my hair too!!!* which only fueled the fire.

In the end, I was labeled a 'lover of older women with long black hair,' and even Helena-san, who had remained neutral and not joined in the commotion, was shaking her shoulders with laughter.

This was not my intention, not my intention at all. And it was all because—back in middle school, when I was going through some stuff and seeking emotional stability, there was a time at my new school when I tried to be 'a person who is liked by others.'

I was probably trying to secure a sliver of self-worth as an emergency measure by having others look favorably upon me. Looking back now, I can't help but feel a bit of sympathy for my past self. "Man, I was really struggling mentally back then."

As for what I did, it was nothing special. I just acted like a good-natured guy.

Well, in the end, it did distract me, and I don't dislike the person I am now, which was formed as a continuation of that, so it all worked out. When an act becomes a part of you, it becomes who you are.

Anyway, for that reason, I had a reasonably wide circle of friends in middle school.

Unfortunately, I wasn't blessed with anyone I could call a best friend, but I did join a club when invited, and I got to do some age-appropriate stupid stuff with an active group of boys.

—And one of the legendary exploits included in that 'stupid stuff' was an event during the autumn sports festival where we decided, on 100% pure whim and excitement, 'Let's sweep first place in every event the boys in our class can enter and become legends.'

Naturally, there was a rule that 'club members are banned from participating in their respective events,' so we had the serious club members act as coaches and thoroughly train the participating athletes.

That whole thing ended up getting surprisingly hyped up, and while sweeping every event was impossible, we did win about 80% of them and placed in all the ones we lost, leaving quite a mark... But anyway, what I'm trying to say is—

"When it comes to amateur table tennis..."

You just have to, like, tilt the face of your paddle at just the right angle...!

"And if you just wallop the ball with all your might, you'll pretty much win!!"

"Gwaaargh!?"

A backhand, followed by a forehand.

After mercilessly running my opponent left and right, a smash that I launched with enough force to create the illusion of a dramatic *thwack!* pierced the table and vanished into the distance.

Despite his best efforts, Gossan's prized personal paddle sliced through the air, and he went down with a death rattle, thus completing the shutout. A perfect game, with thirty-three consecutive points to win three games.

...In other words.

"Sorry, Gossan. My table tennis skills may be from my middle school days, but they're specifically designed to crush amateurs. Don't think you can win with just a little bit of experience."

"Dammit...! You're not half bad...!!"

I was trained by a powerhouse of a classmate who may or may not have gone to nationals in his third year, and I have a track record of blowing through the table tennis event from the first round to the finals with almost no points lost.

Anyone who's serious about the sport would probably twist me into a pretzel... but the know-how of "this is how you beat amateurs," which was drilled into me relentlessly, seems to have stuck with me, and this was the result against an old man who seemed rather confident in his skills.

Forgive me, General Commander. You were shining when you came at me, brandishing your prized personal paddle. I'll accept a rematch anytime.

"Alright, then—hey, how long are you gonna pretend to be a spectator? This is a winner-stays-on game. You're next, come at me, Samurai Japan."

"...Well, I am half Japanese, I suppose."

When I turned to the spectator who had been watching my less-than-gentlemanly rampage against an adult with an exasperated look, Irori got to his feet with an extremely annoyed expression on his face.

"Ahaha, go get 'em."

"Honestly, what an easy-to-read guy..."

Uni, who was sitting next to him on the bench by the table tennis table, waved him off, and I completely ignored the muttered words of the guy who came forward, paddle in hand. I knew he'd sensed that something had happened, but if he knew, I wanted him to leave it alone.

Just play along quietly—and with a match that requires all my focus, help me forget the immense shame that is currently tormenting me...!!

"Hah... well, fine. If we're doing this, let's go all out. I've sworn that I'll never lose to you again, regardless of the event."

Didn't you just lose big time in our fishing match this morning?

"Bring it on, you bastard. This'll be a rehearsal for our rematch in two months."

"Shouldn't you call it a preliminary match? If you lose here, you'll lose then too—not that I intend to change the outcome either way."

"Yeah, yeah, your confidence is much appreciated, now take this, no-motion low-altitude slicer!!"

"Hah, don't underestimate the kinetic vision of a former kendo practitioner...!"

He returned my surprise attack, which I'd launched without warning just to be mean, with an unexpectedly fluid backhand, and my eyes widened in surprise for a moment. As I grinned and slammed another return shot to the opposite side, I mentally applauded Irori for his brilliant response.

You're not bad, Blonde Samurai. I like it, now keep up!!

"Man, they really get along, don't they? They're basically best friends at this point. I'm jealous."

"What's this, Irori's not half bad either."

It was the second round of the after-dinner recreation, a.k.a. the table tennis tournament. Ignoring the peaceful chatter coming from the two guys in the peanut gallery, an endless, fierce rally began.



    Chapter 528

    Iris and Sora

    "—Keep your eyes straight ahead. Look right at the target."

"S-Sorry…"

"Don't tense up. Just be a little conscious of keeping your elbow steady."

"Yes…!"

"No need to overthink it. No need to be nervous. It's just like throwing a paper airplane."

"A paper airplane…!"

"That's right, just a simple little game. So relax—and, now."

"Hh…!"

Following my instructor's gentle and thorough guidance, I swung my right arm, now properly relaxed. As I whipped my forearm forward, I focused on the 'paper airplane' analogy and let the dart fly….

"Ah… amazing."

It was a textbook case of beginner's luck. The very first throw of my life didn't have much power behind it, but it drew a perfect arc and stuck right in the center of the dartboard.

Even I was surprised. As I murmured in astonishment—

"Well done. Very good."

"Eek…!? U-Um, excuse me…!"

From an impossibly close distance, a quiet voice spoke right next to my ear, its breath tickling my hair and skin. Having finally reached my limit, I let out a yelp and couldn't help but squirm away.

"T-Too close…! You're really, really too close, please forgive me…!"

"…Sora, your face is beet red, you know?"

"That's because of you, Iris-san…!?"

It had been about ten minutes since Iris, seeing my interest in the professional-looking dart set, had offered to teach me. We were in a corner of the spacious recreation room—a space that felt nothing like a basement—far from the men who were boisterously making a ruckus.

She explained that it was a personal hobby of hers, and her coaching was knowledgeable and incredibly easy to understand. I was grateful, but… the problem was the distance.

"The first throw is the most important. If you can ingrain a successful experience with the ideal form, you can solidify your fundamentals along with your confidence—"

"I heard you, I understand…! Thank you very much…!"

She had mercilessly wrapped her arms around my body; it was practically an embrace. Her presence was close, her voice was close, and if I turned, her devastatingly beautiful face would be at point-blank range.

At this level, gender becomes a triviality. The white enchantress would drive me mad—I followed the alarm bells ringing in my confused mind and scrambled away, only to see her garnet eyes blink a few times….

"…I knew it. You two really are kindred spirits. Both of you have such cute reactions."

"Y-You're the one who's just as I expected…! You were teasing me, weren't you!?"

I protested to the white-haired princess as she let out a soft chuckle, but sadly, it had no effect. I couldn't, for the life of me, imagine a future where I could break her composure.

It was truly frustrating. The more I learned about her, the less I felt like I could ever win.

I had no intention of losing, nor would I ever admit defeat. And yet, that fighting spirit alone would never be enough to achieve victory.

To capture my partner's heart as a woman, I needed to surpass her in at least one area—I had to win against this invincible princess with my own charm.

The task was so immense it made me dizzy, but I was in no position to complain.

And that is why—

"…Hehe—care for a match? I'll give you a handicap."

"Hah! I-I'd be delighted…!"

I was being played, but there was no time to be flustered.

—Twenty minutes later.

"Uuuuugh…!!!"

"…Sora, I'm not just being polite, you put up an amazing fight. For a beginner, that's a shocking score, so you don't need to feel down."

"A loss is a loss…!"

"R-Right… well, yes…?"

Trembling with the frustration of her spectacular defeat, the loser was being awkwardly consoled by the winner, who, for an extremely rare moment, seemed somewhat flustered herself.

Though she had called them kindred spirits, the girl in front of her was now suspected of being even more competitive than her partner, a development that had the one and only Alicia White showing a hint of unease.

And then,

"Hey Sora-chan, Sora-chan, wanna play me next? We're both beginners, but I'm confident I'll get totally wrecked. I'm at the point where I'd throw away my pride and beg for a handicap."

"Just as Iris said, I was quite surprised watching you. I heard you weren't good at sports, but perhaps this is an unexpected talent?"

Having peacefully watched the intimate (?) communication between the two beautiful girls, the two older women joined in to offer support, and just like that, the 'Comfort the Youngest' committee was established.

As a result, an enormous sense of shame bloomed in the target girl's heart.

Sora was instantly mortified for sulking so childishly, and she quickly composed herself with a clear, prim expression… but that, too, appeared 'adorable' in the eyes of the older women, and the fact that the other three had to suppress their fond smiles is another story.

In any case—

"Um… it was fun, so I'll practice. Please let me have a rematch someday."

"Of course. I'll look forward to it."

Once she put on a brave face, her feelings followed suit. The truth was, she'd only been flustered because there was something that had been bothering her, and that undeniable anxiety had sent her mental state into a spiral.

And all of this was because, ever since the 'study session' after lunch, her partner (Haru) had been acting incredibly, unnaturally cheerful, as if to hide something.

In other words, it was all his fault. She would concoct some excuse and use it as a reason to be spoiled by him later—

"Nia-san, if you're interested, shall I teach you as well?"

"Oh, should I? Maybe I'll take you up on that?"

"Leave it to me. I was the one who originally taught Iris darts, after all—though it was exasperating when it became a full-blown 'hobby' for her and she surpassed my skill in less than a year."

"Wowza."

While Sora was composing herself, Nia and Helena paired up as if taking her place and started to play darts. At that moment, Iris once again leaned in close….

"She's a former professional darts player, you know."

"Huh…!?"

Her quiet murmur made me let out an involuntary, dumbfounded yelp.

"She was active for a few years, then quit for various reasons. Despite what she says, if she wasn't just playing around, I wouldn't stand a chance against her."

At this revelation, I did a clean double-take. I turned my stunned gaze back to the woman who had started coaching Nia, clinging to her just as she had to me moments before.

Now that she mentioned it—or rather, now that I imagined it—if she herself were to hold a dart with a sharp expression, it would undoubtedly suit her perfectly.

As a girl who tended to admire 'cool women,' Sora's favorability towards Helena skyrocketed in that instant. And as Sora began to stare at her with suddenly sparkling eyes, Iris watched her for a moment with a fond smile before—

"Sora. I'd like to talk with you for a bit. Is that alright?"

"Haeh…? Y-Yes, ah, of course! What is it?"

Iris gestured to a nearby bench, her tone suddenly serious.

When I pulled my gaze back to her, her earlier, pleasantly relaxed mood had vanished… replaced by a somewhat earnest atmosphere.

A jolt of caution.

Because, after all, we were de facto rivals in love. No matter how much fun we had together, our delicate relationship remained unchanged.

Furthermore, I still hadn't performed the 'absolution' for her as I had for Nia. I had intended to get it over with last night, but my plans were thrown off when I was forced into an unscheduled act of penance in the form of being a body pillow.

Therefore, Sora had a reason to tremble when told 'we need to talk' with a serious face.

Therefore, no matter how much she trembled or how cautious she was, Sora had no choice but to refuse.

Therefore, the girl was led by her love rival and obediently sat down on the chair—

"So, um… what did you want to talk about?"

"Mm. About you, as a magic knight."

"Yes—… I'm sorry?"

"To put it simply, I want to know what you're doing and how you're controlling that absurdly unconventional Anima of yours. I've wanted to ask you about it in detail for a long time."

"Um… right?"

"To be honest, I have a really hard time with external control via mental commands. I can do it, but my control is very rough. And… Sora, out of all the players I've met, you have exceptionally precise external control skills, so I was hoping you could teach me if you have any personal tricks."

"…"

No matter what Iris said, it was all about the game. I never knew what she was going to bring up, but this was…

"Frankly, I've rewatched the subjugation battle footage many times just for you. It's frustrating to admit it, but—that magic knight of yours is incredibly cool."

"……………………Huh…?"

Why was I suddenly being asked for lessons from the one and only [Sword Queen]?

"To tell the truth, I wanted to do something like that, too."

"Huh… um, huh…"

Why was I suddenly the object of admiration from the one and only Iris?

"If I could, I'd want to trade my 'sword' for your 'sword.'"

"I think that would be a terrible idea for a whole lot of reasons, actually."

Alicia White was known for her glass-like, expressionless face… and yet, right now.

Behind her garnet eyes, which seemed to sparkle just a little, I saw a vision of a completely innocent expression, one that made me think she was the one who was a kindred spirit to *him*—

"…You two are both so unfair."

"…?"

The older woman, sighed at by her junior, simply tilted her head like a child.

---

At her core, she's an Arcadia fantasy otaku without peer in this story.

—Bonus: 'Iris and Helena, Three Years Ago'—

"…Helena, you're too close."

"The first throw is the most important. If you can ingrain an ideal successful experience with an ideal form, it will lead to 'later' as you solidify the correct fundamentals along with your confidence."

"I understand, but…"

"Alright, one more time. It wouldn't be strange if you became able to hit a White Horse while humming. I look forward to your future."

"White Horse…?"

"Iris, eyes straight ahead."

"…Mm."



    Chapter 529

    Night, on the Beach

    When you're having fun without holding back, time flies in the blink of an eye. Several hours after the recreation tournament, which had ended on a high note.

Maybe it was the typical vacation high, or maybe I couldn't sleep, or maybe I just didn't want to. I left my bed, left my room, and then left the villa, where a cool night breeze and a magnificent starry sky greeted me.

Ahh, the quiet of the night really stings the wound of defeat—damn that perfect superhuman princess.

Just when we thought the guys would be partying all night, the girls burst in as if to say, "How long are you going to keep this up?" and the game was over when Ashe, along with Irori who was engaged in a rally of endless tenacity, was thoroughly trampled. I'm not satisfied with that in the slightest.

Seriously, I can't find a single thing she's bad at. From what I saw, she was a master at darts too. It's not just her real-world stats; the extent of her real-world skills is just too absurdly powerful—

"Whoa there…?"

As I walked along, lost in thought, I found myself at the fence by the cliff's edge.

I had planned to watch the night sea for a bit, indulge in some moody contemplation, and then head back… but I spotted a figure on the sandy beach below. I hesitated for a moment, then,

*Well, that could be interesting too*, I thought, and turned towards the slope leading down.

I went down the beautifully paved path, and my feet crunched onto the sand. Fine particles immediately clung between my toes, but I was wearing sandals, just-popping-out-for-a-second style, so it wasn't a problem. And there she was, the figure with her back to me.

We haven't really interacted enough to call ourselves close, but it's a vacation. No need to be shy about saying hello; just throw caution to the wind.

My first line should be… 'Good evening?' No, we already saw each other tonight. In that case…

"The owner of the house said it was strictly forbidden to go down to the beach alone."

"…I had no intention of approaching the water's edge, so I would appreciate it if you would turn a blind eye."

"I see. In that case, I'll be coming here to brood by myself on another day, so please keep it a secret."

"That, I'm afraid I cannot condone. A single, somber adult woman is one thing, but I can't say for sure that an energetic young man wouldn't get carried away, even if he's alone."

"You know, in the real world, I'm basically an introvert when I'm alone—okay, stop right there. Please disclose the reason why you just chuckled as if to say, 'You're kidding, right?'"

"I shall remain silent."

"Hah, so that's how it is? I'll take that as an affirmation and a declaration of war."

"This is a grave situation. If the renowned [Acrobat] has set his sights on me, I may have no choice but to summon the [Sword Queen]."

"Isn't deploying overwhelming force from the start just plain lawless?"

"…It's not humility. Nor is it sarcasm. I wonder if that's what makes you *you*—the way you can calmly analyze her and be certain she's 'superior.' I don't dislike people like that."

"Well, it's an undeniable fact—the stars are beautiful, aren't they?"

Surprised that our lighthearted exchange had lasted longer than I expected—though it might be rude to say—I stood three steps beside her and looked up at the night sky, letting out an honest thought… for some reason, Helena-san let out a refined chuckle.

"If you were ten years younger, I might have mistaken that for a pickup line."

"Nah, that's pushing it a bit too far. If a guy could pick up a girl these days with just 'the stars are beautiful,' men all over the world wouldn't have such a hard time. Not that I'd know."

I knew she was just teasing me, and she probably said it assuming I'd understand.

It's like, uh, how do I put this?

Ui-san… no, that's a bit different. Right, it's that sense of余裕 that an older woman like Hinayo-san has—that demeanor filled with composure, an atmosphere where you can't see the bottom of her emotions.

She's not a type I dislike, but she's a type I'm bad with.

In the sense that I feel like I could never win against her. For the record, a certain maid is in a separate category—an exception—because she's just too much of a free spirit.

"Haru-san."

"Yes?"

I was spacing out, gazing at the stars during a lull in the conversation, when she called my name. I turned my gaze back to her. Her intelligent black eyes weren't looking at me, but at the sea and the sky, yet I could feel her attention was clearly directed my way.

And because I could read what was coming next…

"I've already received my thanks from Uni."

"…"

I cut her off with a pre-emptive 'no thank you,' and Helena-san swallowed the words she was about to say. I see, just as I thought. My gratitude was already conveyed.

"I already accepted it head-on once, without any shyness. Having my selfish, freewheeling actions praised over and over… well, it's more than just a little embarrassing…"

When I implied that she should spare me, she thought for a few seconds and then—

"—Then, not as a member of the Southern Faction, but as Iris's friend."

"…,…"

"I won't put it into words, but please accept it."

—she tossed her 'feelings' at me with a prim face.

See? There's no way an eighteen-year-old boy can stand up to something like this. No matter the situation, I'll just end up being wrapped around her little finger.

As for the hypothesis, overflowing with evidence, that I'm just hopelessly weak against older women? I move to reject the introduction of that debate.



    Chapter 530

    The Lady-in-Waiting

    —And so, an hour after Helena-san and I happened to encounter each other on the beach.

"Ah, yes, that's it. That's exactly it. He always, always deliberately pretends to be spontaneous, and even though his mind is sharp, he plays the part of a carefree fool."

"Ah, well, that's just his role-playing, isn't it? The gap between when he's joking and when he's serious is just too wide… It's not quite 'playing the fool,' but something similar."

"It's a bad habit he's had since before he ever set foot in the virtual world. The face he shows in his private life and at work are like two different people. He's always been like that… When I was a child, I never would have dreamed that my father was an adult in a responsible position, like the head of a corporation."

"Hahaha… you mean he was even worse when it was just family?"

"Even worse. What little dignity he had was shattered into a thousand pieces."

"Oh, Goldow…"

—And so on.

For some reason, we clicked in a strange way, and neither of us could stop talking. Right now, the topic of 'a daughter's complaints about her father' was in full swing, but it's not like we'd been on this one subject the whole time.

We talked about me, we talked about her, we talked about someone else… for some reason, the conversation never stopped, and there was no end in sight.

It was already the middle of the night. I knew I should probably head back and get some sleep, but…

"Still, it's a strange coincidence… or perhaps that's an overstatement. It's possible that my father and yours may have crossed paths at work somewhere."

"Nah… they're in the same industry, but the scale and positions are too different. It's probably not possible."

Now the conversation had shifted to the common ground between our fathers, and once again, it seemed set to continue. This time it was Helena-san who brought it up, but in terms of who started the next topic, she and I were about even.

It wasn't quite that we 'got along,' but what was it?

For the record, the common point between Helena-san's father, Goldow, and my father, Haruka Ayumu, is that they're both 'involved in construction-related work.'

However, while my father is an architect at a small-to-medium-sized company, Goldow was apparently the former head of one of the top five companies in the country. We're talking completely different levels.

My father is an ordinary corporate warrior, incomparable to Helena-san, who for a time worked as his secretary. If they were spoken of in the same breath, my flea-sized heart would probably burst.

Of course, as his son, I genuinely respect my father. A working man's back is a cool sight to behold.

—And for some reason, my unusually loose tongue had even let that slip. As expected, she gave me a fond look, but I suppose it didn't matter.

"You respect your father. Does that mean you're interested in his work as well?"

"Nah… not really. I respect my mother too, you know."

"Then, is it flowers?"

"If I nodded now, you'd think I was joking, wouldn't you?"

The question she threw into the conversation was, in a sense, the kind that touched upon the worries of a university student. I dodged her second, likely joking, query with a jest of my own and was rewarded with a soft smile.

The 'flowers' she mentioned referred to flower arrangement. That's the work of my mother, Haruka Rin.

Honestly, I've never had more than a 'parent's job' level of interest in either of them. In fact, to begin with…

"It's embarrassing to say, but I've never seriously thought about my future career path."

In middle school, I was a nervous wreck. In high school, it was that whole thing. And now, my university life is this. What was the 'dream for the future' I wrote about back in elementary school?

I feel like it was something about wanting to be like 'someone,' but I've forgotten.

"Realistically, what do you think? At this point, the idea of leaving the virtual world and becoming an ordinary nobody… honestly, it feels like that's not really possible anymore…"

I'm not going to get all sentimental now, and besides, looking back on all that won't shake my now-stable mental state.

It must have been my imagination that Helena-san was silently watching me for a few seconds.

"…You're right. We have already become 'somebodies,' recognized by ourselves and others. I wouldn't call it boring, but unlike the real world with its limited colors—we exist in a virtual world overflowing with vivid hues."

In my case, it's Yotsuya Development, but the practical financial reasons provided by massive backers like sponsors and contracted companies, coupled with the mental fulfillment that comes from continued success in that world—these two reasons are gradually changing my heart.

Even if we rankers are exceptionally special, the change that Arcadia, the other world created by Arcadia, has brought to the human condition is immense.

There must be countless people, including myself, who feel they can't go back.

"I'm the same. Just between us… there are nights when I can't sleep, wondering what will happen when this 'dream' comes to an end."

"…I see. So, I take it tonight was one of those nights?"

"Well, who can say?"

She feigned ignorance, but she probably had no intention of hiding it. With a somewhat lonely expression and a sad droop of her eyebrows, the Lady-in-Waiting—looked nothing like that 'Queen,' and…

For some reason, without hesitation, I opened my mouth to address the sense of unease I'd been feeling for a while, without thinking it rude or disrespectful.

"…The Southern Faction's strategist and the 'Princess's' right hand, the 'Queen'—by any chance, is that a title you gave yourself, Helena-san?"

"…"

"Of course, I'm talking about the stage before it was recognized by others and became a nickname… not that you announced it yourself, but more like you intentionally spread the moniker."

The serene black eyes stared at me. We held each other's gaze for a few seconds without blinking, the gentle sound of the waves as our BGM—then, a sigh. And then, a smile.

"You have the face of an ordinary boy, but you are a frightening person."

"I'm not scary, I'm just a harmless younger guy."

After another joke, Helena-san suddenly sat down right there on the sand. It would be tactless to say anything about her clothes getting sandy.

"Why… is it even necessary to ask?"

She waited for me to sit down as well, as if to say 'might as well,' and then posed her question. It felt presumptuous to start spouting my theories with a smug look right after being called scary, but…

If I was going to hesitate, the time for that was long past.

"Well… for one, the real-world Helena-san is quiet, but you have a soft atmosphere and a sense of humor; you're a kind older sister. You're too different in many ways from the stoic [Lady-in-Waiting] in the virtual world, so I figured it was ninety percent role-playing."

The other reason was even simpler.

"And besides, you absolutely adore Ashe, don't you? Enough to orchestrate a 'Southern Faction get-together' just to help the lonely princess make friends."

"…"

Before the trip began, Ashe had mentioned that 'Helena originally planned it.' At the time, not knowing her true nature, I found that strange.

Could the sharp, intelligent, and rational-looking [Lady-in-Waiting] Helena really have proposed such a party-animal plan as a 'real-life offline meeting'?

In my mind, a scenario where Ashe made an unreasonable request and Helena-san struggled to make it happen felt more plausible. Or maybe Goldow had pulled some strings.

But after meeting her in person and speaking with her true self, I was convinced—or rather, I thought it was a fifty-fifty possibility.

"So, it was a choice between two options: either you enjoy playing the queen… ahem, the queenly role-play, or you snatched up the role of the queen for someone else's sake."

It was just a possibility. A gentle, intelligent, and attentive woman—and from what I heard, deeply devoted to Alicia White—I thought maybe there was a story like that behind it all. A playful guess.

That's why, when I first spoke up, it was only a 'maybe,' but…

"…As for her expression, Iris still has that artistically perfect default poker face, you know."

"Wow, you just said something incredibly rude."

"Three years ago… she wasn't as calm or composed as she is now. Her mysterious silence could have been mistaken for 'unfriendliness,' and her ice-like beauty could have been seen as 'intimidating.' The world didn't know Iris as well as it does now."

"…"

I couldn't keep up the witty retorts and simply listened in silence.

"At that time, she was already worthy of being the [Sword Queen], but the people looking at her weren't ready—so, a substitute was needed. Someone to take on a stern, sharp image in her place, title and all."

Confirming my theory, she spoke brightly, seemingly unconcerned.

Was she not concerned now, or had she never been concerned? As a newcomer who had just met her, I couldn't tell—but,

Just like that [Heavy Tank] who had thanked me for his 'master' with such a matter-of-fact expression.

"Perhaps it runs in the family. Fortunately, I seem to have a talent for acting as well—I've been enjoying my other self more than I expected."

"…I have nothing but respect for that entire relationship."

It seemed the 'loyal retainers' of the Southern Faction were, without a doubt, the real deal.

As I stood there, dumbfounded at this modern-day knight, the sharp Queen of the South, Helena-san, offered me a gentle, soft expression and a natural smile.

"Haru-san."

"…What is it?"

From the atmosphere, I somehow knew what words were coming next, and my hesitation was audible in my voice. It was utterly pathetic, but I couldn't help it—

"Please continue to look after our princess from now on."

"…I-I will do my utmost, staking my life upon it…"

The expectation and responsibility woven into her words of entrustment were so heavy that it was all I could do to keep from crumbling, body and soul.

After all, a 'knight'… is not a role that suits me, the [Acrobat].



    Chapter 531

    Re: On the Artisans' Chat Board

    — — — — — — — — —

— — — — — — —

— — — —

—…

689: Matci: Yeah, small animal types specializing in magic are the absolute best, no doubt about it.

690: Kachobaro: The fact that they can help with Mako stuff is awesome. It's the only choice, really.

691: 333ware: Well, the big ones would be hard to even summon in a cramped personal workshop anyway.

692: Logrock: It's not like most of us can tame a large combat-type beast in the first place, so we're naturally limited to the small ones… that being said, the encounter rate for magic-specialized small animal types is abysmal.

693: Amatsugawa: I'm sure there are players keeping it secret, but even so, there are way too few.

694: Saketoba: If there were any swarm-type ones, we might have a chance…

695: Mimosa-aniki: No need to rush. It's only the first event.

696: Saketoba: You say that, but two months is a long time…!

697: Sanzenri: So true. I wanna start cuddling with a super cute pet already.

698: 333ware: A super muscular barbarian girl playing with a super cute pet…?

699: Sanzenri: Hmm??? Got a problem with that, Misa-kun?

700: 333ware: Nope, nothing at all.

701: Maygus: I think this board has been lacking some charm lately.

702: Kachobaro: This.

703: Mimosa-aniki: So much this.

704: Amatsugawa: Hiyo-san was always a rare sight, but Nia-chan too…

705: Lilac: Well, it can't be helped. She's probably busy with all the attention she's been getting.

706: Matci: That's right, you guys, you should be cheering on a maiden in love. And speaking of maidens, it's not just Micchi, there's one right here, you know???

707: 333ware: Barbarian No. 2…

708: Sanzenri: Seems like you do have a problem, Misanga-kun. Wanna go on a date with us older sisters?

709: 333ware: I'm so sorry.

710: Amatsugawa: lol. Lilac-san, how's the joint work with your cat coming along?

711: Lilac: It's not world-changing, but it's good enough that I'd hate to go back to working without support. Being able to entrust even a part of the formula control is a relief.

712: Amatsugawa: Ahh… I'm so jealous.

713: Lilac: And most importantly, it's mentally the best thing ever to not be alone even when working solo.

714: Saketoba: That…! That's so true…!!

715: Logrock: Let's do our best in the next event… though, I guess it all comes down to luck even if we do.

716: Lilac: I've already announced it, but I'm planning a big escort quest next time. Anyone who wants to try taming a cat-type beast like mine should join.

717: Amatsugawa: Seriously? First I've heard of it. I definitely want to go, are there still spots left?

718: Lilac: We've got 24 people cooperating so far, so there are 24 spots, first-come, first-served. We're still prioritizing people from this board, so there are still openings. I'll put you on the list.

719: Amatsugawa: Thanks a lot!!!

720: Matci: I wonder if Nia-chi managed to tame one.

721: Sanzenri: She participated with that guy, right? I bet it turned into an interesting event… Oh, Hiyohiyo apparently managed to tame a little bird. Got that info from Hayassan when I ran into him the other day.

722: Maygus: Is that the personification of cute?

723: Matci: That's so perfect for her. I don't even need to see it to know it's adorable.

724: Mimosa-aniki: Speaking of which, I haven't seen Haya these past few days either. Even though he's been logged in.

725: Sanzenri: He probably ran off to some faraway place to make maps again. His usual sickness.

726: Matci: The way his clan members treat him always makes me laugh.

727: Lilac: Sorry to cut in, but has anyone seen my clan master? I've been sending him messages since last night with no response, he's basically MIA.

728: Maygus: Come to think of it, I haven't seen him today. Isn't he just holed up in his workshop?

729: Logrock: If that was all, he probably wouldn't ignore a call from one of his officers.

730: Lilac: That's what I was thinking… Well, doesn't seem like anyone has any info. I guess I'll go check on his room again.

731: Amatsugawa: As thanks for the escort, should I ask my clan master too?

732: Lilac: Oh, that would be a great help. Even if there's nothing, just getting a report would be appreciated.

733: Amatsugawa: Okay. I'll message you later then.

734: Naranara: Lilac-san always has it tough.

735: endil: Honestly, she seems more like she belongs in our guild than the workshop.

736: 333ware: That's why she's there. Even a gathering of free spirits needs at least one serious person.

737: Hayagake: [007119873-x2110-06]

738: Maygus: You say that, but the Guild's top brass are free spirits too.

739: endil: That's true.

740: Mimosa-aniki: Haya???

741: Sanzenri: Huh, he's here.

742: Kachobaro: For someone like Hayagake-san to just drop a video without a word, something must be up.

743: Hayagake: watch it, i'm gonna sleep for a bit g'nigh

744: Mr.Tango: What's going on, a festival? Should I just watch this file?

745: Matci: 'Going to sleep'? It's the middle of the day.

746: Insane: Popping up out of nowhere and leaving all beat up is hilarious.

747: Sanzenri: I wonder if he found some new kind of interesting enemy…?

— — — — — — — — —

— — — — — — —

— — — —

—…

777: Mr.Tango: THE SECOND PERSON TO CONQUER RABBIT HEAVEN!!!!!! THIS IS A FESTIVAL!!!!!!!!!

778: Mimosa-aniki: HAYA!!!!!!!!!! YOU DID IT HAYA YOU BASTARD!!!!!!!!!!!

779: endil: This calls for a celebration, you shouldn't be sleeping Hayagake-san!!!

780: Sanzenri: His clan members are in absolute pandemonium at the home base.

781: Matci: Well duh, it's a huge achievement… hey, maybe be a little gentle with him this time?

782: Sanzenri: I wonder if he'll get cocky… Oh well, I guess we should prepare a celebration!

783: Insane: He's gonna be a household name in no time now.

784: Kachobaro: He's already famous, more like a legend at this point.

785: Naranara: He's definitely an amazing person, so why does he have zero dignity?

786: Kachobaro: He's cool when he's running, at least.

787: Logrock: But the moment a fight starts he gets all timid… well, he's not a combat build, so I guess it can't be helped.

788: endil: The only reason he even equips a dagger is because it looks cool and ninja-like, which is just…

789: Synapse: I'll never forget the legend of how he grandly swooped in to rescue a beginner he happened to encounter in the field (who was struggling), only to mess up and get flattened in five seconds.

790: Kachobaro: H-He was super cool up until he managed to land that one desperate parry…

791: Mimosa-aniki: Haya…

792: Matci: And in the end, even people outside his clan treat him like this, lol.

793: Saketoba: Well, given the scale of the incident, this isn't exactly a laughing matter…



    Chapter 532

    Good News

    "—Hah…!!!"

"Whoa, you scared me."

On the third day, having overslept until past ten o'clock due to staying up late the previous night.

Right after a late breakfast that doubled as lunch, as I was relaxing on the lounge sofa, Nia suddenly jumped up, and I, being nearby, yelped in surprise.

Naturally, all eyes in the room turned to her—including Sora and Irori, who were engrossed in a discussion about the Sword Saint a short distance away, and Ashe, who had been listening in on their surprisingly compatible conversation.

For the record, Goldow had left the villa with Helena-san, saying, "Gonna pop over to an acquaintance's inn for a bit." Uni was in the kitchen preparing a three o'clock snack.

Well, it must have been an unconscious action. Nia bowed her head apologetically and sat back down. What was that all about?

"Oh, what's this? Let me see…"

We were sitting next to each other on the same sofa, savoring the post-meal contentment while staring at the ceiling. I leaned over to look at the smartphone she held out to me.

Without needing to ask, I assumed this was the answer to what had happened.

"—Hah…!!!"

"You don't have to do the same gag. What happened?"

As soon as I saw the screen, I reacted just like Nia, earning a retort from Irori. I noticed Ashe had instantly teleported to a position right next to me and was peering over my shoulder.

Her garnet eyes scanned the information displayed on Nia's device from top to bottom… and for once, Ashe's eyes widened in pure surprise.

"It seems a second person has cleared the [Spiral Crimson Tower]."

"…You're kidding."

"Wow…"

Irori's reaction was one of genuine surprise, which was also unusual, but…

What was with Sora? Why did she glance at me before making an indescribable expression that was twenty percent surprise, thirty percent admiration, and fifty percent exasperation?

Surely she wasn't thinking something rude, like a second pervert had finally appeared?

Well, putting that aside—

"Who's the conqueror?"

"The map guy."

"So it was Hayagake-san… Finally, huh?"

I didn't quite get what Ashe meant in her answer to Irori's question, but the name of the second conqueror in the news was Hayagake—the same person I had referenced some time ago when looking up the fastest AGI players.

Given that even high-rankers like the [Sword Queen] knew who he was at a glance, he must be more famous than I had casually assumed.

But still… so a second person finally did it.

"Man, that's great news."

"…Judging by your reaction, you don't seem to care about the glory of being the *only* one."

"If I cared about that sort of thing, I wouldn't have uploaded a walkthrough video, would I?"

"That was a walkthrough video… well, I suppose. Your attitude of not clinging to trivial things is admirable and fitting for a disciple of the Sword Saint."

"What high horse are you on?"

As I exchanged our usual banter with Irori, I was more concerned about Nia. Even after sharing the news with us, she was busy tapping away at her phone, gathering more information.

It wasn't just enthusiasm; she seemed restless and fidgety, as if something was up. Perhaps he was an 'acquaintance' of hers as well—

Just as I was thinking that, Nia tugged at the hem of my shirt, beckoning me closer. We were already sitting next to each other, but it seemed she wanted me to scoot over a bit.

""…""

"Uh… excuse me for a second?"

I'm probably just overthinking it, but I could feel the intense gazes of two particular people on me. I obliged her request and shifted over just a little.

After I did, she typed out a message on her phone so only I could see…

*'Hayagake is Hayassan, he's practically family. He's Hiyo-chan's older brother.'*

"Hh… phew…"

*Seriously?* I managed to swallow the dumbfounded words that almost escaped. I glanced at Nia for confirmation, and she nodded as if to say, 'Seriously, seriously.'

*'To be precise, he's her cousin. But yeah, they're pretty much like older brother and younger sister with a big age gap.'*

Ah, I see… I see?

"Jus… excuse me?"

I excused myself from the gazes of the three and temporarily left the group of five, taking Nia with me.

The casual way she said it must mean she didn't mind me knowing, but conversely, it should probably be kept a secret from everyone else.

So, we moved to a corner of the lounge where we couldn't be heard—

"…Alright, just to confirm. Was that something I was supposed to just casually find out?"

*'Yeah. Hiyo-chan just now said it was okay to tell you.'*

Ah, so the first report didn't come from the news, but from Mitsueda-san herself?

"Well, I'm not sure what to do with that information…"

*'You took over being my caretaker without asking, right? Hiyo-chan probably already considers you 'family' now.'*

"Seriously…?"

*'What's with that reaction? Are you saying you're unhappy about being cornered by me?'*

"I'm not saying that! Stop it, your glares are piercing me, they're stabbing me!"

I tried to calm down the insistent Nia while averting my eyes from the two girls glaring at me from a distance—one with narrowed eyes, the other with a blank expression… but I couldn't allow myself to lose, so I dared to meet their gazes directly, and Sora, who was caught in my stare, went down in a second.

Ashe, however, remained unmoved. Strong—but that expressionless face was undoubtedly the type that was seething with jealousy. I can tell now.

Anyway,

"Well, I get it. Not that it changes anything, but I'll think of him as a friend's family—but hey. Since we're on the topic, should I send a congratulatory gift?"

Not that I have anything to give to a veteran player like Hayagake-san. Setting aside the unexpected 'family' designation, a sense of camaraderie as one of only two conquerors was starting to sprout the moment I heard the news….

*'Oh, you're gonna send a gift under the name [Acrobat] out of the blue? That sounds hilarious.'*

"Ah, from that reaction, I can guess how Hayagake-san is treated among his 'family.'"

He's probably the butt of the jokes or something like that.

"Okay, I'll think of something then—so let's head back, Lady Liliania."

*'Aww.'*

"Don't 'aww' me, look over there! The Blonde Samurai is looking at us with an artistically hateful expression, seizing the opportunity."

Also, Ashe's jealousy meter is off the charts from seeing Nia so close. Sora's probably about to reboot, too. Any more of this and I'm in real danger.

*'Then, I request a walk later. I heard there's a beautiful forest path behind the villa.'*

"I don't know what you mean by 'then,' but I'd be happy to do that much."

I won't specify whether it'll be just the two of us, though. The feasibility of that depends on—

"…A secret conversation?"

"Haru?"

"Uh… um… Nia-chan?"

*'Why did you pass the buck to me? I might say something that's not entirely true, you sure about that???*'

—the moods of their respective ladyships…

"Hmph."

Hey you, over there. Why did you just snort at your junior who's being put on the spot?

I'm not asking you to save me, but you'll remember this, you bastard.



    Chapter 533

    Night Breeze, Sparks, and the Sound of Waves

    "—Alright, pop quiz. After 'Ta-ma-yaaa,' what comes next?"

"…'Kagi-ya,' right?"

"Exactly, the familiar shouts for fireworks. But what's the origin of those calls?"

"I don't know."

"Correct answer is, they were apparently the house names of two fireworks masters from the Edo period, Tamaya and Kagiya."

"House names."

"Basically, it's like a store name."

"…If they were fireworks makers, why was one named Kagiya (Key Shop)?"

"Beats me. I'd like to know that myself."

"Don't go showing off your shallow knowledge with a smug look."

Night, during the post-dinner recreation time as had become the custom.

I wasn't just throwing shallow trivia at the handsome blond next to me for no reason; it was a topic appropriate for the occasion.

Our current location was the sandy beach outside, the wind calm, the weather perfect. To the BGM of the waves, we were adding the modest sound of crackling sparks for an event that was—

The personification of youth itself: a fireworks festival.

Hence, Irori and I weren't just standing around empty-handed. We were each equipped with a sparkler, spewing out colorful sparks.

Well, I guess you could say it's kind of surreal, and maybe the image of us just standing around idly would be less ridiculous. But I'm not accepting any comments on that.

It's not like we're forming a two-shot of two guys by choice…

"—If you do this, and this, and this… see? You can draw pictures and letters with the afterimage of the fire."

"…!"

"Wow…!"

One smug-faced, expressionless princess (an experienced veteran) was currently giving a lecture on writing with sparklers to two other young ladies (novices)—we were doing this so as not to disturb the three girls, who had been getting along famously since the start of the trip.

"Shouldn't you go join them? Right in the middle of it, literally."

"If I did that right now, wouldn't I get burned at the stake?"

Watching them having fun a short distance away, I casually batted away the gibe that flew from Irori's mouth.

I swear, I'm not chickening out. It's just that, setting aside our delicate relationships, seeing the three of them getting along so well is gratifying, heartwarming, and precious… even though I know they wouldn't consider me a nuisance, I just don't want to get in between them right now.

It's like I want to watch over them forever; for this moment, I'm fine with being part of the background.

"By the way, what are we going to do about that?"

"…Well, Goldow will probably take care of whatever's left over."

While my eyes feasted on a scene that was surely recording some of the highest eye-candy values in the world right now, I glanced over at the mountain of fireworks sitting beside us.

Every imaginable type of personal firework was piled up in a chaotic heap, but there was easily enough for a hundred people.

The instigator was Goldow, who had been out.

As soon as he returned, he boisterously dumped *that mountain* on us, shouting, "Souvenirs!!!" which was the reason for this impromptu fireworks festival… but there was no doubt we couldn't possibly use it all. Even if we played with them every day from now on, it would be impossible.

"It's not even the season yet, where did all this come from…?"

"Who knows. Maybe someone pawned off some dead stock on him."

Well, I'll gratefully enjoy what I can.

"Isn't this kind of scene usually the last event in both real life and fiction?"

"I don't know what you're basing that on… but well, we can just do it again on the last night. Every day, if you want."

"The charm, the emotion, the sentimentality would probably fade at an incredible rate with each time…"

Would someone like Sora-san, who's having so much fun over there in an age-appropriate way, want to do this over and over? If the main event was watching such a heartwarming scene, then perhaps a nightly fireworks festival wouldn't be so bad.

For the record, Goldow, the man who summoned the massive pile of fireworks, had once again departed, saying, "Gonna go for a drink at an acquaintance's place," as if it were the most natural thing in the world. Helena-san, who probably went along as his chaperone this time as well, was also absent.

As for Uni, he was sunk into a massage chair in the relaxation room, mumbling something like, "Maybe I'll go do some sparklers later." The chances of him escaping the clutches of that human-corrupting machine and appearing on the beach were probably around forty percent. I should probably check on him later to make sure he hasn't fallen asleep.

…Man, modern sparklers are amazing. The last time I remember touching these was in elementary school, but the ones these days last for a surprisingly long time—and just as I was marveling at that, mine died.

You fought well. Your brave figure has been seared into my memory.

"Whoops."

Suddenly, a vibration from my pocket. As I mourned the short life of my burnt-out comrade and laid him to rest in a bucket of water, I pulled out my phone and opened the message….

"………………???"

The nonsensical text displayed on the screen made me immediately tilt my head.

What is… what is this?

"Hey, Irori."

"What is it now? Just go play with whatever you want, dual-wielding or not. There are plenty of small aerial fireworks too. Should we just set them all up and fire them in sequence?"

"You're surprisingly into this, for someone with such an indifferent face, aren't you? —No, that's not it. I got a weird message from Goldow…"

To be precise, it wasn't from Goldow, but via the General Commander—the one who delivered the words, or rather, the complaints, to my phone was a certain person from our Eastern Faction.

Let's see… for now, I'll just quote a passage.

"—'You lolicon samurai, you've got some nerve ignoring me, huh!!!'"

"You're the one with some nerve. Stay right there, I'm going to melt you down slowly."

Suddenly so violent. I don't think the heat from a firework will be enough, you know…?

"It's not me! I just got this super long message with some mysterious complaint, or maybe a curse, from the Red—from the [Left Wing]."

"…,…"

Well, it was probably, or rather clearly, a message meant to be delivered to this guy through me, via Goldow. The moment he understood the situation, he made a face like he'd just bitten into a bitter bug, a textbook example. It seems he gets the picture, even if I, the middleman, am left in the dark.

What is this, what's going on?

Huh?

Huh, what's going on…?

"…Given that I've been mysteriously and suddenly dragged into this, and as payback for all the relentless teasing I usually get, should I press the issue, or should I be considerate, read the room, and swallow my questions… I'm actually seriously debating this right now."

"…Swallow them. There's nothing to press—because there's really nothing to it."

"Hah… well… if you say so, then I guess that's that."

What the, I don't get it, but it seems like a delicate situation. As the number one guy who's also in an unprecedentedly delicate situation himself, I don't feel like poking fun at it….

Yeah, alright. I don't know what kind of relationship they have, and it's best not to pry carelessly—that being said.

"You owe me one."

"…Honestly, that girl. Is she a coward or just fearless…"

There's no need for saintly behavior between us, right? You're muttering something profound, but as a favor, I'll pretend I didn't hear that either.

…Well, with that out of the way,

"Alright, pretty boy, come with me. The ladies are starting to stare at us as if to say, 'How long are you guys going to watch from a distance?'—in other words, it's time to pay the piper."

"That death sentence applies only to you. Don't drag me into it—"

"Guess I'll cash in that favor right now. You're the type who doesn't like to let things drag on, right? One favor. I'll really, truly forget all about it right now, leaving no trace behind. One favor."

"You [Acrobat]…"

"Seriously, stop using that as a simple insult that makes no sense anymore."

I grabbed the arm of my friend, who let out a theatrically loud sigh, and dragged him across the sand. As I did, the girls, led by Nia, gave us somewhat fond looks… but well, I can live with that.

Let's be good old frenemies, helping each other out as we please.

After that, with Irori in the mix, the three girls didn't create any strange atmosphere.

Forgetting that we were only halfway through our trip, we each got lost in the moment, and the modest fireworks festival continued boisterously until late into the night—and the next day.

We all overslept through breakfast and were jokingly scolded by the half-laughing chef.



    Chapter 534

    Homecoming

    "—Man, I'm bored… wanna go somewhere?"

"'Somewhere' being where?"

"Somewhere, man, just somewhere."

In a corner of the Safe Area, the only town in the [Garden of Divine Creation], two players sat on a rooftop, chatting idly as they gazed at the stars.

They were long-time players, but by their own admission and everyone else's, they were just average Joes. Sometimes they'd go on carefree adventures, other times they'd whine about being bored, but they were true Arcadians, citizens of the virtual world who savored the 'boredom' of another world.

They were far from being rankers, let alone joining the ranks of exceptional players. But for those who were satisfied with being 'ordinary,' the heroes they looked up to weren't objects of aspiration, but rather figures to be watched and entertained by.

Thus, they accepted their role as part of the 'great majority'—because in this world of Arcadia, even average people who stepped in with a casual attitude of 'I'm bored, let's go somewhere' could find adventures that let them enjoy being the 'main character.'

Everyone could weave a story that suited them. There were countless unique things scattered throughout the world, so you didn't have to reach for the very peak—the bug-like, otherworldly uniques like 'Rankers,' the 'Four Pillar War,' 'Colored Monsters,' or 'Terror Armaments.'

Endless adventure, endless unknowns, an infinite world with infinite content. Everyone was too busy looking 'forward' to have time to look up and be envious—

"Wanna hit up the ant nest for the first time in a while?"

"Oh, feeling suicidal?"

"Idiot, not *that* great hive. The small one for regular players, obviously."

"Eh… the ant mounds aren't really that good, though."

"The chance of a big score, even if it's a long shot, is what makes it romantic, man. Better than just playing at being bored, right?"

"You've got a point. Guess we should call Pami and the others then—"

Just as they both stood up, ready to ignite their excitement for another modest adventure that evening… it happened.

It wasn't the sound of footsteps, which were practically nonexistent, nor was it the sudden sense of a nearby presence. It was at the exact moment that, by pure coincidence, they both happened to glance in the same direction.

"Oh, excuse me?"

""Hh—""

Who knows from how far he had closed the distance in a single step, but a figure suddenly appeared beside them, offering a casual greeting.

It was a young man's voice, one they had become familiar with through their screens since the end of April, just over a month ago. Struck speechless by the unannounced encounter, the two of them froze as he offered them a vague smile—

"Uh, well. You know—have a good night!"

With a wave of his hand, he kicked off into the air again without a sound and vanished.

"…"

"…"

It was only a few seconds before they could track him with their eyes.

But by the time they looked up, the white and blue coat was nowhere to be seen in the night sky. The young man had disappeared like a whimsical whirlwind.

There was no sense of reality, no lingering presence. But the casual smile seared into their minds, the cheerful voice echoing in their ears, even from a brief encounter of just a few seconds…

"…Well then, guess I'll go spam my friends with a brag bomb."

"You're on. I think Shamta was a huge fan, right? He's gonna cry with envy."

"Let's make him cry his eyes out. It's time to pay him back for bragging endlessly about how 'Rinne-chan talked to me' that one time."

For those who savored the ordinary, this too was a major, extraordinary event.

◇◆◇◆◇

Setting aside the accidental interruption of some random players' chill time, I immediately launched into the sky, broke through the clouds, and flew away.

A week's worth of accumulated motivation spread through my body—yes, it's been a week. A long-awaited comeback to the virtual world…!

"I'm back, my second home, Arcadiaaa!"

It was only ten minutes ago that I returned to my home, the Yotsuya dormitory, after a full seven-day trip. Starting with the fireworks on the third day, the fourth, fifth, sixth, and seventh days were a whirlwind of endless events—

Man, it was fun. I brought back a mountain of memories, and it was an extremely meaningful trip where I really deepened my friendships and everything else with all the participants.

And I didn't forget to study, either. It went great.

Even after that, Irori and I were abducted by Goldow and dragged around on a hot spring tour, Uni, Sora, and I made a giant cake the size of a wedding cake just for fun, I was almost attacked by Ashe who got super sulky asking "Why Helena and not me?" when she was giving me darts lessons, I was almost attacked by Iris who took advantage of our one-on-one study time, and I was almost attacked by Alicia White who was burning with jealousy when she witnessed me napping on the terrace with Sora-san and Nia-chan snuggled up on either side of me… it was truly a seven-day period filled with endless events and a violent sense of fulfillment—

But, that was then, and this is now.

I am, after only three months since my debut, a dyed-in-the-wool Arcadia addict. Therefore, after leaving the virtual world for an extended period for the first time…

It's only natural that my accumulated motivation would break completely!

"Come forth, Sapphire!"

The moment I leaped above the sea of clouds on a whim, I spread my 'wings' with a call. It's been seven days—no, in virtual world time, has it been more than ten days?

In any case, it's been a while. I pat and stroke the neck that bears the azure star as a substitute for an apology… and judging by his reaction, he doesn't seem to be sulking or angry, thankfully.

"There, there. Sorry about that, leaving you all alone so soon after taming you."

As he flaps his great wings, he skillfully bends his neck to nuzzle against me. I scratch his draconic head with all my might as we reconnect.

They say that when they aren't summoned, Stardust Beasts are in a state of hibernation, and that this 'sleep' is as comfortable as heaven for them, according to some unverified information—

But he has magnificent wings. I want to let him fly as much as possible, you know?

"Alright… then let's get started—course set to the east, speed unlimited. Fly, my partner!"

His answer was a single, powerful flap of his wings.

Was he able to understand the concept of 'east,' or was he reacting to the direction his master pointed… either way, he's a smart one.

As for the incredibly fast and acrobatic turn, I'll let it slide as a sign of his trust in me and a bit of playfulness… alright, let's go.

We head east, our destination one of the dungeons bearing the title 'Unconquered.'

The place of endless sparring—the [Shadow-Infested Arena].



    Chapter 535

    The Shadow-Infested Arena

    The [Shadow-Infested Arena]—also known as Endless Sparring, The Forced Underdog Massacre, The Reverse-RTA Execution Grounds, The Hopeless Kind of Shitty Game, The Personification of Malice, and so on and so forth.

It is one of the 'former' three great unconquered dungeons, and even now that the [Spiral Crimson Tower] has been conquered, it remains one of the two that still holds the title of 'unclearable.'

Its structure is exceedingly simple.

Head east from the Safe Area, go on for a very, very, very, very, very long way, and you'll find a black hole floating in the barren plateau that spreads out before you. Dive into that ominous entrance, and you'll find a dungeon with no paths to follow.

There are no puzzle gimmicks, either. There are only two things there… the 'arena' that serves as the stage for battle, and the 'enemy' that has continued to pile up the corpses of countless challengers.

In a way, the reason it's unbeatable is similar to the [Spiral Crimson Tower]. In short, the one and only enemy that exists is such a complete bastard that no one can find a way to defeat it.

Enemy name: [Replica-Nobody]—a fiendish boss that has earned the name 'Unbeatable,' and the master of the [Shadow-Infested Arena] who changes its form according to the challenger.

'Changes its form' refers to two things. Both the arena itself and the boss change to a form that is 'suited' for the player challenging the dungeon.

Now, what does 'suited' mean? You might think it means it's on the player's side, but an 'Unconquered Dungeon' would never be so merciful. It's the opposite.

In other words, the [Shadow-Infested Arena] is an execution ground that forces you into a brawl with a 'natural enemy' that has been thoroughly optimized to counter the challenger entering its domain—a place that embodies the very concept of absurdity.

No matter how desperately you prepare beforehand, it doesn't matter. The enemy is configured the moment you enter the dungeon… so no matter how many secret plans, insurance policies, or other measures you prepare, the master of shadows will surpass the player's best efforts the moment they face off.

For a brain-dead melee warrior, it takes the 'form of a mobile mage that surpasses them in agility.'

For a high-mobility warrior, it takes the 'form of a counter-type warrior with enough durability to withstand light attacks.'

For a long-range mage, it takes the 'form of a light warrior that closes the distance too fast to allow for casting.'

And for others, like a melee-type mage—or a debuff-specialist mage who relies on trickery—or a magic knight who fights a battle of attrition with self-buffs and healing—or a purely offensive magic knight with both physical and magical attacks—or even a master of all trades, a jack-of-all-trades—…et cetera, et cetera.

What I've heard are only examples. Even just for a STR-based melee warrior, the 'optimal solution' the dungeon prepares seems to vary wildly. Even if the same person challenges it, a completely different pattern can appear on a whim.

Truly, it's an unmanageable mess.

You can't even prepare countermeasures, and even if you try to strengthen yourself and challenge it again, your opponent will also provide its best self in accordance with your improvements, resulting in an infinite loop of being countered and then trampled.

It doesn't matter how strong the challenger is; it is truly unbeatable.

Therefore, players eventually stopped seriously challenging the [Shadow-Infested Arena]… and some began to use the unbeatable boss, [Replica-Nobody], as a 'tool to accurately identify their own weaknesses.'

It was a practice partner you could challenge for free as many times as you wanted… which is where the name 'Endless Sparring' comes from.

Two and a half years since its discovery, this is the true nature of the still-unconquered arena.

And now, one more victim has arrived at this impossible game for a certain reason.

I was planning on dying a few dozen times in quick succession anyway, so there was no need for mental preparation or reviewing intel—the moment I spotted the ominous, pitch-black hole from above, just as I'd heard, I bailed from Sapphire without a moment's hesitation. Ten seconds later.

"Seriously, the visibility."

There was no grand entrance. Before the shadow doll that stood there as if it belonged, looking right at me, I threw out a complaint right from the start.

I mean, come on… it's really black.

Fortunately, the 'stage' isn't also solid black with no light source, which would have been a demonic setting with perfect camouflage. But it's not a dazzling pure white either, and the creature standing in the dim colosseum is simply a nightmare for visibility. If it's a high-speed type, I'm confident I'd lose sight of it in a second.

Stardust Beasts are also all black, but unlike them, with their glittering stars, that thing's body is truly just one solid color. I think I can just barely make out a purplish outline, but as a buff to visibility, it's a pittance.

Even the special anti-me form it's prepared is hard to make out… but for now, the first words that come to mind are—

"…A nine-tailed lady???"

Well, I mean, there's no other way to describe it.

She's tall, about the same height as me or slightly taller. Her slender, curvaceous body is clearly female, and she's clad in what looks like a black kimono.

The nine thick, rounded tails swaying behind her are those of a fox. Combined with the characteristic pointed ears pricked up on her head, it's safe to say that's what she is.

In terms of silhouette, she's kind of like Kagura-san plus Sora-san in her clad form, but….

Even those two, who could be called monsters as players, don't exude an pressure as truly monstrous as this.

I see, I see…—the rumors are true. Even though she's just standing there, motionless, the pressure is enough to make my skin tingle.

"—"

"…"

And so, about a minute has passed since we started our staring contest. It seems this is an [Angalta]-type boss that leaves the start of the battle up to me.

If neither of us moves, the fight won't begin—now, whether I can turn the time from here on into a 'fight' is uncertain, but…

"Well, it's free to try, right?"

Again, a festival of game overs is a given. In fact, this first assault right after getting home is just a scouting mission for the real thing.

Let's take it easy, nice and easy.

That being said—

"Alright, let's dance—and of course, I'm going all out!"

As a challenger, the bare minimum of my mindset is to aim for conquest.

A full-throttle scouting mission. As I roared my challenge, I summoned the crimson blades of my Rabbit Knives to both hands and began my attack with a true, all-out dash.

And, ten minutes later.

After suffering countless deaths in just six hundred seconds, too many to bother counting, the victim was spat out of the black hole entrance back onto the field like a piece of trash—

"Totally impossible. Retreat."

Splayed out on the barren plateau, face scraping the dirt, I lay there, unable to move a muscle, muttering a declaration of complete and utter surrender to myself.



    Chapter 536

    The Decision

    Being laughed at for your efforts being futile, no matter how much you try. Such a harsh reality, like some sadistic dungeon, exists in the real world, but if you live seriously and earnestly, such shitty game scenarios don't happen all that often.

Studying, for example, is one of the best examples of effort being rewarded.

If you don't compromise, don't slack off, and apply yourself sincerely, the results will follow, big or small. And when you have the help of an invincible private tutor—

"Goodbye, super-long incantation listening sessions…!"

"I think you were probably the only one in that 'session,' though?"

It was a given that I would be rewarded not just big or small, but handsomely.

The dramatic lectures from my professors, which used to be completely incomprehensible, had transformed into proper lessons, and my academic ability had improved to the point where I could somehow understand them.

I let out my感動 in a small voice and made a fist pump under the desk, earning an exasperated look from my friend next to me, but as someone who had been genuinely struggling, I couldn't hide my joy.

Seriously, thank you, gods, buddhas, and Sword Queen…!

"Ahaha. Looks like the training camp paid off. I'm glad."

"Yeah, seriously. My 'teacher's' teaching methods were god-tier from start to finish…"

Shoko, from two seats over, popped her head out and joined the conversation. I mumbled my appreciation, and she gave me a smug grin.

She didn't actually tease me, but it was obvious what she was thinking.

"…Sorry, but I can't provide you with any of the interesting, lovey-dovey episodes you're probably hoping for. She was serious about looking after me, all things considered."

"Hah, I see, I see?"

Now, I'm not saying there *weren't* any such episodes, and I'm only talking about the *overall* situation. I won't mention the fact that she tried to pounce on me countless times when we were alone, but Shoko, who correctly and conveniently interpreted my subtle nuance, just deepened her grin to herself.

It's not like I'm trying to hide it; it would be pointless even if I did.

Her fans probably understand that Alicia White wouldn't miss such a perfect opportunity when she's one-on-one with her 'target.'

—But anyway, that's beside the point.

"Are you two free today? If it's convenient, I'd like to ask you to edit a new video."

"Whoa, out of the blue?"

"Didn't you just get back yesterday?"

With my studies settled for the time being, it was time to talk about 'work.'

Alright, my dear supporters, it's your turn—are you ready to have your semicircular canals wrecked again?

◇◆◇◆◇

And so, after each of us finished our classes for the day, several tens of minutes had passed since the whole group, including Kaede and Mizuki, had gathered at the Shijo residence.

"Nozomi, you gotta stop this, man…"

"Can't, feelin' sick…"

"…,…Hhh…!!!"

"That was very interesting. I would like a commentary on the new skills and other details."

Of the members who had checked the fresh-off-the-press video data I'd given them, Toshiki, Shoko, and Kaede were down for the count, a magnificent scene of carnage.

As the sole member with resistance from the very beginning, Mizuki was looking on with a perfectly fine expression, her eyes sparkling with curiosity, but it goes without saying which of them was the exception.

However, this time—

"If you've got a complaint, take it up with my 'opponent.' The reason it turned into such a stupid, motion-sickness-inducing mess, even from a third-person perspective, is all thanks to that do-as-it-pleases bastard."

"Ugh… t-that was amazing, Nozomi-kun's 'Shadow'…"

The one who responded to my reply to Toshiki's resentful glare was the young lady of the Shijo family, who was slumped in her chair with a pale face. The 'Shadow' Kaede mentioned was, needless to say, the common nickname for the infamous [Replica-Nobody].

"Yeah… I think it's one of the most insane patterns ever seen in any footage. In fact, I was impressed you even lasted thirty seconds."

"That's my longest record, and it was by focusing solely on evasion, though."

I'm honored by the praise, but aside from that one instance of self-preservation, most of my attempts were instant kills.

To be honest, I was a little embarrassed to be showing my friends a recording of my own slaughter, but the atmosphere seemed to be a unanimous 'well, that can't be helped,' so I'll gratefully hold my head high.

"Ah, my dizziness is finally going away… I was thinking this again, but the craziest thing about you is probably your survivability. The way you just casually engage in close-quarters combat against an enemy whose attacks are 'instant death on graze' is just insane."

"That. Technically, it's amazing, of course, but aren't you scared, Nozomin? …I mean, I've asked you that so many times before."

And now, my childhood friends were chiming in with their own exasperated praise. What's this, ganging up on me like this won't get you anything.

At most, it'll put me in a good mood and loosen my tongue.

"I've said it many times before, but scary things are scary. I'm just tricking myself into thinking it's not real. Every time a blade, a blunt object, a claw, a fang, a tentacle, a flame, a gust of wind, a bolt of lightning, or some mysterious substance grazes past me, I get freaked out, just like anyone else."

""Then why do you usually laugh in a pinch…""

"That's, you know, that thing. Men are sad creatures who basically become idiots (invincible) when they get hyped up holding a weapon."

Setting Shoko aside, I'm sure Toshiki will understand once he makes his Arcadia debut. Probably. Maybe. He says he has no plans to dive into the virtual world himself for now, though.

"Hey, Nozomi-kun."

"Yes, what is it, Mizuki-san?"

As I was bantering with the usual lively duo, Mizuki, who had started watching the video again by herself, called out to me.

As usual, her voice was quiet, with little fluctuation, but I could tell from the subtle nuance that her tone was serious.

So,

"You want us to edit it. Which means this is a video you plan to release."

"That's right."

"I don't recommend it."

I replied in a serious tone as well, and she, cool on the surface, cut me down without a second thought. And following that,

"Yeah, I agree."

"Same here."

Toshiki agreed with Mizuki's words, and Shoko followed suit. I glanced over at Kaede, and she nodded in agreement with her friends.

"What you're doing is certainly amazing—but, in terms of content, it's a video of you, the [Acrobat], losing over and over without being able to do anything. In terms of image, it's not a good thing."

"Well, there will definitely be people who gleefully poke fun at it."

"I think the fans will enjoy watching it purely for what it is, and I'm sure your allies will do their best to put out the fires on their own, as always. But for you, Nozomin, to provide material that could become your own weakness… we think it's a bit questionable."

A departure from her initial image, Shoko, who is actually more of a jokester and mood-driven than Toshiki, was saying something extremely serious, a sign of her earnestness.

In other words, when she's like this, it's always a particularly serious situation. After hearing the opinions of the three, I once again turned my gaze to my 'manager,' Kaede…

"I can't really agree either, I guess…? Um, you know. I think you understand, Nozomi-kun, but the real world isn't full of nice people like the virtual world is, so…"

And with that, it seemed everyone's thoughts were aligned.

All of this was simply because they were genuinely concerned for me—I hesitated for a moment whether to suppress the smile that was about to form on my face, but decided it wasn't necessary and relaxed.

"Haha."

"Look at you with that relaxed face… We're being serious here, you know?"

"I know."

That's why I can make a face like this. The sense of security that comes from having friends who are sincerely on your side. It's truly invincible.

However, as for the conclusion—

"We're going ahead with releasing the video. You don't have to hold back; it's fine to really emphasize how ridiculously insane [Replica-Nobody] is."

I have no intention of changing my original plan. However, I also have no intention of causing my concerned friends any unnecessary worry… so I won't drag out the reveal.

"And then—a little while later, upload the real video of the conquest achievement as a set with this one."

"Huh?"

"Heh?"

"…Mm?"

"Eh…?"

I announced it as if it were already decided, and a smile crept onto my face at the sight of their textbook-perfect dumbfounded expressions—

"Well, you see. That invincible princess of ours said, 'We can definitely beat it,' so…"

I hinted at the event that had become the catalyst for me to challenge the [Shadow-Infested Arena], and at the same time,

"This weekend, the two of us will just pop over and clear it."

I declared the already-decided matter to my friends.



    Chapter 537

    Four Days Prior

    "—And so, Sora. I need to borrow your partner for a little while."

It all began on the fourth day of our trip. The day after the news of Hayagake-san's second conquest of the [Spiral Crimson Tower] arrived, in the early afternoon.

With yesterday's news still fresh, the topic of 'unconquered dungeons' came up again, and Ashe was giving us all the details during our relaxing post-lunch chat.

…However, her conclusion to that talk was an abrupt request to rent me.

Naturally, Sora-san and I were left dumbfounded. And the only one unfazed was Nia-chan, sleeping soundly right next to us.

Look at that blissful sleeping face.

"Um, well…"

"I don't really understand the 'and so' part of that…"

There was no preamble, and the context had been kicked to the curb and left crying.

I hate to say it while she's tilting her head as if to say, "Did I say something strange?" but the proper reaction here belongs to us, the bewildered ones, Your Highness.

"Well, I get the gist of the conversation—though it was completely disconnected. You're saying you got inspired and want to challenge the remaining two unconquered dungeons, right?"

"Yes. The sparring one."

"The [Shadow-Infested Arena], huh… If it's that one, then I'm totally on board."

As for the other one with the ridiculous nickname, I'd rather not for personal reasons, but I am interested in facing a ridiculously strong, balance-breaking boss.

If she's inviting me, my answer is nothing but 'yes'—however.

"Um… I have no problem lending you Haru, but…"

"So you have no problem with it."

"W-What's that supposed to mean? It's not the kind of problem where it would be bad if I did have a problem with it, so please don't make that weird face…!"

Sora-san, who I had casually interrupted, glanced at me and went through about six different expressions in the span of a moment.

I'm not sure what she read into my reaction, but the young girl who went from surprised to looking unexpectedly fidgety and so on, before finally settling on a pouting face, was incredibly cute. I'm glad she's been showing more of her age-appropriate reactions lately.

—And as I looked at her with a fond smile, she narrowed her eyes in displeasure.

"…Well, if Haru wants me to stop hiding my possessiveness, then I have no intention of being a 'good girl' either. Which do you prefer—"

"Alright, let's hear the rest of what you were saying after 'I have no problem with it.'"

Seeing that the tide was turning against me, I immediately corrected the flow of the conversation, only to get a sharp pinch on the back of my hand. The force behind the punishment was not particularly cute; it just plain hurt.

"Hmph… Um, right. I have no problem with it—but, um, would it be wrong for me to come along too? I-I don't want to get in the way or anything, I'm just purely…!"

I see, she's interested, so she wants to try it herself.

From a game-clearing perspective, I'd honestly want to bring Sora along. No, not just bring her, but I'd want to go with her as my partner.

So, unless Ashe brought this up as some kind of date, I'd prefer for the three of us to challenge it together, but—

"I have no problem with you coming with us. But it's impossible for you to challenge it with us."

It seemed there was a fundamental reason why she had requested to rent me.

"The maximum number of challengers for the [Shadow-Infested Arena] is two. The three of us can't enter together."

Ashe's concise explanation made both Sora and I go, "Ahhh…" in understanding.

"Also, there's another reason I singled you out, Haru, besides 'I want to be with you.' This has to do with some dungeon mechanics I haven't mentioned yet…"

And so began another lecture directly from the [Sword Queen] herself. Her explanation, concise and beautifully summarized, took only a few minutes to…

"I see."

"I see…"

—bring us to a deeper level of understanding.

I see, I see—this is definitely a case for me. And at the same time, it's a gimmick that Sora-san shouldn't get involved with.

According to her, the boss enemy in the other of the two remaining unconquered dungeons, the [Shadow-Infested Arena], called [Replica-Nobody], appears in a completely bastardized, hard-counter form tailored to each individual challenger.

So what happens when two challengers enter? Instead of two separate 'Shadows' appearing, a single amalgamation appears.

In other words, a fusion of two meta-bosses that can overwhelm each challenger respectively… and not only that, but due to some synergistic effect or whatever, its overall specs are boosted even further, creating a true monster that shatters the game's balance.

Because of this, if you bring in a 'jack-of-all-trades,' you end up creating a perfect, flawless enemy that's completely untouchable from any angle.

It might be a different story if it were someone who was only slightly specialized or tricky. But our dear Sora is a monster of a versatile and beautiful magic knight, praised by all the rankers she's met, starting with Ashe.

Now, imagine a ridiculously overpowered form that can thoroughly crush her from above… mixed in with a 'Shadow' that corresponds to, say, me or Ashe.

The thought is nothing short of terrifying.

I might be one thing, but an Ashe x Sora-san-ized 'Shadow' seems like something you couldn't beat even with a full raid party—and this is where the important part of aiming for a clear comes in.

By challenging as a pair, [Replica-Nobody] becomes far more overpowered than in a solo challenge, but a huge advantage also arises, exclusive to the amalgamated form.

That is, the expression of a weakness that mimics the challengers.

Why it happens is still a mystery; the detailed settings and backstory are completely unknown. But it is a fact that the 'Shadow,' having read everything about the challengers to build its counter, simultaneously develops a bug-like weakness (an error) when two are mixed together.

So, the reason Ashe singled me out was—

"There is no other player who has such a clear weakness and yet manages to act as if it doesn't exist. Assuming a certain level of skill, you're the only one I can think of."

"Even so, these days I'm only slightly more fragile than normal…"

And that was that.

It's unclear what would actually happen, but… if I were to challenge the [Shadow-Infested Arena] with someone, the 'Shadow' we would face would likely reflect the 'weakness' I carry.

The simple 'weakness' of dying if a powerful enemy's attack so much as grazes me.

That might make you think, "Can't you just bring a super glass cannon in your pair and be done with it?" but of course, it's not that simple.

If you challenge as a pair, [Replica-Nobody] will indeed have a weakness, but it's also a hard-counter boss that will exploit that very weakness.

In short, unless you're 'extremely easy to kill but absolutely unkillable,' this strategy won't work. Furthermore, even for the [Sword Queen], if she were to challenge a natural enemy whose base specs were more than double her own, she couldn't hope to win alone.

Unless it's someone who can fight alongside her, nothing will work out.

—Also, and I'm honored to say this, but according to Ashe, there was one more 'reason.'

"If I have someone who can keep up with me after creating a clear opening, we have a chance of winning… no. More than that, with Haru, who defeated me head-on."

With a face that showed not a shred of doubt.

"We can definitely win—let's go take down the second unconquered dungeon, together."

To the princess who so boldly declared victory, I couldn't give a timid reply.



    Chapter 538

    Those the Stars Watch

    I say it was long, but in the end, the trip felt like it was over in a flash. A week can pass by in the blink of an eye.

Which is why I can't afford to be complacent about this weekend's plans, thinking, *"It's only Monday."*

I'll report on what my 'Shadow' was like tonight, but the battle plan against [Rep=La Nobody (The Black Stain That Slays All)] is already set. No matter what form the Haru x Arshe version of it takes, the strategy is locked in—it's the only way.

In short, my job is to prepare enough cards in my hand to force that plan through. When it comes down to it, what I have to do is no different than usual.

Compared to my master and Arshe, not to mention Irori, I'm still incredibly shallow. It's no exaggeration to say that the Acrobat only exists thanks to my partner, my artisan, my friends, and all my unique armaments.

My own talent is honestly just a bonus; I truly believe that it's been one hundred percent 'luck,' starting from the day I met Sora. I still have an absolute deficit of the power and experience I need to build up.

I need to add more depth to myself. For instance, to be worthy of my rank in the Four Pillar War selection match two months from now.

And so, with that in mind—

"Hey, can I get up now?"

"Absolutely nooooot!!!"

In my quest for power, I found myself, after a few twists and turns, forced to sit seiza-style before a pipsqueak.

Why me???

"I'm a complete victim of friendly fire here... Ri-na-san?"

"She's sulking from the bottom of her heart, it's a real pain. Just humor her a little longer."

"...Alright, yeah. I get it."

"Why are you always so obedient with Ri-na-chan?! Do you like her?! Big sis won't allow that!!!"

So loud. *Is her thought process that of an elementary schooler?*

How did it come to this? All I did was stop by to get a lecture on new magic from those with more experience—

It's all Irori's fault. Why is he still fighting with her? He should have made up with her by now.

"Well, okay, I'll concede that it was my fault for leaving on a trip without saying anything. We're ranked members of the same faction, you know? Maybe I should have at least told her, 'Hey, I'm gonna be logged off for about a week'... but when she's throwing a tantrum at me that's clearly directed at someone else..."

What am I supposed to do? It's not like I've pried into their relationship, so I have no clue what's going on between them.

Seeing me struggle to deal with the red one, who was being uncharacteristically serious and simply in a bad mood, the blue one must have taken pity on me. She came to my side and whispered in my ear.

"Whenever you're ready, can you call him over under your name?"

"Hm, eh...? Ah, you mean Irori?"

"Yes. This is getting annoying, so I'm just going to throw them together and let them make up on their own."

"That's the quickest way, but why me?"

"She's been bugging him for a week straight with this nonsense, and he's getting pretty sick of it too. If I call him, he'll probably suspect it's a setup by Mi-na and be wary... Also, you two are friends."

"Ah... well, I don't mind, but..."

I'll probably get an earful from him later, but whatever. I'm the junior here. They're my seniors; they shouldn't be dragging their juniors into their personal drama.

"Okay, then let's consider this matter settled... Now that I think about it, I don't need both of you for this anyway. Ri-na, could you help me out?"

"Yes, that's fine. The training room?"

"That would be best. It'll be convenient if I need to test anything."

"Understood."

Things proceeded smoothly, and with that, the first of my tasks for the day would be taken care of. Man, Ri-na really is an honest, good kid. It helps that she's so easy to talk to.

—As for the other one, who had been yapping away while we were having our secret conversation, her desperate pleas for attention were completely and utterly ignored.

"If you ignore me any more, Mi-na-chan's gonna cry...!"

She looked genuinely dejected, so the two of us had no choice but to console her. A few minutes later, she started getting cocky again, so I put her in her place with a firm grip.

◇◆◇◆◇

"Whoa... You really just go around shattering every preconceived notion, don't you?"

"In terms of acquisition speed since starting the game, you're the third fastest in history. That's incredible."

"I'm honored. Who are the other two, by the way?"

After our little skit at the Round Table, we moved to the familiar training grounds. A few minutes later, I posed a question at the end of our conversation, which had begun right after I stated my business. As I had somewhat expected, both Mi-na and Ri-na raised their hands.

So, what were we talking about? None other than their specialty: Star Magic.

Basically, I had come to see them today to get their opinions on the [Starlight Magic Aptitude] skill I had acquired on the final day of the recent event.

"And after us—well, including you now, big bro—there's a huge gap. The next person took at least a year or more. Oh, but there are a fair number of players who have it, you know?"

Curious about what a "fair number" entailed, I glanced at Ri-na. The girl closed her eyes for a few seconds as if searching her memory, then told me, "About three hundred people."

I see... I see?

Wait, no. My immediate thought was, *"Oh, so it's not super rare,"* but when you compare that to the total number of Arcadia users, it's ridiculously rare.

I'd had a vague sense that it was special, but it seems to be a rarer skill than I thought. As someone who now counts themselves among its acquirers, I felt a slight, honest sense of superiority.

—But anyway.

For example, when I acquired [Water Magic Aptitude], I just went with the flow and set the skill, unleashing a massive flood without a second thought. So why did I come all this way to seek the opinion of my seniors this time...?

"Still, it's kind of surprising. Are you actually a bit of a scaredy-cat, big bro?"

"You're more cautious than I thought."

"Anyone would be cautious. Especially when you're warned that some choices are the type you can't take back."

And that was why. On the day I got it, I was dead on my feet in every sense of the word, so I simply didn't have the energy and decided to just shelve it for later. When I finally got around to doing a bit of research on 'Star Magic' a few days later, a certain phrase caught my eye.

Something about a 'Star Magic Gacha,' a term that sounded vaguely unsettling.

A little wary, I decided to hold off on casually setting the skill... and from there, with all the chaos of the trip, I kept putting it off until now.

Because of that, I still haven't touched it here in the virtual world. In the real world, after being invited to take on the [Shadow-Infested Arena], I tried consulting with Arshe first—

Well, we decided that relying on the experts would be the wisest course of action.

"I'd never heard the exact number before, but I figured the acquirers were rare given how little and vague the information online is. On top of that, I saw some threatening-sounding phrases like 'one-time gacha after acquiring the aptitude skill' and 'you can basically only learn one spell per person'... Well, it wasn't urgent, so I decided to play it safe."

"Meh, whatever."

"Thinking things through is a good thing."

A casual response and a sincere affirmation. As always, their reactions couldn't be more different, but I trust the 'Eastern Wings' to give me their honest support when I need it.

Lately, I've even managed to restrain myself from punishing the red one about half the time.

"First, a disclaimer: we're not exactly 'Doctors of Star Magic,' okay? We're confident that we've used it more and studied it more than anyone else, but don't assume everything we say is correct. Don't come crying to us for responsibility if something goes wrong!"

"In return, if there's something we don't know, we'll tell you 'we don't know' without trying to embellish it. We won't teach you anything random, so you can rest assured about that."

"But, y'know, you gotta be a little lenient with our near-certain speculations. Otherwise, everything will just be 'we don't know,' and there'd be no point in us helping you out."

"We can't expect a clear answer from the admins or the virtual world itself, so there are limits. If it turns out later that we were wrong about something, it means we made the same mistake... so think of it as becoming one of the pioneers and accept it."

"And with that—"

"We'll do everything we can to help."

"...You guys don't rehearse that synchronized act, do you?"

In any case, their surprisingly sincere willingness to help was incredibly reassuring. As their newcomer junior, I suppose I'll take them up on their offer and rely on my seniors.



    Chapter 539

    Reaching for One's Own Star

    "Alright, first, let's sort out what you, big bro, think is 'irreversible.'"

"Sort out?"

"Whether it's true or not."

First Mi-na started, then I tilted my head, and Ri-na supplemented—the usual pattern. Saying, "Yeah, yeah, I get it," I adopted a listening posture, and the red-haired girl, playing the part of the lecturer, puffed out her chest proudly and began to speak.

Forgive me for saying so, but she was a far cry from Arshe in terms of dignity and everything else.

"First, on the almost certain parts, it's true that with [Starlight Magic Aptitude], you can only learn one spell per person. So far, there haven't been any reports of anyone learning a second one—hey, I know you want to butt in, but zip it for a bit."

In terms of dignity and everything else, she was a far cry from Arshe.

"Related to that, it's also true that the process of acquiring a spell when you activate the aptitude is treated like a 'gacha.' Depending on how you look at it, that's not wrong."

That business about activating the aptitude skill was probably what happened when I activated [Water Magic Aptitude] and immediately learned the basic spell, [Aqua].

And as for [Starlight Magic Aptitude]—or rather, the special attributes that exist separately from the four basic elements of fire, water, wind, and earth—there's apparently no concept of a 'basic spell,' so the first spell you acquire isn't necessarily a beginner skill.

For example, Sora's [Light Magic Aptitude] also falls under a special attribute. Thinking about it, the [Heal Light] she first acquired, while having a modest effect and being a bit difficult to use, was an extremely excellent healing spell for its low cost and instant recovery.

If you told me it wasn't a beginner spell, I'd probably just nod and accept it.

So, it seems that players call the 'ritual' of the initial skill set, where the acquired spell differs from person to person, a 'gacha'... but,

"Well, naturally, everyone wants to 'pull something good,' right? So they try to mysteriously time their skill set, or they go to a special-looking place that seems related to the attribute to set it, or... they believe in some occult theory that your stats and other factors at the moment you activate the skill are important, so they let it sit for a while."

"Some people believe in it like a jinx, while others say it doesn't matter. Some even argue that the appropriate spell is selected by the system the moment you acquire the aptitude, not when you activate it."

"...Personally, I calmly think it's the latter, but I can also understand the urge to perform some mysterious ritual for a jinx."

In any case, it's related to a rare skill they've finally obtained. I feel like there are a lot of gamers who care about occult-like good luck charms, so it's not surprising.

"So, yeah, I guess. The only answer we can give is what we ourselves did."

"I see. I'd definitely like to hear that."

Everything about her was casual... but she was still the highest-ranking mage, crowned Arcadia's strongest artillery cannon by the power of the 'stars.'

In other words, the path they walked was none other than the path that led to 'the strongest.' There could be no more reliable experience to draw from.

"That being said, it's not like we were thinking about anything special when we were playing the game."

"Yeah, that's right. We got our aptitude on the second day of the dive, and back then, there was no information to gather..."

"To begin with, we weren't serious enough to gather information while playing."

"Oh..."

These two rose to prominence as the 'Eastern Wings' during, I believe, the second or third Four Pillar War. That means they're seniors to that blonde samurai, making them bona fide veterans.

I don't know when they actually became Arcadia users, but it's possible their virtual world debut was in the very beginning, three years ago.

"So, well, we just rolled the gacha right then and there without thinking. And considering the fact that we ended up becoming super famous as a result—"

"In the end, I think it comes down to individual effort and aptitude. And luck."

"In that sense, they're right on the mark. So, I guess the conclusion is—'It's irreversible, but there's no point in worrying about it,' maybe?"

"Yeah... well, I guess you're right."

To be honest, it was something I knew without being told. As long as we can't get an answer about the specifications from 'God,' it's impossible for players to intentionally influence the outcome, no matter what they do.

More accurately, it's impossible to observe the results of their struggles—all you can do is wait for fate. But the fact that they told me this with such convincing words was a big deal.

It probably saved me from a future where I'd challenge the so-called gacha withふわふわ anxiety and other fears, only to be plagued by unnecessary regret.

Well, in that case...

"Oh, you're going for it right away?"

"Now you're being bold."

Immediately after hearing their conclusion, I unceremoniously opened my system window, drawing two kinds of gazes upon me. Amused red eyes, and blinking but quiet blue eyes.

"'There's no point in worrying about it,' right? Then it's more productive to just quickly see what my 'Star Magic' is and move on to the lecture."

If there's no point in hesitating, then wasting time is nonsense. On top of that, I have to get various things finished at a rapid pace by the upcoming weekend—and so...!

Here I go, [Starlight Magic Aptitude]. I pray that a supremely competent grand magic will manifest itself, and on three, two, one—ah, wait a second, stop.

"Huh, why did you suddenly turn into a girl?"

"Even if there's no point in worrying, I should still cling to any easy jinxes I can...!"

Interrupting the 'on the count of three' flow, I suddenly activated [Trance], eliciting a confused voice from the red one, but I was actually quite desperate, though I was trying to maintain a poker face.

I mean, look, acquiring magic skills is related to your MID stat, right? Even if I'm waiting for fate, there's no reason not to do everything in my power!

"You come too, Sapphire! We're connected by the 'stars'! Your master is about to pull the gacha of a lifetime, so watch over me! If possible, I would be most grateful for any blessings or protection you can offer!!"

"Eh...—Huuuuh?! What is that, a dragon?!?! Hey, big sis, who cares about Star Magic, what is that dragon!!!!!"

Suddenly, the red one started making a racket, while the blue one stared blankly at the giant dragon that had materialized from my shadow, her eyes wide. I'll deal with their reactions later, for now—

"Come to me, grand magic!!!"

Let's welcome a new power.

◇ [Starlight Magic Aptitude] has been activated ◇

◇ Skill Acquired ◇ ・《—————…

"—Congrats, big bro. You hit the jackpot."

"............You look at this disaster and call it a jackpot, my senior?"

Five minutes later, after finishing the test run.

Receiving a grinning blessing from Mi-na, who was crouching beside me, I lay crumpled like a rag against the training facility wall and raised a weak, raspy protest.

Listening to the *crackle crackle* of residual blue magic in the air, I blankly stared up at the high, pure white ceiling—

"Why is it that every weapon and skill that comes my way is..."

On the edge of my vision, ignoring my growing resignation, Ri-na and Sapphire were happily playing together, fellow blue beings.

...Peaceful. It's all very well and good.



    Chapter 540

    A Beautiful Flower

    "—So yeah, that's the deal... I think it'll be a trump card if I can master it."

"I look forward to it. I have high expectations."

After the test run, time flew by as I received a lecture on Star Magic from Mi-na and Ri-na, and soon it was dinnertime.

At the Yotsuya dormitory's private restaurant. While enjoying Chef Chitose's cooking for the first time in a week, I made my report. Arshe just nodded once and that was it.

Her reaction practically screamed, *'I'm not worried at all.'* As expected of the princess who I suspect overestimates me more than anyone else in the world; her trust is naturally heavy.

"And one more thing. My exclusive magic artisan sent me a super blunt message saying, 'Come to the workshop,' so I'm gonna go show my face after this."

"New equipment?"

"Probably. I did leave something interesting with her... Oh, what's up?"

I turned my gaze to Nia, who was sitting next to Arshe across from me, making an indescribably peculiar expression. The carnivorous girl chewed on a large piece of cutlet and typed away.

*'When Kagura-san sends a blunt message, it's a sign she's in a super good mood. She has to keep her words short 'cause she's so excited she's about to break character.'*

"How cute—wait, hold on, that was, uh, an innocent remark that unconsciously slipped out about a friend's character, and I didn't mean anything by it...!"

I was hit by a simultaneous barrage of a sidelong glance and a deadpan stare, and immediately raised the white flag as I piled on excuses. It feels like since the trip, their jealousy and whatnot has become more open, hasn't it?

Which means I can imagine what's coming next—

"I don't think you've ever called me 'cute.'"

*'Ahem, ahem. Pretty sure I haven't either.'*

"No way, hold on a sec. You want me to say it? Would you really be happy if I said it so randomly and mechanically?"

*'The fact that you probably say it to Sora-chan so casually makes it even more annoying.'*

"...He has called Nia cute. But only when you weren't around."

*'Fwaaahbluhh.'*

"I don't get it, I don't get it, your words or your emotions, don't get so close! Arshe-san?! Isn't firing that off without permission a criminal act?!"

"I've only ever been called 'beautiful.' That's not fair."

*'What's this, study time?'*

*'Is this about that thing from study time?!'*

*'What are you two whispering about when I'm nice enough to leave you alone!!!'*

"W-wait, stop...! —We're eating! Behave yourselves during meals!!!"

And so, this little scene, which from the outside looked like a farce.

"Ah, youth."

It goes without saying that the adult watching from the back of the kitchen was laughing with great amusement.

◇◆◇◆◇

"—You look more exhausted every time you come here. Is that, like, part of your shtick now?"

"............I do understand that my situation is incredibly blessed, and I am grateful for it, and lately, I've even started to feel genuinely happy about it."

"Ah... ah, right, right, I get it, I get it. I don't need to hear you gloating. Sit down."

After a lively dinner, I headed to the workshop of my exclusive artisan.

As soon as Kagura-san saw my face, she threw a jab at me, which was pretty much the usual. I, for my part, was completely used to being teased, and I was aware that I tend to let my guard down around her—but she basically never takes me seriously.

Well, that's probably why I do it.

"So, what's up?"

This is also standard; Kagura-san never contacts me for anything other than work. Lately, I've been getting frequent, trivial messages from a lively bunch including Nia, the northern faction's tiger trio, a certain free spirit, and others like Lotta and the Mi-na-Ri-na duo...

But my number two friend on my list, the artisan, remains an artisan through and through. So, I knew what she wanted without even asking.

The reason I asked as a preface was—because she was so obviously waiting for me, unable to hide her grin, as if to say, "Come on, ask me, just ask me."

This woman is the epitome of gap moe. Arshe and Nia might get mad at me again, but regardless of gender, I genuinely think she's a cute person.

"Well, I'm sure you've figured out what this is about, but... first, there's one thing I need to apologize for regarding this 'request.'"

"Oh?"

Her words contained a negative element, but her voice and expression held not a trace of negativity. It seemed a lot had happened.

"To be honest, we failed. We managed to give it a form, but in many ways, it's far from something we can proudly present to a client."

She's suddenly saying something incredible, but then why is her face a full-on, triumphant smirk—and wait. *We*?

"On top of that, I have a bold favor to ask."

Putting my question aside for now, I focused on Kagura-san's words, which she spoke with a serious expression. Well, she was still smirking and her smug face was cute, but... her eyes, you know.

Just like when she slammed down [An=Ri Galta (Prologue: The Wedge-Fragment that Sings of Eternity)] and the [Parabellum, the Rabbit Short Sword], they were gleaming fiercely.

And then, with a soft *clink*, 'it' was placed on the table.

"As the Istian rank holder, the Acrobat, I'm making a 'request' to you from me, the 'Fire-Player,' and the 'Crimson Arm'—I want you to use this thing to achieve a great victory."

"............May I?"

"Yeah, go ahead. It's a 'sword' that only you can handle."

I didn't really get it, but I understood that this was turning into something big. However, I couldn't start worrying or getting nervous until I'd examined the object.

With that in mind, I picked up the object from the table, the thing she called a 'sword'—a pendant with a fine chain, featuring a slightly large, oval-shaped top.

It had changed, but I remembered it. The demure cherry blossom, sealed within a transparent stone that had lost its honey color and now shone like a crystal.

Its name, transformed by the hands of a master artisan, was—

[αtiomart -Sakura=Memento-] Production Weapon: Type-Zero Magic Evocation Manifestation Armament. A distant past, the age of gods. The memory of a sacred cherry blossom that bloomed silently at the end of the world. Even as a remnant, even as a fragment, the splendor of the cherry blossoms witnessed by the moon is still here. Be proud. Be purified. Be enchanted. Be intoxicated. To the wielder, my host, I ask. Is it the bloom or the scattering that you deem beautiful?

"————————————————…"

Right.

Let's just, take another look, shall we?

[αtiomart -Sakura=Memento-] Production Weapon: Type-Zero Magic Evocation Manifes—

"The name, or rather, the name including the category, is way too long!! Let's start with that!"

And the detailed specs that flowed into me the moment I picked it up!!!!!

"Hey, sorry, but I'm just gonna blurt out my honest first impression—hey, don't cover your ears! Acting cute won't get you off the hook, what is this thing, I don't want to use it!!!"

Seriously, honestly, simply put, this is the kind of stupidly high-recoil weapon I want to avoid using if at all possible. It's practically a cursed item!

"Excuse me, Kagura-san? Isn't the 'Crimson Arm' the current top-ranked member of the Western Faction?"

"Well, yeah. And he's my clan master."

"Could you please not have the former and current top rankers team up to create a hellish cursed object?!"

"...Calling it a cursed object is pretty harsh. It's not like it has some kind of irreversible cost, it's not something to make such a fuss about."

"Time is the kind of thing you can't get back, though...?!!"

Yeah, sure, it seems to have an absurdly powerful performance to match the stupid recoil and ridiculously heavy cost, but still...!

"Oh, be quiet, be quiet. I apologized beforehand, didn't I? I feel bad for making it difficult to use, too—but on the other hand, I'm confident that I perfectly fulfilled your order for 'something interesting.'"

"Ugh... So that's the basis for your defiance...!"

It's frustrating, but I have to agree that it looks damn interesting. And if I can nod to that, then the order I entrusted to her as a request has indeed been fulfilled.

But still... man... I really don't want to use this myself...

"Well, look. Even I wouldn't, and couldn't, force you to use it. So just keep it as a good luck charm, a 'trump card' for when you really need it."

In that case, its chance to shine would naturally be in a situation where a 'great victory' could be expected. She laughed casually, and having finished her work, she relaxed her body with satisfaction.

Meanwhile, across from her. Staring at the major problem child I had dubbed a cursed object with a half-lidded gaze, I let out a long, long, faint sigh, and,

"Ugh, fine............"

Remembering the decided fact that this opportunity would arrive this very weekend, I couldn't help but let an indescribable emotion escape from the corner of my mouth.



    Chapter 541

    Thus, the Blue Sky Offensive is Underway

    The day for the assault, decided on with one hundred percent momentum, was fast approaching. The two new 'cards' that had fallen into my lap were both major problem children—which meant the next step was already decided.

And so, the next day in the afternoon. At the training grounds I had once again visited,

"...I just don't understand you anymore, Haru. What are you trying to become?"

"............For now, I'm not aiming to become a monster."

It was a complete rehash of yesterday. Me, in my transformed body, crumpled like a rag against the wall; Sora-san, crouching beside me; and the residual magic crackling in my ears as if mocking the user's pathetic state.

No, really, seriously, for real. I can accept inhuman movements as a part of this fantasy world, but I don't want to become inhuman myself.

If anything, I see myself as the basic type who thinks that heroic characters who maintain their human form while surpassing monsters are the coolest. So, it's extremely vexing to be looked at with such an exasperated, troubled, and resigned expression.

"Well, um, of course I'll help you with your training... but is this something that can be managed with training? The 'sword' is one thing, but..."

"That one, at the end of the day, just has a heavy cost."

"No, it's not *just* that. To begin with, I want you to realize that your handling of weapons in general is fundamentally not normal."

Oh, she's praising me even while being exasperated. Thinking that, I gave a weak laugh, and Sora, with a half-lidded gaze, said, "Is this any time to laugh?" as she took my hand and pulled me up.

"Daggers, straight swords, greatswords, katanas, spears, and axes. And then, hammers... was it? It's amazing how you can use so many different weapons. It's a bit late to be saying this, though."

Come to think of it, I still haven't shown Sora-san my cheerful new weapon, the 'gun.' It looks like I'll be on the receiving end of another amusing look in the near future.

Anyway—

"I think that's simply thanks to my aptitude skills."

The reason why even beginners can manage to 'fight' in the virtual world, as long as they have the resolve. The thing that's practically a 'knowledge of battle' installed in your brain when you acquire a weapon aptitude skill.

Without it, I'd just be Average Person A, unable to properly swing even a stick, let alone a sword... and based on that premise, even my trash skill, [All Weapon Aptitude], has its subtly useful aspects.

After all, just by acquiring and setting it, you can instantly understand the basics of various weapons. I've never acquired any other aptitude, so I can't compare, but even if a dedicated aptitude grants 'deeper understanding,' there should still be a demand for it.

In any case, the base is that skill. When you add the Sword Saint's teachings on top of the system's unerring foundational knowledge, of course you'll surpass a certain level.

I've never seen her use them herself, but Ui-san is surprisingly knowledgeable about weapons other than katanas. She's actually taught me a bit about spearmanship and such—and, hey?

"Sora-san?"

I inquired of my partner, who, after pulling me up, showed no sign of letting go of my hand. A swing to the left, a swing to the right... I see, so that's how it is.

"............You see, I think breaks are important."

"Oh, breaks."

"I think you get better results if you concentrate and work hard each time."

"I see, concentration."

"And besides, I am 'helping' you, so I think it's okay to get a rewar—... a reward, don't you?"

Heh, a reward.

"I get it. You were about to retract the word 'reward' because it sounded childish, but you couldn't think of another way to say it, so you gave up—ouch, ouch, ouch!"

She pinched the back of my hand, and I immediately surrendered.

Ah, I understand. I bet the word 'compensation' that came to mind felt too business-like, and you didn't like that either.

So cute. This is painful.

............Come to think of it, Nia said something about this. It's true, I feel like I'm quite careless about saying things like 'cute' to Sora.

I kept it in my head this time, but it's not impossible that I let it slip out casually in a moment of carelessness. In fact, I have 'memories' of it happening several times.

I should be careful to be fair... but then again, is being 'careful' about that sort of thing right? Isn't thinking consciously about being fair and all that insincere? Rather, isn't frankly expressing my honest feelings the way I should be—

No, I don't know, how should I know? I'd like to be allowed to just be myself.

For now, there's only one thing I want to say from the bottom of my heart. It's true that Haru Kasuga, as a person, may have a weak spot for older women, but that aside...

"Younger girls are so unfair..."

"E-excuse me???"

It's like, every single thought and action of hers automatically comes with 'cute' attached. Of course, the additional condition of being a 'cute younger girl' like Sora is probably necessary, but... wait, cute and a younger girl? Doesn't that mean she's 'cute cute'? The theory that cute plus cute equals the strongest is born—

"....................Um, Haru."

"Yes."

"Putting my reward aside, let's take a break between each attempt. Your face looks like you're thinking about something stranger than I've ever seen before. You're tired, aren't you?"

"Yes."

"Shall I give you a lap pillow?"

"Wha—geez, you scared me!! Since when did you learn such wiles?!"

"*blush*... D-don't say it in such a... a lewd way!"

Eh, where's the line for lewd? Well, I guess in the old-fashioned sense it's not wrong—but wait, this is no time for that...!!

"Wait... stop... hey, isn't this pattern happening a lot lately?!"

Given our initial positions, I had no escape with my back to the wall.

Furthermore, as I tried to resist Sora-san's playful attempt to corner me and drag me to the floor, I found that our STR stats were an even 100 each.

That alone would put us on equal footing, and I'd be at a disadvantage if she used [Magic Cladding]—and there it is, a red card, an instant ejection, this is cheating!!!

"Using the [Song of the Scales] is not allowed!!?"

"...It's your fault, Haru! What do you mean, 'this pattern'?! This is the first time I've ever done something like this!"

"That's because of a lot of complicated circumstances, guwaaahhhhhh!!!!!"

Thirty levels of status transfer. In a single moment, her strength stat swelled to several times its normal value, and the slender girl's delicate arm easily pinned me down.

And since I'm transformed, my arm is also a 'slender girl's delicate arm'—anyway,

"Sad news, Sora-san has finally turned delinquent."

"Don't say such rude things!"

Beaten in words, beaten in strength, beaten in position—helplessly sealed by the younger girl's lap pillow, I no longer had any dignity as an older figure.

Is it too late for that? Yeah, it's too late for that.

"....................Haaah."

"...What is it? Are you dissatisfied with my lap? I know, you know. That you sometimes have Ui-san do it for you."

"The phrase 'have her do it for me' is a gross misrepresentation of the facts..."

"I don't care. If you want me to forgive you, then be quiet."

As she said such angry-sounding words, she mercilessly blinded me—or rather, covered my eyes—when I tried to read her expression. My vision was blocked, and instead, a faint voice reached my ears.

Hearing that satisfied tone, I thought once again,

"Younger girls are unfair."

"Geez, are you still saying that?"

Or rather, my partner is the most unfair person in the world.



    Chapter 542

    Early Spring in Early Summer

    One day, two days. Then three, four, five days passed by in a flash.

My partner, who was the most suitable for this training session in preparation for the battle against [Rep=La Nobody (The Black Stain That Slays All)], was of course essential. I also had to ask for help from people like Genkotsu-san and Rinne for lectures on the new techniques involved... When you're engrossed in something, time really does fly by in an instant.

Today is Saturday. Thanks to my desperate training and the help of my friends and acquaintances, the two problem children—especially the magic I was at a complete loss with—have finally been reconciled, I'd say.

No, maybe not. I still can't even use it properly without 'support,' and fundamentally, even activating it isn't realistic... and,

"—That being said, Haru-kun is the type to somehow manage in the end, isn't he?"

A gentle breeze caressing my skin. The quiet rustle of bamboo leaves tickling my ears. And the usual veranda... though we weren't sitting on it, but standing together, swords at our waists, in the middle of the outdoor training ground.

As I recounted the events of the past six days, I let a moment of weakness slip out. The Sword Saint responded with her usual gentle smile and unchanging demeanor.

"That's just, well. It's just that my pessimistic remarks at the time were nothing more than a bit of insurance. This time, there's a real possibility that I won't be able to manage at all."

"I see... In that case, I look forward to your performance even more."

"Why is that?"

"Because when you are truly desperate, you shine with a special light."

"............In my case, I'm not laughing because that shine is likely to be a firework, as in, self-destruction."

"Fufu."

"I said I'm not laughing...!"

The unchanging scenery of the dojo, the unchanging brilliant moonlit night, the unchanging conversation between master and disciple. And yet, with each passing day, there are things that certainly do change.

"Haru-kun."

After a moment, Ui-san, her teasing smile gone, called my name softly.

"Yes."

"May I voice a complaint?"

It was a rare, yet not-so-rare, yet still rare, playful word from my master. I could only nod in response, and she turned away, drawing her long sword from its sheath as if toying with it.

Let me correct myself—she turned away, as if she were sulking.

"I have always thought this, but you are more than just a 'bad disciple.' It would not be an exaggeration to call you a 'master-unfilial disciple.'"

And at that unexpected complaint, one disciple stood dumbfounded.

"That's ridiculous. I'm taking your teachings with the utmost seriousness."

"Precisely. Too serious. Too dedicated. In short, your next step is always too fast—You could stay under your master's wing a little longer, you know?"

"Eh... ah... well............"

Heh, I see, so that's what this is... I see.

............I... I see... —No, swallow it, me.

I just got scolded a few days ago for Kagura-san's matter, and this is clearly *that* kind of meaning, so I can't let it surface in my mouth or my mind.

And choosing my next words is far too difficult. Not as a man, but purely as a disciple, I need to say something sincere that will resonate with her heart...!

"....................A-a master is, as I've said before,"

"...Yes?"

"To a disciple, well. I think they're like a 'parent.'"

"...Yes."

"So, yes. Even if they leave the nest, they'll come back from time to time. They want to see their parents, and they want to put their parents at ease... Animals aside, that's what human parent-child relationships are like, right? —And besides, I'm not ready to leave the nest yet."

I laughed, saying I was barely half-decent,

"............Um, that was so unexpected, can I call a 'time-out' for a moment?"

But the soft smile I had expected did not return. Instead, a finger was suddenly pointed at me, pinching my cheek, and my avatar froze in a genuine state of shock.

It was a light enough pinch not to hinder my speech, but the fact that a slender fingertip was indeed pinching my cheek was real. As for the matter of the four-step distance being instantly crushed without a sound, it was my master's doing, so there was no point in thinking too deeply about it.

"...'Shu, Ha, Ri.'"

"Yes?"

"Are you familiar with the term 'Shu, Ha, Ri'? It's a term that describes the three stages of training in the arts."

"I... don't think so."

Even hearing 'shuhari,' I couldn't even picture the correct kanji. It probably wasn't a word that ordinary people heard often...

"'Shu' is to protect and master the teachings of one's master. 'Ha' is to think for oneself and devise new ways. And 'Ri' is to establish one's own world, one's own something."

"Oh, I see..."

The flow of the conversation was strange, but it was a valuable lecture from my master. I nodded with a serious face, still having my cheek pinched, and the pressure on her fingertip increased.

I think I must have looked quite dumbfounded. Seeing me, Ui-san let out a very uncharacteristic sigh and said,

"I would have forgiven you up to 'Ha.' But—it's a different story when it comes to a fool who skips over both 'Shu' and 'Ha' and immediately achieves 'Ri.'"

"A fool..."

This was likely the first time I had received such a simple, straightforward complaint of exasperation. On top of that, I was also on the receiving end of a genuine sidelong glance for the first time, so I could no longer maintain the air of a smart disciple.

I tried to avert my gaze as an emergency measure... but her finger on my cheek wouldn't allow it. It was a soft touch, yet I couldn't budge.

"It is true that you have always had a clear 'world,' a 'something' of your own. You have both the talent for technique and effort, and the strength to leap forward."

"Oh, I am honored by your prai—"

"I am praising you, but I am not praising you. Personally, I do not want to praise you."

"Ehh..."

This was different from her usual outbursts.

"I understand now what my grandfather meant."

Right now, she was probably, most likely, simply...

"'A troublesome student is a cute student'—I see, it is true that you are not troublesome at all, Haru-kun... In that sense, you are not cute at all, are you?"

...sulking, just as her expression suggested.

Okay, that's it, I'm at my limit.

My master is too damn cute!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

"Ui-san."

"What is it?"

"I'll follow you for the rest of my life, Master, so please take care of me."

"............You are trying to flatter me. You are a mean disciple."

"Whether I'm not cute or mean, I'm still your disciple. And that's a title I won't give back even if you ask me to, so be prepared."

"Oh, you... It was my fault for showing my emotions, but if you tease me too much, I will get angry—The 'naming' is, of course, on hold."

"Well, not having a technique name for the climax is a bit of a problem, so I'd appreciate it if you could..."

"You are a fickle disciple."

"Of course I am. I'm Ui-san's disciple, after all."

In the middle of the training ground—a deep, long, and wide mark, as if a giant had swung a sword down at the earth, the result of a single slash.

Beside it, a disciple bantered with his master, a green-bladed sword gifted by her in his hand.

And next to the disciple, in the master's hand, was a long sword, broken in half.

Another thing built up, another layer of depth gained. While the Acrobat laughed with joy at this fact, the Sword Saint worried about his seemingly rushed way of life.

It was, as always.

The exchange between master and disciple, watched over by the moon, including their farcical banter—

"I am praying for your success."

"Yes, I'll go win."

...was a fitting scene for the eve of a decisive battle.



    Chapter 543

    The Send-Off

    —I woke up early in the morning.

The moment I did, a *knock knock knock* came from the door. I stood up with an exasperated smile at the timing, which would have been impossible unless they were waiting for me.

Only one person came to mind as the visitor. I opened the door, and the golden color that jumped into my eyes confirmed my guess... Once again, I let out a sigh of exasperation.

"It's five in the morning, Sora-san. I told you you don't have to force yourself to see me off."

"...But I said I would see you off."

Her first words were in a sulky tone. But the way she immediately headbutted me and started rubbing her head against me suggested she wasn't so grumpy as to forbid touching.

Well, you know.

Sora-san had said something to Arshe like, 'I don't mind lending him to you at all,' but as the day approached, she seemed to have accumulated a lot of jealousy.

Even I can't read her heart in detail, and she wouldn't allow me to decipher the intricate progression of her emotions.

So, all I can correctly read is the forefront of Sora's heart. The single, strong phrase of emotion she's directing at me now as she acts spoiled.

*'Still, I'm your partner,'* it said.

I know. I know. Of course I know. You're an utterly adorable person.

"Once this goes well, I'll be a free man with no particular plans again. Let's go to all sorts of places together then. I've got an infinite number of places I want to go."

I'm also aware that there's something beyond her jealousy. Therefore,

"If she's free, we could even go with Arshe, the three of us."

If it were anyone else, I might have been slapped for that remark, but... the amber eyes that looked up at me from my chest shone with a hint of dissatisfaction—but also with happiness.

"...It's a promise. I want to hang out with the three of us, too."

"Of course. Arshe loves you too, Sora-san. She'll probably jump at the chance and set up a plan in a heartbeat."

It's not just towards Arshe, who will have me all to herself today, but also towards me, who will have Arshe all to myself today.

As the three of us who once dove into that 'hellish hole' and walked a unique fairy tale together, Sora must have some indescribable feelings for Arshe as well.

That's why she doesn't like being left behind alone—it's a very childish, selfish, and adorably precious jealousy.

Anyway, if she doesn't let go in about thirty seconds, I'll be seriously late for my meeting... Just as I was starting to worry, Sora, with a little "hmph," as if shaking something off, took a light step—

"Well then, take care!"

With a magnificent maneuver, she got behind me and gave my back a strong push.

When I turned around, her smile was as clear as the blue sky, without a single cloud.

"Yeah, I'm gonna go raise some hell!"

I raised my fist and replied cheerfully, and Sora puffed out her cheeks with just a hint of dissatisfaction.

Sorry, I apologize, partner.

For some reason, I was just incredibly embarrassed to simply reply, 'I'm off.'

◇◆◇◆◇

—I woke up early in the morning.

And as soon as I did, a *knock knock knock* came from the door. I stood up with a slight smile at the impeccable timing, which would have been impossible unless they were waiting.

Only one person came to mind as the visitor. I opened the door, and the black that jumped into my eyes confirmed my guess... Once again, with a faint smile, I prepared a word of appreciation.

"Good morning, Helena. Thank you for your hard work so early in the morning."

"Good morning, Iris. It is as usual."

Her speech was sharp and detached, clearly different from her real-life self.

I had worried about my friend, who wouldn't take off her mask even when we were alone, several times in the past... but after learning that she herself was enjoying the whole thing, including the gap between her real and in-game personas, I tried not to mind it.

However,

"Today is the day. How are you feeling?"

"In top form."

A gesture I wouldn't have made a little while ago. I playfully showed her a bicep curl with both hands—

"That is splendid. I shall await good news."

An expression she wouldn't have shown in the virtual world a little while ago. A genuine smile escaped from her relaxed cheeks, and it made me happy.

I was so happy that I wanted to say something more—but at this moment, I felt that my feelings would be better conveyed by not putting them into words.

"Helena."

"Yes."

"I'm off."

A simple, single greeting.

When I said it, she stared blankly for a few seconds, then,

"...Take care."

she replied with a gentle smile.

◇◆◇◆◇

"—...Been waiting?"

"Nah, just got here."

"It's like a date."

"It's not 'like,' it is one, isn't it?"

"...Is it okay to call it a date?"

"The final judgment is up to you, but I do have my doubts about whether it's okay to call a boss fight where I plan to go wilder than ever before a date."

"Then, it's a date. I want it to be a date."

"Is that so? Then that's what it is."

Early morning, at the meeting place.

Both were dressed for stealth, wearing cloaks. At the very top of the tallest clock tower near the 'Great Bell Tower,' the center of the safe area.

On a cramped foothold that was probably not even designed for people to stand on, let alone be a meeting place. Two shadows stood side by side, as if it were the most natural thing in the world, exchanging words as calm as the quiet morning.

"Is the schedule as planned?"

"Mhm. Final adjustments on-site."

"Okay. Then let's get going before someone spots us."

"Mhm—...Hmm...?"

And at the hands that were offered as if it were a matter of course, the girl tilted her head. Seeing her reaction, the young man who had acted out of habit froze time—and after a bit of back and forth, the girl's body was held in the young man's arms, as if she were a 'princess.'

The young man, simply regretting his mistake.

And the girl, who looked not just not displeased, but quite satisfied, had a complex expression on her face, filled not only with happiness and joy, but also with jealousy and other emotions.

The two, contrasting in terms of the amount of information they were conveying, exchanged a few more words—

"Alright, let's go, let's go—ah, good morning, Arshe."

"Yes, let's go—mhm, good morning, Haru."

The young man's legs kicked off into the air with great force, and in the blink of an eye, their figures disappeared.



    Chapter 544

    The Battle Begins

    The only enemy and boss in the [Shadow-Infested Arena], [Rep=La Nobody, The Black Stain That Slays All], takes the form of the challenger's 'nemesis.'

For one person, it took the form of 'a veteran swordsman who has mastered and seen through all swords.'

For another group, it took the form of 'a three-headed dragon that unleashes a hundred spells simultaneously.'

For another person, it took the form of 'a super-alloy combining robot that doesn't flinch no matter how you punch or kick it'—the forms of the 'nemesis' it creates are myriad. It's not even bound to a humanoid form; it does whatever it wants.

And because its form and size are not restricted, if a challenger of a certain strength or higher has a 'Shadow' that remains humanoid and of a normal size... there's a common saying among many players.

Namely, that it's bad news.

They say that because its power is condensed into a humanoid form, the 'density' of its strength is on a whole other level.

They say that because it gains the dexterity of a humanoid form, the number of tricks up its sleeve skyrockets.

They say that a humanoid form is basically a 'rank holder'... in the worst case, you should think of it as challenging the Sword Queen herself to a one-on-one or two-on-one fight—that's the gist of it.

Now, as for the specs of my 'Shadow,' the Acrobat's—let's talk about that 'nine-tailed lady.'

Special Note 1: It's faster than me (conditionally?)

First, as a premise, it has surpassed my maximum speed, including [Rocket], on more than one occasion. You might think, *'What's that, game over, right?'* but the saving grace is that its mobility is likely conditional.

Its base mobility is slightly below my full power. From there, whether it's on a cooldown or just on a whim, it occasionally pulls off an astonishing burst of acceleration and completely turns the tables. This can be dealt with through practice and sheer willpower, so it's relatively merciful.

Special Note 2: It has special HP specifications (immune to anything but clean hits?)

Next, a pretty nasty spec: it didn't have the HP gauge that normal enemies do. I've seen it clearly in reference videos of other [Rep=La Nobody], so it's probably a spec unique to my 'Shadow.'

At first, I was confused, like, *'What's this, is there any point in hitting it?'* and in fact, the mountain of glancing blows I desperately landed while struggling seemed to have no effect at all. The only thing that made it scream—or rather, shout in anger—was my hundred-percent self-destruct kamikaze attack with the [Ruby Rabbit Musket].

In other words, it has a special defensive system where it's pointless unless you hit it with something big. This is also kind of irrelevant, or rather, it's an element that could even turn into a weakness, so I'm hopeful for the real thing.

I'm not going to think about whether I can land a big hit on an opponent that will likely have Arshe's durability added to my speed, even with a surprise attack or an ambush.

Special Note 3: A one-sided magic war.

Magic circles covering every surface, regardless of floor or ceiling; countless slow-moving instant-death bullets scattered ceaselessly; and super-fast instant-death bullets fired from the main body like the Grim Reaper's scythe—that's all.

As for that last one, no matter how many times I explain it, you probably can't understand it without actually seeing it. It's unknown how much of my solo version will be reflected in the Haru x Arshe 'Shadow,' but I'd be overjoyed if it disappeared entirely...

—Well, the world doesn't work out that conveniently, does it?

"Did you get a haircut?"

Ten hours after departing the safe area. It was around lunchtime in real time. After finishing all our adjustments, or rather, our tension control, we stepped into the arena.

The 'Shadow' waiting for us was so unchanged that I couldn't help but crack a nice joke.

"...Female type, nine-tailed fox. Exactly as you described."

"Yep... In your case, it was an armored knight, right, Arshe?"

"Mhm."

"Where's the armor element?"

Seeing her tilt her head, it seemed I wasn't the only one who was confused.

When two people challenge it, [Rep=La Nobody] is supposed to appear in a form that fuses each challenger's 'Shadow'—but what's this? It's completely my spec, isn't it?

As long as we don't move from our entry position or start a combat action, it won't move on its own. Let's engage in a little more free talk.

"Is it a pattern where it's nonchalant on the surface but has absorbed the nature?"

"That would be very like the Acrobat. It's not out of the question."

"Or, it's possible that it has incorporated the 'all-powerful' part of Arshe and simply become a super-enhanced version of me."

"That also seems likely. My 'Shadow' was rather generic compared to yours."

"No, its 'specs' were its personality. I see, then it makes sense that the Acrobat x Sword Queen would become a trickster monster with overpowered specs."

"................I wanted a little more of my part to be asserted."

"I don't know where you're showing your competitive spirit, but let's just be glad that my flawed side is the base—though we don't know if it's just the appearance."

"...You're right—Haru."

"Yeah?"

"As I thought, you talk more when you're in the zone. Cute."

"OK, free talk is over—get ready, Princess, it's festival time."

"Mhm... fufu, festival time."

Cutting off my words, I summoned the [Alv Stella, True White Star Sword]. Arshe nodded and took her 'sword' in hand, and the two of us stood side by side, facing the 'Shadow.' Its ears twitched, and its tails began to sway, but [Rep=La Nobody] still didn't move.

What it was waiting for was a clear declaration of intent, a simple and straightforward fighting spirit that said, *'I'm going to beat you'*—well, I've brought a huge one of those, and I'm about to slam it down on you, so get ready.

About ten hours have passed since our departure. After spending most of that time in an infinite sparring session with the strongest princess, my avatar is in the best shape it's ever been, both physically and mentally.

We fought, rested, rested, fought—it took longer than expected to find the perfect adjustment line, but it was worth it.

I stand beside 'the strongest' and take a step forward.

But in truth, my dictionary, buzzing with excitement, has no room for the word 'fear.'

"We're taking it down, Arshe—[Water Enchant]."

"Mhm, with you, we can—[Lightning Enchant]."

With our respective 'swords' and 'lights' in hand, the path ahead holds—

"—'The red is here.'"

...nothing but complete victory. I can't see any other path.

<hr>

―――――――――――――――――― ◇Status◇ Title: Sword Queen Name: Iris Lv: 100 STR(Strength): 150 AGI(Agility): 150 DEX(Dexterity): 150 VIT(Vitality): 300 MID(Mind): 300 LUC(Luck): 100

◇Skill◇ ・[Alice Diapart, Brilliant Sword's Guiding Hand] [Perfect Espada, Boundless Heaven Sword] [Glorious Glitiade] [Eject Temperance] [Divine Princess Flash] [Divine Princess Zenith]

・[Lightning Magic Aptitude] [Vortex Voltiart] [Exalted Embrace] [Lethal Proacta] [Disastor, Purple Lightning Star] [Thunderbolt, Ten Thousand Thunder Summons] [Lightning Enchant]

・Active [Revolve Astraea, Hero's Heart] [Heartless] [Tempest, Gale and Raging Waves] [Fate-Linkage] [Alvus Divina]

・Passive [Limit Break] [The Order, Weaver of Ideals] [All-or-Nothing Sword] [Magic-Clad Armor] [Arcana Heart] [Lingent Ajereiru] [Flower in the Mirror, Moon on the Water] [Geoplow Insroat] [Pale of Dragonica] [Divine Eye] [Risolde Vertex] [Root of Magic]

[Iris-These, War God's Favor] [Hundred Conquerors' Might] [Lightning Spirit's Blessing] [Lord of the Mystic Realm] [Thousand-Fathom Calamity] [Dragon-Slaying Rampage] [Four-Sided Blessing] ―――――― ―――― ―― … ――――――――――――――――――

And here's a sudden drop of Arshe's stats!!!!! Note that skills that were barely used or had low contribution have been omitted, so please assume the actual number of skills is about three times this. In addition, the skills listed are all ones she uses regularly, but they are basically top-tier composite skills that are the result of multiple advanced skills evolving and integrating. If you were to convert them using the skill delete system, you can imagine how crazy they are, with multiple of them being worth 100P. Please understand the level of insane-ness.

I want to explain each skill someday, but it has absolutely zero relation to the story, so who knows when I'll have the time. I really don't have time, please help me.

Also, completely unrelated, the author is currently suffering from COVID. My life is not in danger, so I'll state clearly, 'don't worry,' but because of that, it's almost certain that my usual streak of posts will be impossible, so please bear with me.

I'm so bored, I'm just moaning in bed, and the best I can do is type like Nia-chan, hahaha.
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    At the same moment we dashed forward, we vanished from each other's sight.

This was partly because we were simply following one of the opening patterns we had anticipated, immediately splitting left and right.

It was partly because we were honoring our agreement to 'act as if the other will survive, even without support,' and didn't look back at each other's backs.

And most of all, it was because—with a force that blew away all those trivial matters—a simultaneous barrage of 'orbs' began to fire from the countless magic circles that had deployed across the entire arena.

Not just the walls, but the floor and ceiling too, a hundred or a thousand black-purple 'turrets' filled the entire view. The black-purple magic bullets they spat out were my nine-tailed nemesis's number one countermeasure.

Basketball-sized, slow-moving projectiles scattered in a disorderly and unlimited barrage. Their contact effect wasn't instant death damage—but a debuff that limited my maximum speed.

In other words, it wasn't instant death, but it might as well be.

*'The boss just floats right through them without a care, it's so unfair, screw you,'* and *'Killing my speed in stages depending on the number of hits is in really bad taste, you bastard,'*—I personally have a mountain of things I want to say, but—

"—'Behold the earth, the eye is there!'"

When a wicked magic user casts a wicked spell, you just have to cut it down with a holy sword and delete it.

"'Behold the sky, the eye is there!'"

My right hand is busy with the sheathed [Parabellum, the Rabbit Short Sword], and on top of that, I'm chanting, running, and swinging my sword. I'm in a frenzy just five seconds into the fight, but if I don't give it my all, I'll just die, so I have no choice.

I quickly left the floor, which had become a nauseating mess of geometric patterns, and used the countless floating rocks that were conveniently placed as if to say, "Here, use these," as footholds, slicing through the magic bullets that came at me on a direct course one after another.

Since the Four Pillar War, I've felt the need and prioritized learning about anti-magic measures. To put it simply, Arcadia is the type of game where 'you can cut magic with a sword,' so it's still merciful.

However, there's the caveat that it's limited to magic swords. Anyway—

"'Defeat, downfall, loss of—heart, decay..., but still stirring—haah?!'"

Even if I can intercept them with my [Water Enchant]-ed sword, if that was all it took, I would have been able to hold out for a while on my own.

The reason I had to give up so quickly was...

"'The Flame of Devotion'—yeaaah!!!!!"

...the sheer, insane volume of the barrage, which was enough to piss me off within seconds of the fight starting.

Seriously, I can't see what's in front of me, you idiot!!!!!!!!!!

"Tch—!!"

Trial Sword Style One, the Water Thing. I continuously activated 'Matoi' in a stationary spin.

The otherworldly centrifugal force from the ridiculously fast rotation extended the water blade on my sword, turning it into a flash that mowed down the surrounding magic orbs.

"—...'Revere and worship, fear and kneel!'"

Well now, I'm in a desperate, all-out struggle just like a rehash of my solo attempt... but on the other side of the arena, filled with that tasteless barrage, what kind of face is she making?

Is she already humming a tune while taking care of 'business'?

Is she swinging her sword cheerfully with her usual expressionless face?

Or perhaps, is she dealing with the barrage with one hand while worrying about me—I can't even imagine her struggling in the slightest, can I???

Ha, how reassuring. Very good.

"'The gaze of the red circle never ceases.'"

My warm-up is over, too—I'll be there in a second to see you!

"Wake up—[Rabbit Rapid, Crimson Brilliant Bullet]!"

A declaration of the contract to never stop my feet.

The authority granted is, to go even further.

"————————————————Right."

I watched for one second.

Trajectory set, movement set, ready—

"Let's go."

And *bang*.

From floating rock to floating rock, countless demons were cut down with each connecting line.

Laughing at the familiar sensation of 'not even knowing how I'm moving,' I carved a path through the kill zone, which was packed with magic orbs like an eraser.

One step, faster.

One step, even faster.

One step, faster still, to anywhere and everywhere.

With the unlimited, blue-sky potential of my rabbit legs, I wielded my magic sword and moved freely. While trampling the 'speed-killing orbs,' which could be called my nemesis, I accumulated even more magical power in my hidden brilliant sword.

...But that alone is futile. To change this hellscape that makes me want to quip, "What game is this?" another action is essential.

Therefore, knowing that this next move will awaken an even greater hell,

"First one down."

The moment I swung the [Alv Stella, True White Star Sword] without hesitation on the floor I had touched for the first time in a while, shattering a black-purple magic circle—a sound of, frankly, death, landed behind me with my next step.

I know, I know. I know that if I break a magic circle, the main body gets pissed and shoots a super-fast, super-thick destruction beam or something. I know because I got evaporated a dozen times! Damn it!

"Keep it up as long as you can fire—from now on, you're working nonstop too, let's go!!"

Putting aside my tongue, which was spinning with one part frustration and nine parts tension, I gained enough leeway to listen carefully a beat after successfully activating [Rabbit Rapid].

While scattering the magic orbs that continued to be spread, I destroyed the magic circles one after another, and at the same time, I desperately fled from the thick beam that looked like something out of an anime that was chasing me, trying to gauge the situation on the other side from the sound.

Hmm, hmm... ah, ah... I see. It seems she's already more on edge than I am, and the boss is super pissed... Ha, as expected.

Well then—let's end this little bit of fun around here...

My progress in destroying the magic circles is about forty percent. Since they'll just repair themselves over time anyway, there's no point in cleaning them up from end to end.

As long as the total number of projectiles is temporarily reduced and a path to attack the boss is secured—

"—Arshe!!"

There was absolutely no reason to hesitate in my attack call.

In that instant, as if in response to my voice, or perhaps anticipating it beforehand, the Sword Queen, who I was sure was perfectly fine both on my status bar and in my trust, sent a reply.

With her voice?

No, of course—with her sword.

A 'blue' that shot through the black-purple that filled the battlefield like a swirling vortex or wave, like a shooting star, crashed into [Rep=La Nobody] at divine speed, not even allowing it to react.

She too must have felt that this was just a 'prelude.' The master of the shadow, who had been sitting pompously in the center of the arena since the beginning, showed some kind of reaction, whether it was anger or surprise—

"[Forte Rouge, Vivid Red]."

As if to say she wasn't interested in such things, she changed colors, and her sword shone with a golden light.

"[Perfect—"

Her left hand at its throat, her right hand on the sword. Not letting go of either the prey or the weapon she held in both hands, the princess plunged her blade deep into the 'Shadow' and,

"—Espada]!!"

with a killing—or rather, a fighting—intent that I had never seen before, with a skill that I had never seen before, she slammed down a blow that could be called a certain-kill, a final blow.

—And don't think that's the end of it.

By some mysterious skill that cut further from the state where the blade was already buried, it was sent flying with great force.

The moment our eyes, though it's a mystery if it even has them, clearly met and [Rep=La Nobody] showed signs of baring its teeth—well, of course my take-back was already finished.

That was the plan. I got the 'pass' from Arshe, after all!!

"[Enrei—"

*'—, —'*

"—Kagura]!!"

Unleashed from its sheath, the great brilliant sword of zero-heat, zero-speed seared its trajectory. A single horizontal slash, drawn as it was unsheathed, struck the flying 'Shadow's' torso... as if to burn it away.

Leaving behind an unpleasant, squelching sensation, at the same time as it bisected the nine-tailed fox—a *crack*.

A sound of shattering that I vaguely remembered reached my ears and then faded away.
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    "—Haru!"

One realization, one question, but this battlefield allows for not a single moment of stagnation.

I pushed the faint shattering sound to the very back of my mind, and immediately distanced myself from [Rep=La Nobody], which I had certainly bisected, both by feel and by sight—and flew towards the source of the voice, to Arshe.

As I landed, I gouged out the magic circle at my landing spot with the [Alv Stella, True White Star Sword], and made eye contact, a silent communication... well, that's still a bit difficult, so,

"Okay, from here on out, it's improv."

"One element outside of our information."

"The 'sound,' right? I don't know about that either."

"Let's put aside any unexpected analysis for later—as planned, protect me."

"Got it, leave it to me!"

We've already planned out what to do more than enough. So all that's needed is a confirmation of whether to go straight or turn, and a few quick words exchanged hastily were enough to communicate our intentions.

The princess wishes to go straight, which means my job is—

"'The roaring heavenly fox dragon cries.'"

...to simply brush away the unceasing rain until she finishes her 'song.'

"'The embodiment of fear, the symbol of invincibility, none have ever touched it.'"

With Arshe's chanting as my backup, who had stopped moving and plunged her symbolic 'sword' into the ground, I returned my Anima to its ring form and lit the light of [Mistlurade] at my fingertips.

I reactivated [Water Enchant].

The target weapon is my Rabbit Short Sword, which just finished a job and is resting in its sheath.

I've never had a chance to use it before, but the Rabbit Short Sword has a peculiar property: 'both the main body, the Rabbit Short Sword, and its separated parts, the Small Rabbit Swords, are a single collective.'

It's a property that makes you think, *'So what?'* and doesn't really have any practical application, just a bit of flavor text—until a while ago, when I acquired the attribute magic [Water Enchant].

This 'Attribute Enchant' magic has a fundamental rule: 'one caster can only affect one weapon.'

However, when the property of the [Parabellum, the Rabbit Short Sword], which is one and yet many, comes into play and provides a little 'mischief'...

"[Parabellum Bullet]!"

And lo and behold, an enchanted dagger machine gun is born. Oh, and it's presented by [Mistlurade], of course. Now, fly!!

"'A single breath in the crimson darkness, looking up at the end of the echoing sea of clouds.'"

Listening to the clear, bell-like voice, I shot down every single magic orb that approached Arshe with the scattered crimson blades of water. It would be great if the magic circles in the line of fire were also destroyed, but it seems their power isn't enough for that—but,

"'Ten roars, a hundred howls, a thousand intertwined tempests.'"

The role I was asked to play was, after all, just a temporary guard.

"'None shall touch it, the dragon cries, looking down even on the gods.'"

One 'song' concluded. When I turned around—in the midst of a roaring vortex of magical power, two garnet eyes shone with a brilliant light.

And then she, with a faint, proud smile,

"—[Thunderbolt]."

unleashed a high-end spell that truly deserved the title of the highest rank of the lightning attribute, as if whispering.

—A good ten seconds later, to be exact.

The light faded, and my sight and hearing returned.

Having instinctively taken a full defensive posture against the excessively violent waterfall of explosive light and thunderous sound, I found myself lying on the floor in a state of slight disorientation.

"........................Hey, Princess, I didn't hear it was this crazy."

"...I'm sure I told you."

My first words after opening my eyes, I couldn't help but complain to Arshe, who had been shielding me by covering me with her body. I'm not to blame.

What was that? I seriously thought I was going to die???

I remember countless... literally countless, bundles of lightning overflowing from somewhere. I saw a scene where they rampaged through space, devouring not only the magic orbs but also the walls, floor, and ceiling, along with the magic circles—but, well, I guess.

"............You got a perfect result, so I can't complain."

"Mhm. Praise me properly."

As I sat up, I checked my surroundings. The magic circles were all silent, emitting smoke as if to say, "No good."

It was a magnificent, complete sweep.

They'll probably regenerate in a few minutes, but... at this timing, when we've broken through the known and are waiting for the unknown, even a slight reprieve is worth its weight in gold.

—Which brings me to my next point.

Neither I nor Arshe were just messing around, ignoring the main body. We had kept a close eye on it, and only because we judged that we could, did we carry out our big plan perfectly.

Yeah, we really went for it. I'll say it again, I seriously thought I was going to die.

In the video that's currently being recorded, I, desperately taking a last-minute defensive posture, must have provided some comedic footage. Laugh if you want.

Anyway, what's important from here on out is—

"What is that... a 'cocoon'?"

"It looks like it."

Just as we had transitioned to the second phase of our plan immediately after bisecting it, it too had begun its transition to the second phase immediately after being bisected.

I'm sorry for my lack of reaction since I was busy with other things, but I was keeping a close eye on the situation, so please forgive my outburst.

I had seen the nine-tailed fox's body, after being split in two, curl up with its other half, and then be enveloped by black, black, black. Countless bands of deep shadow rose from the floor and surrounded the wounded body of [Rep=La Nobody].

It was almost certainly a phase transition cutscene that players couldn't interfere with. Not being stunned and carrying out our own advantage was the perfect answer.

Since these magic circles don't seem to be disappearing, it looks like they're a field gimmick that's independent of the phase.

"...It was about five times the scale I expected, but your MP?"

"I used half. But it's not a problem."

If Arshe says so, then it must not be a problem. I have no idea what's not a problem, but if she says so clearly, then my worries are unnecessary.

"Haru, about that 'sound' from before."

"Ah, that. I remember it—it's the same as this."

We stood side by side at an appropriate distance, each in our stances, and while keeping ninety percent of our attention on the shadow 'cocoon,' which wasn't moving but whose surface was writhing eerily...

As we exchanged words and analyzed, I flicked the accessory in my back hair with my finger to indicate it.

The otherworldly treasure entrusted to me by Nia, the [Aquamarine Rabbit Heart], is now a complete version that can freely switch between three authorities. So I rarely hear it anymore, but that 'sound' was originally like a declaration that echoed when this treasure fulfilled its 'role.'

Before they were separated, the linked authorities were 'negation of death' and 'enhancement of the wearer'—from that, I can infer... well, including a meta-game reading, there's probably only one thing.

"—A reserve... system?"

"I'd be happy if it was a one-time thing like ours, but..."

That is probably the 'weakness' that manifested in [Rep=La Nobody] when Arshe and I challenged it as a pair—no, is that wrong?

Its HP gauge wasn't displayed even when I was fighting it alone. If that's the case, then it's not a reserve system, but... ah, it's exactly as it seems.

The 'weakness' that manifested was, after all, my 'frailty.' Because it had a fragile constitution unbecoming of a boss, we were able to hear that *crack* this time.

To begin with, extra lives for a boss isn't a weakness at all. The term 'reserve system' only has a negative image when it's applied to a frail player who can be blown away with a single puff of wind—

"Huh, so what? When I'm solo, I have to work hard to hit a guy who's tough and whose HP isn't even visible, and then I get a 'next please' and another helping—"

Again, my attention was only about ten percent on my thoughts. I wasn't letting my guard down, and there was no fear of my movements slowing.

Therefore, we were, in fact, not letting our guard down at all. Both of us were mentally and physically prepared to 'react immediately if anything happens'—

And that is why,

"—...Huh?"

...we, who should have been able to react immediately if anything happened, could not react to the 'something' that was over by the time it happened.

Arshe, who was suddenly sent flying with great force, had her face, filled with confusion and bewilderment, dyed with surprise and regret a moment later—and as for me.

I don't even know why I moved. My legs just kicked off the ground as if they had to, and with a desperately outstretched hand, without even being able to hold back, I pushed her away. As for me.

"Don't mess with me. I'll never forgive you."

I had been pierced by an invisible, super-fast projectile fired from the 'cocoon,' and a large hole had been opened in my body.
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    In that instant, the world reflected two simultaneous phenomena.

One was the result that actually happened.

The scene of me being pierced through the center of my chest by an invisible 'projectile' of indeterminable speed, and scattering into light while cursing.

Yes, a beautiful explosion and scattering. It was a familiar sensation of being taken out by a power of a different dimension, where my low durability compared to the general standard was no longer relevant.

It was a complete, one-shot out. I probably would have been one-shotted through my defenses even if I had managed to deploy [Twaibolt Mirari]. That's how effortlessly it pierced my body.

—And the other was the present that remained as fact.

The scene of me, who had connected to life as if it were a matter of course with all my limbs intact, scooping up the body of Arshe, whose perception was glitching and blurring as she blinked.

Now, how did this happen? That's simple—

"Haru—"

"No problem! First, let's get away!"

It's for no other reason than that the authority of the [Aquamarine Rabbit Heart], swaying with my back hair, did its job perfectly.

Even the invincible princess was bewildered by the trick she had never seen before, and she let out a flustered voice, but I followed her lead and laughed back, "No problem." I held her body, which was as light as a feather in contrast to her infinite reliability, and immediately kicked off the ground.

Furthermore, I activated 'Desperate Crimson.' Following the 'negation of death' that had just saved me, a new red protection宿d in my avatar, reinforcing the agility I had inherited from the rabbit.

At any rate, I want to get some distance. I have no idea about the trick, but I'm certain that an invisible 'something' flew at me and opened a hole in me.

Why am I certain—because I've been hit by the [Ruby Rabbit Bullet] a countless, deadly number of times before!!!!!

Anyway, if that's the case, then there's a point of origin and a point of impact.

The farther we are from each other, the more time we should have—

"—"

Again, my body moved on its own.

A few seconds after the first shot that pierced my chest. As we were全力で distancing ourselves from the 'cocoon,' another projectile must have been fired at us. A vicious pressure shot past me as I flew through the air, holding Arshe.

No, this is doubly incomprehensible.

"Can you, see it...?"

"No, I can't see it, I can't see it!! I don't know what this is, is it a 'hunch'...?!!"

I can't see it, nor am I sensing some kind of presence. But I know. I know that something is coming, that if I don't dodge, I'll die—if I don't take a step now,

"Tch...!!"

...the future, a past that would have ended in that instant, would have come to pass.

A third shot followed the second. The mysterious extrasensory perception that had allowed me to evade the unseen instant-death bullet was, at this point, hard to dismiss as a 'fluke.' I really don't get it, I don't get it, but—

"Tch...—Later!! For now,"

"—...Mhm, let's think about what's necessary."

It's all a mystery, but I can dodge it, great.

My body moving on its own is, if I think about it, nothing new; it's been happening from the very beginning. As Arshe, who has recovered from her shock, says, I should focus my thought resources only on what's necessary at this moment.

Now, what is that—it's decided.

It's just about how to drag that bastard, who gave me a complete and utter first-time killer, out of its 'cocoon' and sentence it to be chopped into pieces.

"............I'm starting to get it. The attack interval is irregular, but there's always a gap of at least five seconds."

To compare it to a similar-sized stage, it's about the same as the circular field where [Angalta, God-Wedge Sword-King] resides. It's spacious, but for me now, it's exquisitely cramped. While maintaining as much distance as possible within the arena, Arshe, held in my arms as I dodged the projectiles, continued her analysis.

"Okay, then let's exploit that!?"

"First, we should see if it's something that will react when we hit it."

"Got it, what do we do!"

"I will strike."

"When!"

"Next."

"Copy...—that!!"

As we were speaking, I dodged what must have been the umpteenth shot by a hair's breadth and released Arshe from my arms.

It goes without saying that this was a release from a full-speed dash with 'Desperate Crimson' active—but of course, with a cool expression, the princess landed beautifully, though her boot heels gouged the floor.

"...Tch————————————————"

She took a faint breath, stood perfectly still, narrowed her eyes slightly,

One second, two seconds, three seconds—

"————————————————Hmph...!!"

The 'power' that had been accumulated with the silence was unsealed the moment a faint breath escaped.

In that very instant, the blade of the 'sword,' swung at divine speed, manifested a power in the world that was many times greater than the one that had once chased me.

A lawless and deadly flash of sword pressure from the Sword Queen.

"Tch............Haru...!"

"—Tch, leave it to me!"

A slightly pained voice kicked my back as I was about to stop time with my breath.

Even Arshe must have been exhausted after unleashing such a ridiculously powerful technique. I scooped up her stumbling body again and at the same time—

"Tch..."

"Are you serious, you...!!"

What flew at us was, first, the roaring sound of the massive sword pressure, so large it was visible to the eye, making impact. And a moment later, a 'projectile' was fired, still invisible and super-fast.

I managed to dodge it at the last second, but as I flew through the air, cursing, I turned my eyes—

"Hey, it's a bit much to joke that it's unscathed after that...?"

"...It didn't seem to have an effect."

The 'cocoon' woven from shadow remained unchanged, without even a scratch on its eerily writhing surface.

It just sat there, silently.

Okay, fine. Let's summarize the information, shall we?

That 'cocoon,' which is probably the second phase, shoots out a 'projectile' at a speed that even Arshe can't react to, at intervals of roughly five seconds.

I can't react to it either, but the 'mysterious sense' that has occasionally helped me out since my virtual world debut is working like a charm, allowing me to evade it by the skin of my teeth.

And if I can dodge, then let's counterattack. So we launched a counteroffensive. The Sword Queen herself unleashed what was probably a full-power, off-the-charts attack that could have vaporized any normal last boss—and yet, that 'cocoon' is unscathed.

I see, so what am I supposed to do???

"..., ............"

See, even the princess has fallen silent, lost in a whirlpool of thought—and... the projectiles are still flying around as they please!

Fortunately, or perhaps I should say, the evasion itself is being completely handled by my 'hunch' and the enhancement from 'Desperate Crimson,' so there's no resource problem. However, since I don't know when that crucial 'hunch' will disappear, it's like jumping rope blindfolded.

My stamina will still hold—but without a breakthrough, we'll eventually be checkmated.

"—...Haru."

"—...Talk to me! I'm listening!"

Even while being violently shaken in a 'cradle' that was more than just a thrill ride, Arshe, who had quietly entrusted herself to me and was deep in thought, finally spoke.

"That was, for the record, a special technique woven from several skills. In terms of power, it's about the second most powerful I can produce myself. The difference between it and the first isn't that great."

"You can't add that first one on top of it?! The Per-something!"

"[Perfect Espada] is like an extension of my normal attacks; it's not an additive skill. Its main purpose is to increase the range of my options, so its power itself is dependent on my specs."

"What about a direct hit instead of the sword pressure you sent flying!?"

"A skill that preserves power is active, so there's no difference between a direct hit and a long-range one."

I don't understand what she's saying in many ways, but I'll swallow it for now.

"That's the limit with all the power-enhancing skills I have. So honestly... I hadn't considered what to do if it didn't have an effect."

"..., ............"

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

"Uh... Arshe-san."

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

"You're more troubled than I thought, huh?"

"............Yeah."

If you just extract the conversation, it sounds carefree, but at this very moment, my legs are working at full capacity, and I'm in the middle of a touch-and-die dance with the projectiles fired from the 'cocoon.'

This is a seriously bad situation.

"........................Tch... This is just about the firepower I can produce myself."

Perhaps my impatience was transmitted to her.

She spoke hastily, unlike her usual self.

"If it's the 'power' that my 'sword' can produce—"

"It's way too early for the finale, isn't it?"

I stopped her, who was about to speak with uncharacteristic haste, with a cool-sounding phrase. Even though there was no way I could look cool while continuing this 'hunch'-based evasion drama without understanding anything.

Anyway, I get it.

"Okay, roger. If Arshe can't think of anything—"

And if she says there's no move better than this.

"I have some 'firepower' I'd like to try. Help me out."

Then I, for my part, will play the cards I have.
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    "Alright—this is gonna take a sec! Guess I'll run a final check, just to be sure!"

"Mhm…!"

I had already flipped the switch via thought command, but it would be another thirty seconds or so until my key 'weapon' was fully prepped. It felt like a waste to just spend that time dancing around and dodging.

There was always a chance the next attack might just inexplicably land, or that the 'opening' was triggered by the number of hits rather than their power. If I had to wait anyway, it would be a waste not to test it out!

And so—

"Hraaaah!"

Right after I leaped to avoid another shell flying dispassionately toward me, I summoned Alicia to my arms, and my right foot caught the [Giant's Hand Axe] I'd called forth while upside down.

Activating [Rocket], twenty percent output—fly, my giant axe boomerang!

""Tch—!""

I desperately wanted to comment on the sight of my battle-axe, which had shot forward at a ridiculous speed, being just as ridiculously and anticlimactically deflected by the cocoon. But that was just a greeting.

I'd already released her from my 'princess carry' and was simultaneously closing the distance—

"—[Hourai]!"

"Hmph…!"

We faced the 'blackness' in an instant, slamming our respective blades into it.

I drew my jade blade; Alicia's clothes were dyed blue. Even as we both unleashed simultaneous strikes that converted speed into power, the unmoving cocoon remained unscratched.

Four seconds had passed. The next attack was coming—but half a second was more than enough to disengage.

…Or so I thought.

"—What the hell was that?! It was beyond just 'hard'! Also, thanks for the save, I appreciate it!"

"…I almost dropped my sword. It's far beyond what I expected. You're welcome."

It was a sense of hopelessness I hadn't felt since I challenged [Angalta, God-Wedge Sword-King] with the infantile [White-Flawed Straight Sword]. It was, without a doubt, the most ridiculously durable thing I had ever encountered in Arcadia.

Whether it was out of consideration or something else entirely, Alicia had slammed a High Potion into me as I disengaged. But even before I could thank her… I just couldn't help but shout.

If I hadn't followed the bad feeling that had flared up just before impact and loosened my grip, the sensation in my hands might have been blown away, hindering my ability to execute an emergency princess-carry escape.

Could even my ace in the hole pierce that thing? Kicking away the budding doubt, I prepared for take two. Next up: attack volume.

"Alicia, do you have any kind of multi-hit skill?! Three, no, four… something with fifty or more hits!"

"Fi… N-no, I don't."

"Okay, got it! In that case…—"

Next shell, dodge.

Princess release!

"I'll go in for a bit."

I activated *Matoi* as I dashed forward.

My body, momentarily shifted into a higher gear by layering 'Outer Force' onto the 'inner' power of my kick-off, instantly returned to the cocoon's immediate vicinity—Kesshiki Ittoryu, Seventh Strike - Modified.

"[Kiraboshi]."

I'd just fired it off blindly a moment ago, but looking ahead to an unknown future, I couldn't afford to waste HP by spamming [Rocket] without a second thought. Thus, I kept the output just under sixty percent.

I couldn't manage seven flashes in an instant—four at best… but in just under five seconds, I could land around fifty hits. Keeping my grip flexible so the blade wouldn't be knocked away by the extraordinary hardness, I struck again and again—

"No good, huh…!"

Every blade I swung merely slid off the cocoon's surface.

I gave up, disengaged, retrieved Alicia, and dodged.

"…Haru."

"What is it?!"

"There are some things that even I can't do."

"Huh?!"

"Your question just now was based on a ridiculous standard. You need to properly recognize that you're the [Acrobat]."

"Wha-huh…? My apologies—whoa…!"

Was she angry that I'd suddenly made an unreasonable request, or was she sulking because she couldn't say 'yes'? Alicia, whose steely mentality seemed to have adapted to our current predicament, started saying something carefree, but the situation hadn't changed one bit.

Your Highness, we could be finished the moment my 'intuition' fails me…!

—In any case, as expected, it seemed that not only was half-assed firepower useless, but the odds of overwhelming it with a high volume of attacks were slim. Given its complete lack of reaction, I could trust that, from an *Arcadia* game design perspective, the possibility was extremely low.

Yes, I could trust it.

This was a way of thinking I'd put into practice time and time again…—As a fundamental premise, I hold a deep, game-like sense of trust in the 'unreasonableness' of this world.

Starting with the [Dusty Worm, Great Serpent of Dust] and [Bastide, Scion of Dust] in the now-nostalgic beginner area, the [Great Flowing Sand Cavern]; the rabbit hell of the [Spiral Crimson Tower]; and even the *Colored* monster, the [Tsarkalv of the White Throne].

And it wasn't limited to enemies. The same applied to us Title Holders, the 'special' cream of the player crop.

Even the great [Sword Queen] herself, Alicia, had things she was bad at and weaknesses she possessed. This world tolerates the special and the strongest, but it absolutely will not tolerate 'perfection'.

If there was anything 'perfect' in this virtual world, it would be the world itself. This game, which perfectly paints the world its system wishes to paint, shouldn't have a stain on its record like a completely, utterly unbeatable foe.

In other words, no matter how 'unreasonable' the challenge, there is always a way to beat it.

Which means that cocoon must have one, too—because this place and that thing were content prepared *for* me and Alicia. Therefore, a trump card capable of piercing it must exist for either me, Alicia, or both of us.

Yes, thinking about it from a meta perspective—

Ah, I see.

My Plan A—no, Plan B—which I'd proposed on a whim, is suddenly sounding a lot more convincing, isn't it? In short, this phase…

Isn't the correct answer simply to *retaliate*?

That's right. Just as I was convinced from the start that it was *that kind of thing*—this is probably a form that manifests the being with the highest kill count against me.

"Alicia."

"Ready when you are."

Thirty seconds of dodging and weaving. The standby call for my long-awaited 'weapon' echoed in my mind, and the moment I called her name, she responded instantly. The heavy trust that I would normally struggle to bear becomes the most reliable thing on the battlefield, making me laugh.

"Alright… I'm going in on the next one. I'm counting on you for what comes after."

"Understood. Leave it to me."

Our words were brief. We exchanged our resolutions without hesitation.

"—!"

As promised, right after dodging the next shell, I released Alicia and charged straight ahead.

And then, I loudly called forth my weapon—

"[Ruby Rabbit Bullet]!"

A crimson cannon that I shouldn't be able to fire in this body.

A one-trigger suicide stick that would cause the explosive warhead to detonate the moment I touched the trigger, unless I was in my magically compatible alternate form—however…

This thing was a delightfully tricky contraption, handmade by that playful fire-user.

"—Scarlet-Thread Linkage 24-Style Armor-Piercing Warhead."

There was no way it was just a fireworks cannon that could shoot a lot of rounds.

"'Woodpecker'."

A reversal of proliferation: fusion and linkage.

Once the owner flips a 'switch', this weapon links its core warheads one by one, changing its properties according to their number.

Before the cocoon's eyes, the gun I held aloft was covered in a mass of crimson crystals, bloating, transforming, until its form was no longer that of a slender 'matchlock'—its massive, intricate barrel was now something more akin to an 'anti-materiel rifle'.

'Woodpecker', an armor-piercing round that links twenty-four warheads, is the absolute *lowest class* in terms of raw power against large targets among *all my trump cards*.

However, when it comes to the single point of *piercing*—it's in a league of its own, an absolute top-tier that all my other trump cards combined couldn't hope to match!

Now, try and take this, you reclusive fox.

Both of us are modeled after the 'Rabbit', a single-point breakthrough. Let's see which is superior—

"Pierce through—[Mayhem Bunny, Great Crimson Rabbit Cluster-Cannon]!"

I'll shatter that shell of yours and show you what's what.
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    The moment I squeezed the trigger, an extraordinary flash of light and sound erupted, as if my eyes and ears had just exploded.

Since the warhead had changed from a standard explosive to a piercing type, this wasn't a backfire from touching the trigger in my base form.

That deviant roar *was* the normal report of the Scarlet-Thread Linkage form.

All I could barely make out was a single crimson gleam from the sparkling fragments scattered by the shattering [Mayhem Bunny]. I couldn't see where the fired 'Woodpecker' went, nor could I witness what happened to the cocoon it struck—

I was blown away by the hopelessly murderous recoil, amplified twenty-fourfold from the already-powerful kickback of the [Ruby Rabbit Bullet] that could easily launch my body into the air when fired mid-flight.

Whether I was flying straight or in a comical corkscrew, my vision, which had whited out from the sheer impact—not metaphorically—was useless for making any snap judgments.

My right arm, which had pulled the trigger, felt like it was barely attached, and that was about all I could be sure of. There was no way I could control my posture on the fly.

The weapon's proud creator gave me a ridiculous handling warning, saying, "You're supposed to fire it outdoors, aiming down. I'm sure someone like you can handle getting launched into the sky, right?" Firing it indoors was a mistake from the start.

If I'd fired it without any sort of safety net, I would have been a stain on the wall in an instant, not just a second.

If I hadn't set up a safety net, that is.

"—!"

"Guh—ugh…!"

I was alone in the air for only a moment, my vision and senses failing me. A violent impact, which I suppose was merciful compared to the initial blast, shot through my abdomen—and an agonized groan escaped my lips as a breath, far too reliable for its own good, brushed past my ear.

White faded, and my vision began to capture the world once more.

My eyes met with the princess who had rushed to my side like a prince or a knight. Was it my imagination, or did we exchange faint smiles in that fleeting moment?

"Hah… ugh—!"

Alicia, who had caught me as I was sent flying with enough force to look like I'd been slapped by a giant, drove her sword into the floor, tearing a great gash as she bled off speed and energy.

But then—the sound that echoed in the next moment was far too brutal to be called a mere crash. A single, merciless explosion.

At the same time, Alicia, who had *landed* with enough force to shatter the arena wall, let out…

"—Ugh, k… ah…!"

…a single, stifled scream.

Unlike someone with a ridiculous build of VIT: 0, the body of a player who has properly invested in durability stats is genuinely superhuman. In other words, when you get slammed into a wall or the ground with a massive amount of energy, this is what happens. You're like a cannonball, no metaphor intended.

And in Arcadia, where there is no pain, the thing that deals the most damage to a player—not in terms of HP—is pure 'impact'. I know because I've experienced it myself. *It doesn't hurt, but it really, really hurts.*

Therefore, I do feel a pang of guilt for asking her to handle the 'aftermath of pulling the trigger', having predicted that this was ninety percent likely to happen. However, I have no intention of regretting or reflecting on it.

As a man, doing this to a girl might be questionable…

"Thanks, you saved me…"

"…I said 'leave it to me'. Don't worry about it."

…but as her comrade-in-arms, such useless consideration would be a crime punishable by ten thousand deaths.

Alicia stood up amidst a clatter of rubble, a somewhat satisfied smile on her face. And then there was me, currently cradled in her slender arms, a rare reversal of our usual roles.

Together, our eyes turned toward—

"…Hehe, bullseye."

"Hah, I'd have to laugh if it somehow passed right through the middle…"

Just as Alicia said, it was a clean shot through the center. There stood the cocoon that had boasted such exceptional durability, now sporting a gaping hole large enough to be seen from a distance, its shadow dissipating.

Phase two, barely cleared… or so I'd like to think. Now what?

"I've never seen anything like that before."

"Right? It's my hidden bullet, you could say—well, it's a one-shot trick. The mechanism bugs out or something, so however many you use become unusable for a full day."

So, with that one shot, all twenty-four of my [Ruby Rabbit Bullet]s were temporarily out of commission.

Actually, they just stop regenerating entirely… so, depending on how you look at it, you could say I'm saving MP for the rest of this battle. Let's be positive.

"I can still fire a twelve-unit linkage, a lower-tier version… but I doubt it'll get a turn. It's not something that would work against a monster of this class."

"I see. …Are you okay, stamina-wise?"

"Yeah, I can still go on—so, the stun wore off. You can put me down now."

"A shame."

It's not like I was willingly indulging in the embarrassing act of being princess-carried by a princess. I was simply at the mercy of a hateful, flashing debuff icon.

She let me down with a faintly amused smile, and my feet touched the floor again. I gave a light hop or two—no issues. I wasn't bluffing; my spirit and energy were still high.

If that's the case—

"This is where it really begins, huh."

"Yes, I'm looking forward to it."

We stared at the cocoon as shadows rose from it like smoke and it began to *open*.

While I was trying to refocus and steel my nerves, Alicia, overflowing with pure curiosity and excitement, gave a reply so relaxed it was almost disarming.

As the cocoon's shadow dissolved from the edges as if melting into the air, a swaying tail came into view.

"…Be careful. No joke, this looks bad."

"Mhm."

She still wore the same kimono and had nine tails, but the change was obvious at a glance. The torso that had once been severed was, of course, reconnected, but—

—what stood out most were her hands and feet, which had clearly deviated from a 'human' form.

Her four limbs, from which shadows billowed like bristling fur, had transformed drastically. Their shape, armed with sharp, massive claws, was undeniably that of a 'beast'.

Phase three, following the unmoving cocoon. Based on its appearance, I couldn't expect any graceful behavior—and then, looking at its swaying tails, I had a realization.

"…By the way, Alicia. About what we discussed earlier, at what point did you hear that 'sound'?"

"…When I… cut it?"

"I see. For me, it was when I cut it."

"…Oh, right. So that's what it means."

So, the timing of the 'death negation'. I had thought we managed to kill it *once* with our combined attack, but apparently, that wasn't the case.

Looking at the two tails that had white, crack-like lines running through them and seemed somewhat sluggish… she was right, that was probably 'how it was'.

"Should I be happy we took out two so easily, or despair that we have *seven more* to go…"

"If the number of tails equals lives and there are seven left, it might not be seven more times, but eight."

"So we have to kill it ten times in total? Seriously, couldn't they have capped it at five?"

"If you think of it as only needing to cut it ten times to win, I think it's become considerably *easier*. Just as I thought, your 'weakness' was the key to victory."

"Well, that's fine and all… but while my paper-thin armor being exaggerated and traced is one thing, where is *your* 'weakness' showing up in all this?"

"…A weakness for you, perhaps?"

"For some reason, I can't deny that on so many levels…"

As we held our swords at the ready against the unmoving 'shadow' and exchanged words without letting down our guard, [Rep-la Nobody, The Black Stain That Slays All] just *watched* us.

From its noh-mask-like head, which lacked even empty sockets, an immense pressure of information was directed at us.

It was a pressure so intense, without exaggeration the greatest I'd ever faced, that goosebumps covered my entire body. I had to keep making lighthearted remarks just to stay sane.

""…""

At some point, we both fell silent, waiting for that moment—the moment it would move.

And that, in turn, meant—

—that the pressure emanating from the thing smoldering in the shadows ahead was so deviant that not just me, but even *the* Iris, hesitated to make the first move.

In that instant, that feeling—of something you can't touch even if you reach for it—flashed through my mind.

"—!"

"—…!"

Almost simultaneously. Without warning, without presence, without sound, the master of shadow appeared before our eyes. A split second ahead, I, followed by Alicia, swung my sword in a momentary reflex—

*—, —, —*

It laughed—clearly, certainly, amusedly—and, as if it were the most natural thing in the world, it caught the blades of both my *Anima* and Alicia's *Extra* between the claws of its left and right hands.

Time seemed to stop at the sheer absurdity of the sight.

And then, within that time that had not, in fact, stopped for even a fraction of a second.

*—, ——————————!* 

Along with a monstrous roar that seemed not of this world—from a myriad of magic circles that deployed at extreme close range, a torrent of countless *magic cannons* was unleashed.

Black flashes, as if tearing space itself apart, filled the dim arena with a blinding darkness.
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    There was no room for thought, not even a moment to cry out—in the instant before the world was stained by black cannon fire, my mind and body moved almost automatically.

[Breath Moment]'s fully automatic emergency evasion activated. But as I dodged away from the cannon aimed at me, I found myself right in the path of another, aimed at someone else.

It was no accident, of course.

"Tch—"

A split-second reflex decision imbued my unsheathed [Rabbit Dagger, Parabellum] with the glow of [Water Enchant].

I thrust the crimson blade into the magic circle before me. A distorted shattering sound echoed—

"[Perfect Espada]."

Amidst the dancing light of the broken spell formula, the [Sword Queen], who still hadn't let go of her caught sword, unleashed a second strike without even swinging, empowered by her skill… and that was the signal.

In the next moment, at the center of the black flash that filled the world—in the very eye of the storm—a hellish close-quarters battle began.

Perhaps there was some trick to its perfect guard earlier. This time, Alicia's strike sent its arm flying, but [Rep-la Nobody, The Black Stain That Slays All] didn't stop moving for a second.

The remaining right arm, still holding my [Alv Stella, True White Star Sword], swung. In the instant it moved, I swapped my dagger for my jade blade and a clean slash severed it at the elbow.

And yet, a pair of shadow arms swung out.

As if it were the most natural thing in the world, as if nothing had happened, it regenerated in an instant I couldn't even follow with my eyes. The ten sharp claws, five on each side, were aimed at—

—the princess, who had just swung her sword.

The creature's speed was now completely on par with 'mine'. This meant it was in a realm where she, who had once been on even footing with my still-developing speed during the Four Pillar War, would be a fraction too slow to react.

However, if a little is not enough, you just need to make up for it.

"[An=Ru Galta (Hypothesis: The Wedge-Armor that Sings of the King's Path)]."

As I forcefully deflected the shadow's right claw with my gauntlet-clad left arm, I used my free right hand—which had just sent back [Samidorizuki] the moment I swung—to knock Alicia's shoulder aside.

Struck by a sudden burst of initial velocity she lacked, she masterfully rode the force—the color of her clothes shifted. The sword princess, now clad in the 'blue' of speed, didn't flinch at the pressure of the left claw that grazed her cheek.

"—!"

With footwork that spun and gouged the floor, her sword drew an arc, a flashing blade that struck the jaw of [Rep-la Nobody] in an upward swing.

"—Manifestation, release."

A clean hit, without a doubt. The moment its body was clearly launched upwards, however slightly, I had no hesitation in playing my hand.

I took a step forward, and the instant my left fist made contact, I activated [Rocket]. A modified [Shinden]—a palm strike rather than a punch—landed perfectly, and as the impact that could shatter a boulder to dust shot through the shadow body of [Rep-la Nobody]—the small crimson blade in my left hand shattered.

[An=Ru Galta (Hypothesis: The Wedge-Armor that Sings of the King's Path)] Manifestation Release Ver. [Parabellum Bullet].

"[The Soul-Stealing... Radiant Sword (Angalta)]!"

A roar, and the Authority was established.

My full-powered fist slammed into its abdomen, sending the shadow monster flying as a radiant spiritual sword manifested. Acting like my partner's 'demon sword', [The Soul-Stealing Radiant Sword (Angalta)] formed a circle behind me, unleashing a fatal follow-up barrage of oversized sword-projectiles modeled after the swarming crimson blades.

And just like with Alicia earlier, the radiant sword's volley pursued [Rep-la Nobody] and slammed it into the arena wall, each hit landing one after another—and then, a shattering sound reached my ears.

That makes three.

In a brief exchange, we had beaten the caster, and perhaps because of that, the phosphorescent light of the shattered magic circles danced around us. We let out the breaths we'd been holding at the same time.

"I need time."

"Consider it done."

We both kicked away the option of stopping, exchanged just a single phrase each, and moved forward.

That's right, stopping was impossible.

Its super-speed movement that had completely caught us off guard just now was unmistakably the [Sword Saint]'s *Shukuchi*. On top of that, its claws possessed an extraordinary hardness and strength, enough to stop the blade of the strongest `Extra` in this virtual world—in other words, it was finally in serious mode, wasn't it?

This is where the real brawl begins… If so, then that's right, no more need to think about holding back or testing the waters. There's no way we're stopping now.

This is without a doubt the peak of the excitement—all that's left is to go full throttle!

Ignoring the 'song' that began to echo behind me, I kicked off and activated [Lumina Raygust]. I charged towards the wall where [Rep-la Nobody] had been slammed, and the storm I'd wrapped myself in blew away the thick, billowing dust.

In that instant, a black blade appeared before my eyes.

"Tch—"

It had only lost a third of its lives. It was obvious it wouldn't just be lying there, still kicking. That's why I anticipated its welcoming strike and dodged it by leaning forward until I was almost scraping the floor—Kesshiki Ittoryu, Seventh Strike.

"[Nanahoshi]."

I constructed the pre-motion, then used a brute-force technique to make up for my lack of skill with an excessive output from seven consecutive [Rocket]s, bringing the [Sword Saint]'s divine art down to my level.

My HP vanished in a flash, and a cracked crown appeared above my head. It's not like it would be sending any attacks I could survive with a graze anyway, so activating [Crown Crown] was a net gain.

A multi-angled simultaneous attack of seven flashes in an instant. The reason I chose [Nanahoshi] over its derivative, the original [Kiraboshi], was because I wanted precision, not just a *frenzied slash*—as a result, the single sword I swung while dodging its counterattack slipped through and, just as I'd planned, once again cut off both of the shadow's arms.

"—[Hisui]!"

I dove deep into its guard and unleashed a second strike at its open neck—but it was blocked by its arms, which had once again regenerated instantly.

I see, I see.

It seems breaking through its defenses alone is too much to ask for.

My blade was easily stopped by its 'claws' just like before. I instantly gave up, sent back [Samidorizuki], and seeing the prison of newly deployed magic circles, decided against staying put.

More than ten, more than twenty, over thirty maws of magic were aimed just at me. Expecting to handle all of that in an instant was beyond even a superhuman feat, so—

"—That was close…!"

I jumped straight up with a full-power [Rocket], and at the same moment, the overlapping magic cannons detonated with an indescribable roar. It was the very embodiment of violence, a pressure of absolute destruction so intense that even I, who had taken a large distance and stuck my feet to the ceiling, felt as if my eyes and ears had been seared. 

That fox-lady sure has turned into a magnificent monster—excellent. More than enough of a challenge, I could probably face her ten times and still have change left over!

This is getting fun, and I'm not even kidding!!!!!

"Let's… go, you bastard!"

Kicking away my fear along with my footing, all I had to do was charge forward and fulfill my 'role'. I threw the brakes away and spammed [Rocket] with abandon, repeatedly challenging a monster that, on my own, I could barely even *annoy*—

—I kept challenging it, for twenty seconds flat. Is it time yet, Princess…!

I dodged the 'claws' I couldn't match, and with a well-placed blade, I lopped off its arms again for the umpteenth time before disengaging for a split-second break. Trying to hide my ragged breath, I cast my gaze in two directions.

One was the magic circles, which had been silent until now.

They had been smoking from Alicia's grand magic a short while ago. Their repairs must be nearing completion, as they began to glow darkly, looking ready to fire their magic spheres at any moment.

The other was my partner, the princess, who continued to hum a 'song'.

It was a long chant, comparable to the previous 'Myriad Thunderbolts'. The fact that she chose it at this juncture meant I could trust it was a finishing move worthy of this monster—but would it be enough?

They were ready at the same time.

Just as the magic spheres began to ooze from the reactivated wall-covering circles, just as Alicia was about to conclude her long, long chant, just as [Rep-la Nobody, The Black Stain That Slays All] could no longer ignore the rising tide of magic and lunged at her with *Shukuchi*…

…my arm, which had released the wind I'd gathered and shot forward at full speed, snatched Alicia's body away. All of this happened in a single instant. And, in my arms—

"'Usurp, for I am the Queen.'"

The [Sword Queen], who wove magic with words, declared a new law upon the world.

"[Disastor]."

In the center of the arena, in a three-dimensional sense, a small thunder sphere materialized in the empty air.

Expecting another 'grand magic' spell from the length of the chant, I was momentarily taken aback by the small, silent magic that appeared. "Eh?" I thought, for just a second… and in the next.

"—Wha-"

There was no one who could defy it.

The queen's 'lawlessness' had begun.
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    The moment the violet thunder sphere pulsed, the magic spheres being fired from the reactivated wall-mounted magic circles all stopped their movement—no, they changed their *destination*.

It wasn't the 'chaotic barrage' I hated most from my limited experience, but rather a straight line toward a single point. Namely, toward the new magic Alicia had created.

It was as if they were being drawn in by the immense gravity of a star.

"Tch, what is this—"

"Haru, you don't have to worry about what's *up*. Just take care of what's below again."

"O-aight… D-don't get it, but got it…!"

Her words were concise and suited to the situation. To be honest, my curiosity was screaming for a detailed explanation, but I could more or less see what was happening.

From the chant I'd just overheard, something along the lines of 'Usurp, for I am the Queen'… it was probably some kind of insane magic with that sort of property.

I see. If I just take care of the magic circles on the lower level that are being absorbed, we can ignore the speed-draining magic spheres for a while—it was a defensive choice, not a finisher.

If that's the case, there's only one thing to do.

"Right, how should we split this?!"

"Play it by ear!"

"Couldn't have said it better—ready, and go!"

Our minds were perfectly in sync. I released Alicia from my arms, and we headed in opposite directions, executing a 180-degree turn and slashing with my jade blade as I spun.

I slammed my blade into [Rep-la Nobody, The Black Stain That Slays All], which had been chasing us with ferocious momentum while we spoke—but…

"Tch… Alicia!"

It whiffed, vanished. The moment the solid black form disappeared from before my eyes, I reflexively shouted a warning, but I had my own problems to deal with. Frantically dodging out of the line of fire of the cannons it had left behind like a parting gift, I glanced over—

—and there she was, running and destroying the magic circles on the floor, a lethal claw already swinging at her back. For a split second, I started to move in for a quick follow-up, but she stopped me, as if to say…

"—"

Turning her back and running her sword along the floor was merely a preparatory motion. She must have predicted she'd be targeted. Just in time, Alicia spun on her heel, her eyes shining as if to declare, *'I am the attacker.'*

Spin, then a flash of the sword's tip. What followed was—

"[Tempest]."

A devastatingly violent gale, reminiscent of the [Destruct] I'd unleashed earlier, or perhaps even surpassing it. 

The wind, suffused with mana, was a shade of jade green. The explosive gale that erupted at the moment of activation seemed to have enough power to push back [Rep-la Nobody, The Black Stain That Slays All]… but Alicia, now *clad* in it, had become a queen who commanded not just thunder, but tornadoes as well—

"—Run!"

"Okay, I'm counting on you!"

She shot me a confident look and smiled, as if to say she would hold it off next.

And so, I made my decision instantly. With no room for doubt, a grin spread across my own face as I took off at full speed, my jade blade infused with magic.

In the corner of my vision, I saw her, who had previously been a step behind the enemy's *Shukuchi*, now predicting its moves and slicing off its shadowy arms, as I ran around, shattering magic circle after magic circle.

It was only one side of a wide, yet narrow, arena. No matter how many there were, running through and kicking up the ground with my blade—took less than ten seconds.

Deciding that the other side had probably been destroyed by the aftershocks of the fierce sword fight I'd been hearing, I avoided the central battle zone. As I turned around, intending to stop for less than a moment to assess the situation, I saw…

"Hey, Princess, what is that…!"

Perhaps due to the wind she wore, Alicia was holding her own in a solid contest against the monster-spec [Rep-la Nobody, The Black Stain That Slays All]. And above her head, the black-hole-like sphere of purple lightning, which continued to absorb magic spheres from the intact magic circles on the walls and ceiling, was growing at an accelerating rate—

"Tch—Haru!"

"Yeah, leave it to me!"

—as if eloquently stating that it was connected to 'what came next'.

If so, then it was decided what I had to do.

I activated [Rocket] at one hundred percent output. With a truly full-speed charge, I forcefully inserted myself into the sword fight between the two monsters, a flash of my jade blade.

I'd guessed as much from its behavior so far, but it seems it doesn't appreciate being targeted in the 'head' or 'torso'. It forwent the option to ignore me and blocked my blade with its 'claws'—

[Exchange Implode] activated—contract set, five seconds!

I sent back [Samidorizuki], then deployed my twin shields with [Shot]. Just before my [Alv Stella, True White Star Sword] could pierce its face in a semi-surprise attack, it dodged. I returned the sword to its ring and equipped the [Twaibolt Mirari] on both arms, striking with both fists like they were knuckles. Blocked by its left and right 'claws'—and at the same time, I sent them back again. I dodged the counter-swinging claws by a hair's breadth, spun, and thrust with a spear—sent back the [Demon Horn Spear: Crimson Valor]—summoned and sent back the [Gravidon Hammer]—summoned and sent back the [Revolving Wheel Shield]—summoned and sent back the [Giant's Hand Axe]—and then, drawing the [Rabbit Dagger, Parabellum]…!

"[Reject Sentence]!"

I activated the overly special special skill at the perfect moment. Using the system-hacked, forcibly-made-usable [Ruby Rabbit Bullet] as a trigger.

Point-blank shot. Without backfiring, a reactive warhead was expelled as the gun barrel shattered, landing on [Rep-la Nobody], who had been calmly handling my rush.

More accurately, it sensed the 'target's' magic at close range and instantly detonated.

And just like before, I ignored the lethal magic wave and used the recoil of the shot to stay in place, and what returned to my hand was—

"Kesshiki Ittoryu, Second Strike—"

A forward grip on the hilt, a reverse grip on the pommel—a strange two-handed grip on a tachi glowing with silver light.

Timed full-equip of *all usable weapons* & *attack judgment trigger*, contract fulfillment complete.

"—[Striking Iron]!"

A flash of a single sword, imbued with more than double the power, with the added bonus of a massive forced knockback effect. The shadow, which had received the blade of [Samidorizuki] with its vaunted 'claws' as it had before—

*—, ————!* 

—let out a distorted scream and was sent flying into the distance like a horizontal home run, amidst a dazzling silver vortex effect.

The ridiculously cheat-like sustained effect, which varies depending on the difficulty of the contract, won't last ten seconds—I prayed that she would be ready in that time.

"Time to play catch…!"

Behind me, as I launched into yet another charge, Alicia, who had stepped back to take my place, was chanting for the third time. Her eyes opened—the wind, its protective role fulfilled, dissipated.

And then,

"'Gather, children of light and flash, my name is the Thunder Emperor.'"

Following the final 'song', the laws of magic inscribed a third miracle upon the world.
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    In Arcadia, the use of magic clearly distinguishes between levels of skill.

For example, there's the pure speed of the 'chant'.

Of course, it's not as simple as speaking quickly. To achieve the maximum power boost from the climax, one must 'sing' quickly and *skillfully*.

It's a prerequisite to draw out a spell's maximum power by 'chanting' with clear phrasing, sonorous tones, and a deep understanding of the words' meaning. When mages in this world aim for 'high-speed casting', they do so by researching casting methods without compromising this fundamental principle.

Then there's the control of 'mana', the source of these laws.

It's a special skill that all mages known as 'masters' have acquired, and a clear sign of talent.

Mana emission that involves visual effects or wind pressure is the bare minimum. Go far enough, and it's said that 'in theory, even the creation of magic is possible'. The degree of freedom players are given to manipulate the formless 'power' of mana is extremely high.

It is one of the endless pursuits, an endgame content too precious to be dismissed as a mere 'MP' statistic. Those with talent, of course, and even those without, are numerous in their attempts to touch and master it—so, naturally…

…Iris, the [Sword Queen], categorized as someone *without talent*, has never neglected her pursuit of magic, even knowing it ill-suits her title.

A peculiar nature that only allows her to acquire spells of 'grand magic' or higher.

A flaw born from excellence: her affinity with the virtual world is so high that her thought commands for anything 'external', including magic, become overloaded and lose control.

She can't adjust the power. She can't adjust the range. She can't adjust the aim—when it comes to wielding magic, Iris recognizes her own skill as being at the very bottom.

That is precisely why she can sincerely ask for guidance from her love rival, her beloved's partner.

Because to remain so *crude*, like a *child*, forever would be unbearably embarrassing.

"[Vortex Voltiato]."

For the third time, the spell she chanted was one of her 'smallest-scale grand magics'. Its true nature was a peculiar one: 'to grant maneuverability to one's own, already-released magic'.

In other words, that was it.

The only 'fine magic control' currently possible for Iris—a childish, brute-force technique, not skill, akin to a young child violently grabbing and swinging a toy.

As if aiming for the sun, befitting its name, the lightning of [Disastor], which continued to expand infinitely by devouring the magic of its adversaries, *moved*.

It unraveled, shifted, swirled, and folded—into her outstretched palm.

Rotation, compression, fixation.

Despite bearing the name of a king who symbolizes the sword, this was, in fact, her true maximum firepower, excluding the 'sword' that she herself secretly had mixed feelings about.

As mentioned before, it was a technique that wasn't *that much* different in terms of 'power' from the second most powerful in her arsenal, but—

—the nature of the 'lightning' magic attribute, combined with the synergistic and vicious properties of the prerequisite [Disastor], meant this 'technique' could pierce any defense.

If it reached, it would land. And,

"—Haru!"

"—Been waiting for you, Princess!"

Right now, she wasn't alone. Therefore, this 'hand' would surely reach.

The silver light, which had begun to flicker as the enhancement effect wore off, dissipated, and the swung jade blade struck [Rep-la Nobody, The Black Stain That Slays All] through its guard. Each strike was a flash of super-speed, each lethal. A perfect acrobatic feat, dodging the 'claws' while flipping upside down in mid-air.

And yet, it was likely not due to simple power, but some kind of forced knockback. The 'claws', which could nullify the power of even Iris's `Extra`, were rendered useless, and the sword, a gift *from her*, effortlessly sent the shadow flying.

And, with no time to be mesmerized, the pale blue figure gave chase.

Just before the light faded completely, the jade blade, which had shone with a particularly intense light, flashed—

"Get—blown—away!"

Simultaneously knocked flying, the master of shadow instantly deployed a counterattack of multiple magic cannons. At the end of a path that dodged and weaved through them on the ground and in the air, the [Acrobat], having slipped *directly beneath* the prey he himself had launched, let out a triumphant roar.

The swirling silver light exploded, and a faint shattering sound reached my ears.

The fourth, and with this—

"Fifth."

Directly above the launched [Rep-la Nobody, The Black Stain That Slays All], Iris, who had trusted him and kicked off the moment he called her name, received Haru's setup.

Again and again, an astonishingly seamless reaction. With a relentless murderous intent that felt almost like obsession, the shadow still swung its 'claws' even in the instant after losing a life.

A black point that defied reason, capable of twisting even the 'sword' born of the world.

And yet, what the [Sword Queen] held in her hand was—a small, small sphere of light, tiny enough to fit easily in her delicate palm.

Without a sound, a flash of violet light, emitting only a serene glow, touched the 'blackness'.

"—[Keraunos]!"

A roar of thunder, rivaling or even surpassing the supreme lightning-attribute magic that bears the name of Myriad Thunderbolts.

As a violent flash, as if scorching the world, blinked into existence, the immense electrical power of the hyper-compressed mana roared, burst, and erupted—and its flames did not just scorch the enemy before her.

The [Disastor] that Iris had woven with her power, which served as the basis for this 'technique', was a proper offensive spell if allowed to fulfill its original purpose. And there was no way that the endpoint of a vicious grand magic that indiscriminately absorbed hostile mana would end as a simple 'lightning bolt'.

The nature of that violet electricity was the *forced return of usurped mana*. In other words, the moment a [Keraunos] woven from that spell touched even 'one of its targets'—

—the unblockable thunder that raced across the battlefield would 'chain' to all targets.

*—, ——————…!* 

The instant the light touched it, its arm, 'claws' and all, was vaporized. And as it regenerated, it was continuously seared by the unending flashes of lightning, unable to even resist, the master of shadow let out a clear scream.

Simultaneously, the released violet electricity raced through the arena, once again wiping out the magic circles that fired magic spheres—and what echoed was a series of shattering sounds.

The queen's lips curled into a small, yet certain, smile.

"—!"

With a spirited cry, a palm strike imbued with the brilliance of lightning struck [Rep-la Nobody, The Black Stain That Slays All].

A true lightning strike. An attack that pierced through two layers of its death-avoiding authority sent the妖狐's body crashing down at high speed, shattering the arena floor on impact.

And then—in the corner of her vision, she saw the face of a boy, dumbfounded.

She was well aware that this was not the time for such things.

…But, it was fun, so much fun. Every single moment of this long-awaited time was so joyful, so delightful, that the princess couldn't suppress a child-like smile.

"Hehe… a double kill."

As her body, limp and drained of strength, began to fall, she murmured the innocent words.
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    "…Tch."

Having successfully executed a grand display of her苦手な magic, her guard, which had momentarily loosened, tightened once more as she controlled her descent.

She landed gracefully after the [Rep-la Nobody, The Black Stain That Slays All] she had struck down—and at the same time,

"Whoa, there…!"

A somewhat flustered voice tickled her ear from right beside her.

Turning to see what it was… he was truly right beside her, close enough to touch. A boy stood frozen, his hands half-extended, a hasty, forced smile on his face.

"—, —"

Because she was doing *what she wanted*, *how she wanted*, without fear of exhaustion, her mind, which had become a little weary, quickly assessed the situation—

"…Nn."

"No, that's pushing it a bit."

She deliberately stumbled, falling into the arms of the boy who had likely been trying to catch her. She gallantly pretended not to hear the words that immediately flew her way.

Time and place should be set aside. It was rare for him to reach out to her, so it would be a waste not to take advantage, even if by force.

—Whether he was correctly reading her inner thoughts or not…

"W-well, anyway, that was brilliant. Three left…!"

Halu, while reservedly but surely supporting Alicia's body, fixed his gaze on the 'enemy', probably half out of seriousness and half out of embarrassment.

To confess, various emotions unsuited for the occasion were swirling within her—

"You're right—it's about *time*, isn't it?"

"Ah… Yeah, I guess now's the time to switch…"

Let's put it all aside for later.

This dreamlike moment she had been waiting for. The time to expose the full extent of her endlessly swelling feelings would surely be available in abundance after everything was over.

So for now, just a little longer.

So that this blissful time, which she would never forget for the rest of her life, would shine even brighter.

"Can you give me *fifty seconds*?"

"Leave it to me. No matter what—"

Beyond the billowing dust, the pressure from the 'shadow', which had three lives remaining and had accumulated wounds, anger, and murderous intent, was explosively intensifying.

"I won't let them lay a single finger on you."

Summoning her 'sword', she took a step forward without hesitation.

From behind her came the words, "That's not a line for a 'princess', you know," and a smile spread across both their faces simultaneously—cherishing from the bottom of her heart the good fortune of being able to walk toward the destination her buoyant spirit desired, filled with nothing but anticipation and elation.

"[Anciel Iris]—[Celestial Clearbellfa, Sword of Protection]."

Transforming her ever-changing armored dress into a second 'sword', the [Sword Queen] advanced, the hem of her pure white dress, devoid of all adornment and color, swaying.

In her right hand, the God-given sword created by the world; in her left, the sword of her other half, a part of her soul. A stance of 'absolute defense' with blades aligned, a form she had used only a handful of times.

A form not for herself, but solely to protect another.

*—*

A sound, not even a voice, echoed.

A giant beast's arm appeared, tearing through the dust at the point of impact.

The 'shadow's' full body crawled out—its only common feature with its previous form was its nine tails, now cracked, with only three remaining. The monster, which had finally cast off its human form completely, had truly become a demonic fox, glaring down at the small human.

Its ragged breathing reached her skin.

Its ominous killing intent brushed against her consciousness.

Alicia White was by no means a fearless 'Queen'.

The reason her expressions were less varied than others, the reason her words were fewer,

—was all because her exceptionally quick mind brought her 'answers' too swiftly. For any event, the processing of her emotions was completed 'internally' before they could manifest.

So, yes. What was scary was scary.

Even if it was a game, even if it was play, in Arcadia, which thrusts upon her an overwhelming sense of reality that defies fact and reason, she always found herself cowering before monsters.

So, yes.

Iris was no 'Queen', nor was she by any means a 'Hero'.

But—

"…Hey, Haru."

In her whispered words, this time there was no trace of fear.

"—This is fun, isn't it?"

With a single emotion that erased all fear, terror, and awe.

Upon her head rested a glass crown. The name of that crown, which she once despised more than anything—

"[Braver, Lone Hero]."

—the girl who rewrote it in her heart as the *hero for one*, 

*—!* 

"Tch…—"

—met the giant flash of magic fired from the great shadow beast's maw head-on with her twin swords.

◇◆◇◆◇

The [Sword Queen], in a form I'd never seen before, met the ridiculous, vision-filling flash of purplish-black light head-on with her two swords and *slashed it apart*.

This was the umpteenth time since the battle began. I'd been shown one unparalleled act of heroism after another, and my emotions were about to reach their breaking point.

However, this was no time to be captivated. Therefore—

"[Trance]."

With a trust that now knew no bounds, I closed my eyes without hesitation.

A simultaneous transformation of my avatar's stats, equipment, and skill set.

The words I began to weave, with full confidence, were of course—

"—'I am he who soars through the sky.'"

—the greatest and most wicked trump card I could play.

"'A single falling star connects all, clad in green and swaying with the hurricane.'"

The 'star' song, activated in place of the primary 'water' song. The chant for this peculiar attribute, which allowed *neither movement nor haste*, required a non-negotiable fifty seconds flat.

"'A fleeting tune plays and circles, the impatient steps become a flash.'"

There was no doubt that using this one-on-one against any opponent was impossible. It was an overwhelming inflexibility that couldn't even be activated without someone protecting me.

"'Clad in white, bursting with blue, the thunderclap first beholds the forming of crimson clouds.'"

To be honest, it was hardly a magic suited to my style of always being the first to charge in, whether solo or in a party. If I didn't have two sets of stats, I would have been hesitant to even set it in place of the [Water Magic Aptitude] I was finally getting the hang of.

"'The time of encounter has come, I announce to the heavens my sin of treading upon hallowed ground.'"

But, if I were to pursue the single point of enjoying myself with all my might.

"—'I am he who seizes the sky.'"

There was no way I wouldn't use this ridiculously *stupid* magic.

"'This body is the end, and the first arrow of creation.'"

The 'sounds' reaching my ears grew more intense.

"'Banish the veil.'"

The breathing I heard nearby was clearly losing its composure.

"'Transcend the canopy.'"

The sound of something shattering echoed.

"'The unseen destiny lies far in the future, and that is why'—…!"

And still, I did not lift my eyelids until the very end—

"—'The Swift Heavenly Storm Resides in the Soul Yearning for the Beyond'!"

—trusting my world-strongest comrade-in-arms, I finished chanting the long, long 'song'.

And then,

*—, ——*

*'Well now, demonic fox, your mischief ends here.'*

The roar of the unleashed 'wind' and 'thunder'. The breath of a beast that had transcended the human form, and the voice of a man (me) that had transcended humanity.

A single step, a veritable lightning-strike of a step, that left a trail of pale blue, shimmering 'hair-lightning'. My casually raised left hand was the process; the massive body of the 'shadow' sent flying high was the result.

Star-Attribute Magic, [Lightning Gale]—the authority it inscribed upon the world was the *magicalization of the body*.

In other words, from this point on, this body was the very embodiment of an 'attack spell woven from an excessive MID of over 1000', and every single action became a lethal manifestation equivalent to a grand magic spell.

Furthermore, it came with two ridiculously broken enhancement effects: the 'Blessing of Azure Thunder', which 'doubled all physical movement speed', and the 'Blessing of Jade Wind', which 'nullified all bad statuses', plus the massive bonus of physical damage immunity, befitting a magical body.

The duration was thirty seconds flat. But, thanks to the 'Blessing of Azure Thunder', my agility went beyond excessive and became truly uncontrollable. Riding it out with my bare senses was impossible, therefore…

[Eyes Oculus] activated, both eyes open & maximum acceleration multiplier of ten (full throttle).

I could barely move properly for only a short time, until the thought acceleration skill devoured my MP. My alternate form, with an equipment-boosted MID of 1450, would run out of gas in just under *seven seconds*—

That was, by all means, *more than enough* time for a hero.

And, one more thing.

*'Awaken.'*

On the chest of my storm-like avatar, I grabbed the swaying pendant and called upon its 'memory'.

Zero-Type Mana Evocation Manifestation Armament [αtiomart -Sakura=Memento-] activated—materializing in my right hand was the blade of a sacred cherry blossom, scattering magical light like petals.

Now, let's go.

I no longer needed any other skills, including [Rocket]. I simply took one step, then another, carefully advancing—and *from the activation of the magic, it had been one second*.

After completely annihilating the magic circles, which had already been silenced by the previous thunderbolts, by having the Sakura Sword devour them, I stood next to Alicia, who had been frozen in place.

The flow of time was fundamentally different now. Even she couldn't keep up with my movements… no, the fact that her wide-eyed surprise still managed to catch me was impressive in itself, but—

*'…Good job, Alicia.'*

Her left sword was shattered from the midpoint, and her soul-bound equipment (dress), whose form I couldn't quite discern, was in tatters. Damage effects still scattered from her body, and her HP was dyed red in a clear state of near-death.

But, just as she declared, she didn't let a single finger, not even a remnant of a magic cannon, pass behind her, and she had even managed to survive. In my heart, I sent her my unreserved praise.

It's not like she'd be able to hear me if I said it out loud now anyway. I wanted to pat her on the shoulder in thanks, but touching her in this form would mean a grand magic direct hit (friendly fire), so unfortunately, I'd have to wait.

So, at the very least—

*'Thanks, take a rest.'*

—I etched a heartfelt smile into her wide-open garnet eyes.

*'Just for five seconds, okay?'*

The next moment I kicked off the ground again, my body, now lightning itself, *fell* upon its prey.

My mind, spinning at explosive speed due to extreme concentration, multiplied by the acceleration skill. Even with a thinking speed that was likely more than ten times normal, it was a bucking bronco that was just barely on the edge of my control.

There was no ease, no room for error.

However, I will make a grand proclamation with the endorsement of the renowned [Sword Saint]. For a mere seven seconds, the [Acrobat (me)] who has brought this deviant 'magic' into being is—

*'—Game set. Prepare yourself.'*

—a peerless, invincible monster of the virtual world, whom no one can ever hope to catch.
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    The moment I landed like a thunderbolt between the demonic fox's eyes, the 'azure' that erupted from the touch of my toes thundered like a true lightning strike, piercing and coursing through the giant shadow's body.

From its convulsing reaction, it was clear that it was working. I wasn't going to wait for a scream to confirm an effective hit!

I thrust my left hand unceremoniously into the demonic fox's forehead, and the azure lightning flared again. With each touch, a thunderous roar shook the world, and my right hand flashed.

The sacred cherry blossom, a single stroke. The blade of the Sakura Memento, which drew a trail of scattering petals, *split* the giant beast's head—which could easily swallow a person whole—vertically in two. But…

*'…I see, a paper tiger, huh.'*

Despite receiving what would be an undeniable fatal wound for any normal creature, the shattering sound I had heard so many times before did not reach my ears. This meant that the swollen shadow body was *not connected* to the life of [Rep-la Nobody, The Black Stain That Slays All].

In that case, I'll do this.

*Slice it up and drag it out.*

Its own reaction speed couldn't keep up with mine in the slightest, but its absurdly fast regeneration ability was still intact. Even when viewed with a thinking speed that was likely dozens of times faster, its head reconnected in a flash—I grabbed its snout and—

Flash, thunder, and the ground cracked.

Using my holding left hand as a pivot, I spun, twisted my body, and slammed a knee into it, knocking the demonic fox's body to the ground. A colossal body that was likely a hundred times my own size. I let out a faint, wry smile at the absurd power of this stupid magic that allowed me to treat it like a ball—

*'`Ouka Ryoran (Chaos Bloom)`'.*

I declared the key word. Releasing the awakened 'cherry blossom' memory, the authority of the great tree, which manifests the life (mana) it has consumed as its own, blossomed.

The 'sword', shining with a translucent cherry blossom pink, scattered an exceptionally large 'petal'—and the countless others that served the user were all avatars of the sacred cherry blossom, meant to destroy the enemy.

In truth, like Sora's demon sword, each one can be controlled freely, but unfortunately, I don't possess the same exceptional swarm control skills as my partner…

*'—Here I go.'*

…so the only way I can use them is to basically clad myself in them and charge.

My avatar, clad in the Star Magic [Lightning Gale], has acquired 'virtual flight' as a result of possessing the nature of a sky-coursing 'thunder'.

I say 'virtual' because it's not actually 'walking' or 'running', but rather setting a 'falling' coordinate and sending my lightning-fused body to an arbitrary location.

Well, anyway, as long as my thought control can keep up, I can now run around on the ground and in the air without restriction—in other words, for a few short seconds…

No one can catch up to me now.

And no one can escape from me now.

Set coordinates, lightning strike charge. I brought my body, which had descended from the heavens carrying the Sakura Sword, clad in petal-blades, and accompanied by a storm and thunder, crashing down on the master of shadow.

The conflicting authorities of extraordinary destruction and exceptional regeneration clashed.

*—, …—————!* 

I burrowed through,削り散らすように, and from the depths of its shadow cloak, the nine-tailed demon fox let out a scream mixed with a roar—in the next moment, a myriad of magic circles deployed around it, their countless muzzles taking aim at us both, and without a moment's delay, they glowed.

*'—Sorry, but…'*

Again, a single flash of the sacred cherry blossom.

The countless black-purple giant flashes, the moment they manifested, dissipated along with their muzzles—and the remnants of magic that scattered to fill the space were headed for one place.

*'…that magic is a snack for this Sakura Sword.'*

Into the 'stomach' of the law-defying sword, which grew more brilliant with every meal.

[Chaos Bloom] deployed once more. The vast amount of mana it had swallowed was spat out, and the countless petals riding the storm formed a cherry blossom tempest—three seconds left, this is the climax.

As the raging cherry blossom blades nullified the regeneration of its shadow cloak, I grabbed the neck of [Rep-la Nobody, The Black Stain That Slays All] with my left lightning hand and dragged it out. The lightning strike from the umpteenth contact shot through its body, but… it seems it's just barely not enough to break it.

Having reached what seems to be its final form, the durability of its main body also appears to have increased.

Hah, as expected of a monster tailored to me and Alicia. You've got guts—most welcome. In that case, I'll gratefully make this a flashy one!

It's still a work in progress, but here's a martial arts combo series taught directly by the top-tier unarmed combat players, [Twin Fists] and [Sound Armor]…!

*'`Iron Breaker`!—'*

A flowing single-arm combo from a punch to an elbow strike, taught to me by the napping warrior, or rather, the taciturn warrior, Genkotsu-san, aka Gen-san—and then—

*'`RINNE SPECIAL`!* 

—a lightning-fast spin into a sky-piercing kick, taught to me by the sole female of the tiger master-disciple duo and the Northern Faction's idol (self-proclaimed), Rinne—and then a further spin, a split-second double strike.

A four-hit combo of instantaneous *grand magic punches and kicks*. I have no way of knowing how tough it's become, but with the lightning that pierced its body in quick succession… a single shattering sound.

Now, the tables have completely turned in a desperate struggle. A 'claw' swung like a cross-counter sliced through my cheek or shoulder—

Too bad, it's a physical attack.

A flawless human, and a beast launched into the air while losing one of its lives.

The human (me) looking up, and the beast looking down. As for our positions—

*'`Heavenly Storm, Release`'.*

—they reversed faster than a blink of an eye with a single疾脚 that soared through the heavens.

Key word declared. The approved words stirred the might of 'star' magic, and the blessings of 'wind' and 'thunder' residing in my avatar roared, shaking the world.

Forced Release Final Form, [Heavenly Storm Infinite] activated. With this, [Lightning Gale] will immediately end its effect upon completing the subsequent 'final step', and in the next moment, I will be rendered truly unable to continue combat by a foolish price befitting a foolish magic.

But, it doesn't matter. This final step—a god-like speed that *doubles* the previous *lightning speed*—will ensure that the last attack undoubtedly lands.

Now, one second left.

*'`Phantom Cherry Blossom Fragment`'.*

[αtiomart -Sakura=Memento-] Over-Excite Form activated. The pulsing Sakura Sword swallowed all of its attendant petals once more, sublimating them—and what blossomed was a single sword.

The embodiment of a sacred cherry blossom that once existed in the world, emitting a brilliance that rivaled even the fierce lightning.

The greatest masterpiece and most wicked failure in the history of the virtual world, stamped with the approval of the greatest magic crafter, who stated without exaggeration that it rivaled the `Extra` held by the [Sword Queen]—

A forward grip on the hilt.

A reverse grip on the pommel.

The foundation I chose for my own path was the second strike inherited from my master.

A sword of power that, by fixing the blade with both hands and using body mechanics to become the sword itself, can shatter even steel. In other words, the sword that only I have found is—

—a sword that *walks and cuts* with a blade, with a 'speed' that cannot even be swung.

My body is magic, my hand holds a magic sword. This time it's a special version full of cheats, but what I'm doing is the same. The 'technique' that broke the [Sword Saint]'s blade head-on the night before has already been given a 'name' by her and has become my own.

Then, let's go.

*'`Trial Sword`—'*

Let's take a single step that is truly mine and mine alone.

*'`Hayate`'.*

A single flash that no one could capture.

The moment I stepped forward, my avatar, having already finished its movement, landed silently on the ground—in the next instant, a roar comparable to myriad thunderbolts echoed, and two faint shattering sounds reached my ears.

Eighth, and ninth.

At the same time as the conviction that I had finally shattered all its tails, the price for my repeated law-breaking came crashing down.

Feeling *every last bit* of power being drained from my body, my seven seconds of invincibility ended, and I, returned to my human form, collapsed onto the floor—

"…Well, zero lives doesn't mean game over, right?"

What I saw above me was the one true life remaining after its nine stocks had been killed. The shadow of a distortedly massive body, which had expanded as if to explode, holding its final, burning-with-rage life, covered me.

My last attack was thrown with the intent of wiping out three at once, including the main body, but it seems I was just one step short. Furthermore, my body, ensnared by the price, wouldn't move properly. At this rate, I'd be crushed to a pulp in less than a second.

So, well… I guess all I can do is quietly admit defeat.

Having been beaten to a pulp, it was crystal clear that it was in an unprecedented state of rage. As if nothing else was in its sight, the swollen [Rep-la Nobody] lunged at a god-like speed that belied its massive size.

Just before it did,

I thrust a single 'blade' with my barely-moving hand into the giant shadow that covered me.

For [Rep-la Nobody], which could in a sense be called 'shadow' itself, it was the greatest meta-existence—a small blade gifted to me by a boy who was both my senior and junior.

It pierces shadow and binds its target. Its name is the [Shadow-Sewing Ritual Dagger].

By the direct words of its creator, [The Undying], it has been confirmed that it exerts a special-effect-like compulsory force on targets that strongly possess the nature of shadow. Believing that the results of Tetra's own verification could be applied to this as well, the binding time, *unprecedented against a boss*, would be *one second flat*.

That's more than enough for you, right?

Well now, this is frustrating, but…

"Weave the world—"

The final blow.

I'll concede victory in the last attack scramble to the princess.

"—[Arcadia, Ideal Land Embracing the Old Moon]!"

She, who had not stopped thinking during the few seconds of rest and had been waiting for *that moment*, swung her sword.

A sword of aurora, rising to the heavens.

The nine-tailed demon fox, its body bound by a trump card beyond trump cards, could not escape the single flash that bore the name of the world, nor could it resist.

The master of the black shadow that seeped into the darkness, its fangs bared at us with fighting spirit and obsession until the very end—after the light faded, vanished without a trace.

"—, —…"

"…"

And then, in the silence, our eyes met without a word, and at the same time as we both let out a weak, drained smile.

"Alright, just wait a sec—"

"I won't wait…!"

I tried to catch Alicia's body as she threw her staggering self at me, but I couldn't… and as I lay on the floor, unceremoniously crushed, a groan escaped my lips—

◇You have conquered the [Shadow-Infested Arena]◇
・First Conqueror reward will be granted --- Acquired [Ninefold Shadow-Woven Gauntlet (Nine Tail)].
・Conqueror reward will be granted --- Acquired skill 《Shadow-Infested Overkill》.

◇Titles Acquired◇
・'One Who Has Conquered the Shadow-Infested Arena'
・'One Who Treads Upon Hallowed Ground'
・'Vessel of a Hero'

◇Skills Acquired◇
・《Elfast Lugar》
・《Current Haken》

◇Skills Have Grown◇
・《Rocket》 + 《Hare Real》 ⇒ 《Rega-Lielta, King of the Radiant Rabbit》
・《Breath Moment》 ⇒ 《Flash Traveler》
・《Land Insulate》 ⇒ 《Talaria Record》

◇In the Eastern Faction Istia, an update to your evaluation value has been recognized◇

◇Reconstructing the hierarchy of the Eastern Faction Istia◇

—……
———……
—————……

A flood of logs from the system, spitting out one notification after another.

However, as I was being attacked by a princess whose tension had completely broken—

"Stop, stop, wait, wait, wait! The recording, at least turn off the recording fir—?!"

"…, …!"

In so, so many ways,

It goes without saying that I was in no position to care about any of that.

<hr>

A hero's tale for you, spun together with the one who was once all alone.

Chapter Four, Second Act, hereby concludes.

――――――――――――――――――
◇Status◇
Title: Acrobat
Name: Haru
Lv: 100
STR: 100
AGI: 200
DEX: 0
VIT: 0(+150)
MID: 550(+400)
LUC: 300

◇Skill◇
・Almighty Arms (Naraka Gandharva)
《Mistlurade》
《Lumina Raygust》
《Elfast Lugar》New!
《Exchange Implode》
《Greed's Precept》

・Water Magic Aptitude
《Aqua》
《Flood》
《Current Haken》New!
《Water Enchant》

・Active
《Reflect Explode》
《Flash Traveler》Up!
《Shadow Leaf》
《Eyes Oculus》

・Passive
《White Dragon's Blessing》
《Rega-Lielta, King of the Radiant Rabbit》Up!
《Attentive Limit》
《Gigant Figure》
《Goma Soten》
《Talaria Record》Up!
《Floating Star》
《Trickster of Zenith》
《Dangerous Light, Fast Recovery》
《Cutting Body, Unyielding Advance》
《Luna Nobody, Guardian of the Shimmering Moon》
《Master of Magic》

《Reject Sentence》
《Shadow-Infested Overkill》New!
《Four-Sided Blessing》

◇Arts◇
【Kesshiki Ittoryu】
《Hisui (Flying Water)》
《Uchigane (Striking Iron)》
《Amayuki (Heavenly Snow)》
《Karehomura (Withered Flame)》
《Nanahoshi (Seven Stars)》
《Hourai (Blade Thunder)》
　Secret Technique: 《Yuikaze (Bound Wind)》
――――――――――――――――――



    Chapter 555

    Behind the Glamour

    "—Alright. With that, we will now begin the interrogation of the 'defendant'."

"Objection—"

"No objections."

"None."

"Uh, well… yeah. None, I guess…?"

It was, without a doubt, the most intense battle I'd ever had. The morning after the day I proudly conquered the infamous [Shadow-Infested Arena], this was the situation.

I had intended to come anyway, but I had received a summons I couldn't refuse. When I showed up at the Shijo residence, I was greeted by this. Held in place by the childhood friend pair, Toshiki and Shoko, with my escape route mysteriously cut off, I found myself cornered by my assembled friends.

My attempt to raise an objection was completely ignored, not even deemed worthy of deliberation.

Incidentally, about two hours have passed since we all gathered—which means they've already watched the 'master copy' of my latest work on repeat in the 'workshop'.

Well, since the combat speed was insane from start to finish, the video itself is short. So it makes sense that they could get through it quickly… however.

"Okay, let's get right to the heart of the matter… Uh, so. You're not dating, right? You're still in the approach phase, or something like that, right???"

Even if it was quick to watch, the content was apparently anything but quick to process. As I envisioned the mountain of questions that was about to come crashing down on me, I couldn't help but let out a wry smile and a sigh at the same time. "That's where you're starting?"

It was a big, exaggerated sigh. I let a faint hope seep through that maybe they'd take pity on me—ah, nope, of course not. Knew it, knew it.

"Well, I mean, it's sort of…"

"I thought this during the 'White Throne' battle too, but aren't you guys a little too in sync? I mean, your partner is on another level too, but she's literally been with you since you started the game… How long has it been since you met the princess?"

"Uhm… I first met her at the end of April during the Four Pillar War, so about a month and a half ago."

"And it's not like you've been inseparable that whole time, right?"

"Well…"

I couldn't bring myself to say, 'We live in the same dormitory,' so I gave a vague answer.

That being said, Alicia is a busy person herself, so it's not like we've spent every waking moment together since I moved in. So I'm not lying.

Reality aside, the number of times we've met in the virtual world can still be counted on two hands. Reality aside.

If I were to say, 'We have dinner together every night'—I wonder what would happen.

At the very least, Shoko, who has been leading the charge in grilling me, would probably become even more unmanageable. I'll keep my mouth shut, considering the risks.

"You know, um. It's fine. I kind of figured the princess was the full-throttle, straight-to-the-point, charging-forward type, so that's fine. I was shocked that she was so proactive despite being recorded, and the whole thing was so cute and precious I almost died from the sheer wholesomeness of it all, but that's fine."

"You're talking faster than I've ever heard you, Shoko-san."

Also, if you're going to play the lead interrogator, I'd appreciate it if you moved to the front instead of staying at my side. Why must I endure this questioning with only my right ear?

"That part is fine, but—! The teamwork! You guys are way too in sync! What is it?! Are you guys already at the level where you can read each other's minds?! Huh, what, are you soulmates?! Are you!!? Huh!!!"

"Hey, Toshiki. Your childhood friend is bugging out harder than ever before. Do something."

"When it comes to real romance, she's always like this. Give up and spill the beans."

"Damn it, you're on their side too…!"

At this rate, she might just grab me by the collar. I should probably make some excuses within a reasonable range to calm her raging spirit before I suffer some unwanted damage.

"R-regarding the teamwork, that's… we're similar types, or rather, our fundamental 'playstyles' are exactly the same, so we can kind of guess how the other will move by instinct."

"Similar types?"

"The 'go all out and do whatever I want' type."

"Ahhh…"

When I answered Mizuki, who had interjected from the side, Kaede next to her let out a sound of understanding. This wasn't an excuse but a clear fact, so it would be a problem if she didn't accept it, one way or another.

It's a different kind of telepathy than what I have with my partner (Sora)… It's like, how do I put it? I feel like, 'This is what I would want to do now, so Alicia will probably do the same,' and it almost always clicks.

The reverse is also true. The reason she can match my moves perfectly is likely the same.

…Of course, I'll keep it a secret that we've been engaging in some late-night analog (digital) gaming sessions quite frequently.

After getting trounced in competitive games in the first and second rounds, we've been enjoying some harmonious co-op play, so that might have something to do with the improvement in our teamwork.

Although recently, our neighbor from the other side has been crashing the party sometimes.

"Ehhh… I see, ah, so that's how it is… hmm, wow, I… I kind of like that… That's awesome, I can totally ship that…"

"Hey, childhood friend."

"When it comes to real romance, she's always like this. Give up and spill everything."

"Stop with the catchphrase. And I'm not going to run away, so stop grabbing my arm."

It's not like they were seriously restraining me, so a light tap was enough to brush them off. I slipped out from between the pair and retreated to my own work chair.

Although I'm on the receiving end of the support, as a member of the group, the Shijo family has prepared a desk for me in their workspace. I barely have a chance to touch it, and it's doubtful I'll ever use it in the future… but well, I'm genuinely happy about it.

This too is a certain, definite place where I belong.

"…Since the romance part seems to be settled, now it's time for the combat part. Is that okay?"

And so, with Shoko seemingly sinking into some personal fantasy swamp, the next person to raise their hand was—the genuine Arcadia otaku, who had been fidgeting with an undisguisable level of excitement.

"First, and foremost, I want to hear the details of your two final 'trump cards'. As much as possible, as detailed as possible. As detailed as possible."

"Why did you say it twice?"

I sense signs of a bug in this one too.

Should I ask for help from Kaede-san, who, after being the first to be knocked out by the video two hours ago, has somehow rebooted and is now maintaining a calm demeanor?

"Well, I don't mind at all… Alright, let's start with the 'magic'. I'm planning to release the full details anyway, so feel free to ask anything."

…The moment I said that, Mizuki's eyes lit up noticeably.

It probably wasn't a reflection from her glasses.

"Star-Attribute Magic [Lightning Gale]—even if the unmovable chant, a characteristic of star-attribute magic, acts as a shackle that amplifies its effect, it's still too exceptional. There must be a significant drawback."

"Yeah, you're right."

A really big one, on par with that 'cursed object', to the extent that I'd rather not use it if I can help it.

"The large sum of money (Luna) taken as a catalyst for casting grand magic is whatever. The tough part is what comes after—no, not tough, more like a pain."

The drawback that occurs after using [Lightning Gale] is, simply put…

"For a period proportional to the activation time, the use of all skills is sealed."

"…A period proportional to the activation time."

"Yep. One second equals one day. So this time, it'll be a little over seven days."

Seven seconds flat for a week, and the maximum effect time of thirty seconds for a month. My avatar becomes unable to use any and all skills.

I'm no master swordsman, so needless to say, it's a fatal flaw. In addition, [Trance] is also treated as a 'skill' not listed in the status, so I can't even revert from my beautiful girl form until the drawback period is over. Doubly fatal.

Incidentally, 'Recall', which has transcended the framework of a skill and has become ingrained in my avatar as an 'ability', has escaped the seal. The trick to being able to take out the [Shadow-Sewing Ritual Dagger] from my inventory after the magic was dispelled lies there.

"So right now, my… well, my avatar, is in a state of unprecedented weakness due to the magic's drawback alone. Proper game progression is on hold until a week from now."

"Hah… But you can still move to some extent without skills, can't you?"

A comeback like that flies from Toshiki, but you just don't get it, my friend.

Sure, I could probably move a bit with my base stats alone—

"That's no fun, is it? I'm the type who wants to do what I want to do with all my might."

"…Ah, right, right. You just said that, didn't you?"

And so, [Lightning Gale], which effectively robs me of my time to enjoy the game to the fullest, is classified as a 'demon card I'd rather not use if possible'.

But well, there's no denying that the hero time, with its maximum invincibility feel, is insanely fun. I'll probably give in to temptation and use it from time to time in the future.

—And, it goes without saying.

The real problem child is the other one.

"While we're at it, I'll reveal the 'sword' too. The drawback that manifests after using the Zero-Type Mana Evocation Manifestation Armament [αtiomart -Sakura=Memento-] is…—a *temporary reduction and fixation of my level*."

"Ah."

"Oof, wow."

"…I see."

"Oh my…"

Seeing me express all sorts of emotions without hiding them, they must have guessed the 'extent' of the reduction. All four of them reacted with expressions of sympathy.

So, yes. In reality, the 'magic's' drawback is swallowed up by the 'sword's', or rather, if you use them at the same time, it effectively becomes null…

When the drawback period ends, my reduced level returns, and the fact that there's no need to re-level is a mercy, but—that's a separate issue.

By the authority of the cherry blossom, which drains 'magic' from the enemy and 'life' from its host,

"For *ten days*, I'm *forced to be Lv.1*. It's seriously tough. I honestly wish I didn't have to deal with it."

My 'legs', which are always rushing ahead of everyone else, are being made to pay the ultimate price.



    Chapter 556

    Escape Girl(s)

    【Sora】: Hello.

【Sora】: If you have time

【Sora】: Only if you're truly free, I would be happy if you could contact me.

【Haru】: Sorry for the late reply. Just saw this

【Haru】: I'm totally free. No plans at all for the rest of the day

【Sora】: qui

【Haru】: I'll be waiting for your reply, so whenever you're

【Haru】: qui???

【Sora】: no thats not

【Sora】: That's not it. Please, don't worry about it.

【Sora】: Thank you for your hard work yesterday. Congratulations on your successful conquest.

【Haru】: Why, thank you very much

【Haru】: Sorry, I didn't message you yesterday

【Sora】: I thought you were probably exhausted and fell asleep.

【Sora】: Please don't worry about it.

【Haru】: Haha, exactly

【Sora】: So, um.

【Haru】: Totally okay. I'll log in now

【Sora】: I know you're tired, so you don't have to push yourse

【Sora】: I haven't said anything yet.

【Haru】: Oh, was I wrong?

【Sora】: You weren't wrong.

【Sora】: Then, um

【Sora】: I'll be waiting.

◇◆◇◆◇

In the game of Arcadia, you need to be registered as friends to know if a specific player is logged in.

To put it another way, even if you are friends, the only information you can get is their 'login status'. Their location isn't displayed on the list, so you need to exchange messages to meet up with a friend.

Of course, it's a different story if you have a partner contract. For example, if you're in the same general 'stage', like the [Garden of Divine Creation] field, your respective directions will be shown on the radar… but that's about it.

In any case, finding a specific person's current location on your own, pinpointing it, is basically impossible in this game—

—or so it was supposed to be.

"—Go, Sora, you're pulling away! Keep it up, you can do it!"

"Be quiet and stay still, please!"

It was a scene that was the exact opposite of our usual selves.

In the safe area district of the [Garden of Divine Creation], my partner, Sora, dashed across the rooftops like a seasoned light warrior, and in her arms, a helpless young girl (a boy).

We were both wearing our incognito gear, the [Hidden Rat's Cloak]. Sora was further enhanced by the [Mana Clad] skill. The one we were fleeing from at top speed was—

"—Hey! C'mon! Why are you running away?!"

—my self-proclaimed fan (Rinne-chan), who, by some unknown means, had instantly located me after I logged in, met up with Sora, and transferred from the Istia district to the all-faction shared field.

"U-um! I just started running on impulse, but! Rinne-san is asking, why are we really running?!"

"Hey, you two! Stop, please stop, I won't do anything!"

"See! She says she won't do anything!"

Even as she shouted, seventy percent confused and thirty percent bewildered, her legs didn't stop moving, a sign of her mental growth—but you're still naive, Sora.

'I won't do anything, so stop'?

Haha, Rinne-chan. How about you get rid of that crazed expression, like a hardcore otaku on the verge of ecstasy, before you say that! That's a face that's only barely acceptable because you're a beautiful girl!

"Don't listen, think of that as the voice of something no longer human…!"

"Isn't that a little too rude…?!"

"Who cares! If that thing in its excited state catches me in this form, you can consider me gone for the rest of the day!"

"W-wha, n-no, th… That would be, a problem…!"

"Then full throttle! Lose her!"

"I can hear every single word you're saying!"

As expected of a professional of 'sound'. She's seriously terrifying—but.

"Tch…—Hah!"

"Ah… Noooo! That's not fair…!"

Sora, determined to make a clean getaway, ran up a path of magic swords she had laid out in the sky. At the same time, the voice of the pursuer, sounding truly frustrated, reached my ears from behind.

Even the great [Bell-Mail] can't walk on air; I know that for a fact from her own words. It was a piece of information I'd gotten when she was teaching me some martial arts recently.

And the reason we're so desperately fleeing now also stems from that time. For some reason, my transformed appearance seems to have struck a chord with her, or rather, her chord exploded. In any case, she keeps trying to rough me up, and it's a pain to deal with.

No, seriously, in my current state, if I get caught, I can't resist one bit—

"…Tch… U-um! Haru! I can't keep this up for much longer…!"

"Oh, crap, my bad! Sorry, could you use the scales, please!"

She was doing it so naturally that I let my guard down, but Sora can only maintain her mid-air maneuverability with magic swords for about ten seconds at most.

As she shot up into the sky with great momentum, she let out a genuinely pained voice. I hastily apologized and made my request—[Scareless] activated. A transfer of thirty levels' worth of stats.

What was added to my current weakest state of Lv.1 was… yup, as expected of Sora, our minds are in sync. We don't need to plan for something like this.

"Sapphire!"

The great wings of stardust emerged from the shadows, scooping up Sora's body, along with me in her arms. With the MID: 300 she had entrusted to me, plus my equipment bonus, I could secure some summoning time—

"Uwaah…!"

"Wha—?!"

From the girl who had run up the path of magic swords, the dragon inherited her momentum and soared above the clouds. And now, with our usual roles reversed,

"N-no…!—Haru! Do something, please!"

"I'm so sorry, I'm really sorry, there's nothing I can do, forgive me, I'm sorry!"

—the blessing of my super-evolved transport skill, [Luna Nobody, Guardian of the Shimmering Moon], did not activate.

Sora, bearing the 'raw' weight of two people, screamed in the raging blast of wind, and I, having lost both stats and skills, could do nothing but shout apologies and my own powerlessness—

And so, after some twists and turns, a few minutes later.

Having somehow escaped the danger, Sapphire switched to low-altitude, safe flight. On her back, buffeted by winds that were just barely tolerable…

"Haru."

"Yes."

"Prepare yourself."

"Yes, ma'am."

I had no right to complain about the massive debt I had just incurred. It goes without saying that I spent the rest of the time groveling and doing everything I could to get back into my partner's good graces.

<hr>

—A helpful explanation (?)—
The chance encounter was a complete coincidence (her stealth effect was pierced by Rinne-chan's super-strong perception skill), and at first, she just wanted to approach them to congratulate them on their success. However, upon realizing the protagonist was in his transformed state, her switch flipped. Seeing the look on his face, on the verge of going full otaku, the idiot made the split-second decision to flee, and the sight of Sora princess-carrying him away was the ultimate perfect combo, causing his switch to explode and him to evolve from human to otaku.

Rinne-chan, after calming down, sent a dejected apology message.

The idiot and Sora went on a very long walk after this.

And a bewildered crowd of passersby was left wondering, "What in the world was that all about…"



    Chapter 557

    The Point of No Return

    For all students, attending school is fundamentally a voluntary act.

Some may be prompted by parents, friends, or even teachers due to various circumstances. But in the end, they go 'for their own sake'.

So, this, for example, must be an incredibly rare experience, even on a global scale.

"Thank you for taking the time to come."

"No, no, not at all…"

Being summoned to school by the very top of the institution—the university president herself—is a completely bewildering situation.

Incidentally, today is Monday. A day I should be coming to school whether I'm told to or not.

Therefore, I had already prepared to come to school without being contacted, and normally, I would be in a lecture hall right now, diligently deepening my knowledge, not in the president's office…

"I'm so sorry to take up your precious time. Something urgent came up that required your immediate attention… Oh, snacks. Please, help yourself."

Why am I currently being offered some unknown brand of sweets by a royal madam?

"Ah, um, well, yes. Thank you…"

As I went through a familiar exchange, the ever-smiling President Kunori glanced to the side.

Following her gaze, I saw the dean, who, just like before, was also beaming—and, well, it's like this.

As a young man who has seen a fair share of different people, I flatter myself that I've honed my skills in distinguishing the 'types' of smiles people have.

So, I feel like I can vaguely discern the 'inner workings' of these two's smiles… but no, I really can't sense any malice or ulterior motives at all.

It feels like they're genuinely praising me, or rather, there's an atmosphere of almost unconditional affirmation. In other words, I can't help but feel that they truly see me as 'superior'…

Frankly, at this point, it's just scary.

I'm aware that I'm steadily drifting away from the framework of an ordinary person, but at my core, I'm just an introverted eighteen-year-old boy who has lived over ninety percent of his life thinking he was average.

I wish they would hold back a little. I'm so intimidated that I feel like I'm about to lose my ability to speak.

This is on a whole other level than being a 'ranker' in a virtual world. These are the 'top brass of the university I attend'. The reality of it is too strong, and there's no escaping the tension—

—and so, while my thoughts wandered aimlessly in an attempt to escape reality,

President Kunori nodded to the dean, who then gently placed a small 'box' on the table. It was made of what looked like high-quality material, a slightly thick rectangle.

"Um…?"

"A gift for you, from an *anonymous person*."

"…"

Here we go again, another incomprehensibly scary development—I barely managed to stop myself from sighing and looking up at the ceiling.

"An *anonymous person*."

Who could that be?

I swallowed the question that was about to reflexively escape my lips, for a certain reason.

It wasn't that I was giving in to the two pairs of eyes urging me on. I simply resigned myself to the fact that 'there is no escape', took the proffered box, and opened it with a blank mind.

For the past two months or so, I've been using a *case* of a similar size quite often. So, for some reason, even before opening it, I had a vague idea of the 'contents'—ah, there it is.

It looks just like the glasses my friends picked out for my disguise.

Swallowing a myriad of emotions for the umpteenth time, I put *it* on and said one thing.

"—Do they suit me?"

"Yes, they do—you look like a completely different person."

President Kunori smiled, looking satisfied and somewhat relieved. The dean, nodding vigorously, seemed to share her opinion… so, well, that's what it is.

I just heard something similar somewhere recently, after all.

"…I saw the video that was uploaded at midnight this morning."

"Is that so…"

Quick on the draw, or rather, quick on the watch. I wonder if they ended up pulling an all-nighter gathering information because of that.

If so, their stamina rivals that of my friends, who worked non-stop to finish the 'video' in a single day. I hope they take care of themselves.

Incidentally, I've already disconnected from the internet.

So I'm out of the loop regarding the public's reaction and all that, but judging from her expression… and from the fact that *this* was sent to me by *someone*,

"Considering the level of attention from the public, and from the world… I suppose such 'magic' will become necessary from now on."

"…Haha."

It seems that this 'step' has reached far and wide, like the stride of a heavenly storm.

"On this occasion, I will state it plainly. It is an honor for us to be involved with you—of course, on the premise that you, Kasuga-san, are willing."

"…"

"If you need anything, please rely on us. We promise our even more unstinting cooperation."

"…I'll be in your care, then."

It seems that I have truly crossed the point of no return.

…Is it too late for that?

Well, yeah—it is, isn't it?
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    "—This is Terutsuki. A nuke just dropped, so this is a pop-up stream. I'm gonna talk, so you all better be ready."

"Lol, you started the stream way too fast."

"I knewwwww you'd be here."

"Starting the stream the instant the video was uploaded is kinda creepy, but nice one."

"Heyo."

"There he is, the die-hard Acrobat fan."

"Congrats on 20k subs."

"He's basically just a full-time stalker Archiver now, lmao."

"Well, there was the celebration announcement and the rank update, so we all knew a bombshell was coming."

"There are two videos! Two! You're gonna watch both, right?!"

"Of course I am! It's my duty—my obligation! Anyway, let's get started! Can't wait for more people to show up! LET'S WATCH THE FIRST ONE!"

*Thud, clunk, CRASH.*

"Um, did I just hear something break?"

"Don't go wild lol."

"Calm down, you obsessive superfan."

"At this point he's just a passionate fan, isn't he?"

"Sorry, my mouse went flying and broke something. Whatever, let's watch."

"'Whatever' lol."

"How does a mouse just go flying?"

"Did you throw it???"

"Take care of your things, man."

"Oh."

"Ooh."

"It's starting."

"*hyped*"

"Ah... a very, very familiar sight."

"Yeah, given the direction and distance, it was pretty much a sure thing."

"The [Shadow-Infested Arena]!!!!!"

"Still not sure how to pronounce '影滲'."

"Isn't it 'eishin'?"

"The truth will remain a mystery until the devs give us official readings..."

"The first one's a solo run, huh?"

"Y-yeah. The first one is."

"The title of the second video... it means *that*, right?"

"I'm looking forward to that one too, but let's focus on this one first. The crucial replica's form is... ah."

"Hmm, it's humanoid."

"Yep, confirmed to be insane."

"Humanoid replicas are a big no-no."

"Like that nine-tailed lady."

"Looks strong."

"Wha—"

"Ah."

"Whoa."

"Huh?"

"YEP."

"Wha..."

"Insta-killed. I can't even laugh."

"The fact that he immediately puts it in super slow-mo from the first move is the only thing to laugh at."

"And even then, you can barely follow it with your eyes."

"What was that? Is its reaction speed broken?"

"The Acrobat charging in head-on from the start is pretty nuts too."

"As usual, you have way too little aversion to the Game Over screen, dude."

"A picture-perfect cross counter... is it a melee type?"

"It's a nine-tailed fox demon. I'd expect it to use magic."

"Oh."

"Dead again."

"Hhhnnnnngh... wait, is this replica insane? It just completely out-sped Haru-san in a pure speed contest. And it looked like he even used [Rocket]."

"How can you tell he used a skill just like that?"

"That's a superfan's eye for their favorite player."

"With [Rocket], you can tell because the water splashes at his feet."

"The deaths won't stop."

"Tenth time."

"Oh, [Desperate Crimson]."

"Here it comes, the busted, insane enhanced form...!"

"And he's cranking up the slow-mo even more!"

"Oh dear."

"YEP."

"Yep."

"No, no, no... no, no, no, no..."

—C'mon, an instant-cast destruction beam is just not fair.

"He's saying something."

"You know, pretty much everything *you* do is 'not fair,' right?"

"His honest complaint is hilarious."

"So it is a magic type?"

"A magic type shouldn't be able to go toe-to-toe in a close-quarters fight with one of the fastest fighters around."

"Well, casually firing off a massive beam is definitely a crime."

"The speed at which it drew that magic circle was insane. It wasn't seconds, it was instant."

"Twentieth time."

"His death count is getting ridiculous in just a few minutes."

"I would've been broken after the second time."

"How can he look so calm after dying over and over like that..."

"His mental fortitude is amazing, as expected... but I guess this first video is gonna be *that kind* of video."

"A video of him losing, most likely?"

"So that's why there are two parts."

"So it's a scouting run. Got it."

"He's still going full throttle for a scouting run."

"Enjoying everything with all his might is so like Haru-shi. I love it."

—HAAAAAAAH! What the hell is that?! You've gotta be kidding me, you bastard!

"Is he... enjoying himself?"

"Enjoying his deaths, more like."

"Well, I mean..."

"Yeah, you'd scream too if a bullet hell game suddenly started."

"What is this?"

"So it has tricky moves besides the beam, huh?"

"He's decelerating every time he gets hit... is this a debuff that puts a strain on AGI?"

"Looks like it."

"Seems that way."

"A counter for tuna types who are always on the move, huh?"

"Like a migratory fish caught in a set net, lol?"

"Heh."

"Lol."

"Lmao."

"A set net and a migratory fish is hilarious."

—Wait a sec, hey, this is impossible...!

"Doesn't look like a laughing matter for him, though."

"Well, yeah."

"Countless untouchable scattered obstacles, plus it can match him in speed, *and* it can fire wide-sweeping, massive beams with no startup animation in rapid succession...?"

"Isn't that impossible???"

"What is this, a raid boss?"

"It's been a while since I've seen a boss this blatantly impossible."

"I'm getting the same 'we have no intention of letting you clear this' vibe as the General Commander's super-alloy robot."

"Or Mi-na and Ri-na's magic dragon."

"The Sword Saint's grandpa..."

"Thirtieth time."

"It might even be in the same class as Iris-sama's armored knight."

"Yeah, probably..."

"Wait a minute. I know the result, which makes this all the more confusing."

"He beat *this*? Seriously???"

"My body temperature is rising."

"This is so much crazier than I imagined, my hype for the second video is off the charts."

"Ah, hold on, I can't. My hands have gone past trembling and are starting to spasm."

"I can hear the clicking lmao."

"Let go of the mouse and calm down for a sec... lol."

"Fortieth time."

"So basically, he's establishing how hopelessly impossible this is, and then..."

"He's going to team up with the Princess to beat down an even more monstrous version of this thing. It's all for dramatic effect."

"So it's the classic appetizer-before-the-main-course pattern."

"The possibility that he didn't actually clear it has emerged. The celebration announcement and rank update were just some kind of mistake (????)."

"This guy never fails to bring anything but chaos to his viewers."

"Whoa, he's smiling... creepy..."

"That smile is what makes him great, right?"

"That smile is what makes him great."

"This is what I love about him."

"He's the real deal."

"It's what makes him so good."

"Of course the Princess would fall for him."

"If he smiled at me like that, I'm confident I'd fall for him too."

"Fif... Fift... fifty..."

"Damn, he's holding out. Insane."

"He's just running for his life, but the visuals are still so intense. What is up with that?"

"High-agility builds are just so flashy."

"Ah, I don't care, he's so cool, I love him, I'll follow this guy for the rest of my life."

"Yes, yes, we get it, you Acrobat otaku."

"But he really is cool..."

"I don't know if it's a habit or what, but when he changes direction, he sometimes does this meaningless, flashy spin that looks like a performance. I love it."

"I kinda get that."

"That's probably a move he uses to come to a dead stop during super-high-speed maneuvers, do a full 360-degree check to grasp the situation, and then instantly decide his next move. If you slow it down to the absolute limit and zoom in on his eyes, you can see his gaze darting around like crazy, so I'm pretty sure I'm right."

"Whoa."

"So there was a secret behind those pointlessly refined, efficient, pointless movements."

"He's really studied him..."

"He really is a pure-blooded otaku, lmao."

"That explanation was so fast it needed its own slow-mo edit."

"Ah."

"Aww..."

"Damn..."

"Fifty."

"Guess he couldn't get away after all."

"Yeah, but he lasted for like thirty seconds, right? That's just inhuman."

"You're so right. As expected of him...—"

—Seriously impossible. Retreating.

"Oh, for real?"

"So the first video ends here, ahhhh."

"50 deaths in a fight that was maybe ten minutes long. What a bug."

"It was just a death montage..."

"If this was the only video, I won't name names, but he would have been mercilessly mocked."

"Yeah, if this was it."

"It would've been bait for the haters. If this was the only one, that is."

"The second video...! Hurry up with the second video...!"

"Alright, let's go... I'll say it again: brace yourselves, everyone."

"We're fired up and ready."

"Ready for the pandemonium."

"Here we go, it's time for some reality-breaking action."

"And also time to have our brains broken by their presumed date with the Princess."

"Hey, stop that."

"I'm starting to feel sick."

"A video of guaranteed victory in more ways than one is about to begin."

"I'm ready. Hit (the play button)."

"Okay, I'm pressing it—and here we go with video number two, let's gooooo!"

*Thud, clunk, CRASH.*

"Hey lolllll."

"Again?"

"Calm down, Terutsuki!"

"You're unbelievable... lol."

"What did you break this time...?!"

"Mouse: 'I don't get it.'"

"Just ignore Teru-kun's weird behavior. We don't have time for that."

"Here it is, the super high-quality opening."

"Brought to you by the Shijo Group!!!"

"This is the real deal, in every sense of the word..."

"Took some extra motion sickness pills. Bring it on."

—…

—…

—…

—…

…

---

Looks fun.
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    —Did you cut your bangs?

"What is he talking about???"

"What is this guy on about all of a sudden?"

"Starting off by showing how his thought process is different from normal people's."

"The replica's appearance hasn't changed from the solo run, has it?"

"Where's the armored knight element for the Princess-compatible version?"

"And yeah, so it's a pair clear after all... makes sense..."

"Well, that was obvious from the title."

"Yeah... it just feels so... normal now. Seeing her next to him."

"I know, right..."

"The Princess's expression is clearly different."

"This hurts."

"The pain and the preciousness are in an endless battle, and my emotions are a mess."

"Well, in the first place, Iris-sama has never tried to sell an idol image. Outsiders making a fuss is just wrong. Anything other than quietly watching over them is just plain evil."

"Death."

"That hits hard."

"Sudden gut punches of pure logic are not okay."

"That statement just killed about ten percent of the world's population."

"You think it's only ten percent...?"

"He's calling her by her nickname so much..."

"Hey, did he just say 'cute'?"

"He just said 'cute,' didn't he?"

"I've lived my whole life just wanting the Princess to call me cute."

"Why did it have to end? More free talk, please."

"Go ahead and punch our hearts out. As long as the Princess is happy, it's fine."

"'Hehe,' she said."

"She laughed."

"Yeah, she laughed."

"'Hehe.'"

"Ah, I can't."

"Is this the end for us...?"

"This is all hilarious."

"Don't be on the verge of death before anything's even started, you guys."

"...Ah, ah, here it comes."

"They're both enchanting."

"Water and lightning!"

"So that means they're starting with a magic counter... an opening incantation!!!??"

"He's starting with [Rabbit Rapid]!?"

"They split up."

"Here comes the bullet hell."

"Man, the pace is fast and they're fast."

"Wait a minute, why are they both cutting through magic so easily?"

"You're supposed to hit the core to nullify it."

"Are they getting guaranteed crits? This is insane."

"The Acrobat is nuts, as expected."

"Can you please stop chanting while moving at super high speed like it's normal???"

"Even if it's weapon-dependent magic."

"How does he not stumble over the words..."

"What's weapon-dependent magic?"

"There's a difference in the difficulty and flexibility of incantations between an aptitude magic that stems from the player's own stats and magic imbued in a weapon. For aptitude magic, you have to be pretty precise with the phrasing, intonation, and control. But with weapon-dependent magic, the weapon will adjust for minor errors, so the difficulty of parallel chanting is lower."

"Thanks for the super-fast explanation."

"Not that I can get my hands on a super-rare weapon with magic, though."

"Plus, Haru-san's [Rabbit Dagger: Parabellum] is a Grade 47, a true high-end item. Its rarity and abilities are top-tier, so in terms of pure value, it easily ranks in the double digits among all items that exist in Arcadia right now—hey, what's that!!"

"What was that!?"

"He spun like crazy and cut like crazy...?"

"What???"

"Uh, uh, range extension from the water enchant?"

"Seriously?"

"No way, does that mean he extended it by over five meters?"

"Wha..."

"And that wicked smile of his."

"Ah, the incantation's done—no, that's too fast!!!!!"

"Crank up the slow-mo!!!"

"But I still can't really see anything."

"Oh."

"Ah."

"Eh."

"Huh?"

"I don't get it, I don't get it, too much information."

"I thought he broke the magic circle, then the replica fired a destruction beam, then he'd already dodged, then another magic circle broke, then more beams fired wildly, then he dodged again."

"—…"

"What is this..."

"This is too amazing."

"All I know is that it's amazing."

"He's just a red line at this point, I can't even see a person."

—Ashe!!

"—!!!"

"Here comes Iris-sama!"

"Blue!"

"No, red!"

"!!!!!!"

"That's insane."

"Clean hit."

"That was thrilling."

"Ah."

"Oh no."

"Whoa."

"What is that coordination?"

"[Enrei Kagura]!!!!!"

"...He's on another level, seriously."

"Wait, did they win???"

"It's cut in half!?"

"Didn't I hear a cracking sound?"

"Ah, this is still..."

"What, what, what?"

"There's a shadow."

"What now?"

"Phase two?"

"It's getting stronger...?"

"...Well, yeah, that was insane. It was amazing, but this is the [Shadow-Infested Arena] we're talking about. Even for a pair like Iris-sama and Haru-san, if it ended here—"

—'The Raging Celestial Fox Dragon Roars'

"—...Hah."

"An incantation!!!???"

"For real!!?"

"Hey, how long has it been since Iris-sama used magic!!!"

"Two years!!! It's been two years!!!!!"

"Not since the 'Red Circle' subjugation battle... seriously...?"

"And what is the Acrobat doing in the meantime, what the h—!!!"

"Did his throwing skill evolve?"

"It's dual-wielding now, but how is he enchanting all the projectiles?"

"Information...! The sheer volume of information...!"

"The [Parabellum Bullets] from [Rabbit Dagger: Parabellum] are subdivisions... copies of the main body, so enchanting the main weapon applies it to all of them...? Like a swarm-type armament...?"

"Good luck with your otaku analysis."

"Putting aside Teru-kun's mumbling and the Acrobat's rampage, my ears are very happy right now."

"Artisans, I'm counting on you. I don't care what it takes, extract the Princess's incantation audio."

"Okay, here it comes."

"3"

"2"

"1"

"—...Wow..."

"Summoning a myriad of thunderbolts."

"This is what grand magic from someone with a spirit's blessing looks like."

"Mages are going to cry."

"If you have time to cry, go hunt a Great Spirit."

"The only one whose location is known is the lightning one, and clearing it with one party is tough..."

"Why can't we meet the conditions in a raid..."

"Hey."

"Ah, ah, ah."

"Hnnngh...!!!"

"That position is not okay."

"Was she pushed down??? Did she do the pushing?????"

"Iris-sama is such a gentleman (deadpan)."

"'Praise me,' she said."

"Praise her properly..."

"If it were me, I'd spend my entire life praising and worshiping her."

"Is the whole thing going to be like this?"

"Are they going to flirt at every opportunity?"

"Hey, replica, do your best. Try not to give them any openings, replica."

"Is this any time to be hiding in a weird shell!?"

"A shell, or a cocoon?"

"Looks like a cocoon. Or an egg."

"Which means something's going to come out of it."

"Putting that aside, that was insane. A single Sanbolt to wipe out all the magic circles."

"As expected of the Princess."

"The highest-tier lightning magic is no joke."

"In terms of pure firepower, it's on a level that surpasses Mi-na and Ri-na's normal attacks."

"And then there's Mi-na and Ri-na's chanted attacks."

"That's less like magic and more like a miracle."

"So what's this? A stock life system?"

"Oh, so that's... a death-avoidance ability modeled after Haru-san's accessory?"

"So that means those cracking sounds meant they've already defeated it twice...?"

"Wait, so they each blew away the replica's entire HP bar in one hit?"

"Normally, that seems way too squishy, but... oh, I get it. This is a pattern where it gets paper-thin defenses as a weakness for a pair-based strategy. If you think of it that way, yeah, Haru-san is a perfect counter for this replica, holy—whoa, what!?"

"Huh?"

"Hmm!?"

"Wait, what?"

"It died, but it's alive."

"I don't get what's happening at all."

"That's it! The [Ruby Rabbit Hair—no, wait, now it's the [Aquamarine Rabbit Heart]! That's the death-avoidance item! The one in the video isn't there, so this must be the first time it's being shown!"

"I see!?"

"I get it, but I don't get it!"

"What's the situation? What is the Acrobat dodging!?"

"I can't see—... wait, but the wall behind him! Right after Haru-san dodges, something explodes on the wall! A super-fast ranged attack!?"

"Fast? I can't even see it!?"

"Whoa, whoa, whoa, even as I was asking for a slow-mo edit, here it comes!"

"This isn't slow-mo, is it stopped???"

"Wha!!!??"

"Hey, did something just..."

"It's not stopped, it's moving."

"What kind of speed is that? The Acrobat was almost completely still!?"

"Then why are you dodging it!!!!!"

"Do you have a precognition skill or something!!"

"This is just stupid."

"I don't get it, I don't get any of it."

"Slow-mo over."

"They're discussing things pretty calmly!!!"

"Their courage is broken."

"Oh."

"Iris-sama is attacking!"

"Charging up."

"...Ah, haha..."

"Yep, this is the Sword Queen."

"Too insane."

"The fact that this is basically just sword pressure."

"And..."

"Huh?"

"Why is it unscathed??????"

"Everything is broken."

"The game is broken."

"Is this a stalemate?"

"If that didn't work, what else will?"

"That's undoubtedly the highest level of firepower in Arcadia, right...?"

"Well, of course even the Princess would be troubled."

"Cute."

"Adorable."

"Is a troubled Iris-sama the cutest thing ever?"

"Wait a minute, today's Iris-sama is so cute it makes everything else irrelevant."

"A bundle of preciousness."

"An expression I want to frame and hang on my wall. I'll even take the Acrobat as a set."

"And the Acrobat in that set is starting to say something."

"'Firepower'...? Wait, there's something even stronger...?"

"That has to be a lie."

"Anything more is impossible for a human."

"The Acrobat is still human, barely..."

"Though there are some questionable parts."

"Hey, the humans I know don't kick great-axes into the air."

"This is all just ridiculous, lmao."

"Realized I was watching without breathing. Be careful, you guys, you'll die."

"Lol."

"Putting that aside, Kesshiki Ittoryu!!!"

"[Blade of Lightning]! The Tenth Strike!!"

"& [Ventus Azure]!!!"

"Yep, unscathed! What a crappy game!!!"

"And they're back to flirting at every opportunity!!!!!!!!!!"

"I've lived my whole life just wanting the Princess to shove a potion down my throat."

"The pacing... the pacing is too fast...!"

"What?"

"What did he say???"

"Fift..."

"No way that exists!!!"

"Of course the Princess is confused too."

"Then I'll go????"

"He went."

"He did it."

"He's really so crazy...! Is he the best or what...!!"

"What's 'Kiraboshi'!!!!"

"An unreleased Kesshiki technique...?"

"I'm starting to feel dizzy."

"I've been holding a washbasin just in case since a while ago."

"And it's still unscathed."

"Wait, Iris-sama is seriously too cute..."

"Getting scolded, lol."

"They get along so well...!!!"

—Ashe.

—Anytime.

"Ah, shoot, something's coming...!"

"He dodged."

"He went in."

"!?"

"Rub..."

"A gun!!!?"

"Never seen it before! No info on it!!"

"Is that the Ruby Bullet, the Ruby Bullet!?"

"Hina... what!!?"

"A matchlock!?"

"Kitsutsuki!?"

"I don't know what it is, but it's some kind of cool-sounding Japanese!!!!"

"Hey, someone explain!!!"

—Pierce through... [Mayhem Bunny]!!

"Wh—... huh, wha, ugh...???"

"????????????????????"

"A hole."

"It got blown away."

"Nice catch."

"There's a hole."

"Whoa, that looks painful...!"

"The Princess is the Prince."

"My head hurts."

"What are these people? They're the personification of amazing, cool, and epic."

---

Who said it was just two parts?
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    "Okay, he's saying a bunch of stuff."

"'Hidden ace,' 'surprise trick'... isn't that basically everything you do?"

"What's a 'lower stage'? You mean there's another version?"

"More importantly, how long do you plan on being held princess-style by the Princess?"

"Oh, right, right, he was stunned, I see... but you're still guilty. I'm so jealous I could die."

"How many good deeds do you have to do in a past life to be blessed with the miracle of a mutual princess carry?"

"'Mutual princess carry,' what a weird phrase."

"'A shame'...?'"

"It's a shame..."

"So Iris-sama has a high aptitude for being a prince, too..."

"Teru-kun, how long are you going to stay frozen?"

"You okay? Are you breathing?"

"No, I mean, it's just... just..."

"Obsessive otaku at his limit, lmao."

"He says it's starting from here, so get ready."

"Has it really only been a few minutes?"

"I feel as tired as if I'd just finished watching a full movie."

"Whoa, this is..."

"Looks even more dangerous."

"Some menacing claws."

"Its limbs have turned beast-like."

—So it won't die unless we kill it a total of ten times, huh?

"Oh, it's true, there's a weird effect on its tail. Eight more times..."

"So that gun thing didn't hit its core after all?"

"Only two times after all that..."

"And now it's probably going to get even stronger."

"It's crazy how the Acrobat's weakness is subtly negated by his own strength."

"Well, yeah, like Iris-sama said, if you think of it as being able to defeat it with ten clean hits, it's gotten easier, or rather, merciful... mer... ciful... is it???"

"Considering the total package, it's not merciful at all."

"I mean, its fundamental specs are just too ridiculous to begin with..."

—So where's Ashe's weakness showing up?

—...Maybe its weakness is you?

"Pfft-hah...!"

"Huh?"

"What?"

"Hnnnngh."

"Ahhhhh."

"Bleeding."

"Coughing up blood."

"ROMAAAAA... COMEDYYYYYYY...!!!!!!!!"

"I just can't deny it, for so many reasons."

"I just can't deny it, for so many reasons...!?"

"I just can't deny it, for so many reasons...!!!!!"

"The Princess... she says things like that... she really does..."

"Tears are coming out for so many reasons."

"That's it. Go ahead and have your rom-com."

"Their youth is so bright it's blinding."

"Well, abou—"

—…

—…

—…

"—Hnnnngh, this part is getting looped forever...!"

"This is completely beyond human skill."

"I couldn't keep up with what was happening from start to finish???"

"What was that, an instant, extreme close-quarters fight?"

"Wait a minute, you're kidding me, neither of them are using thought acceleration skills...?"

"What kind of judgment and reaction speed is that?"

"The greatsword barrage is so cool!"

"That talking weapon is just simply excellent, isn't it..."

"Compared to the other four, it has a really straightforward performance and looks easy to use."

"Third one already!!!"

"'Please,' 'Leave it to me'... is that...?"

"They're communicating with single words...!!"

"Charging in without hesitation is too manly, you know???"

"Ah, the crown."

"The Seventh Strike!"

"Is he going all out from here too!?"

"No, but seriously, what is that playback speed?"

"Both of them are insane."

"Where did he go—the ceiling...!"

"Ah!!"

"And there's the crown smile, we got it!!!!!"

"Let's go, you bastard!!!"

"So fast!!!"

"Can't see him!!!!"

"Why can you just casually choose to engage in a close-quarters fight against a monster like that...?!"

"—Wait a minute, I can hear something...! The Princess is doing it again, isn't she!!"

"A second incantation!?"

"She's really pulling out all the stops!!"

"Wait, wait, I've never heard this one. A new spell!!?"

"The Princess has a hidden ace too!!!"

—'Usurp, for I am the Queen'

"Ah."

"Hk..."

"That cut-in is a cheap move."

"[Disastor]...! An unreleased skill at this point—is that even allowed!?"

"A spell that absorbs enemy projectiles!?"

"No way, that's a perfect mage-killer spell."

"She's got a calm look on her face, but that's just too vicious...!!"

"So it's a levy by the Queen!!?"

"I'll pay you as much as you want!?"

"Even the Acrobat is confused, lol."

"Is this any time to be laughing?"

"You didn't share that info before going in? What were you thinking???"

"Wait, so was it a secret for each of them to enjoy?"

"You impossibly strong, fun-loving players...!!"

"So it's time to clean up the magic circles again... Wait a sec, did it get bigger?"

"It sure did!!!"

"Is it one of those things that absorbs a bunch and then goes boom at the end...?"

"Definitely something bad."

"'Adapting on the fly is great' is not the point here."

"Just when I thought the Princess was amazing, the Princess is amazing!!!"

"Iris-sama really is something else. She's the undisputed strongest, isn't she?"

"Tempest!!!"

"There it is, the ridiculously strong offensive barrier."

"[Tempest]—an ultra-offensive defensive skill where the output of the wind pressure she generates is converted into skill power. When Iris-sama uses it at full power, it becomes a broken skill that deals insane damage (instant death for players) to anyone who gets close. It also hinders the actions of anyone who enters the area and allows for precognitive reading of their movements (like an intuitive sense)."

"Come again?"

"Thanks for the long expert explanation."

"Also, it was the skill that decided the victory in her duel against the Sword Saint in the past."

"Wha!?"

"A perfect example that tells you it's a ridiculously strong skill in one sentence!!!"

"No, Iris-sama is amazing, but—ahhhhhhh, this is bad, this is bad, this is bad!!!"

"This is it!!!!"

"Go, Acrobat!!!!!!!!!!!"

"I had no idea what he was doing!!!!!!"

"Reje, what!!?!!"

"The gun again."

"Wait, what, did it misfire!!?"

"No, I have no idea what's happening but he took dam—THE SECOND STRIKE!!"

"Uchigane!!!"

"Striking Iron, go!!!!"

"The sword is glowing!"

"Did he get a super strong enhancement skill too!?"

"Ahhhhhhhh, we'll be waiting for a detailed explanation laterrrrrr."

—I'm gonna juggle you...!!

"Hkkkkkkk...!!!!"

"Breathe, Terutsuki!!"

"This is just the best...!!"

"This is why I love this game so much...!"

"The fact that players' strength has no ceiling is a godsend."

"So true!!!"

"All players having infinite potential is the ultimate end-game content."

"But the enemies have no ceiling either..."

"Which means we can have the best fights infinitely, right!!!"

"...Ah... ah, it's coming. Something else is coming...!"

"Iris-sama is doing something again...!"

"This one's unreleased too, right...!?"

"I'm a Princess otaku. It's not in my memory, so it should be unreleased publicly."

—'O children of the glittering light, gather, for my name is the Thunder Emperor'

"She's a Princess, a Queen, a Hero, and now a Thunder Emperor...!!"

"Too many aliases problem."

"You have a too many typos problem."

"Vortex Voltiart...!?"

"What is this, what's happen—ah, ah, that Disastor from before! The big lightning ball is moving, and it's in her palm...!!"

"That's gotta be something super cool!!!!"

"A huge swirling vortex."

"Compressing grand magic!!?"

—Haru!!

—Been waiting for you, Princess!!

"Calling his name there is just... ahhhhhhhhhhhhh."

"And the crown, whatever it is... ahhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh."

"Whoa whoa whoa whoa."

"Yeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeees."

"The fourth one!!!!"

"Teamwork!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!"

"—...Hk."

—[Keraunos]!!

—…

—…

—…

"..., ...Hk..."

"Heh... a double kill."

"Hehe... a double kill."

"A double kill..."

"A double kill, huh... I see..."

"Heh... a double kill."

"It's fine. I lose."

"We lose."

"Iris-sama looks so happy... that's all that matters...!!"

—...Mm.

—No, that's a bit of a stretch.

"Aww..."

"Yeah, that's good."

"There's no emotion left but 'cute.'"

"You better catch her properly..."

"She's making a maiden's face...!!!"

"—I'm now an AiHaru shipper."

"Saying that so suddenly with a super serious voice, lmao."

"Ah, his emotions are broken."

"Can I also fall and become an AiHaru shipper...?"

"There's no choice but to ship this."

"They're the best partners, no complaints."

"Who can possibly complain about the love life of the cutest and strongest Princess in this world?"

"Partner... Sora-chan..."

"As a HaruSora shipper, my emotions are a minced meat mess."

"Acrobat-san..."

"There's also Nia-chan, you know...!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!"

"What are we supposed to do... who are we supposed to root for..."

"...Eh, what's 'soon'?"

"Time to cut...? Cut what...?"

"The viewers' life is already at zero...?"

"And the replica still has three lives left."

"Is this so-called 'clear' that's actually a super sweet date going to continue...?!"

"Huh?"

"What did he say?"

"—Fifty seconds...?"

"Buying time? For what?"

"And the Princess is casually becoming a prince again..."

"Not just cute, but handsome too!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!"

"!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!"

"Ahhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh."

"Hnnnnnnnnngh-ahhhhhhhhhhhh!!!!!"

"I died."

"crtlr"

"CLEARBELLFA!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!"

"Another super rare thing after two years is happening-ga-ga-ga-ga-ga."

"That's what I've wanted to see all this time!!!!!!!!!!"

"I'm crying."

"So beautiful...!"

"God."

"Guaranteed to be saved forever."

"The moment it was confirmed to get over a trillion views."

"This is bad... this is so bad... this video is... so bad—"

—...Hey, Haru.

—This is fun, isn't it?

"—"

"Ah."

"The Princess is smiling."

—[Trance]

"—Huh??????????????????????????????????"

"Eh?" "Huh?" "???" "What" "Eh??" "Oh" "Wha" "N" "Haa?????" "Who" "White" "dyu" "what" "tha" "?" "whatsthat" "nononono" "Wha..." "No way" "trance" "White" "small" "on" "Who???" "Of the White Throne?" "Trance system" "Wait a minute" "so coo" "Blue" "White hair!" "He shrank" "nononononononononononono!!!!!!!!" "Hey, that's not okay, that'll cause a riot!!!!!!!!!" "Ahhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh, the mural ahhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh" —……………………………………………………

"...Hah, ...hah... , ...Hk."

—

—

—

"—A white-haired, blue-eyed, princess-type, super-duper-ultra-beautiful girl!?!?"

"The time has come."

"Ah, finally..."

"Been waiting for this moment...!!"

—'I am the one who soars through the sky.'

"Our leader and third idol!!!"

"The ultimate fetish-destroying weapon that made the stars fall!!!"

"Haru-chan is here, ahhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh!!!"

---

Who said it ends with part 3?



    Chapter 561

    On a Certain Archiver's Stream: The Story Continues

    "—Haru-chan, you say...!?"

"Hey, some weirdos just popped up outta nowhere! Who are they?!"

"'The ultimate fetish-destroying weapon that made the stars fall'...!?"

"You guys know something!!!"

"The Acrobat became Acrobat-chan!?"

"Shut up, it's our leader's time to shine! Watch the video!"

"Oh, and I'm a Harunia shipper."

"Burn this into your retinas."

"Harunia is precious."

"Worship it. And fall into the swamp."

"AiHaru is good, but Harunia is good too."

"What is with these people...!!"

"Are you just going to drop cryptic comments and then leave?!!!"

"Seriously, what's with them!!!!"

"Three suspicious members of the Harunia faction!?"

—'A single falling star connects all, clad in green, it sways with the hurricane.'

"No, seriously, this is no time for that! I don't get it, what's happening!? That trance system, her gender changed, which means it's the second status sheet—she's stopped to chant, so it's a mage build!?"

"The Acrobat became a Mage-chan!?"

"Still, an incantation that takes fifty seconds? What is it!?"

"It's not like it's starlight magic..."

—'A momentary tune plays and revolves, the steps hasten and become a flash.'

"—Hk, no...!"

"Wait, could it be?"

"Someone who can chant while doing acrobatics with a weapon is stopping in place...!"

"A super long incantation that prevents movement."

"Wait, really?"

"How many months has this person been playing Arcadia...?"

"Three months and a bit... Seriously?"

—'Draped in white, bursting with blue, the one who first sees the chaotic red clouds take form is the thunderclap.'

"A very slow, deliberate way of singing... this is...!"

"No, wait, her voice...!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!"

"Ahhhhhhhh, my ears are meltingggggggg."

—'The time of encounter has come, with the sin of treading into a divine domain, I declare to the moonlit heavens.'

"Yeah, that's all insane too, but Iris-samaaa!!!"

"What's with that barrage of massive destruction beams? That's not fair!!?"

"Whoa whoa whoa stop stop stop it hurts it hurts it hurts."

—'I am the one who steals the sky.'

"—...C'mon, seriously... hang in there... Hang in there...!"

"Hey, Crown, hurry, hurry, hurry!!!!!"

"You can't hurry starlight magic!!!!!!!!!!"

"Ahhhhhhhhhh, this is brutal, brutal, brutal, brutal."

—'This body is the end, and the signaling arrow of the beginning.'

"I don't have the luxury of listening to this super cool-sounding incantation!!!"

"Clearbellfa getting chipped away so one-sidedly... what kind of monster is this!?"

"Is it on the level of a Colored Monster!?"

—'Dispel the veil.'

"How many seconds have passed!?"

"I don't know!!!!"

"Maybe a little over ten seconds left!!?"

"Uwaaaaaaaaaah, HP is below half, ahhhhhhh."

"It's going to be okay, right??? They both clear it, right????????"

—'Transcend the canopy.'

"—Ugh, ah...! Hang in there...!!"

"I'm..."

"It broke, ahhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh."

"Ahhhhhhh, no, no, no."

"You're seriously going to break Clearbellfa????????????"

"A true monster."

—'A destiny yet unseen lies in the distant future, and that is why...'...!

"HP in the red."

"Ah, it's over..."

"—You can do it!!! Hang in there!!!"

—'The swift heavenly storm resides here, in the soul that yearns for the beyond!'!!

"—...Huh?"

"...?"

"Wait, did the video freeze?"

"A still image."

"Is my device working properly...?"

"Oh."

"Huh?"

"What are these numbers?"

"Is it an edit?"

"Seven seconds...?"

"A countdown for what?"

"The numbers aren't moving, so can we assume it's a deliberate edit?"

"Ah."

"No, it's moving."

"The decimals are moving slooooowly..."

"Wh-what... what is this, how—"

—Hey there, monster fox. Playtime's over.

"Wha...!?"

"What!?"

"It started...!?"

"But the countdown is still at a super slow pace!"

"No, what happened? I can't see, I can't see...!"

"A huge flash of light, a loud bang, and the replica got sent flying...!?"

"Wait, what, crackling?"

"Lightning...?"

"Isn't her hair doing something crazy?"

"A lightning side-tail???"

"Wait, wait, wait... so it's... it's *that* kind of thing?"

"It moved again!"

"Wait, her eyes!!!"

"Gold and silver heterochromia!!?"

"Hold on, is that a thought acceleration skill!?"

"The rumors about her getting it were true!!!"

"First starlight magic and now this, her acquisition speed is insane!?"

—'Awaken'

"—...Haha, what is that?"

"Hnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnngh."

"Alright... what is it this time..."

"The pendant turned into a sword...?"

"The visuals... are too strong..."

"Like her partner-chan's magic sword???"

"There are petals falling from the blade."

"Cherry blossoms...?"

"Wow, it's beautiful."

"Hey, not even a second has passed on the countdown."

"So why is she moving normally???"

"—Ah, this is the best. I'll follow her for life."

"Wha..."

"Wha-..........."

"The magic circles all disappeared in an instant..."

"This is completely beyond my understanding."

"This is with a slow-mo edit of who knows how many times, right...?"

"And even then, the speed is so fast all we can tell is that something flashed, huh?"

"A still-image Princess."

"Ah, I get it now..."

"Even when she's still, our Princess is beautiful."

"She's all beaten up..."

"It hurts my heart."

"But she's still the most beautiful in the world."

"The Acrobat... I mean, Haru-chan is talking pretty normally, isn't she?"

"Does this mean 'everything' has sped up, and even her speaking speed is insane...?"

—Thanks. Take a rest.

"...Ah."

"s"

"w"

"snt"

"No."

"Is this it?"

"Smi"

"That... that smile is...!!!!!"

"My kink."

"Ahhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh, this is the fetish-destroying weapon..."

"How about it, gentlemen?"

"Fall into the swamp."

—Game set. Brace yourself.

"This is our leader."

"—...Hk, it went!!!"

"No, that's too fast!!!!!!!!!!"

"I literally can't see it!!!!!"

"Seriously, wait, with this level of slow-mo!?!!?"

"The replica is almost standing still!!!"

"This is bad, this is bad...! Just touching it is causing lightning to strike!!!"

"Is it a touch-of-death kind of thing...!?"

"A grand body-enhancement magic with a super long incantation!!?"

"What's a grand body-enhancement magic!!!"

"The sword!!!!!!!!!!"

"Head split in twooooooo!!!"

—...I see. It's just a paper tiger.

"What do you mean, 'I see'!?"

"She moves fast, and she understands too fast."

"No, the playback speed is still insane!?"

"Wait, what, it had no effect!?"

"Wha-huh!?!?!?!"

"Martial arts!!!!!"

"So daaaaaaaaaamn strong."

"Yeah, that's it, every time she touches it, a super dangerous attack judgment is going off...!!"

"When she grabbed its nose, there was a *ZAP* sound too...!"

"A magic where every single movement becomes grand magic???"

"More like 'I am grand magic'... ?"

"As expected of starlight magic... what now!!?"

"Chaos Bloom."

"The visuals are too much!!!!"

"Cherry blossom petals...!!!"

"Haru and cherry blossoms..."

"Ahhhhhhhhhhhhh, my fetish is... ahhhhhhhhhh."

"Oh, something else dangerous is coming."

"This is probably...!"

—Let's go, bastard.

"With those visuals and the Acrobat's classic lines, this is just—"

"A lightning strike."

"This is the strongest thing ever."

"It's completely like a boss enemy, not a player."

"Even a replica isn't this lawless."

"A replica...?"

"The Great Spirit of Lightning."

"Whoa, that's brutal...!!!"

"The surrounding petals have an attack judgment too."

"!!!?"

"Oof."

"It reacted!?"

"What kind of drawing speed is that, ma-giiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiic."

"Did she cut it...? No."

—That magic is a snack for this Sakura Sword.

"It... ate it...?"

"Did the petals increase???"

"Not destruction, but a magic-absorbing sword?????"

"The same as the Princess's purple lightning...!?"

"Wha... it's a storm of wind, lightning, and cherry blossoms..."

"She dragged it out...!!!"

"That neck grab is brutal."

"And then *ZAP-SPLAT*."

"She looks like a super beautiful girl, but her actions are merciless...!!!!!"

"Kink... kink...!"

"The replica's body just can't keep up at this point, can it?"

"It's not just a reaction, it's like they're in a different speed dimension...?"

"It managed to fire off some magic, but it all got eaten..."

"But it hasn't been broken since the full beast transformation... did its durability get a huge boost in the final form? Even if she overwhelms it with speed, her firepower—ah, here it comes."

"More martial arts!!!"

"Tekkai."

"Rin!?"

"That technique name sounds familiar!?"

"What was that? If my avatar took that, its HP would probably be gone seventy times over."

"Rinne Special, lololol."

"A Genkotsu-san to Rinne-chan combo!!?"

"Are they friends!?"

"Broke one!"

"Two left!!!"

"Hey, she just took a counter-attack, right!!!?!!!"

"Why is she uninjured!!!"

"Wait, is this a true invincibility mode?"

"No, that can't be."

"She intercepted the magic... physical immunity? No, did she just cut it to feed her sword? I don't get it, I can't even theorize without an official explanation—"

—'Heavenly Storm Release'

"Tenran Kaihou!!"

"What!!!!!!!!!!"

"*Rumble, crackle, zap.*"

"A gale on par with Tempest is..."

—'Phantom Cherry Blossom Fragment'

"Gen'ou Hitohira!!!"

"What, what, what!!!!!!"

"It absorbed all the petals!!!"

"It's glowing sooooooo brightly!!!!"

"Whoa, so bright."

"Is it coming, is it going, the ultimate move, ahhhh!!!!"

"An unorthodox two-handed grip!! The Second Strike—no, that's not it!!!"

—Trial One-Sword

—[Hayate]

"—...I didn't see anything, but..."

"Two sounds."

"Zero lives left."

"Ah..."

—...Well, zero lives doesn't mean game over, right?

"It survived—...huh?"

"Eh?"

"Whatsthat."

"Ah, I've seen this befo."

"A sword in the shadow!!!!!!"

"From the Undying!!!!?"

"This is the Acrobat."

"Our friend."

—Weave the world.

"The best leader who aims for a perfect victory with his comrades."

—[Arcadia]!!

—…

—…

—…

—Okay, wait a sec.

—I won't wait...!

—Oof, gweh...!?

—Our... victory...!

—Y-yeah, you're right, we did it, calm down...!

—Hee, hehe...! Ahaha...!

—Hey, c'mon Ashe...! You forgot you're recording th—

—I haven't forgotten! I don't care...!

—It's not fine... no, the announcements are so loud!!

—That was fun...!

—Well, that's good... stop, stop, wait, wait, wait!

—The recording! At least stop the recording fir—!?

—..., ...Hk!

—…

—…

…

"—...Well... I guess that's that."

"Yeah."

"Right."

"That's that."

"Well."

"Yep."

"Right."

"Let's rewatch it from the beginning... and talk about everything, endlessly."

"No objections."

"This is an all-day course, isn't it?"

"Is one day enough?"

"Maybe I should request a day off."

"I have a strong feeling I'll still be rewatching this video a month from now."

"Forget a month, this is the kind of thing you'll want to watch for years to come."

"Well, I'm planning on streaming for the whole day today. But there's one thing I have to say."

"What's with the sudden formality?"

"Did you fall in love with the Acrobat, I mean, Acrobat-chan?"

"Lol."

"What's so funny?"

"I did."

"I did too."

"You all did, didn't you?"

"Don't drag it out, just say it."

"Yeah, I said it earlier, but—I'm now an AiHaru shipper."

"That's good too."

"But however."

"Harunia is good too."

"Seriously, what is with these guys..."

---

And they continue to talk. A certain Archiver's stream never ends.



    Chapter 562

    Reactions: Nia

    On the same day the video in question was uploaded, just as the date changed.

I received a message just as my university classes for the day ended—"I have... a few things... I want to tell you... *verbally*. So get over here." In response to this summons, which left no room for refusal, I made my way to a certain familiar place.

A stylish room belonging to a craftswoman, a mix of tasteful furniture both large and small, and various mysterious tools whose purpose I still couldn't fathom.

It was an atelier I'd visited so many times I'd lost count, and thus a place I'd grown quite comfortable in. My designated seat was usually the fluffy sofa... but not today.

"—You know why I called you here, don't you?"

"...More or less, yeah..."

Forced to sit on the floor in seiza, I found myself being lectured by a girl with a deadpan expression.

Or rather, I was about to be. I had no idea what fate awaited me, but one thing was certain—

"Hrmmmph...? You *sort of* know, do you?"

"No, um... I-I am fully, aware of the situation... I think."

—that Nia-chan is scariest not when she's pouting or sulking, but when her opening move is a deadpan expression and a quiet voice like this.

My personal artisan and seamstress, who seemed to be on the verge of exploding with rage, was sitting on my lap as if it were her birthright.

The "I think" I had mumbled as a safety net was clearly heard, and the sight of her slender fingers digging into the cushion she held was nothing short of terrifying.

This might just be the end for me.

"I have some things I want to say to you. Things like 'I saw the video,' 'you were so cool,' 'it was amazing, or rather, just plain surprising,' 'the word 'amazing' can't even begin to describe it'—there are lots of things, but above all else, there is something I must say to you."

"Y-yes... I'm sure there is..."

"But, before that, I'll give you one chance."

"A chance?"

An avatar in a virtual world won't get numb legs from sitting in seiza for hours, but if they're under continuous physical strain, they'll start to feel a corresponding fatigue.

It's not as pronounced as phantom fatigue, but it's another one of those tricks of the brain.

What I'm getting at is that supporting Nia-chan on my lap was getting to be quite tiring. If my stats were normal, it might have been fine, but for my Level 1 self, my avatar's toughness was hopelessly low.

Of course, this wouldn't happen after just a few minutes, but... to be honest, it had been nearly ten minutes before she'd even started talking.

Her level of sulking, her level of anger, was off the charts.

While tricking my brain into thinking this was nothing compared to my 'game of tag' with the Sword Saint, I sharpened my senses, determined not to miss this opportunity to turn the situation around, and listened to her words—

"Tell me what I'm angry about."

"..., ..."

And there it was.

According to Miyoko-san, the manager of the ice cream shop, it was a classic girl move. A hellish technique to seek empathy from a man while forcing him to say it himself, thereby solidifying her superior position.

"...Well, that would be..."

"Uh-huh, uh-huh. That would be?"

And in cases where the man is truly at fault, it's also a disciplinary technique to precisely break his pride and instill a sense of self-punishment, thereby controlling the *next* time.

Girls are scary.

In any case, since I knew the answer, I had to give it. Despite the shame, despite the hesitation, ever since I had resolved to be sincere, my weak position was nothing new...!!

"Um, it's that... I mean, you know... in the video, with Ashe, I was getti—"

"I DON'T CARE ABOUT THAT AT ALLLLLLL!!!!!"

"Eek...!?"

Nia-chan unleashed a furious barrage of cushion-strikes. Every time the pathetic cloth and cotton made a *thwump-thwump* sound, the impact traveled through to my utterly powerless Level 1 avatar, increasing the strain.

Also, who on earth did that shriek just now belong to? What a lovely voice, how mortifying.

"Wait, huh, that's not it...? Wha... ?"

"Who caaaares? Flirt all you want, for all I care. I'll be just as relentless with my own moves, you know!"

"'Relentless'... Um, even if you declare that so desperately, I'd appreciate a little consideration for my mental state, a little mercy—"

"Hmm?"

"—...I understand I'm not in a position to ask for that, yes, I'm sorry."

It's no use.

I can't beat Nia in this state. I need to accept it.

"Seriously, you. You really know how to make Nia-chan mad, don't you? What? Are you doing it on purpose? Do you actually like it when I'm mad at you? Has it become a habit?"

"Could you please not say such outrageous things???"

I absolutely, positively do not have such a habit.

Since it was a matter concerning my pride as a man, I firmly declared "NO." As she gradually shifted to a pouting face—that is, a form of anger that was still manageable—she mumbled,

"...The clothes."

Then, Nia pinched my leg as if to convey her pent-up frustration.

"I went to all the trouble of adding a surprise function you'd like, and yet...? There were two big moments, and yet...? You didn't show any sign of using it, and yet...?"

And so, the breakdown of her anger... well, it seemed that was the case.

"Ah... ahhh, ahhh, ahhh..."

Now that she'd said it, it all made sense. I could understand why Nia was so upset.

"Kagura-san's weapon and your master's sword got all the glory, and the 'clothes' I worked so hard on were just, well, 'clothes'..."

Right. She was, after all, the type of person to have such high pride as an artisan, to pour her heart and soul into her work... so much so that she couldn't help but fall for that gap.

"...You had a chance to use it, you know. You should have. Idiot."

She was the type to sulk so adorably.

"W-well, your main work... the accessories, I always rely on them completely."

"Hmph."

This was something that reason couldn't solve. I was aware I was saying the wrong thing, and indeed, such an excuse did nothing to brighten Nia's expression.

"...Look, I need you to hear me out, and not as an excuse."

"...Fine. I'll listen."

—So, I chose my words again.

"You know, it's like this. This hairpin, and the [Agaphanthus Amulet] from before... the things I get from you, in my mind, they're basically my 'last resort'... like, a real 'good luck charm.' That's the strong impression they have on me."

"..."

"I end up treating them too preciously, or maybe, by saving them as a final option, it helps me keep my composure... You know my fighting style is basically always on the edge."

"..."

"In terms of providing a sense of security, they contribute a great deal even without being used... um, I'm being serious. This isn't an excuse, it's the truth."

As I lined up my words, I peeked at her expression... I could tell she was probably fine now. But as an apology for making her feel negative, I'd go just a little further.

"The [Stasia] and this [Sakura Hanaori] too. You know, they're both crisis-avoidance types, right? So, well, you know... when I want to look cool for—I won't say who."

You know, since I get told it all the time.

—*Show me how cool you are.*.

"..."

"I need to try and get by without using them, you could say..."

I won't say who, though.

—Well, with a beautiful girl's face and voice, there wasn't much I could do to look cool anyway... Fortunately, or perhaps unfortunately, my words weren't taken as a spur-of-the-moment excuse.

"...One date."

"...Got it. Which world?"

"In the real world. We need to go out once in a while."

"In disguise?"

"In disguise. I'd like to go museum-hopping for the first time in a while."

"Okay... That's a very artist-lady-like choice..."

And so, a few minutes later. With the young lady's mood successfully restored—

"Wait, wait, wait! I said that's not happening!"

"Why not, it's fine! Just give in already, you're the super popular, trending Acrobat-chan, aren't you!? It's not just me, the whole world wants it!"

"A world like that can go to hell!"

As usual, our chaotic, endless squabbling began, just as expected. Now that things were more or less resolved, I'd like to say this loud and clear.

I will, at worst, tolerate the dress-up doll games—but.

I'm not wearing,

a skirt,

I've told you before!!

---

After this, he was mercilessly used as a dress-up doll. However, he stuck to his no-skirts policy.



    Chapter 563

    Reactions: Hiyori

    "Ah!"

"Oops?"

In the entrance hall of the Yotsuya dormitory. I had just returned from the on-site convenience store—which was more of a 'please take freely' warehouse—having procured a cup of instant noodles that my body had suddenly craved.

I bumped into a rare face, and we both let out a small cry of surprise.

"Well, well, it's been a while."

Not to say it was a repeat of our last encounter, but she was the first to greet me. As ever, she was enveloped in an aura different from that of a normal person—a healing wave, you might say.

"—Hello, Mitsueda-san. Here to inspect your best friend?"

"Yes, indeed. A surprise inspection to see if she's cleaning properly."

She smiled mischievously, her friendly atmosphere as present as ever.

"Oh, right, right. I saw the video."

"Ah, you saw it, huh..."

"Ehehe, I sure did—I watched it right alongside a certain embarrassing person who was all fired up, saying something like, 'I've finally caught up one step!!!'"

"Ah... Hayagake-san?"

"He's a decade too early to be competing with someone who holds a rank. As his relative, I'm quite ashamed."

"No, no, clearing the tower is definitely a huge achievement—wait, that sounds condescending. No, I fundamentally think that rabbit hell is insane, so as a fellow clearer, I have a lot of respect for him. I think it's genuinely amazing."

"Oh my, my... if Hayato-kun heard that, he'd cry with joy. He's a complete fan of yours now."

"Haya... okay, I'm going to pretend I didn't hear that."

"Yes, let's. My worthless cousin doesn't matter. More importantly, I find it much more interesting and significant that my best friend's crush has turned into a super beautiful girl."

"You were about to say 'interesting' and pretty much did. You're fully intending to treat this as your new toy, aren't you?"

"It must be your imagination. Oh, that one is delicious, you know."

"Huh? Oh, no, I haven't had it yet... A beautiful illustrator-voice-actress-idol-artist-sensei... but you eat cup noodles, too?"

"Of course I do, I'm only human. Girls like junk food too, you know. I do wish I had the mental fortitude to walk into a ramen shop by myself, though."

"I feel like you'd be the type to walk in without a care in the world, Mitsueda-san."

"Oh my, what kind of image have I acquired in your mind, Haru-san?"

"A rational Nia."

"Could you please not talk as if my best friend is irrational? She's still just barely normal enough to function as a regular person in society, you know."

"'Barely,' huh..."

"Well, her looks. She's just too, too cute."

"Ah, so that's part of it... You two really are fond of each other."

"Of course, it's mutual. Are you jealous?"

"In the sense of having a same-sex best friend you trust that much, yeah, I'm honestly jealous to death—... By the way, Mitsueda Hiyori-san."

We continued our idle chat as we walked down the hallway, arriving in front of my room. I unlocked the door, turned the knob, and stepped halfway inside before looking back... at her, who was smiling so softly that any man would fall for her in an instant, saying something like, "Ehehe, you're making me blush."

"What are you trying to do, just casually inviting yourself in?"

I asked.

"Oh, you noticed?"

She smiled.

"Of course I did???"

I blocked her way.

Okay, not one step further. Trying to follow me in as if it were the most natural thing in the world, what is your objective? Speak!

"Well, as for my objective, I simply wanted to conduct a live interview about the video."

"Can you stop reading my mind and carrying on the conversation as if it's normal???"

As ever, she was a formidable strategist.

"Um, look, you know... Don't just casually try to enter a guy's room. We have a delicate relationship as it is, so we should both be more considerate about these things—"

"That's precisely where trust comes in, you know? And that includes Nia-chan, not just me."

"That's... what, what do you mean?"

As I tilted my head at her confusing statement, she replied with an especially amused grin—ah, this is one of those traps where I lose the moment I react.

"That girl, she was bragging soooooooooo much. I told her, one hundred percent as a joke, 'Don't get jealous if Haru-san and I start exchanging information and contacting each other,' and you know what she said?"

"I think I'll pass on hearing it. Now, hurry along, go to your best friend—"

"'He might complain, but lately he's crazy about *us*, so there's no way he'd fall for a newcomer like Hiyo-chan now!' or so I'm told. Fufufu."

"Ngh, guh..., ..."

That girl... that girl...!!!!!

"'Us,' she said. Well, I mean, watching the video, I could tell that Haru-san is also quite close with the 'Princess'... but still, I'm relieved that everyone seems to be getting along for now. It's nice, isn't it? A lively romance."

—From a spectator's point of view, Mitsueda-san giggled. Through her words, her tone, her expression, I could tell that everything she said was from the heart.

"Relieved... are you sure you should be? From the perspective of supporting your best friend, isn't 'everyone getting along' a point of concern? ...Sorry, I know I'm not one to talk."

"Eh? It's much better than things being tense, absolutely. Nia-chan talks about not just Haru-san, but also the 'Princess' and her 'Partner' all the time, you know?"

"O-oh..."

"Honestly, I feel like asking her, 'Are you sure you're okay with that?' She goes on about how the Princess is too cute and it's painful, or how Sora-chan is too cute and it's insane, and to top it all off, how she used her as a body pillow."

"A body pillow?????"

A word that suggests a certain incident has just been dropped.

"It's really like, who is she even in love with, you know? —I'm glad to see she's in a wonderful romance. My best friend is a lucky girl."

And so, I was left behind, completely at her mercy from start to finish.

Mitsueda-san, with a gentle smile on her face... looked at me with eyes that seemed to have a sense of complete reassurance, or in a way, complete trust.

In many ways, I think she's getting way ahead of herself.

"...You two really do get along well."

"Yes, we certainly do—You must be jealous to death, right?"

I often think this.

There are just too many people around me that I feel I could never hope to match.

—And so, afterwards.

"Well then, that's that."

"Aww."

Her best friend, who had relentlessly tried to invade a man's room, was, of course, politely asked to leave.

---

Not a romance target, but the type to cause riots.

By the way, she wasn't there for an inspection, but to pick out clothes for her date.



    Chapter 564

    Reactions: The World

    "Yo, sorry to keep you wait—oh? What's this, you're up to something unusual."

At dusk, at the Eastern Round Table.

Like a certain junior I'd seen a few times. As I was 'working' alone, taking up the entire, more-than-spacious grand table, the person I was waiting for arrived and called out with a cheerful voice.

In response,

"Nngh..."

I managed a listless reply.

It wasn't that I was being careless or disrespectful, but rather that I was concentrating on my work—which Gossan, the old man of curiosity, was peering at with amusement.

"—Hk, ugh...!?"

"Whoops."

And yet, the result was a failure...—The [Magic Craft] skill I had activated was interrupted in an incomplete form, and the broken formula scattered into ephemeral light.

A shame. Farewell, my dear departed materials, forgive me...

"So, what's with the sudden change of heart?"

"Hah... It's nothing, really. I just thought it wouldn't be a bad idea to broaden my horizons a bit, and to have more options for the next event, so I figured I'd give it a try."

It had been about a week since the clearing of the [Shadow-Infested Arena].

The 'Skill Seal' penalty from [Lightning Gale] had finally been lifted, allowing for a certain degree of freedom. Following through on my earlier promise, I'd had Nia give me [Magic Craft], but... well, it was proving to be quite difficult.

"Man, this is fundamentally different from combat-related skills. That 'feel' that changes every time is crucial..."

"Yeah, I hear it's a different beast every time, even with the same materials and process. I've never dabbled in it myself, so I can't say for sure."

Simply put, it was like being asked to clear a randomly generated stage in one go every time.

In other words, my 'memory' didn't quite mesh well with it. Or rather, because I would remember it *perfectly*, I was getting done in by the *subtle differences*.

Perhaps things would change as I gained more technique and knowledge, but... while I was working on my teacher's 'homework' of 'just try things out for yourself at first,' it seemed inevitable that I'd be failing for a while.

—Well, I'll take it slow. Even though my skills are usable again, I'm still stuck at Level 1 and can't go out for another three days anyway.

"Nah, it's good. Once you get the hang of it, make me something to commemorate it."

"Yeah, yeah... well, we'll see. I'm not sure yet if I'll get serious enough to be able to make any kind of 'work' out of it."

For now, I was trying my hand at 'accessories,' following the example of my teacher and the skill's 'parent,' Nia, but my own aptitude was still... well, it was completely unknown how suited I even was for magic craft itself. It would be a long road, but if that 'someday' ever came, I wouldn't be opposed.

—And with that thought.

"Alright... shall we get down to business?"

"Yeah. Sorry to take up your time."

"As you can see, I've got time and motivation to spare. Don't worry about it."

I'm still busy with studies and what not in the real world, but it's lonely not being able to fly around when I come to the virtual world for a break—or so I'd like to say.

I tossed the several [Fool Boar Fang Fragments] I had been using for practice from the tabletop into my inventory, and after some small talk, I asked about the real reason for his summons.

"Then I'll get right to it... I've got a favor to ask. It's about that teleportation gate system."

"Ahh... have things... come together?"

"Yep, for the most part."

I see. In that case, I could pretty much guess what the favor was.

"If my legs are what you need, feel free to use them as much as you want... Ah, no. I'm still out of commission for another three days, so it'll have to be after that."

"It's not that urgent, so no problem—man, that's a huge help. A real huge help. It's like you got into the ranks just for this, you're seriously a lifesaver."

"I think you might want to rethink that statement, General Comman—oof, hey, sto—!"

As I gave him a deadpan look for his obvious joke, he ruffled my hair with his trademark cackle.

As usual, his physical affection was a bit too forceful.

"You're always so quick on the uptake, it's a huge help. Our Ten Seats are, as a rule, a bunch of eccentrics... Hinayo's one of the more manageable ones, though."

I swallowed the retort, *'You're one to talk.'*

"Irori and Ri-na seem like pretty serious types, don't they?"

"When Irori gets focused on his training, he won't even show up if I contact him. Ri-na... well, she's generally obedient, but she can be surprisingly difficult at times."

"Huh... well, I guess there are sides to them I don't know."

Having known them for only about two months, I couldn't claim to know everything about them. The weary expression on Gossan's face, who had known them for years, must have been born from facts I was unaware of.

I was envious of the relationships they had built... and yet, when I thought that I might be able to build the same things from now on, I felt a sense of excitement.

"Well, anyway, that's the gist of it. Now that I have your consent, we'll work out the details. The official request will come after everything's been decided."

"Got it. Let me know whenever."

There were some concerns, like tuning my new, untouched skills, but... well, in the worst-case scenario, if it was just a matter of flying around, I had my reliable wings (Sapphire) with me.

Therefore, there would be no problem with the matter Gossan wanted to ask of me—that is, the system expanded by the subjugation of the 'White Throne.' The mission to lay down new, long-distance teleportation gates would go off without a hitch.

"Alright, that's all then."

"Okay. Well, see ya."

It wasn't exactly an errand, but it was about time to start preparing dinner.

When Nia had granted me [Magic Craft], she'd made a very pointed appeal, something along the lines of, "I'm in the mood for Japanese food tonight, just sayin'," so to show my gratitude—

"Hey, kid."

"Hm?"

The name that had become increasingly rare lately was cast at my back as I stood up to leave, whether intentionally or not.

I looked over my shoulder and met the straight-on gaze of the golden-haired giant.

"It's a bit late, but I saw the video. It was brilliant."

"...Thanks for that."

A blunt compliment, a blunt reply.

I don't know about the former, but the reason for the latter was simply because I was overwhelmed. By the utterly serious expression of the General Commander, one that I only saw on rare—truly rare—occasions.

"By the way, there's something I want to ask you."

It wasn't that I was scared. It wasn't that I felt pressure. It was just that... when the 'act' that his 'daughter' spoke of fell away, he overflowed with a dignity befitting the commander of a faction.

"You... did you get some kinda 'Hero' title or somethin'?"

Even if I didn't quite understand the meaning of the question.

"...Yeah, I got something like that."

I just answered with the sincere truth.

He then closed his eyes for a few seconds—let out a soft breath, and said,

"That's one damn cute 'Hero' you got there."

"Shut up."

He gave me his usual smile, having seen me with my side-tail swinging the whole time.

And so, after one hero had departed.

"...Even though you retired, it's been a long duty, hasn't it, old man?"

One man, who had once seen off a hero, let out a cheerful mumble.

"In name and in reality—this means you're relieved of duty. Good work."

He imbued his words with a celebration for the changing world.

---

—Ranker's Title—

◇First [Sword Saint] — [Ui]◇

◇Second [General Commander] — [Goldow]◇

◇Third [Peerless] — [Irori]◇

◇Fourth [Acrobat] — [Haru]◇

◇Fifth [Left Wing] — [Mi-na]◇

◇Sixth [Right Wing] — [Ri-na]◇

◇Seventh [Scorching Gaze] — [Hinayo]◇

◇Eighth [Undying] — [Tetra]◇

◇Ninth [Twin Fists] — [Genkotsu]◇

◇Tenth [Screen] — [Yurayura]◇

————————————————————————



    Chapter 565

    Reactions: Partner

    A short while after the video in question was uploaded.

I received a message just as my university lectures ended—"If you wouldn't mind, would you like to have dinner with me?" In response to this summons (invitation), I made my way to a certain place.

Even if the message had been just that, I would have accepted without a second thought. It certainly wasn't because I had succumbed to the pressure contained in the words appended to the end: *'Also, there are several things I'd like to talk about.'*—but that's beside the point.

The only thing that caught the eye was the [Arcadia] console itself. Other than that, the room was extremely simple and tidy, with only a desk, a bed, and a chair.

This was my second time visiting, so I was neither accustomed nor familiar with this private room. What I was offered was not the cushion I had borrowed last time... but rather.

"—You know why you were called here, don't you?"

"...More or less, yeah..."

Forced to sit on the floor in seiza, I found myself being lectured by a smiling girl.

Or rather, I was about to be. I had no idea what fate awaited me, but one thing was certain—

"I see. You *sort of* know, do you?"

"...Didn't I just do this a little while ago—"

"Is something wrong?"

"Nothing at all."

—that this girl, Sora-san, is scariest not when she's angry or deadpan, but when she has an 'inappropriate smile for the situation' and a gentle voice like this.

My partner, the young lady who seemed to be on the verge of exploding with rage, was, as if it were her birthright, sitting on my lap as I sat in seiza—or not.

She was standing tall before me, hands on her hips, in a true, bona fide lecture-style pose. This might just be the end for me.

"I have something to say to you, Haru. Things like 'you were amazing,' 'you were wonderful,' and my thoughts and congratulations after seeing the video, I already told you the other day, so this is separate from that—taking the current situation into account, there is something I must say to you above all else."

"Y-yes... I'm sure there is..."

The situation was so similar to my exchange with Nia the other day it was like a carbon copy. However, this endlessly pure girl would never steer things into 'scary girl territory'...

"I told you, didn't I? 'You can't just go around smiling at anyone and everyone.'"

"...Eh, ah...?"

However, the fact that my prediction was off the mark seemed to follow the same route. And it didn't stop there—

"For reference, could you tell me why you thought I was angry?"

My mumbled "So it was that..." was picked up perfectly, and in the end, things ended up flowing in a similar direction. Am I an idiot?

In any case, if I was asked, I had to answer. Despite the shame, despite the hesitation, ever since I had resolved to be sincere, my weak position was nothing new...!!

"Um, maybe it's that... your delayed reaction to my interaction with Ashe, the jealousy—"

"THAT'S PART OF IT, BUT...!!!"

"YES, I'M SORRY!!"

Sora-san let out a powerful shout. Though I was genuinely startled and immediately straightened my posture with a quick apology, the sky-blue eyes of the angry young lady did not calm down.

"Today, at school, how many times do you think I heard Haru's... and..."

Looking closely, perhaps the flame flickering in her beautiful eyes was not that of 'anger.' It was an unstable, restless flicker... It was,

more accurately, yes.

"How many times—do you think I heard the name 'Haru-chan'...!"

"..."

It must be bewilderment and confusion.

"And it's not just today! Since last week! It's been non-stop!! Everywhere I go, it's 'Haru-chan,' 'Acrobat-chan,' 'Haru-sama'!!!"

Putting the last one aside—the girl took a breath.

"It was bound to happen! It was bound to happen like this! Sheltered young ladies are already weak to your type, Haru!!"

"M-my type..."

"The type who pays attention to them, who's not just kind but also has a mischievous side, and on top of that is a gentleman, reliable, and gets results every time!!"

"What is that, a textbook example of a popular guy...?"

"I'm talking about you!!?"

Sora-san, a passionate outburst.

"Whoa, wait, let's calm down... Just take a breath for a moment."

Perhaps because she had rattled it all off so forcefully with her real body, unlike an avatar in a virtual world. I showed concern for Sora, who had let out a small cough, while struggling to dispel my own embarrassment.

I mean, come on.

Anyone would get flustered if they were praised so directly like that.

"Ugh... I get it, I really do. You're already so cool, and then you were so considerate of Iris-san—the 'Princess,' helping her, and not just that, but trusting and respecting her... It was like a kind of ideal... Of course they'd fall for you..."

"No, no, 'fall for you'... it's just as a fan, right?"

"Even if it's 'love' as a fan, it still is...!"

My shock at the massive fantasy of a [Acrobat (me)] boom apparently sweeping through her all-girls school was considerable.

I tried to console Sora-san, who had collapsed onto the floor... but her sky-blue eyes, when she looked up again, glared at me sharply, and my pathetic self was instantly cowed.

I no longer had a shred of dignity as an older person. If I showed them this pathetic state, I'm sure the passion of those young ladies Sora mentioned would cool in an instant.

"Even so! All day, every day! To hear 'I love him,' 'I love him so much,' 'he's my ideal,' 'I made him my wallpaper,' 'I want to marry someone like him'! What kind of face am I supposed to make while being constantly told about someone's feelings for a certain someone!?"

"And what kind of face am I supposed to make, being told that...?"

The Acrobat is way too popular, probably because of some youthful fad.

Is the real world bugged or something?

"And to top it all off, that transformed body's smile was the finishing blow... You've already satisfied the demand from the male side, and now you're satisfying it on the female side too... Haru, what do you want to do to my school?"

At this point, what she was saying was completely unreasonable. It felt like she was just talking out of sheer momentum, which was rare for her.

"D-demand... no, um, I'm sorry. And in a way, I'm sorry for saying this, but. That was, ultimately, directed at Ashe for her hard work—"

"But, in the video, it was perfectly directed at the viewers (us). So, as a matter of fact, it was directed at everyone in the whole world...!!"

"..."

Honestly, I understood how she felt. If I turned the tables and thought about it, I was confident I would feel similarly if I were in Sora's position.

In other words.

Her classmates, her peers, were exposing their feelings for me, whatever the nuance. And Sora, who was hearing this either directly or indirectly...

She couldn't say it out loud, so she kept thinking it—*He's my partner.*.

It's no wonder she was stressed. Taking advantage of the fact that she couldn't reveal the truth, they were saying whatever they wanted, like 'I love him' and 'I want to marry him'.

It wasn't about logic. Human emotions are just like that.

And that's why,

"—He's my partner, after all..."

Even for the young lady of the Yotsuya family, who was so mature for her fifteen years, her heart was just like that. Life-sized, selfish—and for that very reason, it threw my own heart into turmoil.

In short, just as she had said "that's part of it" regarding Ashe and the rest.

"...You really are exceptionally jealous, aren't you?"

"Don't look at me with that understanding face. This is all your fault, Haru...!!"

She was jealous not only of Ashe, but of everyone around her... which meant that, no matter what, there was no path for me but to raise the white flag.

"Sora-san."

"..."

"Sora."

"..., ..."

"Stop poking me in the solar plexus—what should I do? What do you want me to do?"

"...As my partner, is fine."

"Yeah."

"...I want you to... hug me tight."

"...If it's as your partner, well, I guess it can't be helped."

Even if it wasn't, in the end.

"Just for ten seconds."

"...Thirty seconds."

"Nope."

I suppose the day when I can refuse this girl's whims will never come.



    Chapter 566

    Reactions: The Self-Proclaimed Maid

    "—From irritation to fluffy feelings in an instant. What kind of magic did you use? As a maid, I must insist you enlighten me."

"No, um..."

"In terms of affection and reliability, I do not believe I am so inferior to Kasuga-san... but is this the difference between familial love and 'romantic' love, I wonder?"

"Well, you see..."

"As her guardian, I must warn you that anything beyond a hug is not permitted. Any particularly naughty mischief will be punished by the Maid's Sentence, so please be prepared."

"What's the Maid's Sentence—that's not the point...!"

"That being said... if you were to become her official fiancé and lover, I have no intention of being too meddlesome. If you have pledged your futures to each other, she is of that age, after all—"

"Okay, okay, okay, okay, okay, stop, stop right there, Maid! You're so free-spirited, are you invincible? This maid, seriously, this... Maid...!!"

"Fufu... When you repeat 'maid, maid' so many times, it makes me blush."

"I have no idea what makes you tick...!!"

After a series of events, I found myself alone with the self-proclaimed maid in a warehouse on the Yotsuya estate.

Several minutes had passed since Natsume-san had lured me, a completely unguarded fool, into a locked room with her enchanting words and skillful maneuvers.

The series of events were, well, a series of events.

In the end, Sora-san's mood improved as a result of her whims being indulged for not just thirty seconds but for several minutes; a cheerful Sora-san then eagerly began preparing dinner; I tried to help, only to be turned away with the cute words, "If you help me when I want to cook for you, it defeats the whole purpose"; as I was being pushed out, I was apprehended by the maid and drafted as a conversation partner to kill time; and then, as if out of nowhere, I received a sudden request to help move heavy luggage with the question, "By the way, are you confident in your physical strength?"—and was thus thoroughly deceived by the maid, leading to my current situation.

Seriously, this maid, seriously.

"Ah, for crying out loud...—Talk! You have something to say, don't you, something to tell me!"

"Well, that is true. But deepening my friendship with my future master—or the one who may become so, is also an important matter, you see?"

"From a maid's perspective, isn't it a no-no to close in on your master's—...crush with a mysterious expression...! Yes, no further approach will be permitted!"

"Ufufu... Kasuga-san, you are, I see. When I let my guard down and interact with you, you are more endearing than I expected. It is different from the 'amusement' I seek, but I may not personally dislike that side of you."

"Being personally liked by you is just plain terrifying, you know...!"

"My, what a sad thing to say...—Now, I do apologize while your face is still red, but I would like to get to the main topic."

"This maid...!!"

Is she the epitome of a free spirit? There's no way I can win. Someone, help me.

"First of all... I, too, have seen the 'video.' While I know nothing of the virtual world, there are some things even I can surmise."

And with that, the switch.

Putting aside her playful demeanor, the serious-faced Natsume Itsuki was enveloped in an aura befitting a servant of the great 'Yotsuya' family, silencing my flippant remarks.

"You are indeed 'special,' with a talent for encouraging people, inspiring them, and captivating them—a hero worthy of being chosen by her. I was genuinely impressed."

"...Th-thank you. I'm honored by your praise—"

"—And."

And. Ah, and... the invincible maid does not stop.

"—And to see such a hero... cowering before a merely beautiful and kind maid... my apologies. To see you trembling like a fawn, so wary, was a sight worthy of the utmost, profound disappointment. Truly, a disappointment. I'm disappointed in you, Haru-chan."

"Wh-what... ngh..."

And there's that switch again.

Although there were a mountain of things I wanted to retort, starting with the final name she called me, the sheer number of them caused me to freeze. The maid, who gave me an elegant snort, said,

"I can understand your concern about my inner feelings, having witnessed you being affectionate with a woman other than my master. However, that aside, you should carry yourself with dignity."

"W-well, that's..."

"To be blunt... though I need not say it, you two are surely able to understand each other, but Sora also noticed your attempts to be considerate of me. I can handle myself, but I cannot tolerate you showing such a pathetic and uncool side to her."

"U-guh..."

"So what if you were friendly with another woman? It is only natural to be sincere and gentlemanly to those who show you affection. As Sora's partner, a gentleman who cannot even manage that is not worth talking about."

"Yeah, but..."

"There are no 'buts' about it. If you are already her 'spouse' in that virtual world, then show me the spirit of a man worthy of my lady."

"S-spirit..."

"My lady—you are the man who made the world's cutest, most lovely, beautiful, and precious angel fall in love. It is only natural that you would be a vessel to receive the affections of other women as well."

"..."

"Not just the rabble... but also other wonderful women like the other two."

"..."

I was being berated, as if being cornered.

And yet,

"This is the last time, and only this time—carry yourself with dignity."

To smile so gently, like an 'older sister'... I thought it was unfair.

"I, for one, approve of you, as she does—and since that day you stood up to me, I have found you quite likable for reasons beyond that."

"..."

And because of that, in the end, I couldn't say anything.

"Therefore, I know that you... Kasuga-san, are always taking care of them, even at your own expense. I also trust you."

To this maid—the embodiment of freedom, whimsy, and invincibility—

"I am on Sora's side, but I have no intention of playing favorites. Therefore, please pay no mind to a mere maid—do as you wish, and have a wonderful romance."

Today, once again, I suffered a complete and utter defeat.

"Do not disappoint me in the same way again, understood?"

And with that, a perfect wink... seriously, this, maid.

Jokes aside, I don't think I'll ever be able to win against her.

---

Not a romance target, but the type of self-proclaimed maid to cause riots.

※Just a supplementary note as some people seem to misunderstand. If you read her words calmly, you might notice the fact that she is almost entirely affirming the protagonist.

All she's saying is, 'You have enough on your plate, don't waste your energy worrying about a maid.'



    Chapter 567

    Reactions: Istia's Number One

    "—And well, that's about how things are on my end…"

"Fufu… It's always so lively around you, Haru-kun."

"If 'around me' heard that, they'd all jump down my throat and say that *I'm* the one who's livelier than anyone else… Well, not that I'd deny it at this point."

"Isn't that a good thing? It's a talent that draws people to you."

"Ha, ha, ha."

"Oh my… you look like you have something to say."

"Not really."

"Keeping secrets from your master is not something I can praise, you know?"

"It's not really a secret. It's just, you know."

"Just what, I wonder?"

"Public opinion, or my reputation, I guess… it feels like it's all skyrocketed at once."

"Yes."

"I won't say I'm unworthy of it…"

"You certainly look like you want to, though."

"But I won't. In the end, the reason I was able to climb up to this point at such an absurd speed wasn't so much my own strength…"

"…"

"It's because I was blessed with people—no, more than blessed, I was *ridiculously* blessed. I think that's the biggest part of it. When I consider that… well, you know."

"You know?"

"I'll accept all the praise and reputation as my 'responsibility,' but… I can't be the one to just thoughtlessly praise or spoil myself."

"…"

"Because, well—it makes me happy, you see."

"…Yes."

"I'm happy that anyone can watch me and have a good time. So, that means it all starts from here, doesn't it? I have a mind to give back what I've received… Hyah!"

The sound of our swords, which had been clashing for some time, rang out with my words.

The flash of my [Suito] blade, launched with a burst of spirit, was effortlessly parried by my master's greatsword… but at the same time, she stopped the flow of our spar and looked at me. I offered the [Sword Saint] one more thing.

"I'm getting pretty tired of this 'rookie' act anyway… From now on, I'll act with the dignity befitting my rank."

As I revealed my aspirations for the future, she returned a gentle smile.

"—As you are now, you are more than worthy."

She wore a smile so gentle, almost cherishing, that it made me feel self-conscious. Sheathing her greatsword, she held it in her arms.

As she drew near, I knelt and bowed my head. Her slender fingers combed through my bangs.

"[Chuden]… is still a little too soon, however."

"Haha, well, of course."

A mischievous grin from her, a wry smile from me.

"Haru-kun."

"Yes."

We exchanged words, and confirmed our feelings.

My master, the first person I must give back to, said…

"—You've become strong."

"Tch… I'll strive to become even stronger."

I averted my eyes from her dazzling smile. She raised an eyebrow, a rare expression for her.

"I won't permit you to strive any harder than you already are. For a little while longer, please remain my student."

She chided me with a gentle tap on my forehead, then smiled playfully.

◇◆◇◆◇

It had been about ten days since my last login. Some thirty minutes ago, my master had sent me a message the moment I visited the virtual world, and I had rushed to her side in high spirits.

Then, as soon as we met, she said something like, "My body has grown dull," and made me draw my sword. I spent a little over twenty minutes sparring with the [Sword Saint]. Satisfied with our chat-filled match, Ui-san now looked quite pleased as she sipped from her teacup on the veranda.

And yet—

"—To think Haru-kun has grown to the point where he can fight me while holding a conversation…"

"The feeling's mutual, and we were both far from serious, weren't we?"

My 'master,' who had always harbored mixed feelings about her 'disciple's' ridiculous growth rate, seemed to be holding on to a bit of dissatisfaction.

"I am, for better or worse, known as the [Sword Saint], you know?"

"Yes, yes. I am well aware, my master."

"A [Sword Saint] who is matched by her disciple in a mere two months… I've lost all face, haven't I?"

"N-No no no no no no no no no no no no no!"

*Not matched, not matched, not even close, for real for real for real…!!*

"No, um…—Please be honest. Ui-san, what percentage of your power were you using just now?"

"…Let's see… I suppose about thirty percent."

"—SEE, I KNEW IT! I was giving it my all just now. I was at eighty… no, ninety percent. I was pretty much one step short of going all out…!"

"Haru-kun."

"Yes."

"You mustn't lie."

"I'm not lying…!!"

I was just trying my best to maintain a composed expression, to appear dignified as befits my rank.

Sure, I didn't use any Arts or skills, but the same was true for Ui-san. It was a bout using only our pure base stats, which is precisely why the difference in our abilities was so stark.

Even considering that my style, which primarily relies on the full use of skills, is fundamentally different from hers, I am still nowhere near the level of the [Sword Saint].

The [Sword Queen] is the same; Arcadia's top two are in a league of their own. I, who have soared to these heights by relying on trump cards that are practically self-destruct moves, am on a completely different stage.

"Fufu… I understand what you want to say. However—"

I'm aware I was making an indescribable face. Thus, it was a given that my master, who sees through her disciple's every thought, would figure it out.

"—It was magnificent, beyond what words can express."

"…Thank you very much."

"My grandfather and I watched it over and over again."

"Oh, is that so…"

Such direct, unreserved praise. Even as I lifted my own teacup to sip the hot tea, I couldn't hide the blush heating my face.

Like a child being praised by their parent, or a student by their teacher—when praised by a master you revere, a disciple can't help but react this way.

"I probably… couldn't win against *that* Haru-kun."

"…, …"

And to her next words, I could only offer silence. It was partly out of reverence, and partly because I didn't want to say it myself—even if it was true.

First of all, to begin with.

"I can't really use *that* [Lightning Gale] in a real fight. Or rather, I *won't*. To be honest, the situations where it would be truly effective are just too limited."

Having to stand still and complete a fifty-second incantation is the biggest problem. And then there's the return on investment; is it worth taking the risk of that biggest problem to unleash that magic?

In a one-on-one fight, it's not even an option, of course. What about in a many-on-one? Frankly, it probably wouldn't find much use in most of those situations either.

The prerequisite is that my allies can provide enough cover for the incantation to go through, which means they can buy time or hold their ground even if I'm completely out of the fight. If that's the case, then if I just kept fighting normally on the front lines, we'd likely have the advantage anyway.

Conversely, if we're against an opponent where we can't even buy time, then I wouldn't have a moment to spare to leave the front line.

In short, the 'range' of opponents against whom I can get the incantation off *and* expect a narrow victory by using it is just far too small.

And on top of all that, there's that incredibly heavy price to pay as the fundamental premise. All in all, opportunities to use it as a trump card are few and far between, and I can't just casually decide to use it.

"What happened this time was 'special,' where everything just clicked into place."

That's the conclusion.

"It only went through because the one and only [Sword Queen], an opponent in a league of her own, was there to protect me. Normally, it's not a technique that resolves so cleanly."

And to add to that—

"…To be blunt, I think we would have won even if I hadn't used it."

"…Fufufu… That's probably true. You and Ashe-cha—I mean, Iris-san, could have surely defeated that final fox spirit together."

"Yeah, we just went for the hype and the fun of it…"

*Hmm? Did she just say something weird…*

"My grandfather said it too. 'This kid's an entertainer,' he said."

"Huh? Ah, haha… I'm embarrassed."

"And about your final *Hayate*, too. He praised it, saying it was brilliant, and he looked so happy doing it."

"I'm honored… but I don't think you could even see that in the video."

"Even if the flash itself is unseen, one can grasp the general principles of the technique by observing the initiation and the follow-through."

"Seriously…"

I felt like she'd dodged something, but our pleasant conversation continued uninterrupted.

Five, ten more minutes passed as we enjoyed the peaceful time…

"…"

Who was it that let the conversation trail off?

As I listened to the sound of bamboo leaves rustling in the wind from the grove, I watched the profile of the [Sword Saint], her gray hair swaying in that same wind.

"—…First-ranked, huh."

The incomplete words, which I couldn't follow up with a 'so what,' spilled from my lips naturally.

"…So it has come to that."

I couldn't ask what she thought about it. She simply affirmed my statement, then quietly looked up at the moon and closed her eyes without turning to face me.

She closed them, and opened them.

"…[Tengen]—I went to see old Mr. Amamoto."

"…, …He was a real-life acquaintance, so."

Now she turned to me as I stood there, bewildered by her unexpected words.

Ui-san smiled quietly and—

"He was the one who persuaded my grandfather to guide me into this virtual world."

"—…"

More unexpected words. My head spun—but I quickly found what I needed to say.

"A benefactor, then."

"Yes. For me—"

"For you, of course, but…"

I regretted interrupting, but I couldn't help but let the sudden overflow of emotion spill out.

"He's *our* benefactor—For Sora and Irori, who were inspired by you, the Sword Saint, to start their journeys. For me, who was able to come this far because I met you. And for… well, for all the others."

"…Fufu, all the others, you say?"

"Yeah, you bet. He's the great benefactor of the hundreds of millions of [Sword Saint] fans around the world."

The former first-ranked player of the Eastern Faction, `Tenka Muho`—a player who stepped into the virtual world in the form of a perfectly ordinary old man, a strangely incongruous sight in a fantasy world.

Only one visual record of him remains. An Eastern hero who, despite being defeated by the virtual world's darling, Iris, in the first Four Pillar War, led Istia to victory.

He was a true monster who ran across a battlefield teeming with superhumans without wearing a single skill or piece of equipment.

Because of his all-too-quick and sudden retirement, almost no information about him remains. As a result, his legend is fading into a vague myth… a gentleman who seems to exist half in a fairy tale.

"Old Mr. Amamoto… I've heard Goldow call him 'old man' too, but… is he doing well?"

To achieve such a great feat only to retire so suddenly and unexpectedly. Considering that, plus the age implied by the nicknames, everyone would likely wonder the same thing.

So I asked, a bit hesitantly… and ah, that's good.

"My grandfather and he were happily saying to each other, 'We'll both probably still be swinging swords fifty years from now.' It didn't sound like a joke."

From the way she chuckled, it seems a youngster's worries were needless.

"Is Mr. Tengen a swordsman too?"

"No, he's less of a swordsman and more of a… warrior, I suppose."

"A warrior."

*A warrior, in modern Japan…*

"I'm sorry, I can't think of a better way to put it… He's a man who has mastered not only the sword but all manner of martial arts. No, not just martial arts—"

As she explained to a confused me… Ui-san set down her teacup, formed a sort of 'pose' with both hands, and—with a soft "Bang!"—showed off a gesture that would undoubtedly be fatal to any and all Sword Saint fans who saw it.

"He's also familiar with things like this."

"Ahhh…"

I felt like I was beginning to get a vague idea of what kind of person he was.

So, well… that's that. Without thinking too deeply, I'll just use my gift to sear this unbelievably cute, must-be-preserved-forever image of my master's "Bang!" into my virtual brain.

"I see… So you went to see this Mr. Tengen because…"

"Yes, that's right…—I wanted to receive some encouragement from the former first-ranked player."

"…"

Somehow, I understood the meaning of her words without having to ask.

The one who had been coasting in the second-ranked position, with the first rank vacant. I understood what she meant, and that's why I was about to open my mouth—

"I wanted to… but…"

Seeing her face, as composed and unburdened as always, I held my tongue.

"'It's just a game, so don't worry about stuff like that'—is what he told me, in a rather casual and dismissive way."

"Could you please do that little impression again—"

"He also said that if a replacement vessel appeared, I should just leave it to them."

"If you could also do an impression of that part it would be a great he—owowow okay I'm sorry…!"

In place of the words I held back, I tried to lighten the mood, but it seems I chose the wrong approach. Still, as I accepted my master's merciless pinch on my cheek and offered a flat apology, I managed to draw a smile from her, so all's well that ends well.

"Goodness, this boy… You're my prized student, after all. If I'm asked whether I can entrust it to you, it's troubling that I have to answer that I can."

"Could you explain that part a bit? I'm not quite sure what you're talking about…"

A vessel, and all that. It's probably related to that strange question Goldow sent me the other day… but I have no clue.

I don't get it, but…

"It's fine if you don't understand, Haru-kun. …It's better that way."

If my master says so, then so be it.

"…That said, I suppose I can't just stay as I am. So that I'm not overtaken and left behind by my disciple… and my 'student'—"

Even as time passes and our respective positions change.

"Perhaps it's no longer the time to be feigning a quiet life."

"In that case… When you decide to go on an outing, please be sure to let me know."

Even as our respective hearts change.

"I'll accompany you anywhere, Master."

"…That sounds very, very fun."

To ensure my precious master can continue to fulfill her dreams, I'll be there for as long as it takes.

I'll continue to be her mean, un-cute, prized disciple.



    Chapter 568

    Skill Guide: Haru

    — ◇Status◇
Title: Acrobat
Name: Haru
Lv: 100
STR: 100
AGI: 200
DEX: 0
VIT: 0 (+150)
MID: 550 (+400)
LUC: 300

◇Skill◇
- Naraka Gandharva
  - [Mistlurade]
  - [Lumina Raygust]
  - [Elfast Ruger]
  - [Exchange Implode]
  - [Greed's Precept]

- Water Magic Aptitude
  - [Aqua]
  - [Flood]
  - [Current Haken]
  - [Water Enchant]

- Active
  - [Reflect Explode]
  - [Flash Traveler]
  - [Shadow Leaf]
  - [Eyes Oculus]

- Passive
  - [Rega-Lielta]
  - [White Dragon's Blessing]
  - [Attentive Limit]
  - [Gigant Figure]
  - [Goma Soten]
  - [Talaria Record]
  - [Floating Star]
  - [Trickster of Zenith]
  - [Dangerous Light, Fast Recovery]
  - [Cutting Body, Unyielding Advance]
  - [Luna Nobody]
  - [Master of Magic]

  - [Reject Sentence]
  - [Shadow-Crossing Blow]
  - [Four-Sided Blessing]

◇Arts◇
[Kesshiki Ittoryu]
- [Flying Water]
- [Striking Iron]
- [Heavenly Snow]
- [Withered Flame]
- [Seven Stars]
- [Blade Thunder]
- Secret Technique: [Yuikaze]
—

This one won't be as long this time. No need to brace yourselves.

◇ [Naraka Gandharva] — Fourth Stage evolution of [Multiple Weapon Aptitude].

The final stage of the weapon aptitude skill bearing the name of '   '. In addition to improved correction values over its predecessor, [Gandharva], it has completely absorbed the authority of the integrated [Construction] skill, fixing it to the avatar as an 'Ability'.

- 'Recall' — An inherent ability engraved onto the protagonist's avatar not as a 'Miracle (Skill)' but as an 'Anomalous Power'. Like previous quick-change systems, it allows for the free switching of equipment, but having been released from the shackles of a skill, it has lost its cooldown time. It is also immune to 'Skill Seal' type debuffs, such as the penalty from [Lightning Gale].

You'll probably find out what an Ability is eventually, I'm sure.

◇ [Mistlurade] — Fourth Stage evolution of [Weapon Darts].

An auto-throwing skill that has evolved from a one-handed machine gun to a dual-wielded one. The throwing effects are a straightforward evolution, processed similarly to [Flip Stroke], but it has received a massive upgrade in that the cooldown time has been eliminated, allowing for free switching.

However, compared to its predecessor which could fire an unlimited number of shots, a limit of 'One Hundred Shots' has been imposed. Exceeding this will prevent the effect from being output even if the skill is active. The shot count recovers gradually over time and can also be instantly reloaded by the same number if a thrown object hits a target. In other words, just hit your shots.

◇ [Lumina Raygust] — Third Stage evolution of [Gusty Limbs].

Grants the player the enhancement effect 'Destruct' which covers their entire body. Defense, elemental resistance, and other stats are greatly improved from its predecessor, [Wearer Wind], and it's possible to enhance 'Release' by converting 'Distance Moved' and 'Speed' accumulated while active into 'Wind Power'. Furthermore, the skill's performance in both offense and defense improves according to the amount accumulated, but maintaining a fully charged state for a certain period will cause it to explode and kill you.

- 'Destruct' — A special assault skill that 'Release' transforms into when charged to its limit. It can be used as a wide-range annihilation tool with enough power to blow away a forest, and can also be repurposed for immense propulsion if used mid-air.

◇ [Exchange Implode] — Second Stage evolution of [Pre-Voltate].

Its nature has changed significantly from its predecessor, becoming a purely active buff skill that grants the enhancement effect 'Catastrophe' to a chosen weapon by fulfilling a 'Covenant' set upon activation. The cooldown is exactly thirty minutes.

- 'Covenant' — An activation condition the user sets for themselves to trigger the buff, with the magnitude of the enhancement determined by the difficulty. In the case of this skill, the condition is 'Equip and generate an attack hitbox with all usable armaments in possession' and 'Within how many seconds can this be achieved?' The protagonist saying "within five seconds" was him setting the covenant. Note that in the main story, [An=Ru Galta (Hypothesis: The Wedge-Armor that Sings of the Royal Road)] and [Atiomart -Sakura=Memento-] were not used during the covenant's fulfillment. The former was unusable due to the recoil from 'Manifestation Release,' and the latter is unusable when not transformed, thus excluding them from the covenant.

- 'Catastrophe' — Grants an extremely high attack power multiplier to the chosen weapon, along with a massive forced knockback effect. The effect's magnitude and duration are proportional to the covenant's difficulty.

◇ [Starlight Magic Aptitude] — One of the special attributes in the magic aptitude tree.

An extremely rare attribute that few have acquired, possessing several exceptionally unique characteristics, making it a special attribute among special attributes in the eyes of many players. It comes with restrictions such as 'only one spell can be learned per person' and 'the incantation difficulty is extremely high (immobile & generally super long and cannot be spoken quickly)'. It is also a double-edged sword of an attribute, as every spell fundamentally comes with a significant 'price'.

◇ [Lightning Gale] — A unique spell of Starlight Magic Aptitude.

A true one-off spell awakened by the protagonist. Within the categories of star magic, it's a popular 'Compound Attribute Magic,' and it is the only grand magic belonging to the 'Body Enhancement' category, for which no mid-tier or higher spells currently exist in Arcadia. While active, the player's avatar becomes a 'Magic Body,' nullifying physical attacks. Maximum duration is thirty seconds.

- 'Azure Thunder's Blessing' — Imbues the avatar with the property of 'Thunder.' The final speed of any and all bodily movements is doubled. Furthermore, by manipulating thought, the user can drop their lightning-transformed body onto a set coordinate, effectively granting them complete aerial mobility.

It also imbues the body and all equipped armaments with lightning. Upon contact, an extremely high-power magic attack with resistance penetration is automatically generated. Since it activates on anything it touches without exception, physical contact with allies is an absolute no-go.

- 'Verdant Wind's Blessing' — Imbues the avatar with the property of 'Wind.' It nullifies any and all negative statuses and comes with an automatic defense function that brushes off any chip damage that is less than 1/10th of the total HP. It also grants the ability to float, though not indefinitely, allowing for a certain period of aerial maneuverability.

It also imbues the body and all equipped armaments with wind attacks. Upon contact, an extremely high-power area-of-effect magic attack is automatically generated. This wasn't depicted in the main story and video-watchers didn't notice, but it was actually wreaking absolute havoc. That storm of cherry blossoms and whatnot was all because of this.

- 'Heavenly Storm Eternity' — A forced-release final form that activates by consuming all remaining duration of [Lightning Gale]. It enhances the power of both the azure and verdant aspects according to the seconds consumed and grants the avatar the effect of 'doubling the speed of the final step.' After activation, [Lightning Gale] is dispelled.

Upon effect termination, the 'Soul Enfeeblement' status is acquired. Skill usage is sealed for a duration of 'activated seconds' x 1 day.

◇ [Shadow Leaf] — Second Stage evolution of [Floating Leaf].

It didn't really get a chance to shine… did it…………

◇ [Eyes Oculus] — Second Stage evolution of [Fatal Leak].

In addition to the enemy attack prediction visualization of its predecessor, it has gained a thought acceleration ability with adjustable multipliers. The range is from 1.1x to 10x, with the sustained MP consumption increasing proportionally to the multiplier. At around 2x, it can be maintained for nearly a minute with the displayed stats, but at the maximum multiplier, five seconds is the limit. Using the 'right eye's thought acceleration' and 'left eye's attack prediction' simultaneously doubles the already poor fuel efficiency.

- 'Golden Eye' — The right eye of thought acceleration.

- 'Silver Oculus' — The left eye of attack prediction.

While it is a truly broken skill, it is fundamentally different from commonly known thought acceleration skills. Normal thought acceleration doesn't guzzle MP like this, so its terrible efficiency would likely make it useless for any conventional player.

Furthermore, even with a tenfold increase in thought speed, one's body absolutely cannot keep up, making it a wasted treasure—huh? [Phantasmagoria]? He's a rank-holder; you can't expect Maru-kun to be normal.

◇ [White Dragon's Blessing] — Second Stage evolution of [Embodied Protection].

I'm watching over you.

◇ [Goma Soten] — Fourth Stage evolution of Acrobatics.

A DEX-correction skill, born from an acrobatics skill that fell to the ways of muscle and then further to the ways of magic. It automatically activates when body movement speed exceeds a certain threshold, adding STR to the DEX value that assists AGI. Additionally, it constantly adds 1/5th of the MID stat to DEX.

A god-tier skill. Normally, light warriors who would benefit from this type of skill rarely have such ridiculously high MID, so the MID stat addition is usually just a minor bonus.

◇ [Reject Sentence]

An lawless skill that can freely rewrite the 'rules' established by the system, such as the details of armaments and skills… is what you'd think, but no.

Slicing a giant tree with a fist from [An=Ru Galta (Hypothesis: The Wedge-Armor that Sings of the Royal Road)].

Excluding oneself or allies (like Sapphire) from the attack hitbox of [Ruby Rabbit Bullet].

Its capabilities are limited to minor 'mischief' like this. The reason the protagonist isn't gleefully abusing this incredibly convenient skill is, well, for a reason.

The price for using this skill is the protagonist's



    Chapter 569

    Time Passes

    —The virtual world, Arcadia.

Humanity's first and only complete virtual reality technology, a manifestation of dreams, fantasies, and aspirations made real in the modern age. It was another world, acknowledged by *the* world.

I first wanted a ticket on a whim more than three and a half years ago.

I started working as a member of society and began saving up two years ago.

My desire to 'get to the virtual world as soon as possible' exploded into a burning passion two months ago.

And finally, I took my first step inside last month.

The faction I chose was, of course, Istia. I was well aware it was a fanboy move, but as a huge fan of a certain player, there was no way I'd even glance at another faction.

Together with my girlfriend, who had also been saving up for Arcadia, I began my virtual world life as a member of the combative Eastern Faction… and well, let's just say I went through a lot.

With the help of NPCs and veteran players, I somehow managed to clear the tutorial, the [Trial Spheres of Partition], four days ago. The 'adventure,' which made me wonder "Is this really a tutorial…?" more times than I can count, was, in a word, absolutely amazing.

Furthermore, a 'Festival' just happened to start right as I was about to get going for real.

With an endless supply of fuel for my roaring motivation, I, a rookie, strode confidently into the streets of Istia, a city I thought I had grown accustomed to—

"SOMEONE HEEEEELP MEEEEEEEE!"

Caught in a massive tsunami of players that would put even that infamous 'pressure-cooker welcome party' to shame, I found myself being swept away somewhere, screaming a desperate plea for my life.

Screams and cries were echoing from all over, so it seemed I wasn't the only poor soul in a similar predicament. Even for the Eastern Faction, the veteran players were supposed to be gentlemen and people of good sense… I wonder if the festival has driven them mad.

The problem wasn't that the current was so violent it would knock you over, but rather that its orderly intensity made it impossible to disrupt the flow and go against it.

At this rate, there was no hope of reuniting with my partner, who had been swallowed by the waves and separated from me in an instant. Just as I gave up on breaking free and resigned myself to being carried along…

*Fwip*.

Without any warning, my body floated up.

No, it wasn't that I floated up—

"—Bite your tongue. Be quiet."

—it was that 'someone' had pulled me up.

I couldn't understand the situation, nor what it meant. My mind, gone completely blank, barely registered the single arm wrapped around my stomach, holding me, and the human tsunami receding far below.

And this incomprehensible stroll through the air ended in just a few seconds.

"—Whoa, that's amazing…! I mean, seriously… um, um, um! Thank you! Thank you so much!"

"Hey, hey, calm down. Don't worry about it…"

I landed on a rooftop with no impact whatsoever. While I stood there, stunned into silence, my partner, who was already there, was talking with 'someone'.

That 'someone' was a young man, probably, wrapped in a mouse-gray cloak. He turned to me and…

"Hahaha… Man, what a disaster. I figured it would be a shame to let a lady get caught in that mess, so I rescued your girlfriend first."

He pointed to my partner, her face flushed with excitement.

"Then she told me she got separated from you, so I had to fish you out too. I went at it pretty hard, are you okay?"

Beneath the hood pulled low over his eyes, a kind, good-natured smile played on his lips.

"Ah… huh…? Y-Yes. My avatar is fine…"

"Glad to hear it. Well then, I've told your girlfriend a relatively safe route… The festival isn't going anywhere, so take your time and get there safely."

With a simple "See ya…" the young man left behind a brisk farewell—and a voice I had heard so many times it was practically burned into my ears.

"…Hey, um…"

"Yeah…! Yeah…!!"

"We might die tomorrow…"

"Might just…!!"

The young man, with a hint of white and blue peeking from the hem of his gray cloak, soared gracefully through the sky… and then, in the blink of an eye.

He vanished into the far distance.

◇◆◇◆◇

"Oh, look who it is. The celebrity has arrived."

"Honestly…"

"Haru-kun…"

"Kid… you've gotta be kidding me."

"—…Eh, what, what is it? Did I do something wrong???"

Upon returning from my duty, I was met not with words of praise but with four pairs of meaningful stares. Setting aside the amused little one, the troubled and exasperated looks from the three older members suggested I'd messed up somehow, and I couldn't ignore it.

"Not wrong, exactly, but…"

The seventh-ranked member trailed off, looking like it was difficult to say.

"Some things about you never seem to change."

The third-ranked member tossed a critical remark my way. And then—

"There's nothing *to* say. We sent you out to handle minor troubles… not to cause a commotion yourself, Acrobat."

A sigh. The second-ranked member sank heavily into his chair at the Round Table and looked up at the ceiling.

Hmm… hmm… I think this calls for a formal apology on my knees. Yes, it does.

"…If you would be so kind as to inform me of the specific charges…"

I sat primly on the floor, and no sooner had I spoken than a system window flew before my eyes. Irori had thrown it. I quickly scanned its contents—it was a forum, buzzing with reports of [Acrobat] sightings from all over today, filled with the voices of those he had 'saved'.

"…No way… How did they know?"

"Hey, big bro, are you actually, like, fundamentally an idiot?"

"'Actually'? He was a basic idiot from the start, wasn't he?"

"Haru-kun…"

"Even so, you've been takin' it too easy lately, haven't ya? Lettin' your guard down?"

They were having a field day at my expense, but hold on.

"No, um, my stealth…! I was wearing a hide cloak, and I was careful not to be seen when I was flying—"

"You might not have any detection skills, big bro, so you wouldn't know, but that stealth cloak isn't all that powerful, you know? It's just a perception jammer that makes it hard for people to notice you. People who can see, can see you just fine. What Tetra-kun and Momo-chan have is on a whole other level, okay?"

"No… way… Wait, hold on. But I've walked around town wearing this and no one's ever called out to me or caused a fuss—"

"There's no way the gentlemen and ladies of Arcadia would make a scene over a player who's wearing a stealth cloak and clearly stating, 'I'm being incognito,' now is there?"

"The community's too damn wholesome…!!"

If I've been making such a fool of myself, I wish someone had told me sooner—but I couldn't very well shift the blame and disgrace myself further. I cursed myself for so leisurely believing my disguise was working.

Well, yeah… no matter how much I hide my face, if I fly, it's game over, huh…

"Well… that part of you is rather endearing, though."

"It's better to be a little clueless. The world likes you better that way."

I'm not sure if Goldow and Hinayo-san's words were meant as a follow-up or what, but they stung.

"Enough. Let the idiot be… actually, we can't, so just listen from there."

"Yes, sir…"

Irori's words were merciless, but having been crushed by Mi-na's recitation of the facts, I no longer had the right to retort with a joke.

"Entries for 'participants' are closed, but as expected, the number has exploded since last time. This one's going to be the longest yet."

"Well, we saw that comin'."

"It's because certain people got everyone fired up beyond all reason."

"…"

As all eyes turned to me again, I could only offer silence.

It wasn't just that existing players' motivation was up; the wave of new players, which had settled down after three years, was heating up again. The teasing about that had been repeated ad nauseam over the past two months.

"In any case, it's not a bad thing for the festival to be lively. It means more trouble, but let's get fired up, you guys. Haru. You too, stop sulking."

"Your turn won't come for a while, but once the preliminaries start to wrap up, the duties will come flooding in. Snap out of it and be prepared."

"That much… you can count on me for."

The speed at which I can switch gears these days is a strength I can now openly boast about.

"—Alright. Senpai, help me with some final adjustments."

"Yeah, sure thing, kouhai."

"Don't get too into it and burn yourselves out!"

With the little one's teasing at my back, I waved and activated the teleport to the training room with Irori. I might have stumbled at the start, but I just had to make up for it from here.

Two months have passed since that day—the day the newcomer known as the [Acrobat] conquered the second unconquered dungeon and was truly acknowledged by the world.

Today is the 11th Four Pillar War Selection Match.

I'll give it my all and fulfill my duty as a title holder.

"It feels like four whole months have passed since the last one, huh…"

"…To me, it feels like it was only four months ago."

I recalled that nostalgic day when I entered as a newcomer and a challenger.



    Chapter 570

    Encounter: Another

    I purchased the VR device, [Arcadia], exactly one year ago. I was exhausted from my busy 'job' and wanted a place to rest my soul.

I let myself drift, aimlessly. I wanted to escape, to turn a blind eye to the undeserved position I had found myself in, to become someone no one knew and just let go.

—It was supposed to be for 'rest.'

And yet, what I found myself naturally engrossed in within the virtual world of Arcadia wasn't a peaceful life in another world, but rather intense, heated 'battles' that wore down both body and soul.

What's more, my own passion seemed to be a bit more excessive than the average person's. When I formed a party, I grew dissatisfied with the pace of those around me, and vice versa, so I never quite fit in.

My 'job' had left me tired of human relationships due to my position, but I didn't dislike socializing itself. In fact, it was a 'job' one couldn't choose if they disliked people.

If possible, I want to play with someone. But I couldn't bring myself to be selfish and burden other decent players. Yet, to suppress myself in the virtual world as well, when I was already holding back in reality… that was just unbearable.

Less than a month after starting Arcadia, I ended up as a lonely solo player.

At first, I was down, thinking, "So the virtual world is just another 'world where people live,' after all." But the power of a so-called 'God-tier game' was such that I still managed to enjoy it more than enough.

In the end, I accepted it all, never broke my own pace, and was content enjoying the virtual world in my own way—until I laid eyes on *him*.

A brilliant light that, not metaphorically, burned the eyes of the world.

By his own account, it took him a mere two months from his debut to ascend to the heights of a 'rank-holder.' His momentum never stopped, and he soared even higher to the peak of the [Sword Queen]… It's been four months since his name thundered across the world. A true supernova, constantly spreading new tales and legends.

He was 'special.' Not just a little excessive like me, but truly, incomparably special.

That's why my eyes were burned, my heart scorched—by the sight of *him*, who, despite being more special than anyone, simply aimed for victory with his 'comrades' and enjoyed the virtual world from the bottom of his heart.

And so, I thought it. A phrase that had never once crossed my mind in a life I knew was more blessed than most… I want to be like *him*.

And so, with that thought, I roused myself, chased after him, and arrived here, now.

After finishing the preliminaries for the Four Pillar War selection match.

The moment I saw the randomly generated tournament bracket for the main event—

"…No… way…"

The player, [Kanata], became certain of the existence of 'God' in this virtual world.

◇◆◇◆◇

The light of the teleport faded, and at the same time as my avatar's senses returned, a tremendous—it would be rude to say so, but it was like a flood—presence of people washed over me from all directions.

I know.

I know that what this audience wants is not me, an almost-unknown player. What they're waiting for is the person who will soon appear across from me.

Not interested? Fine by me. Kanata has no interest in the surrounding crowd either.

The circular arena, the stage for the main selection round, feels both wide and narrow. For my style, it's cramped… and for *him*, it must be even more so.

It's no longer a matter of being conscious of my opponent. Ever since I saw the published tournament bracket, my virtual heart has been in a state of overdrive, on the verge of exploding.

So… oh, so please, hurry.

Before this heart of mine bursts, please appear.

Before me, who has come this far in admiration of you.

Whether in answer to that prayer or not.

"—…"

The moment a figure of white and blue appeared on the stage, an explosion of cheers stole the sound from the world.

"—…Man, all eyes on me, huh."

Not surprised, not flustered. *He* just shrugged his shoulders as if to say, "I'm used to this by now," and gave a little wave to the crowd with a wry smile.

Naturally, the cheers, which had intensified into a roar, were met with another troubled smile, and then—

"Sorry, rookie. Your first time on stage and it's a huge uproar."

I swear, I felt like I'd been shot through, and not just figuratively, by the black eyes that looked straight at Kanata.

"…! N-No, I was prepared for it, so I'm fine."

Fortunately, my avatar's HP didn't decrease. Plus, my 'job' has given me the courage to speak up without being intimidated, no matter how great the person before me.

So, when I managed to reply with a composed voice… *he* smiled, as if impressed.

"A world of difference from my first time. You've got guts."

*My heart has been shot to pieces by your every move since you got here*—I couldn't possibly say something so incredibly creepy.

So, no, I can't. Any more of this, and I'll start to fall apart.

"—[Haru the Acrobat]-san."

"—…Hm."

I gripped the hilts of the two short swords at my lower back with both hands.

And flipped the switch.

"…It's embarrassing for me, someone who's been playing for a year, to confess this to you, who defeated the great [Sword Protector] in just two months, but…"

"Well, I mean… yeah. It's true that I defeated him on this stage, I guess."

Muttering to himself, he—Haru the Acrobat—prompted Kanata to continue with his eyes.

"…To be honest, I don't think I can win, or even stand a chance."

I looked straight back into those black eyes—gentle, calm… as if gazing into the far distance, innocent, naive, and full of curiosity.

"—Even so, I will fight with the intent to win."

The moment I declared my challenge with an unwavering voice and drew my weapons,

"…Ah—I'd be delighted."

The smile that had once captivated Kanata's eyes appeared on his calm face.

A white sword appeared in his casually swung hand—or so I thought, but with a twirl, the sword became a spear, the spear an axe, the axe a shield, the shield a hammer, the hammer a katana… and then,

A crimson short sword materialized in each of his now-empty hands, as if nothing had happened.

"Alright, let's fight—…That said, this is my first time doing something like this."

With no tension whatsoever, he lowered the twin blades, not even taking a stance.

"I'll do my best in my own way, so let's both have some fun."

He grinned, and I forced a grin back with all the bravado I could muster.

"Then—I, [Haru the Acrobat], Fourth-Ranked of the Eastern Faction, Istia… will face you with all my heart."

The unstoppable monster took a leisurely step forward.



    Chapter 571

    A Distant Aspiration

    Haru the Acrobat—the current fourth-ranked member of the Eastern Faction, Istia, and the fastest (debatably) trickster in the virtual world.

What's noteworthy is the sheer number of overwhelming strengths that are noteworthy.

His legs, which race around with deviant agility, know no bounds, be it on land or in the air. His uniqueness in being the only one in Arcadia to master the quick-change skill allows his weapon and range to be ever-changing.

Furthermore, the genius-level combat sense he likely possessed from the start has been honed by the likes of the [Sword Saint] and other powerful veterans, making his pure technique top-tier as well. He possesses a clever and extremely sharp split-second decision-making ability, on top of an extraordinary 'intuition'.

In addition, as if in proportion to the outrageous path he has walked, the equipment he wears is all uniquely outlandish. To say there is no opening to exploit would be the perfect description.

He is a true monster, a word that cannot be contained by 'a superior version of myself'.

Again, I don't think I can win, nor do I think I can even land a single scratch. No matter how I struggle, I know for a fact that every single one of his aspects surpasses my own—

That's why.

"—Tch!"

I have nothing to lose. I can face him with all my strength without any extraneous thoughts.

The moment I saw him take that leisurely step, I pushed off with my right foot. It's a motion that has become second nature—route set, maximum output. 3rd-tier [Anima], [Rebellion], activate.

In that instant,

"—…Oh?"

The short sword I swung from *behind* him naturally cut through empty air.

A minimal evasive action, just a slight turn of the body. And the eyes that twisted to lock onto his 'enemy' meant that he had tracked Kanata's 'trajectory'.

More than amazement, more than awe, more than fear—joy won out.

The man before me really was *that* [Haru the Acrobat]. And that's why, without hesitation, I stepped forward with my left. The route was set, and once again, the excess AGI that was uncontrollable by normal means ignited—

"—Right. I see."

"Wha—, hey…!?"

The second time, he wasn't content with just dodging the blade I thrust from his blind spot. The moment he tilted his head to see the blade pass, he grabbed Kanata's hand and muttered in admiration.

"I don't get the logic, but it's something like that. Interesting."

"Tch…—!!"

A shiver ran down my spine at his quiet smile. This time, I couldn't ignore it, and I triggered my emergency defensive measure on pure reflex.

[Gravirate Error] activate. I used the skill that repels 'contact' to forcibly shake off his grip and stepped forward with my right.

To create distance, my body slid along the route I had set directly behind me—

"That repelling thing just now was pretty surprising."

"Huh…"

A voice came from directly behind me again.

"Instead of retreating, it would have been better to press the attack—whoa!?"

"Ngh…!!"

As if kicking my body, which had nearly frozen, I ducked under the crimson sword thrust at my neck and slammed a body check into his back with a left step.

Although he has some equipment bonuses, it's common knowledge that his base VIT is nonexistent. This means he is fundamentally extremely weak to external 'impact'.

Even if it's not enough to induce a forced stun, if I can create even a slight opening like this—I can press the attack further, just as he wished.

"—…Tch!?"

Right step, emergency escape. As Kanata created distance by sliding backward once more, [Haru the Acrobat] offered his critique while steadying his broken posture—

"Haha—That was the right move. You've got good instincts."

"…Thanks. I'm honored by your praise."

In that instant, if my judgment had been even a little slower, my head would have been sent flying.

No, in a stage like this, which is more of a demonstration, it's unlikely he would have actually swung the 'blade'—but I'm certain.

If I had pressed forward there, my 'evaluation' in his eyes would have hit its ceiling.

I don't know. I don't know what he was planning to do, what would have been done to me, anything. He truly is an acrobat and a magician… I can't see through his tricks or his depths at all.

I probably can't even make him draw his 'real sword', let alone fight him seriously.

We're on different dimensions. Yes, so different that—

"…Heh? —Nice. I don't dislike guys like you."

I couldn't suppress my smile, and he caught sight of it and grinned back.

My heart leaped at his words… but unfortunately. Kanata doesn't currently possess the strength or the means to entertain the person he admires any further.

"…I'm really happy, but I'm sorry. Everything I've shown so far is, in all honesty, my absolute best. It's frustrating, but I still don't think I can stand a chance."

"Hmm? Hmmm…"

Whether he's aware of it or not, even the way he toys with his short swords, making them appear and disappear, is beyond ordinary in terms of thought-controlled technical skill.

After I honestly admitted my limits, he responded.

"I was surprised, and I was flustered. You dodged my 'counter' with your intuition, too… So, yeah. At least—in terms of tactics, your teeth are definitely sinking in."

Whether or not they leave a mark is another story—he gifted me with an amused smile.

Just like that time, I had no choice but to rouse myself again.

"…Twelve seconds. Would you be willing to indulge me?"

"Haha, of course."

It's a trump card I can't say I have perfect control over. It's a unique skill I've been hesitating to use in this encounter, where I wanted to face him with my true full strength.

But when I think about it, isn't that just like me?

"—Doing whatever you want is what it's all about. Let's enjoy it all."

He is [Haru the Acrobat]… a player who has climbed to the top by fearlessly and irreverently throwing down trick cards and trump cards, trampling over every impossibility.

So, if I, who admire him, in front of him—

"[Haze Oculus]."

—how could I not trample over the impossible and put on a show?

"—Here I come…!!"

I closed my eyes and announced my full power. The reply, as expected, was—

"Yeah, I'll take you on…!!"

—a voice full of expectation and curiosity, a voice of welcome.



    Chapter 572

    The Arrow Chasing the Horizon

    [Haze Oculus]—an unorthodox unique skill in the thought acceleration category, which typically involves 'imbuing the eyes with an effect,' that requires one to close their eyes to activate.

Maximum duration: twelve seconds.

Acceleration multiplier: limitless.

The authority granted in exchange for offering up 'the present view' is—future prediction.

"Tch…!?"

A right step. A flash of the left sword. Just before lunging, I threw a weapon at his feet as a feint, and my now-free right hand grabbed not Kanata's two hands, but the left wrist *he* had moved after dodging them.

Simultaneous execution of induction and capture. The surprise of someone who instantly understood that their movements had been completely read shook Kanata's eardrums like praise.

Based on that understanding, the future blurs.

Beyond countless, the branches diverge so much that they cannot be counted.

A violent tsunami of information that would be impossible for a human mind to read one by one rushes through my virtual brain—and it's not a rational act of choosing.

"—Aaaah!!"

I grab onto the 'future' that I just happened to see, the one I hope is the best, and the intruder into this divine realm operates their avatar as if driven by a white-hot thought circuit.

I pull the captured left hand—his right crimson sword is coming for my right hand, so instead of the sword, I set my short sword on the trajectory of his swinging arm—he'll abort the attack with the crimson sword and then a palm strike from his unarmed hand will come, so I'll pivot with a left step—he'll swing me around at super speed while still holding my left hand but I'll ignore it and a right roundhouse kick will come, so I'll release my hand and fall back onto the floor—and the resulting situation is,

"—Hah…!"

—at the end of a series of dodged 'counters', [Haru the Acrobat] is left defenseless in mid-air, and,

"[Crowly—…!!"

—directly beneath him, the challenger has grabbed the weapon he threw earlier, and a blue flash of light now resides in the two overlapping blades. And,

"—Rivind]!!"

Initial speed, top speed, and power.

All undeniably of the highest class, a high-end assault skill from the short sword category.

Once activated after catching a defenseless opponent in range, it's a true 'sure-hit' hailed as an inescapable, genuine 'finishing blow' no matter who the opponent is—

"…Huh?"

—is what I should have unleashed.

Suddenly, the countless 'futures' vanished from my mind, leaving only one.

In an instant, anticlimactically, as if waking from a dream… Seeing the future that had been decided, Kanata opened his eyes to see—the blue of a clear sky.

My hands, my weapons are gone.

My feet, not touching the floor.

My body, floating—then, after feeling a distinct sense of weightlessness, a strong wind brushed against my cheek, and I finally realized that my body was falling.

And when I turned my head to see where I was going.

It was the same as the determined future. Holding Kanata's lost short swords, *he* was smiling, his eyes saying it all.

—The twelve seconds aren't over yet.

"—Tch…!!"

That's right, it's not over yet.

That's right, I haven't given up yet.

Even with the huge cheat of seeing the future, I couldn't see through him completely—even if there was no way my tiny fangs could ever reach him…!!

"—[Breath—…"

Driven by admiration, I desperately arrived at this stage.

So that I can praise myself for showing my full strength without any regrets.

"—Moment]!!"

I have to enjoy this dream stage with this incredible hero to the fullest.

Within a five-meter radius. I activate a skill that safely delivers my body to the desired position and slip past my own weapons that were waiting for my falling body.

I landed, once again, in his blind spot. To the back that was now so close I could touch it without reaching, I thrust the backup dagger I had drawn from my thigh—just before impact, I stepped with my right foot.

From his blind spot, to his front.

In other words, into the true blind spot of [Haru the Acrobat], who had reacted instantly to my teleportation into his blind spot.

"Tch—"

Five centimeters until the tip touches.

Four centimeters.

Three.

Two.

One—and the blade, having lost its target, pierces the air.

The white and blue figure vanished in a flash… and my own short sword was gently placed against my neck.

"—I already know, but…"

"…Yes."

A voice from very close by. I felt my body rapidly losing strength, and I desperately held onto my consciousness to keep from collapsing.

"May I ask your name again?"

A gentle voice, completely devoid of the tension I felt. I couldn't help but let out a wry smile.

"…It's Kanata."

"Okay, Kanata—That was fun. Let's do it again."

The future I had already seen. An honor I don't deserve… I laughed at my own thoughts, which had fallen completely into the swamp, as if they belonged to someone else.

"…I'm beaten. I surrender."

The curtain fell on the dream stage.

The explosion of cheers sounded as if they were celebrating me, who, from a self-satisfying perspective, had 'done it'… but well, that's probably just my imagination.

—And then,

"Oh, sorry. I'm Haru. I should've introduced myself before asking for your name, huh."

"…Ahaha. I know that much already."

It was an exquisitely anticlimactic fan service, perfectly in character for *him*… and that extravagant postscript is something I'll never forget for the rest of my life.



    Chapter 573

    Backstage

    "—Man, for my very first match, I got a seriously crazy opponent…"

This mission was different from the last Four Pillar War or the [White Throne] subjugation battle, where I basically did whatever I wanted. In a way, this was my true 'duty as a rank-holder to the public.'

And so, I went in with high spirits, only to face *that* in the very first round. The words that spilled from my mouth as soon as I returned to my now-familiar home, the Round Table, were my true feelings, leaked out as the tension eased—to be honest, I was putting on a calm front during the match, but I was scared stiff.

It was no joke; he was an opponent where an 'accident' wasn't an impossibility…

"I think there's a one-hundred-million percent chance your opponent was thinking the same thing, you know?"

"It looked like… a complete victory."

My two seniors, who had already left the venue and returned, offered a retort and a question to my muttered words. I suppose I have to explain it to them carefully.

Just how 'crazy' Kanata, the user of that boyish avatar, really was.

—When it comes to the basics of close-quarters combat, he's actually a total amateur.

I said this to the little pipsqueaks, who, from the perspective of an ordinary person with 'average' kinetic vision and reaction speed, would be at the absolute bottom tier by rank-holder standards.

"No, that guy was dangerous… It could have easily become a repeat of my fight with Irori."

As I sank into the Fourth-ranked seat and dropped that 'fact' with a straight face, they must have realized I wasn't joking.

Mi-na's face, which had been half-amused, half-teasing, contorted into a "Are you serious?" expression. Meanwhile,

"…His movements were certainly impressive. But was he really that good?"

Ri-na, still skeptical, tilted her head and asked a question. In response, I gave a nod and an addendum.

"Yeah, well, that's the thing. If we were to fight for real, I'd win a hundred times out of a hundred."

It's not a childish boast or conceit; I'm being serious. As someone who is aware of my position, which doesn't allow for much joking around, I try to analyze the fighting strength of myself and my opponents earnestly and without playing games.

"It was a matter of compatibility, or rather, we were 'of the same kind' with similar styles. If we went all out against each other… the one with the superior specs would naturally win."

"Hoh? You've started talking big, haven't you, big bro?"

"He's grown."

Well, I'll ignore the teasing for now.

"But, man… I've come to realize from this side of things that for a type like me, who can't go all out in order to gauge an opponent, *his* type is the ultimate nemesis. It's too scary. I don't want to fight him."

"What do you mean, 'a type like you'?"

That would be, of course, the core style that brought down both the [Sword Protector] and the [Sword Queen].

"A surprise box that spams first-time-kill moves on pure momentum."

"Ahh… well, that was RIP Irorin. And the 'momentum' of that momentum is insane."

"A Giant Killing Specialist."

It's not like I intentionally went for that kind of build… but yeah, that's what it is.

Anyway, it's true that 'that' is a kind of magic trick whose danger can't be understood just by watching from the outside—by anyone other than me, who actually faced it.

"Kanata, that guy, he perfectly predicted my movements after he closed his eyes."

No, it was more than just prediction.

"It was like… with the accuracy of future sight."

"Hmm…? Is that, like? Your 'eyes,' big bro?"

"The skill name I overheard sounded similar. It might be a skill of the same type… but at the very least, his response accuracy wasn't at a level where he could only see one second ahead."

It was a series of perfect 'counters,' as if he had chosen the best option from countless futures he could see. There was the premise that it was 'within the realm of what Kanata could achieve,' but the fact is that I was forced to expose a clear opening, enough to let him get in a finishing move.

"Whoa. So, like, if you're saying that much, he must have been really amazing."

"His first-place score in the preliminaries wasn't just for show?"

"Exactly… I'm seriously glad I was fully on guard from the pre-match info."

Again, it was no joke; he was an opponent where an accident was a real possibility.

My intuition told me that skill was dangerous—which, in turn, means that 'Kanata, who mastered that skill, is dangerous.'

'Skills' in this virtual world are blessings of a miracle that realize possibilities the person alone cannot achieve. Conversely, the skills that reside in an avatar are manifestations of the 'talent' dormant within that person.

Those who possess unique skills are often strong individuals who have walked a 'path' that led to their manifestation. It's not everything, but it's one easy-to-understand indicator.

And so, the conclusion.

"I guess my 'recommendation slot' is pretty much filled up now…"

"Oh, after just the first round?"

"A favorite?"

Well, I mean, come on.

Even setting aside his dangerous hidden card, his battle sense, including his split-second decision-making, is undeniably top-tier. In addition, his high-speed and irregular sliding mobile combat, likely using 'shoes' that seem to be an [Anima], was nothing short of brilliant.

He is, without a doubt, the kind of unique talent that our faction is looking for.

I may not be one to talk, having been the wall he ran into, but he's not a player who should disappear after a first-round loss. It's my duty as someone who correctly understands his strengths to scoop him up.

…Yes, it's a fair judgment as a rank-holder. Therefore, it's definitely not—

"…A favorite?"

"…Why did you ask a second time, Ri-na-san?"

—because I feel a sense of kinship with his fighting style, or because of the passion with which he challenged me, or the spirit he showed in trying to land a single blow until the very end, or his somehow approachable atmosphere… or anything like that.

I am absolutely not recommending him based on such personal feelings.



    Chapter 574

    The Wielder and the Weaver, Unchanging as Ever

    "—How was it?"

"Couldn't have been better."

After finishing the schedule for the Four Pillar War selection match, from the preliminaries to the first half of the main tournament.

I dragged my thoroughly exhausted body to the 'workshop,' and a wry smile crossed my face in response to the question thrown at me, skipping all pleasantries.

However, my answer to the question was, naturally, all positive.

I waved a hand fitted with the new equipment I had just received that morning to show my gratitude—and my exclusive magic crafter, Kagura-san, let out a sigh of relief before slumping into her chair.

It was a rare sight, and my wry smile naturally turned into a genuine one.

"If you were going to worry that much, you didn't have to rush to finish it by today."

"…Don't be an idiot. This is your big moment, in a way. I can't have you wearing a makeshift remake from last time."

"I'm still plenty attached to it, so I'll be displaying the old one in my room."

"Oh, stop it, you're embarrassing me."

She says that, but the fact that she can't hide her pleased expression is what's so endearing about her—but I don't have the courage to tease her to her face, so I'll keep that to myself.

"So, the performance and everything was perfect, top-notch, but… it felt a little tight when I was moving around. Could I ask for an adjustment?"

"Yeah, I knew I shouldn't have rushed it… Hand it over, I'll take a look."

That must have been on her mind too, hence her opening question.

Following the words of the woman who had put a hand to her forehead and looked up at the ceiling upon hearing my request for improvement, I placed the new equipment—two pairs, four pieces in total—that protected my hands and feet onto the indicated table.

Their shapes were simple: fingerless gloves and high boots. They were a matching set of fabric woven from 'metal,' with intricate silver patterns running across a black base, clearly cut from a single material.

The source material was a spoil of war from my recent solo challenge against a fated enemy. It was a peculiar material called [God-Wedge Armor's Majestic Flash Steel], obtained from my second official subjugation of [Angalta, God-Wedge Sword-King].

Their names were [An=Di Galta] and [An=Vo Galta] respectively—high-end gear, without a doubt, bearing the 'masterpiece' seal of the highest-ranking magic crafter, the [Pyre Artisan].

Including the two-piece set bonus, the stat bonus was VIT +100. It was a top-class effect value, comparable to the [Ice Weave] series for my transformed state… but that wasn't all.

This was a unique item that also possessed a special effect, bestowed by the material from a monster that had transformed into a raid-class enemy as a result of me doing whatever I wanted against an opponent whose difficulty changes according to the challenger.

Its hidden ability is called 'Flashing Wedge Armor'—in short, this is lightweight warrior's heavy armor with zero weight and comfort, which only demonstrates its resilience during offense and defense.

Its appearance is far from heavy armor, or even light armor; it looks like thin leather or cloth equipment. Yet, in terms of numerical defense, it's easily tougher than the full plate armor worn by some heavy warriors, which is astounding.

I believed Kagura-san when she said, "You should be able to hit back straight on even against heavy weapons," and when I deflected a challenger's full-swing greatsword with a backhand, I was genuinely shocked. After all, I had prepared an emergency escape plan, half in disbelief.

In addition, this isn't 'armor' but 'armament' that combines both offense and defense.

This means that the armor's hardness, weight, and power are transmitted only to the opponent not just when receiving an enemy attack, but also when I dish out my own punches and kicks—in other words.

It's like the [Anima] of the Southern Faction's second-ranked [Heavy Tank], Uni, the weight-faking [Dual Heavy, Starfall Twin Black Steel]. It's a ridiculous piece of equipment that tricks the system.

"…Just in case, I'll say it again. I have no complaints about the performance, okay?"

Lately, I've been actively incorporating unarmed combat into my actions. So, a piece of equipment that not only assists with punches and kicks but also functions as a weapon itself is a dream come true—I threw a follow-up to the magic crafter, who was correcting her 'mistake' with a scowl.

"I don't need your pity. Handing over something half-assed is something my pride won't allow. So even if you forgive me, I won't forgive myself."

"She's saying cool stuff again…"

But my words were instantly shot down.

It's been about five months since we met, but this person hasn't changed a bit. Despite having her character collapse so spectacularly, her heart is strong—

"Don't stare at people with that weird look on your face while thinking strange things. I'll knock you out."

"A weird look…"

Well, in terms of the 'depth of our relationship,' it seems the depth is changing steadily, as she now reads my thoughts as a matter of course.

That's great. Let's get along for a long, long time, sis… huh?

Oh, crap.

"Sorry, hey, I'm out of time…! My bad, but I'll come back for it tomorr—"

"Here, take it."

Just as I glanced at the system clock in the corner of my vision, hastily stood up, and was about to turn on my heel, the two pairs of four adjusted armaments came flying into my hands. She's as quick with her 'hands' as ever.

I instantly equipped them on my feet, which I had almost run out on barefoot, and my hands. With a familiar flash of light, they settled into place, and their—

"—How's that?"

"Perfect! Thanks, see ya later!"

The strange discomfort of feeling a tightness despite the zero-comfort wear was completely gone. She had rushed to finish them for today in the first place, so with the re-adjustment, there's no way I could offer her anything but 'perfect' for her work.

And with that, our communication is perfect too. My extremely straightforward business relationship with Kagura-san has no need for lengthy wordplay.

And that's why.

"Haru."

"Yeah?"

"Your real match is tomorrow, right? —Well, do your best."

"…Heh, I'll go in with everything I've got!"

When I get rare words of encouragement like this, I can't help but grin, which is a problem.



    Chapter 575

    Partners, Unchanging as Ever (?)

    From my exclusive magic crafter's workshop to our meeting spot, the [Azure Sky] clan home. Then, from the clan home, we moved to a place 'up in the sky,' on the back of a dragon.

The Sapphire Express, which has become a familiar ride, is running fast today as well. Having completed the second 'Starry Sky Event' held at the beginning of August and leveled up even further, its wings, which can rival my full sprint in a straight line at top speed, are a reliable asset.

It turns out that under certain conditions, it can use that special ability it showed before I tamed it. If I develop its other aspects besides speed, the day may not be far off when it can play an active role in combat too.

As expected,育成 content is a deep rabbit hole. The growth potential, the future prospects, everything about it is just endlessly fun.

It's no wonder that players are converting from their previous virtual world lifestyles to become serious trainers one after another. Even I am planning to do some serious cooperative training once Sapphire's build is complete…

And, well. When that time comes, I'm thinking I'd like to ask for some guidance from my partner, who has already mastered fighting alongside a [Stardust Beast (Rim)], but—

"—…Uh, Sora?"

"…"

"Sora-san?"

"…"

—the issue is that said important partner is currently in a very bad mood in my arms.

On Sapphire's broad back. The pleasant flapping of her wings is actually just for show; the dragon's flight, which doesn't gain lift from it, is practically a perfect straight line. There's almost no physical strain from shaking or the like.

If you raise the AGI of a tamed beast you're riding on appropriately, an effect that reduces 'all sorts of loads' from high-speed movement kicks in, and things like wind pressure become a mere gentle breeze.

And for someone benefiting from my [Luna Nobody], being held by me should provide a peaceful, relaxing time no different from being on the ground.

In short, even though we're riding bareback without a saddle… there's no need for her to be stuck to me this closely, pressing her body against me with such force.

And when this young lady starts pressing against me silently, lately, it's always been a sign that she's dissatisfied or in a bad mood, a signal to 'spoil me'.

"Sora-san? Sora? Lady Sora? …Oh, come on, don't give me that—that 'I'm so disappointed I couldn't come and cheer on my partner because I had things to do that I'm starting to get angry, but taking it out on him would be unfair, so I'll try to put on a straight face but I can't do it well, so as a cover-up for my embarrassment, I'll just go with 'whatever happens, happens' and switch to a selfish younger-girl move' pouty face."

"—Wha… nyah… d-do you have to say it…!? Do you really have to just lay out a person's entire heart so plainly like that…!?"

"I do. We're one-of-a-kind, mind-reading partners, after all."

"I hate you, Haru…!"

She says that, but I know all she needs is a good head-pat to cheer up. I'm so sorry, please don't pull my side-tail…!

"Besides, why is it always your transformed self when we meet lately!"

"That's because recently, Sora-san has been requesting to go on far-off trips every time… or so it seems, but she's actually just hoping for a leisurely stroll through the sky, just the two of us."

"H-Ah, eh?"

"And if that's the case, my MP for summoning Sapphire is a bit unreliable with my rebuilt regular self."

"…, …!"

"…Uh, so, in other words, this is the result of me understanding my partner's true feelings—"

"I hate you, Haru…!!"

Don't read my mind about everything—is what the girl, seventy percent embarrassed and thirty percent angry, seemed to be saying as she slapped away the hand that was combing through her hair. I tried to object, "Isn't that a bit unfair?" but to no avail.

And yet, the pushing only grew more forceful, so a maiden's heart is a complex and mysterious thing.

"Oh, come on, I'm sorry. It was my fault. I'm definitely not in the wrong, but it was my fault. What do you want me to do? I'll do my best to accommodate you until we reach our destination."

"Uuuu… Then, hold me tighter…"

—And just as she said that.

"Ah, we're here. Destination, Sora-san. Alright, Sapphire, landing time, GOGO!"

"I hate you, Haru!!"

Now, now, don't say that. A good workout will clear your head. Hahaha.

◇◆◇◆◇

◇ You have conquered [Light-Caressing Crucible] ◇

◇ You have obtained a title ◇
- 'Conqueror of the Light-Caressing Crucible'
- 'Escort'

"—Hahaha…"

And so, several tens of minutes later, I found myself letting out a dry laugh in the scorched earth of our 'destination'.

The place we had traveled so far to reach was a high-difficulty dungeon called the [Light-Caressing Crucible], located about three hundred kilometers north of the city.

It seems they weren't exactly light spirits, but they were mysterious humanoid (?) luminescent life forms that looked like nothing else. The area was a temple-type instance dominated by them and their boss, the [Light-Caressing Scorching Giant Soldier], a great mass of condensed light and heat.

I had undertaken this expedition solely with the aim of promoting Sora-san's build growth.

True to their appearance, they were magic-based enemies, so I expected experience to accumulate for her [Cradle of Sword-Craft], and I also hoped for an effect on her [Light Magic Aptitude] against opponents of the same attribute… or so I thought.

I was letting out a dry laugh in the scorched earth of our destination.

"Sora-san, it seems even a standard high-difficulty dungeon is no longer a match for you…"

"…D-Don't look at me like that."

Well, it's not a matter of 'it seems'; she's been like this for a while now.

It wasn't that the devastation was the result of her rampaging with the accumulated shame and anger from being teased before our arrival—Sora-san had, with extreme calm and her usual demonic sword prowess, meticulously burned this dungeon to the ground.

…That's strange. The opponents were also enemies that governed 'heat,' thematically speaking, so why is she burning them head-on?

The mobs along the way, the boss at the end, they literally 'couldn't do a thing.'

As if being attended by a storm of sand-dust swords wasn't enough, her flame sword projection and explosion combo, which seemed to steal the spotlight from my [Ruby Rabbit Bullet], was simply wicked. The way she casually walked through, scattering the riffraff, was less like a young lady and more like a queen.

She's secretly being called 'The Maiden of the Scales,' 'The Priestess of a Thousand Blades,' or 'The Golden Angel' by the public, but in many ways, she could give the [Sword Queen] a run for her money—

"Haru?"

"Nope, I'm not thinking anything stupid."

The one who's hyped up is the public, and my recent random thought is probably, just barely, innocent… but let's set that aside.

"How was the haul?"

"Um… a few titles. No skill growth."

"Yeah, figured as much."

As the 'Escort' who basically just followed her, it's natural that I got nothing. But if Sora's conquest was this effortless, the 'experience' gained must have been trivial.

Acquiring a new skill. Evolving an existing skill. Both of these generally happen when a player accumulates a significant or new experience and feels a sense of growth.

She's no longer the blank slate of a brand-new avatar. While not to the extent of me, who has had almost no skill growth in the past two months, Sora has probably completely left her growth spurt phase behind.

In other words, it's all about what comes next.

The things you build up 'after' the rapid growth unique to a newbie stops is what cultivates the flavor and depth of a seasoned veteran… or so a guildmate who was a net game addict once told me.

"Haru?"

"Sorry, I was just thinking something weird—anyway, it wasn't a waste. Today's march… I mean, rampage… I mean, conquest, should be properly accumulated as experience in your avatar. It'll bear fruit someday."

"I can't tell if you're being serious or teasing me…"

"Half and half, maybe."

"I'm going to get angry, you know…!"

Since she's giving a warning before getting angry, this light tapping must be within the realm of playfulness. I accepted her cute protest while glancing at the system clock.

"We finished a lot earlier than planned. What do you want to do now?"

"Ah… um. Well… Dinner preparations… it's still too early for that."

The Four Pillar War selection match, which is divided into two days to account for player fatigue and other factors, is scheduled to conclude before evening on both days.

So, even after finishing the first half, immediately going to the workshop, running to our meeting spot, and heading out for our date… I mean, outing, about an hour has passed, but in real time, it's still a little before 5 PM. There's a little over an hour of free time before the Yotsuya family kitchen gets busy.

The reason I know this is because a certain maid keeps mysteriously leaking the young lady's daily life details, or rather, her routine.

Naturally, I leaked that leak to my partner, but that maid, also naturally, hasn't learned her lesson even after being severely scolded. The information bombs are still coming—

"…Um, Haru?"

"Yeah?"

And the young lady who, according to the maid, recently 'brought down the thunder,' called my name.

Her hesitant, timid voice and gestures are a habit Sora has when she's trying her best to say something she's not sure about herself.

Cute.

"Today is, um… Saturday, and…"

"Yep."

"Um, I know you must be tired, but… if you'd like, today too—"

"Yep, okay."

"I haven't finished saying it yet…!"

Her face, as if to say, "I worked up all that courage—" is just adorable.

Tired, you say? I am tired, but it's just mental fatigue, so I have plenty of energy left. If it's time with my trusted partner, you could even say I have an excess of it.

Therefore… if I can accept the invitation that has become a regular weekend thing since the month before last, I will gladly come running. In fact, it'll just get me more fired up for tomorrow.

"If that's the case, we can't be lazing around like this… —Alright, let's head back. At top speed."

"Huh, ah… At top speed, you say. Does that mean, um, Sapphire-chan—"

Ha, what are you talking about, Sora-san?

It's true that Sapphire's current top speed rivals my full sprint, but that's still just 'rivals my *base* full sprint,' a work in progress.

In other words,

"Shall we do it for the first time in a while? The human rocket game."

"…It's not really a 'game,' Haru, yours is the real—"

And so, a few minutes later. Come to think of it, it had been a while, but it goes without saying that I ended up hearing my partner's rather serious scream.


—
And after that, it also goes without saying that I received a not-so-infrequent scolding.

Their way of flirting has changed, hasn't it?

— ◇Status◇
Name: Sora
Lv: 100
STR: 100 ⇒ 50
AGI: 200 ⇒ 150
DEX: 50
VIT: 100
MID: 600 ⇒ 700 (+200)
LUC: 100

◇Skill◇
- Maiden of the Demon Sword (Leaveslasher) Up! (Magic Sword Aptitude + Minstrel of the Demon Sword + Lord of the Demon Sword)
  - [Optimize Alert]
  - [Load Bullet]
  - [Territory Construction]
  - [Attribute Conversion]

- Light Magic Aptitude
  - [Embrace] Up! (Qualia Veil)
  - [Fast Light]
  - [Circlet]
  - [Geo Stake] New!
  - [Light Enchant]

- Active
  - [Song of the Scales (Scareless)]
  - [Glad Bounce]
  - [Tremple Slide]
  - [Upturned Amber Eyes]

- Passive
  - [Twin Magic Cladding] Up! (Magic Power Cladding + Magic Control Sky Dash)
  - [Sharis Heart] New!
  - [Fairy Dance] Up! (Featherfoot)
  - [Swallow Flight] New!
  - [True Eye]
  - [Healing Hand of the Warpath] Up! (Devotion of the Healing Hand)
  - [Resolde Esta] New!
  - [Root of Magic] Up! (Master of Magic)

  - [Four-Sided Blessing]
—

Clutter-Free Ver.
— ◇Status◇
Name: Sora
Lv: 100
STR: 50
AGI: 150
DEX: 50
VIT: 100
MID: 700 (+200)
LUC: 100

◇Skill◇
- Maiden of the Demon Sword (Leaveslasher)
  - [Optimize Alert]
  - [Load Bullet]
  - [Territory Construction]
  - [Attribute Conversion]

- Light Magic Aptitude
  - [Embrace]
  - [Fast Light]
  - [Circlet]
  - [Geo Stake]
  - [Light Enchant]

- Active
  - [Song of the Scales (Scareless)]
  - [Glad Bounce]
  - [Tremple Slide]
  - [Upturned Amber Eyes]

- Passive
  - [Twin Magic Cladding]
  - [Sharis Heart]
  - [Fairy Dance]
  - [Swallow Flight]
  - [True Eye]
  - [Healing Hand of the Warpath]
  - [Resolde Esta]
  - [Root of Magic]

  - [Four-Sided Blessing]
—

I'll do a skill guide for Sora's current skills in the interlude after the third section.



    Chapter 576

    Re: On the Istia-Exclusive BBS

    【Acrobat】11th Four Pillar War Selection Match Highlights Thread 16【Eastern Key】


311: Thx
So, hoping for Haru-chan to show up here is a long shot, huh…

312: CatalogMk.3
Well, that's kinda obvious

313: deberon
No way he'd do something to steal the spotlight from the challengers

314: ini
Haru-shi might though… for fan service…

315: oha-iyo
That guy has a great sense of humor, but he knows where to draw the line

316: Midorigame
The fact that everyone who ran into him during the event fell head over heels for him isn't just for show

317: CatalogMk.3
The Harunia shipping horde

318: Nodoguro
Excuse me. Is talking about Kanata-shi, the Acrobat's first-round opponent, off-topic for this thread?

319: Rizenon
Harunia is good civ

320: deberon
>>318 There's a dedicated thread, but I think it's fine to talk about it here too

321: GazaQ
I mean, he's already being talked about a ton

322: Nodoguro
Oh, in that case, I'll go through the logs. thx

323: Thx
Did someone call?

324: YesMen
NoMen

325: Kichoumen
Well, Kanata-kun was the only one who really had a 'match' with him, so yeah

326: Mentos
That guy is insane. Is he really an unknown player, first time participating?

327: NonoNOn
He's a solo player that's not well-known publicly, but some people know him

328: Majiro
I've never spoken to him, but he's famous in a very small part of the light warrior community… or maybe not that famous.
He's known as an insane solo player whose Anima (probably) and technique are a perfect match

329: Kokoron
So says the top-tier light warrior

330: Majiro
I lost in the fourth round on the first day, though

331: Mentos
Just being seeded in the main tournament makes you a top-tier player, y'know?

332: GabachoP
>>324-326 The Three Noodle Musketeers lol

333: Mentos
>>332 I'm not one of the Noodle people, though?

334: Rottas
'The Noodle people' is what's funny lmao

335: Kokoron
What's your take, Jiro-kun-san? If you were to fight Kanata-shi

336: Majiro
Eh, I'd probably lose normally?

337: Kokoron
wha

338: Rottas
For real???

339: Majiro
I get hyped up because I've become a Four Pillar War regular, but
I'm not exactly in a position where I'm acknowledged by myself or others as a strong player, you know…?

340: Fan5pon
It's just that the true top-tiers are insane. You're more than enough of a top-tier yourself

341: GazaQ
You were cool when you died protecting Hinayo-oneesama in the White Throne battle, Jiro-san

342: Majiro
I wasn't supposed to die, though… well, thanks

343: Majiro
But to get back on topic, Kanata-shi is probably stronger than me
At the very least, I can't do that kind of intense infighting against Haru-kun

344: Rottas
For real… so there are still some insane people out there…

345: Mikamika
Unknown, first place in prelims score, irregular mobility, agility-focused…
It feels like the first-round matchup was fated

346: Majiro
Hearing it like that, he sounds exactly like Haru-kun four months ago, lol

347: Majiro
Wait, this is no laughing matter. He's grown too much in a short time. He's impossible. This is depressing. I'm going to train.

348: Warawara
What is up with the Acrobat, bringing new tricks every time he appears on the main stage?

349: oha-iyo
I couldn't help but let out a wry smile when he won easily against a greatsword with a backhand

350: KINs
That guy's been using a lot of martial arts lately. Is he into it?

351: Shikemoku
There's a rumor that Rinne-chan, who is rumored to be a serious Acrobat fan, is teaching him various things…

352: KINs
What… He's really popular with everyone. I'm so jealous

353: wasota
The equipment on his hands and feet that he showed off this time, that's from the recent Angalta materials, right? Absolutely.

354: oha-iyo
Based on the coloring and patterns, it's pretty much certain

355: Yukke
Buried Labyrinth of Forgetfulness solo RTA…

356: Mentos
It was 10 minutes and 9 seconds of not a single sane moment…

357: wasota
The fact that he was frustrated he couldn't break ten minutes is what's crazy

358: Minimirin
About that black Angalta, I don't think I could win even with a full party

359: Yukke
From a normal person's perspective, it looks tough even for a raid, let alone a full party

360: wasota
Considering that's the source of the materials… man, I wonder what kind of stats it has (stares into space)

361: KINs
And the creator is, nine times out of ten, sis Kagura (stares into space)

362: Mentos
It's guaranteed to be a priceless, raid-unique class item (stares into space)

363: Kaningam
His skills, his equipment, his technique, everything about him is broken

364: Honjouzou
His stats are broken too

365: Comeback Ishimatsu
D E X & V I T : 0

366: Kaningam
Seriously, give it a rest, Acrobat

367: deberon
I can still understand VIT, but I still don't get DEX…

368: Honjouzou
No, VIT is incomprehensible too

369: deberon
Sorry, VIT makes no sense either. My bad

370: GabachoP
roflmao

371: Comeback Ishimatsu
Terror-kun, which evolved from a greatsword to a bracelet. Isn't VIT +100 on its own too good?

372: Shirokuma
Having over 500 stats just from equipment bonuses is seriously a cheat

373: VIP Eleki BANG!
Seek and ye shall find

374: Shirokuma
True… my Terror Armament has to be out there somewhere in the world…………

375: Kokoron
Speaking of bracelets. That thing on his right arm. I wonder when he's going to use it

376: Shirokuma
This

377: Warawara
The first-clear reward from the arena (presumably), yeah

378: Kokoron
Wait, wasn't that confirmed?

379: Warawara
Eh, for real?

380: Jim
I think it was pretty much confirmed? The design is the same as the equipment the Princess posted a pic of on social media or something

381: Rololo
Ai-Haru… Ai-Haru will save the world…………

382: Shimesaba
It's still fresh in my memory how the whole world shed tears and prostrated itself at how cute Iris-sama was, excitedly showing off the only matching unique item set in the virtual world, right?

383: Warawara
I'm so jealous I could die. Do it forever, I'll celebrate you

384: Jim
That thing is insane. If it has similar performance, the Acrobat's version is guaranteed to be broken too

385: Rololo
More than the performance, it's the visual

386: Shimesaba
Black looks good on our Princess…

387: 8823
It really brings out her hair color

388: Thx
That thing the Princess has would definitely look good on Haru-chan too. Why is it a bracelet

389: CatalogMk.3
So he can use it with both his regular and transformed self, obviously

390: UsaBure
The Acrobat's head accessory slot is already occupied by one of the most broken items in the virtual world, so…

391: ini
He might use it tomorrow, maybe?

392: Kokoron
The sixth match of the second half! So exciting!

393: GazaQ
This

394: NonoNOn
This

395: DamDam
This is it

396: Midorigame
Neither of them has a chance in a million of losing, after all

397: Nikoichi
I'm curious about Hinayo-neechan vs Tetra-kun, but… yeah, it's gotta be this one

398: Shinjou
Rival showdown

399: Hornet
You mean best friend showdown, right?

400: Pongole
So hyped

401: Menchibomu
My work schedule is irregular, but I easily managed to request the day before Sunday off

402: Boss B
>>401 Identified.

403: Menchibomu
WHAAAA!!?!?!?!

404: GabachoP
lol



—'I'm frustrated I couldn't break ten minutes, but I'd rather die than try again.'
A comment from a certain rank-holder who set the fastest RTA record of 10m 9s, including mid-boss battles.



    Chapter 577

    Every Moment, a New Turn

    People are creatures of adaptation. We take the unknown and make it known, coming to terms with fear, awe, surprise, and all our other emotions until we grow accustomed to it all.

I probably understand this on a deeper level than your average eighteen-year-old.

It started with my time as a part-time warrior, experiencing a multitude of workplaces from short-term gigs to long-term positions. It continued with the desperate, sleep-deprived study sessions I forced into my daily routine. And it culminated in diving into a virtual world, only to end up in the special position of being a 'Ranker' or whatever they call it.

I’ve learned that as long as you have the time and can repeat the experience, you can get used to almost anything. Yes, for example—

"—and then, suddenly, a five-year-old me was plummeting headfirst into the ocean. What I remember is being slammed into the surface from a pretty good height, which hurt like hell, and the sensation of my body sinking deeper and deeper no matter how much I struggled… And then there was the forest of poisonous seaweed, glowing in all sorts of colors from the sunlight piercing the water, and the dead, emotionless eye of a huge fish that passed what felt like inches from my face."

"…I-I see. I can certainly understand how that would be traumatizing on several levels, but… um, Kasuga-san."

"Yes?"

"Your skillful descriptions of the scene and emotionally charged storytelling reveal a surprising talent, which is quite impressive, but my lady is getting frightened, so could you please tone it down…"

"Huh? Oh, ah, sorry. It's okay, seriously. My family jumped in and salvaged me right away, and I didn't have any major injuries or lasting effects, you know?"

"I believe the incident itself already qualifies as 'major.'"

"Well, now it's just a funny story from the distant past."

"Given that you're still carrying the trauma, I'd say it hasn't quite become a funny story yet."

"I'm fine with swimming, and small fish in a pond don't bother me, you know."

"What about large carp?"

"With that type, I can manage if I convince myself they're pets."

"Most people would not describe that as 'being fine.'"

"Incidentally, I've never been to an aquarium."

"Yes, I would imagine not…"

—And so, just like that.

Even an unrealistic fantasy like sharing a dinner table with a surprisingly good listener of a maid can, with enough repetition, transform into just another part of daily life.

"After hearing your stories… it seems you are thoroughly beloved by the gods, Kasuga-san."

"That look in your eyes is one of mockery. Care to elaborate on the details of this so-called love?"

"You've faced one turbulent event after another throughout your life, yet you always emerge unscathed in the end… It's as if you're some kind of favorite toy."

"Please don't say the same things my mother does."

It's been a while since I started visiting the Yotsuya residence on weekends. Naturally, I've had more opportunities to speak not only with Sora but with this maid as well, and it didn't take long for us to warm up to each other.

Well, we had a rather strange way of getting along before, but I couldn't have said we were 'friends' in any sense of the word, so I suppose our relationship has certainly changed.

Of course, if you were to ask if I was the one who actively tried to get closer… that wasn't quite it either.

"May I ask about your mother?"

"Hm? Oh, yeah, sure. My mother is basically the personification of vitality…"

It was the maid, or rather, Natsume-san—no, Itsuki-san, who initiated it.

To begin with, this whole 'invitation' originated from a letter of protest from her that read: "The other two are under the same roof, yet my lady continues to be left out. How is this acceptable? I demand compensation." And so it began.

When I accepted the demand without question and made the weekend visits a regular thing…

"My, an instructor of flower arranging… how wonderful."

"I only went to observe once when I was in elementary school, but she was really cool."

It was the maid, the maid, the maid who kept engaging with me, leaving her own 'lady' aside. At first, I was a bit taken aback by it, thinking, *Seriously…?* but—

When I glance to the side, I see her 'lady's' beaming smile, watching me get along with her 'family' with what looks like pure, undiluted joy.

Well, of course. It's not like this maid would ever put anyone before her. 

"You'd look good doing that too, Itsuki-san. Flower arranging, tea ceremonies, things like that."

"Hehe… I actually have a bit of experience with them, from long ago."

"Is there anything this maid *can't* do… Wait, how long ago is 'long ago' for you—ack, okay, I'll take it back! I'll be quiet, just please stop with that full-faced smile, it's terrifying, so terrifying."

"My. What a thing to say to a maiden's gentle smile."

"—Hehe…"

Her reasons for teasing me probably aren't just for Sora's sake, but… at any rate, this time is not for me, nor is it for Itsuki-san.

It is a gift, prepared by a devoted maid for her precious lady.



    Chapter 578

    It's Okay

    "Coming home late again."

"Don't say it like I was out all night."

After having dinner and playing with Sora… I naturally get back to the dorm well after ten o'clock at night. Since I've already told my housemates what's going on, they know where I am on weekend nights, but—

"Honestly… I told you to just go to bed."

"That's a maiden's pride, you know."

"Thanks for the smug look, despite being dead tired."

This has also become a strange little routine. Nia-chan waiting for me in the entrance hall around the time I get back. I can't help but give a wry smile at her 'welcome.'

"I'm doing this because I want to, so you don't have to worry about it."

"You say not to worry, but knowing you're waiting for me puts this weird pressure on me…"

With a slow motion that seemed to groan "heave-ho," she rises from the sofa and sticks to my side as if it's her birthright. We walk down the hall together.

It's not like she's going to barge into my room or drag me into hers.

Nia just looks at me when I get back, smiles happily, and says "welcome back" with a hint of teasing… —and after cherishing the short, seconds-long walk to our rooms.

"Well, good night."

"Yeah, you too. Good night."

She leaves with a sleepy, soft smile.

This welcome-home ritual has been going on since last month.

"……………Haaah."

After watching the door to the next room click shut, I let out a sigh of my own in the hallway and retreat into my room—and in the next instant.

I thumped the side of my head against the entryway wall, not because I'd suddenly lost my mind for no reason, but because I had, in fact, correctly lost my mind for a very clear reason: my brain had been thoroughly addled by the devotion of a certain 'maiden.'

It's agonizing because, at this point, I understand everything.

I know she's lonely deep down. I know she relies on me, not just in a romantic sense but as a neighbor, too. I know that's why she probably feels a little anxious, wondering 'Is he coming home today?' And I know she teases me and makes jokes to avoid putting pressure on me… and in the end, she probably feels down on herself, thinking, "I'm being too much," or something like that.

—And faced with all that, well… there's only one thing I can think…

"She's so damn cute…"

To be honest… truly, if I were to bare my soul,

Lately, I sometimes find myself on the verge of reaching out to her.

Her devotion is just so… she's so clumsy in her own skillful way that I want to respond to those feelings. I want to pat her head… and frankly, I even want to just pull her into a hug.

She just gets cuter the more time I spend with her.

It's truly, hopelessly frustrating.

I'm fully aware that I'm steadily being won over. The only problem is—

"I'm sinking…"

—that she isn't the only one I'm starting to honestly acknowledge these feelings for.

With a groan worthy of a zombie, I shuffle over and throw myself onto the bed. My body sinks into the comfortable mattress, but my heart feels like it's sinking into a bottomless swamp that's infinitely deeper.

Just as I find myself wanting to spoil Sora endlessly,

Just as I find myself wanting to reach out to Nia unexpectedly,

Just as I find myself wanting to be swept away by Ashe,

This complicated man, who was once afraid of being in love with even one person, now finds his feelings for all of them accelerating, pushed along by these incredible women who are giving it their all.

Seriously… from the bottom of my heart, I have no idea what I'm supposed to do from here.

I hear the world is having a grand time with words like 'so popular' and 'harem,' but all I can do is let out a massive, wry laugh at them for not knowing the first thing about my situation.

*Hey, I'm the one who has to make a choice from here*, I think.

And on top of that, there are a million other things I have to think about and do, and my list of critical tasks never seems to get any shorter—… but.

"—Whoa, close one…"

I snatch my consciousness back just as it was about to drift away. My phone had tumbled out of my pocket. I set an alarm and toss it onto the pillow.

I'll skip changing. A shower and all that can wait for the morning… I pull the covers back over me, and my reunion with the sleep demon I met just seconds ago proceeds without a hitch.

—Compared to two or three months ago, I've started sleeping much more peacefully. The number of things I need to think about hasn't decreased one bit, yet the strain on my mind certainly has.

It's because my partner, Sora, promised she'd 'be there watching beside me.'

It's because Ashe thoughtfully tells me, 'You don't have to rush to give an answer.'

It's because Nia jokingly says things like, 'Actually, I'd be in trouble if you gave me an answer that quickly, so please take your time. No, I'm not kidding.'

…The grace period they've granted me is part of the reason, yes.

But more than anything, it's because so many of my friends and acquaintances, including them, show me more care and affirmation than I deserve… so maybe even a coward like me has been able to gain a little confidence.

Just as they've told me time and time again.

"…………—"

That I'll surely be 'okay' just by being me.



    Chapter 579

    That Morning

    "—…Alright, not bad."

Early the next morning, on the second day of the Four Pillar selection's latter half.

After a textbook display of dedication—waking up early and heading straight to the training room—I spent just under an hour warming up. After moving my body every which way, I stamped my condition with a seal of 'Excellent.'

I felt no discomfort from my adjusted limb armor, and my avatar control and thought processes were both sharp. It wouldn't be an exaggeration to call it peak condition.

My only concern was my right bracelet—the [Nine Tail]—whose control I still hadn't managed to refine beyond 'crude' even after two months… but well, at this point, it might be better to just give up and accept it. This thing is just built different.

As its name implies, it's a wide bangle with a design of nine overlapping shades of 'black.' It has a delicate build, accented with a single purplish-blue jewel, but its hidden abilities are just as delicate—or rather, absurdly difficult to control.

On top of that, its status boosts spectacularly break the common sense of Arcadia, raising not individual stats like STR or AGI, but my level itself.

In other words, right now, my avatar is…

――――――――――――――――――
◇Status◇
Title: Acrobat
Name: Haru
Lv: 110
STR: 300
AGI: 300
DEX: 0
VIT: 0 (+200)
MID: 350 (+330)
LUC: 300
――――――――――――――――――

…one of only two people in this virtual world to be over the level cap.

Considering that dungeon's concept was 'surpassing one's own limits,' this equipment's properties are perfectly in line with that theme. Therefore, I believe the level increase is a basic performance feature, not exclusive to the first-clear reward.

Of course, the 100 status points from the level-up can be freely distributed, making it unrivaled in terms of stat-boosting versatility.

Also, a word of caution: if the additional stat points aren't left unallocated, the equipment becomes impossible to unequip. If you max out your points at the level cap, this accessory slot will be locked until you use a stat reset.

At any rate, with my equipment bonuses, my stats are equivalent to a monstrous Level 178. If I activate [Desperate Crimson], I'll easily surpass 200, which is just lawless. It's safe to say I'm not just in good shape, but teetering on the edge of being broken.

And as for my skills… including making peace with abilities like [Rega-Lielta], I'm more polished than ever. There's no doubt I've reached a new personal best.

After all, for the last two months, I've spent almost all my time at my master's dojo.

Mind, technique, and body are all in perfect harmony. In my current state, I could probably take on that [Angalta, God-Wedge Sword-King]—the 'Acrobat Edition,' a small, high-speed form—and finish it in a three-minute (and life-risking) cook-off. And yet…

"…I wonder what my overall record is… one win and how many losses…"

If things go as planned, my opponent in the sixth match today—the one I faced in the fourth round before—is someone I still can't clearly envision a victory against.

A big part of it is probably the mental block from getting thoroughly trounced during our special training for the 'White Throne' subjugation. But even setting that aside…

"He's just so strong…"

That guy—Irori—is strong.

I can think of areas where I have the advantage right now, like speed and number of attacks. But the gap in 'skill,' backed by overwhelming talent and effort, is immense.

It's the same with my master, Ui-san, but how do they return such precise reactions when their physical movements and thought processes shouldn't be able to keep up? Their predictive ability in combat is just too high.

It's not a rare occurrence, either. It happens frequently enough that my own speed is turned against me and I'm cut down by a counter. He's completely unmanageable.

And to be honest—

When it comes strictly to 'battle,' I think he surpasses the [Sword Saint].

In terms of pure sword technique, Ui-san is likely superior, and I'm not just saying that because I'm her student. It's probably a significant margin. 

However, according to her, she's not suited for combat, which is hard to believe. But after spending several months with her, I'm starting to accept it.

Fundamentally, she's not suited for conflict or competition—or rather, she has no underlying interest in such things. Her passion is focused solely on 'wielding a sword herself'; she doesn't seek an 'opponent' in that equation.

What Ui-san seeks is 'learning,' not 'victory.'

Therefore, the [Sword Saint] lacks the passion for 'battle.' And in that respect, the blade of the [Peerless] far surpasses the ultimate sword.

This world, Arcadia, is a dream world where the passion you pour in becomes power. It goes without saying how much of a difference in output the gap in their mindsets will create during a fight.

In terms of simple 'strength,' I think Ui-san is stronger. But in terms of 'fear' as an opponent… I'm far more afraid of Irori.

—So much so that the whisper of 'I might not be able to win' clings to me and won't fade.

"……………I really don't want to lose."

This day, a day I've been looking toward for a while now.

This strange mental state feels like a first since I came to this world.

Arcadia is, no matter how you slice it, ultimately a game for entertainment, and that guy is now… embarrassingly enough, supposed to be a close friend.

And yet, for the first time, I think—

"…Nnngh, what's wrong with me? Losing my nerve? Am I okay…?"

I felt a sense of dread about heading to the battlefield.



    Chapter 580

    The Aimless Wanderer

    —Cheers echoed, the vibration of the air tingling against the skin.

The lively voices that reached the ears, the vortex of fervor that lit up the eyes… In a corner of the special viewing box, one person, wearing a sullen expression, let out another sigh for the umpteenth time at the sight they hadn't seen in months.

The glossy silver hair was cut in a neat, short style. But then, an unkempt fringe covered one eye, and the single exposed, sleepy-looking left eye was the color of a canary.

The tall, slender figure was clad in a silvery-threaded robe befitting a mage. But the open front revealed an inside that was more like a warrior's, a practical, unadorned battle garment that embodied utility.

The sharp, refined features were androgynous, making it hard to tell if they were male or female. Their grooming was a toss-up between meticulous and careless, and even their attire lacked cohesion.

Furthermore, the voice that escaped their lips was—

"—What the hell is that? My successor is insane…"

—a neutral tone that could belong to a young man or a woman with a slightly lower voice. As this person, he or she, broke their long-held sullen silence to speak…

"Huh? Yurayura-san, you haven't seen his videos or anything?"

"Still a hermit?"

Two girls popped their heads out from either side of the seat, calling out with the lack of reservation one shows to a close friend. In response, the beautiful person called 'Yurayura'—

"Haven't seen them. Yeah, I'm a hermit. I'm not interested, and you know it."

They made a gesture as if to shoo away their 'friends' in annoyance, their scowl a very clear 'I'm in a bad mood' signal.

However, they were not the type to be deterred by such a display.

"What's with that! We haven't seen you in forever, don't be so cold!"

"Hey, stop it… c'mon, don't cling to me, you brat…!"

The blue one brushed it off with their usual emotionless, placid face, while the red one, whose desire for attention had been stoked, began to pester them relentlessly.

Putting the former aside, Yurayura raised their voice at the latter, who was a direct and unavoidable problem—and from the side, another friend let out a poorly concealed chuckle.

"Don't just stand there laughing, do something about these two, old man! They won't leave me alone!"

"Nah. You look happy, so I figured I'd let you be."

"Huh? You don't mean me, right? This is a hundred-percent genuine look of annoyance."

"You haven't changed a bit, have you?"

Towards the [General Commander] who was laughing heartily, Yurayura—the former Tenth Seat of the Eastern Faction, and now, once again, the current Tenth Seat of the Eastern Faction, [Screen]—

"Ah, seriously, this just isn't my thing… Don't make me come back to this…"

—simply looked up at the ceiling of the special viewing box, looking utterly exhausted as the little red one shook them back and forth, muttering to themself.

◇◆◇◆◇

"So, what do you think? From your perspective, what's that Haru kid like?"

"Don't just assume we're going to continue this conversation, okay? I only came because you dragged me here out of some sense of obligation. I never once said I'd quietly shoulder the responsibility of being a Ranker again—"

"Haaah… that high-purity tsundere act of yours really hits the spot."

"Their style is still intact. Glad to see they're doing well."

"Hey, you two brats, that's enough."

Not long after watching a certain first match of the Four Pillar selection's latter half.

They had moved—or rather, been forcibly transported—to the Round Table. Yurayura maintained a curt attitude towards the three familiar faces, but they were so used to it that they paid it no mind.

It was always, always like this. Tiring, noisy, annoying—and yet, they never felt any malice, and before you knew it, you were swept up in their pace. It was impossible to deal with.

Every last one of them was a light-attribute type. They wished they would just leave a gloomy person like themself alone.

However, the one to truly resent was the 'world (system)' that had propped them up. The fact that they couldn't bring themself to hate these others who had been propped up alongside them… was truly, hopelessly frustrating, and the sighs just kept coming.

"Haaah… The Ninth… or is it the Fourth now? Well, I guess he's amazing. He's a simple genius, that one. Seems like he'd get along with you guys, personality-wise."

"The 'tsun' part was short, thank goodness."

"It's just an act."

"It's neither tsundere nor an act."

Brushing off the two brats who were saying whatever they pleased, Yurayura sent a look to the older man they called 'old man' but still held a measure of respect for, as if to say, "I've given you your answer."

At that, the General Commander… Goldow, stroked his chin and tilted his head—

"Rather than with us… I think he'd get along best with you, though?"

—he said, something completely incomprehensible. And so, naturally,

"Hah…? You've got to be kidding. Someone who's the epitome of positivity like him—"

"Ah, ah, you're as bad at reading people as ever."

"Clueless."

"Him, the epitome of positivity… *Kaka*, now that's a good one."

Just as they tried to object—*what nonsense are you spouting*—an avalanche of denials and jeers erupted in response.

It made no sense. It made no sense, but… for now,

"Hey, Ri-na, you're as bad as ever to me, you know that?"

To have the nerve to call them 'clueless.' Yurayura glared, but the girl with the title of [Right Wing] simply ignored it with a cool expression and retreated behind the General Commander.

It wasn't that she disliked them. It was just that she had a strange way of being attached to them, from the very beginning.

"Well, you'll see if you spend some time with him. You're finally back, so you should look after him as his 'senpai.'"

"He's still just a rookie, after all," he added, as if he knew everything. Following him,

"I mean, today, he's obviously super stiff."

"His nervousness is showing. He's overthinking it."

"Huh…?"

And so, the three 'seniors' shared their impressions, leaving the one person who didn't understand, Yurayura, behind. Their comments were directed at none other than the junior who was supposed to have been their 'successor,' the [Acrobat]—

Yurayura thought of the young man who had met his challenger with a refreshing smile, who had skillfully goaded and fired up the crowd, who had concluded the battle in a satisfying manner, and who had filled the arena with an explosion of cheers.

They thought of the rising star they had yet to meet face-to-face, even after returning to the Ten Seats after a long period of wandering.

To Yurayura, who had thrown themself into the conflict of the East solely to seek individual strength for the sake of traveling the world alone, 'battle' was a means to an end, not entertainment.

Whether it was PvE or PvP, their heart had never once been stirred by it.

That was the main reason they felt the title of a Ranker in the Eastern Faction, Istia, where a 'flair for battle' was demanded more than in any other faction, was 'unsuitable for them.'

—But still,

"…I have no idea what you're all talking about, but…"

Their lack of interest was, ultimately, only in 'battle.'

It was endlessly tiring, noisy, and annoying to be around them—but they were also envious of the qualities they lacked, and they were seniors whom they could genuinely respect as people. If they were going to be so openly concerned about someone…

"Well… I guess I'll stick around and watch today's matches, at least."

It's not like their emotions were dead, so a normal level of curiosity would naturally well up. When they muttered this with a sigh, with the nuance of 'just to kill some time,'

"See? We didn't even have to try and persuade them, and this is the result."

"It's just their style."

"You haven't changed a bit, have you?"

—another avalanche of affectionate teasing and jeers erupted at once, and the one being teased snapped back, as usual… One had to wonder which side would be the first to wave the white flag of exhaustion.

Even for someone who didn't know them, the answer was likely easy to guess.



    Chapter 581

    What's at Stake

    "—Guh, ugh… Alright, I'm beat. I surrender."

"…It was a good match. It may be presumptuous of me to say, but you've improved again."

One had fallen to his knees, the other held the point of his weapon to his neck—… With the match decided, the two players exchanged words on the stage amidst the cheers.

"I'm honored by your praise, but… my, my, the same could be said for you, Irori-kun. It's become exceedingly difficult to even land a single blow on you now."

"I'm not lacking for pressure from those chasing me, including you. Commander of the defense force."

The young man lowered his blade and sheathed his sword before extending a hand.

At his cool voice, expression, and demeanor, [Elephant Three] let out a weak laugh. "You're really something," he said, honestly taking the offered hand to stand up.

"Well, I guess I put up a much better fight than last time… I'll call it good enough."

He said it jokingly… After all, they were both people who had been done in by the same opponent. They exchanged wry smiles that needed no words—and with a firm handshake, they nodded to each other.

"It's the match after next, then. This old man will enjoy it from the sidelines."

"In that case, please send your silent cheers to your presumptuous junior."

His words and his heart were unwavering.

"As long as he doesn't get nervous and make a fool of himself… I will put on a magnificent show."

—And, watching the confident figure in the hakama from the special viewing box, one person,

"…Looks like the difference in experience is going to show in the mental game. As expected of a former competitor."

—narrowed their green eyes, thinking of a certain 'favorite' of theirs… and wondering if they should meddle a bit, they opened their system window and initiated a teleport.

◇◆◇◆◇

We see each other fairly often, but it's rare for him to contact me first. I received a message from this friend and made my way to the waiting room.

The room, which already felt nostalgic, was just as it had been when I was loaned it as a challenger in the Four Pillar selection—and with the person I was meeting being the same as well,

"This is a huge blast from the past."

"Haha, it was only four months ago, you know."

I can't help but feel a sense of呆れ rather than sentimentality at how far I've come in such a short time.

"Looks like the goddess of victory, Sora-chan, is absent again today."

"Seems her schedule conflicted. She was so sulky about it, it was a whole thing."

"I'm glad to see that even though your positions have changed, you two are still the same."

He says that with a face that looks like he's saying something positive, but he's just as unchanged as ever—Lotta looked at my relationship with Sora with the same amused expression as before, then straightened up and cut to the chase with a "Now then."

"You'll be called up soon, so let's get this out of the way. Will you tell me your 'recommendation slot' pick, our Fourth Seat, the [Acrobat]?"

"Yep. The eligible candidates are the challengers I faced yesterday, right?"

"Yes, that's correct."

Normally, I would have had until tomorrow to send a message to Lotta… and the other members of the 'Four Pillar Management Committee,' but since he had some free time, he called me over to "do it in person while I see your face."

I didn't have any plans during the break anyway, so it was no problem at all.

"Alright then… my first opponent, he's the only choice."

"…Yeah, I figured as much. That kid was brilliant."

And the answer I had prepared went off without a hitch.

He was eliminated in the first half and had few opportunities to appeal, but he was a gem who showed a spark of talent—there was no one more fitting for this 'slot' than the aforementioned Kanata.

And this recommendation right, one given to each of the Rankers, was…

"Then I'll contact him myself."

"Yeah, thanks."

—needless to say, a guaranteed pass. Congratulations, Kanata-kun, you're a Four Pillar member now.

"Since you saw him firsthand, I don't need to explain my reasons for the recommendation, right? Lord [Insighter]."

"I'd rather you didn't place too much trust in the 'eyes' that once misjudged a certain someone."

"What are you talking about? You were the first one to reach out to me."

"The level of my expectations was completely off the mark."

I mean for it to be lighthearted banter, but I can't quite read Lotta. The 'General Commander's Right Arm,' who shamelessly proclaims himself to be the [Acrobat]'s number one fan, always heaps an excessive amount of expectation on me, so—

"…Alright, now that we've finished with that business, let's get to the main topic."

"Aha, there it is. I knew it was strange for the busy committee chairman to have 'free time.'"

That sly, mischievous smile suits him perfectly.

This friend of mine really hasn't changed, for better or worse, since the day we met… and I suppose the fact that I let him lead me around is just as unchanged.

—However,

"I pretty much know what you're going to say. …It's fine, you don't need to worry."

"…Oh? I see."

I have no intention of letting him think I haven't grown at all.

"I'm aware that I'm the type who's strong under pressure. Even if my head's a mess right now… well, once we're face-to-face, it'll all blow away."

"Haha, that's true. Coming from you, who pulled off major achievements in the qualifiers, the main tournament, and the war itself without any preparation, it's very convincing."

The match after next. With the sixth match of the second day looming, the pressure is mounting by the second. But this is hardly the first time I've been this nervous.

The first time I faced him, I'm pretty sure my knees were shaking.

So it's fine. No need to worry…—or so I should think, but,

"But you know, Haru."

For some reason, this anxiety just won't seem to go away. As if seeing right through it, the [Insighter] looks at me with the calm eyes of an older brother and says,

"This is the first time you'll be fighting an opponent you absolutely do not want to lose to, for your own sake alone."

"…………"

"You, who are fundamentally all about 'having fun,' are now facing someone with your sights set on nothing but 'winning.' Isn't this a first for you?"

"…"

"To go into a match with nothing less than your own pride on the line, that is."

That was probably the truth of it, something I hadn't been able to clearly put into words.

He saw through me, hit the nail on the head, and made me realize it—and with that jumble of thoughts that had been filling my mind, I felt the tension in my body (avatar) drain away.

"Of course anyone would be scared. It's a no-excuses, man-to-man brawl, after all."

"…You think so?"

"I know so. That's why, Haru, it would be a waste to just blow it all away."

This time, I couldn't grasp the meaning of his words, and I lifted my gaze, which had fallen at some point.

His green eyes were smiling with their usual good-natured kindness.

"A match with your best friend, a match with your rival, a full-power, all-out battle with your pride on the line against an opponent you absolutely refuse to lose to… An experience you'd never find in our boring reality—"

At the same time, this older friend, who skillfully fires me up every time we meet,

"If the [Acrobat], of all people, doesn't enjoy it, then who will?"

—as my overly passionate and troublesome number one fan, he throws his merciless expectations and ideals at me.

"……………Since we're on the subject, let me just say…"

And that's why.

"Oh? What is it?"

"You like the Acrobat way too much. It's starting to get creepy."

"Haha, what are you talking about? I can't help it. No matter how high I set my expectations, no matter how unreasonable the ideals I place on you—"

To this friend, who has been cheering me on before anyone else, to his encouragement alone,

"There's never been a single time you've fallen short."

—a simple guy like me can't help but feel that I have to live up to it, no matter what.
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    Here

    The 11th 'Four Pillar War' Selection Match. The second half of the second day.

A serious match where Rankers from the same faction, having duly won their way through, publicly clash is one of the biggest events in the conflict-driven Eastern Faction. Thus, the stage prepared is not the usual selection match field, but a special arena capable of accommodating several times the number of spectators.

It might not be on the scale of a martial arts stadium, but the concentrated fervor is surely no less intense. Even for me, who has grown accustomed to being the center of attention—

"There's no way not to be nervous about this…"

—I find myself letting out a weak complaint, a wry smile on my face, even with my fighting mentality set.

It's probably soundproofed by magic or the system's power. The countless voices reaching the stage should be muffled to a hundredth, or maybe a thousandth, of their actual volume… and yet, the pressure is so immense it feels like it could crush me.

Countless gazes, countless minds, countless voices—it's a different kind of attention from what you get over the internet, a truly extraordinary level of focus being showered upon my actual avatar.

My body feels like it's about to start trembling on its own… and it's precisely because I feel that way that…

"You're way too calm, it's starting to piss me off."

"Get used to it, junior. Adaptation is your specialty, isn't it?"

Across the spacious arena, the composed figure of my 'senior' stands before me, and I can't help but want to throw a baseless complaint his way.

As for me, I've advanced as planned and as expected.

Without any close calls, while consciously trying to draw out the potential of my challengers, and at the same time, trying to put on a show for all the eyes on me…

In reality, I feel like I've managed to fulfill my duties and make it this far, one way or another.

The sixth match of the second day, facing the blade of the [Peerless].

"…Well, don't be so tense."

The 'wall' that once stood in my way under a different name gave a faint smile, as if recreating that very past. At the same time, he raised the right hand that he had once offered for a handshake, and

"I won't expect anything, like I did before."

And so, the guy who, over time, had transformed from an 'unknown celestial being' to a friend,

"—I understand your strength. Show me what you've got, Haru."

—he goaded me with a vexingly refreshing tone, as if demanding something perfectly natural.

"………Seriously, every single one of them."

Or rather, maybe I should just be exasperated with myself.

Perhaps it's not that my friends and acquaintances are particularly good at riling me up, but that I'm just 'easy to handle,' getting fired up without limit the more I'm provoked.

Well, whatever.

It's fine now.

Lotta told me it would be a waste to just blow through it without thinking, but I still think that against this guy… on this stage, in particular, I don't need to think about complicated things.

A rematch I once swore to have in earnest. Four months ago, I declared I would take him down with my all, fair and square. Four months that felt both longer and shorter than I expected—

"Irori."

"Yeah."

From that day, when I was still just a rough stone, I ran.

I ran, and I soared—

"I've made it this far."

Not a step forward.

As if to simply mark my arrival, my right foot, lifted slightly and then set down quietly—unleashed a roar and a tremor, sending a faint crack running through the arena stage.

It wasn't for show.

It was an act of catharsis, a way to vent the excess excitement and compose my heart. Seeing this, Irori didn't flinch, but his smile only deepened—and he drew his sword.

"I've been waiting. For much longer than you have."

The blue blade of the [Frostblade Shirosou] was held steady, aimed at my center line. I noticed its point was trembling ever so slightly, uncharacteristically, and I couldn't help but let a smile escape.

That's the first time I've ever seen someone physically tremble with excitement like that.

""——————————""

The silence was surely not my imagination. The two of us stood in the space where the clamor had ceased at some point, facing each other for a time. Breathing in, out, in deep, and out…—

I drew the scarlet dagger from my back.

This isn't a recreation of that day. I will simply, with everything I am now—

"Istia's Fourth Seat, the [Acrobat]."

"Istia's Third Seat, the [Peerless]."

—on this stage where the Acrobat truly began, step forward for another challenge.

""—Let's begin."

To overcome the unbreachable wall.
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    The Peerless Ice Blade and the Eternal Warbler, Part 1

    Here I come.

<hr>

Layering 'Outer Force' upon the 'Inner' that runs ahead, a multi-stage acceleration—the Matoi footwork, which approaches the Sword Saint's Shukuchi. Having mastered it and used it countless times, it's no longer a technique I need to consciously employ.

Like breathing, I take a step.

With a single stride that casually brushes against the speed of sound, I open the battle—and in a flash, less than a blink, a single, decisive sword strike meets my advance.

Scarlet and azure clash, and a piercing ring echoes through the air.

And then,

""—————…!!""

At point-blank range, neither of us gives an inch, as if it's the most natural thing in the world. A head-on brawl begins.

I lunged in, and Irori met my charge. Our first exchange, a greeting filled with as much force as we pleased, sent our weapons—and our right hands—recoiling sharply. A spin, followed by a reverse-grip thrust.

As the samurai's left hand, glowing with a faint blue light effect, caught that wrist mid-arc, the sword, its recoil expertly managed, began its next strike—a rising diagonal slash.

"—'Suitei.'"

"Tch—"

In response, my counter-check is a spoken word. Crossing my left hand over my captured right and thrusting it forward… I present my armored gauntlet, no less protective than plate, and force a choice.

Push or pull? The [Peerless]'s answer is,

"'Idome—…!"

Neither. He stops.

My left hand, which would have served as a 'cage' had he advanced, is avoided. The frost-laden blade, now perfectly still, erupts in a vortex of extreme cold.

Ice is the natural enemy of water magic.

A counter to my counter, achieved by standing still. Irori's frustratingly calm judgment cuts off my incantation… and well, I'll have to concede the opening exchange to him.

As the effect on his left hand, which held my right, finalizes after that brief exchange of tactics, the activated skill robs my body of weight and all other 'resistance,' and—

"[Floating Castle]."

—my body is flung like a piece of paper with the same force as my initial charge. The destination is not horizontal, but vertical.

Up or down? Of course—it's down.

A slam that takes the shortest possible route. Faced with this mercilessly efficient attack, the optimal solution I can muster in less than an instant is—activating [Shadow Leaf].

"—…!?"

Just before I'm slammed into the floor, his arm, its direction now changed regardless of his own will, flings me in the complete opposite direction, scooping me high into the air.

Vector-jacking another's body on the condition of contact.

No wonder he's surprised; this is the first time I've shown it. Furthermore—just tossing me into the air won't do a damn thing to me, and you know it!

Full power.

"—[Rocket]!!"

No longer requiring a price, the legs that soar through the heavens are truly a part of me now, unleashed. The absurd propulsion, now an extension of [Rega-Lielta], naturally brings about one thing.

A violent, excessive acceleration that turns my falling body into a meteor.

Another choice. The samurai, who once met a similar situation, chooses—as expected—the most calm and rational option: evasion.

The [Enpo] skill, which makes a single step seem like teleportation. The surprise at my unfamiliar feint lasts less than an instant. He immediately retreats, and into the spot he just vacated… a high-speed spinning heel drop, carrying the full force of [Rocket] and Matoi, lands.

I feel the heel of my [An-Vogalta] caress the arena floor as if it were soft sand—and in that moment, a roar, and an explosion.

This is no mere playful 'stomp' from before. The floor, hit with the full, unrestrained force of my attack, shatters, and the stage's structure is blown to smithereens.

Haha, I'm a complete monster, I know. And speaking of which…—

"…Seriously, you're way too composed. Be more surprised, dammit."

"It's just that your hand and footwork have gotten a little worse. If I reacted to every little thing you did, there'd be no end to it."

Beyond the billowing cloud of dust, he stands there looking at me with a frustratingly cool expression. I think it's safe to say he's in the same monster category.

"Besides, I was plenty surprised. What was that creepy thing just now?"

He's probably talking about [Shadow Leaf]. Irori doesn't even try to hide his disgusted expression as he shakes his left arm—…I see, so it's time for some banter, is it?

He must have noticed that all my nervousness has been blown away by that little exchange.

"Heh, that's my first hidden ace. It's super useful in PvP and the cooldown isn't even that long. I'll be using it every chance I get, so be ready."

"Hmph. The condition is most likely direct contact… physical contact between our avatars. Which means all I have to do is not touch you. An easy counter."

"Can you please stop figuring things out instantly on the first try???"

And I'm sure he's also seen through the fact that I'm just bluffing to make him wary of close-quarters combat and restrict his movements. The smile on his face is one of utter confidence.

This guy, seriously… Anyway.

"Hey, Irori, is this okay? Am I going to get in trouble for this?"

"It's just an instant-generated instance field. There's no need to worry about repairs or anything."

"That's a relief. So, I guess I can go ahead and smash it to bits without leaving a single piece behind."

"That doesn't mean you should act so crudely. Your technique has become a little more refined, but your fighting style is fundamentally sloppy—"

"Yeah, yeah, I'm not interested in a lecture on a grand public stage. Can't be helped, I'm saddled with a bunch of 'unruly horses.' When I go all out, this is what happens."

As we continue our lighthearted exchange, I refocus my mind on the fight.

That's because the spectators, who had fallen silent for a moment, are gradually recovering from their stunned state and starting to roar again.

If the gallery is ready, then it's time to begin—

"Alright, let's kick it up a notch. Try and keep up, senpai."

"Who do you think you're talking to? Don't you dare slip up and make a fool of yourself, junior."

—the second act, beyond the opening feints. Now then, just as I declared…

"Time for the grand reveal—[Nine Tail]."

Let's crank it up as high as it'll go.
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    I switch the Rabbit Dagger to my left hand and extend my now-empty right arm straight out to the side.

On it rests the bracelet formed of nine layers of 'black.' The matching pair, gifted by the world (system) only to me and Ashe, the conquerors of the [Shadow-Infested Arena].

The purplish-blue jewel flickers, and seeping from its body is—a tangible 'shadow' of black, wavering like smoke, flowing like water.

"…………"

Across from me, Irori, sensing another unfamiliar phenomenon, quietly readjusts his grip on his sword. His heightened vigilance is most welcome… Now then, let's see you dodge this, Lord [Peerless].

If, by some chance, you misjudge how to handle this—

"—'Sen.'"

—it could very well be game over in a single blow.

"Tch…!"

An immediate change, on an immense scale. Following my keyword, the 'shadow' I unleashed explodes, fanning out in a torrent of countless intertwined threads.

Its destination: straight ahead. The action taken by the [Peerless] in response is—

"Run, Shirosou!"

—the optimal solution, as expected.

The blade of the [Frostblade Shirosou], swung as if to sweep the ground, shines brilliantly. At the same time, a massive pillar of ice instantly erects itself, standing against the torrent of shadow—not merely stopping it, but as the ice spreads from the tips of the threads it touched, it rapidly advances towards me, its source.

Okay, just as I thought.

"[Rocket]."

Just as I sever the shadow from the bracelet, I leap upwards, narrowly escaping being engulfed by the ice. This leap into the air isn't to escape danger, but—

"'Senten'—…!"

—a step to advance to my next attack.

I forcibly rein in the 'shadow'—a wild horse that barely listens to its master's commands—and weave the threads over my right arm, forming a solid black gauntlet.

And then,

"[Hypothesis: The Wedge-Armor that Sings of the Royal Road (An=Ru Galta)]!"

As I summon the left gauntlet, my gaze meets his azure eyes, which are looking up at me—no, it's not just our gazes that meet.

"Le—t's go!!"

"Bring it on—!"

We exchange a pair of vicious smiles, the kind you probably shouldn't show to other people.

A re-ignition of [Rocket], a strike from above—he dodges again, my left arm smashing the floor spectacularly, but this time it's not a retreat, but an evasion.

After dodging, parrying, and weathering even the flying debris of all sizes, a fatal sword strike naturally flies for my neck. I meet his hand with my right arm—ah, this guy is really…!!

"How the hell is your battle sense this good?!"

"It's obvious just by looking!!"

The instant he saw my right guard, he diverted his arm's trajectory, avoiding contact with my shadow-clad right arm. A 'genius' indeed. We shout at each other in the second act of our ultra-close-quarters combat.

Touch it and it's over. Even if you notice it, you normally can't react in time…!!

A left punch—feinting, I pull the half-extended fist back and use the momentum for a spinning hook kick—followed by a right fist crashing down as my body falls with it. I plant both hands on the ground for a capoeira-like spinning double kick… followed by a springing backfist combo as I leap back up.

This unorthodox martial arts style, taught to me by Rinne herself in the [Berumail] boot camp over the past two months, should be difficult enough to deal with as it is—and yet…!

"What kind of kinetic vision do you have?!"

"Don't underestimate a former kendo competitor, you idiot…!"

"This is beyond that kind of dimension!!"

He's dodging everything without even needing to block. I seriously don't get it.

Of course, it's partly because I'm intentionally holding back my speed. Except for the moments I decide to fire off [Rocket], I'm not even using thirty percent of my full speed.

But that 'holding back' is precisely why I can even have a tactical exchange with this guy.

Going full throttle is out of the question. The moment I rely on pure, skill-less speed, my movements become simple, and Irori will read them and finish the match with a counter.

That's from my own experience. Against a Ranker who can handle super-high-speed combat, I can't carelessly go full throttle—but at this rate, we'll get nowhere.

So—!!

"Manifest—"

"Tch…!"

No holding back. I'm forcing this through whether you like it or not…!!

"—Release!"

"Th, this…!"

I instantly crush the Rabbit Dagger I summoned in my hand, activating the phase shift of my gauntlet weapon.

The form of Ver. [Parabellum Bullet] is—

"[Angalta (Soul-Stealing Sword)]!!"

—a barrage of giant, crimson-glowing swords.

Following my straight-left punch, the ring of radiant swords behind me homes in on Irori, who had instantly distanced himself with [Enpo], and rushes him.

It's not the insane, right-angle-turning tracking of a high-level homing spell like the ones that made me cry in the Four Pillar War. But for a diversion, the power and pressure are more than enough.

I use the time I've bought to make my next move.

While the 'bullets,' their numbers dwindling by the second as they are dodged or struck down, play tag with the invincible samurai—I give a command to the stirring shadow.

Long, sharp, and swift. The image is a spear… no, an unerring arrow nocked on a bow.

"'Sen—"

"—…!"

I raise my right arm. At my target, Irori, noticing my movement as he cuts down the last radiant sword, reveals a flicker of anxiety.

Seriously, what is with your 'intuition'?

He probably understood it instantly again—that I won't miss this.

"—Rai'…!!"

With the declaration of the keyword, the 'shadow' overflowing from the [Nine Tail] swells like a bud, draws taut—and explodes. The jet-black arrowhead shoots forth in a straight line, faster than an ice wall can block it.

And it hits the left shoulder of the figure in the hakama.
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    The reward for being the first to conquer that infinite dojo, the [Shadow-Infested Arena]. The hidden ability of my half of the pair, the [Nine Tail], is brutally simple and direct compared to its counterpart.

Free manipulation of manifested 'shadow.' I can control a volume of it proportional to my total MID stat, molding it into a thousand different shapes, making it truly protean and subject to my will.

In terms of properties, it's very similar to the Anima of Maru II, the [The Dictionary]. This 'shadow' can become a thread to pull a person to safety from a crowd, be woven into a wave of restraints, and depending on my imagination, can even become a 'sword' that cuts or a 'spear' that pierces.

The downside is that the control of that 'imagination' part is tough, and it has a unique quirk that makes fine control incredibly difficult. However, there's no doubt that if mastered, it can become an all-purpose weapon, a unique item of the highest class.

And this 'shadow' that seeps from the [Nine Tail], perhaps mimicking the nature of the concept of shadow itself, has one ridiculously powerful property.

Once it touches you, that's it.

Just like a real shadow that can never be separated from its source as long as the object exists—the black thread, once connected, has no means of being severed, except by the will of the caster.

—Now then, Lord [Peerless], allow me to give you a taste.

A taste of what it means to be connected to the [Acrobat] by a tangible line.

His response time and decisiveness were instantaneous. He must have already been reacting before the 'arrow' even hit his shoulder, as an ice barrier instantly erupted from his sword—

Faster than that.

"—[Rocket]."

"Guh…—gh, fu…!"

I shot into the sky at full power, connected by the black thread, and it was time for one more passenger.

Even for a superhuman avatar, the strain of being forcibly yanked dozens of meters into the air… no, precisely because it is a superhuman avatar built for a virtual world, the 'impact' is perceived as magnified and acts with extreme force.

He must have lost control of his Anima, unable to bear it. Yet, the ice residue scattered from the sword he never let go of—and a gasp escaped the [Peerless] as his body went rigid.

But even so,

"Heh, how's the view…!"

"…You… bastard…!"

His azure eyes snapped open immediately, looking at me with unwavering fighting spirit.

Irori told me 'adaptation is your specialty,' but if you ask me, you're pretty much the same, you genius battle junkie.

This 'sky-abduction' combo has two variations.

One is to keep the connection with the black thread and give him a one-sided beatdown in the air. This would be incredibly effective against most people, at least at first, but it's a risky move against a monster of skill who can adapt instantly and has the means to turn the 'connection' to his advantage.

In his case, he'd get used to it in no time and send a freezing effect up the thread—which means the only option is the other variation…!!

"Tch…! 'Genhyo—"

"Too slow!!"

[Rocket] re-ignition.

He regained his composure not just quickly, but instantly, and was about to counter with some 'move' of his own. I took him and headed straight for—of course, the ground below.

I'm sure you saw this future easily enough, right? So, how are you going to get out of this…

"—Show me what you've got, senpai!!"

"Tch…—Bring it on, junior!!"

For the third time today, a meteor dive similar to that day. We reverse the roars we shouted back then, and in an instant, our bodies race from the sky to the earth—the two falling bodies part ways.

And the one that was severed from the thread slams into the ground.

In that moment, the superhuman body, slammed with immense kinetic energy, unleashes the third and greatest destruction upon the arena stage.

◇◆◇◆◇

"—————…Gah, hack…! Keh…! Guh, ugh…"

Honestly, I saw a vision of a pathetic death.

I wasn't careless, I wasn't underestimating him, but I was well and truly done in by his usual lawless 'moves'… The first meteor strike I'd ever experienced was 'shocking' to both my body and my spirit.

I was dangerously close to an anticlimactic end without even going all out—but that pathetic fact, more than anything, felt so typical of a fight with him.

I can't stop smiling.

"—…I figured you'd be alive, but how are you still standing after that?"

"Heh, for the show… to my ever-presumptuous junior."

Using my sword as a crutch, I stagger to my feet. A voice reaches me from beyond the billowing dust. I retort with a lighthearted jab, but that last attack cost me most of my emergency defensive skills.

On top of that, I'm genuinely at death's door. Unlike a game, low HP doesn't affect my avatar's physical performance, but once you're in the red zone, it affects you mentally.

Putting aside a certain idiot who carelessly throws his life away, it's a fundamental truth of PvP that 'the one who gets pushed back first is at a huge mental disadvantage.'

But, yes.

There are exceptions to everything.

"…—[Bushin]."

For example, an eccentric who gets more fired up the more they're cornered.

"[Sange]."

For example, someone who yearns for the battle they've awaited more than anything.

"Gather, and come forth—"

For example,

"—[Hyouka]."

—a natural-born battle junkie whose unending elation easily overwhelms any anxiety.

So, yes.

This body of mine is a 'fool' worthy of facing that certain fool.

"Haru, draw your sword."

"————…"

With two swords in hand, my back is against the wall. In the midst of this most exhilarating situation, I demand a 'sword' from the opponent I refuse to lose to.

"It starts from here. Am I right?"

He, of all people, the one right in front of me.

"…Yeah, it starts from here."

More dazzling than anyone, the innocent harbinger of spring, clad in white.

"Matsukaze branch style, [Kesshiki Itto]…—I'm coming."

Is my greatest rival.

"—My own style, [Kashiki Nito]… I accept your challenge."

This sword (heart) of mine understands that (wishes for that).
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    My hand does not hesitate to summon the sword, and the name I was permitted to use is spoken without doubt.

Drawing the responding [Samidorizuki] with my left hand, I simultaneously reach for a fraction of the power hidden within the skill bearing the king's name—the name I weave is,

"[Ignition]—!!"

—instantaneous acceleration, without the need for a price.

From zero to a hundred, a top speed that skips the process of acceleration. My rival closes in, and his left ice-sword naturally reacts to meet him—what I swing is my right scabbard.

[Nine Tail].

"'Zanten.'"

The 'shadow' that once again flows from my right bracelet engulfs the black-lacquered scabbard in even more black, overwriting the 'scabbard' into a jet-black blade. It moves towards the [Peerless]'s symbol, the zero-degree white sword—and just before contact.

""——————————""

Reading the 'intent' that flashes between our locked gazes, both our 'blades' change trajectory.

[Hyouka]—the power of Irori's 'white sword,' was already revealed during the last Four Pillar selections. Its true nature is like a grand ice-attribute magic condensed into the shape of a sword, a one-hit kill of absolute zero that freezes its target in an instant, even through a weapon.

In other words, we have two abilities that cannot touch each other. What begins is, of course…—a zero-distance death match from hell, where even a defensive choice can be fatal.

White avoids black, and into the opening, a blue thrust. Green parries, and white closes in on the parrying green. I activate [Rocket], [Ignition], and Matoi in parallel—achieving a pseudo-Shukuchi. After two exchanges, I circle behind him, leave behind a fatal blow, and leap for a third time. As the samurai turns with a flash of his white sword, I chant a 'technique' above his head.

"Fourth Strike—"

"Tch…—"

"[Heavenly Snow]!!"

A Shukuchi art performed in mid-air, requiring no foothold. I bring down a spinning combo from the zenith, the full centrifugal force of my body, which had been tumbling sideways, packed into it.

A block with the white sword—is impossible. The 'black' I left behind has already been struck down, entangled by the binding chains of 'shadow.'

Another fatal blow, a finishing scene. The [Peerless]'s response is,

""—Heh…!!""

—the same face as a certain someone, one of ferocious fighting spirit.

One, two, three, four. The 'technique' woven by the [Sword Saint] is met head-on and struck down with a single right arm and a single sword by the dual-wielding demon, who laughs.

The white sword, freed from the black chains, is in his left hand in the blink of an eye.

"Kashiki Nito, Fourth Strike—"

He counters a 'four' with a 'four.' From his deeply crossed arms, two blades, like the horns of a demon, point straight to the heavens—and flash.

"—[Ushimitsu]."

"Ggh, ga—…!?"

Two swings, four flashes.

The blades, returned with the divine speed of Shukuchi, form not a combo but four simultaneous strikes, blowing my body away like paper over the [Samidorizuki] I hastily pulled back.

The damage is light, the impact immense. I try to control my body as it's sent spinning straight up—but before I can, a presence is right beside me.

"Sixth Strike…!!"

"Tch… damn it, First Strike—"

"[Kagamizuchi]!!"

"[Flying Water]!!"

Forcibly taking control of the chaotic energy slammed into me, I channel the centrifugal force into my sword and hastily form the fastest possible stance. What I see as I unleash it is an overhead strike with both hands—

No, that's not it—!!

"Heh, you saw through it…!"

"Shut up, you're insane…!"

A two-handed strike with two swords. The downward strike of the blue sword in his right hand is a feint, an invitation.

The real attack is a slash upwards with the white sword in his left, hidden along his arm in a reverse grip, using the 'force' of his opponent meeting the downward strike from above.

An unorthodox, bizarre one-sword strike—but the power packed into it is a perfected, mighty sword that is in no way inferior to the [Sword Saint]'s.

The pressure from the flash I should have dodged slashes my right shoulder, which it didn't even touch, scattering crimson light in place of blood. You're extending your range without even using [Water Enchant], you monster…!!

Pseudo-Shukuchi, activate.

In the single aspect of being able to step on the air, this move is in no way a mere imitation of the [Sword Saint]'s. I head for the ground, scoop up the scabbard-sword I left behind—and activate 'Desperate Crimson.'

Alright, it's my turn…!!

"Seventh Strike—"

"Tch……… Come."

"[Seven Stars]."

Seven flashes in an instant, a divine speed form. The fatal sword flashes that assault from all directions simultaneously are,

…Wait, is he serious?

"Aside from her herself—"

"—…"

"That technique of the Sword Saint is what I've admired more than anyone in the world."

—completely read, and every last one is struck down and repelled by the roaring [Peerless].

"Second… Strike!!"

He brings both swords together, to his right rear.

The samurai takes his stance, his feet finding the ground before I can overcome the recoil of my technique, and

"—————[Shiguruma]!!!"

—unleashed, the spinning flash that arcs through the air catches my avatar.

One swing. The azure frost blade slides off the hastily crossed [Samidorizuki] and grazes my side—the other swing. The white ice blade slips past the delayed black, and

"Dammit, agh—!"

—it runs from my shoulder to my opposite side, feasting on its 'enemy's' life to its heart's content. And in the instant after the one-hit kill blade fulfills its purpose,

a massive prison of ice erects itself, with the avatar that had the core of absolute zero slammed into it at its center.



    Chapter 587

    The Peerless Ice Blade and the Eternal Warbler, Part Five

    "Ugh—...kh, hah...!"

The backlash from pushing myself too far, from stringing together one technique after another without a moment's rest, echoes in my brain.

My personal style, [Kashiki Nito]—its essence is formed by imbuing the ultimate 'Inner Force' with an 'Outer Force' from beyond myself.

It is a path to wielding a transcendent blade through another kind of 'compounded power,' one I discovered while trying to emulate the [Shukuchi] technique I could never even begin to grasp.

That 'Outer Force' from beyond myself... in other words, it is a receptive sword style that makes the enemy's power my own.

Therefore, [Peerless] is not a purely offensive form. It is a progression from my former title, [Sword Protector]—an offensive style that lies beyond defense.

It is still far from complete.

Even now, after the system has recognized my techniques as Arts and granted me the right to name them... the ideal I seek, a form worthy of standing beside the one I admire, is still a distant dream.

And yet—

"...One step at a time, I will reach it someday."

Like this great monolith of ice piercing the heavens. Just as I have, in this moment, managed to land my re-sharpened blade upon the 'disciple' who carries on the legacy of the [Sword Saint].

"Isn't that right, Haru—how long do you plan to sleep?"

A crack runs through the ice prison.

From the fissure, blackness spills out. A brilliant, crimson light begins to leak.

And then,

"—[Shifu Itto]."

A torrent of countless sword flashes—countless winds—erupted.

"《Shizuku (Droplet)》."

As if breaking open a cocoon, they shattered the binding ice into a thousand pieces.

◇◆◇◆◇

—To be honest, I had no intention of using it.

The system had so carelessly tossed me the Arts certification, it felt like it had been done by mistake. It was beyond incomplete; the 'four' styles I had set for myself were not yet all present. It was an immature sword style, not even halfway down its path, one I felt embarrassed to truly name.

Still,

"—...It hasn't even been half a year, you know."

He hurled his complaint at me as I stood in the center of the pulverized remains of the ice prison.

"...Yeah, tell me about it. Seems the gods love putting pressure on me."

If my own version of Kesshiki Ittoryu, inferior to the original, wouldn't work on this guy who knows the [Sword Saint] better than I do—then to speak with the 'blade' he demanded, I had no other choice.

"Irori, my bad."

"..."

One apology, before we clashed.

My 'Ruby's Protection,' which nullified a fatal blow, had been shattered by his white blade. My [Agaphanthus Amulet], which negated status effects, had been spent on his freezing paralysis... And since I'd already activated [Desperate Crimson], my three treasured jewels of protection were now broken. With his hair unbound and flowing, he leveled his blade at me, his eyes piercing.

"At full power, I can still only manage two shots."

I met his gaze and confessed with a wry smile—and he laughed, as if in exasperation.

"...You're always like this, aren't you?"

"Well, I've only been at this for less than six months. Forgive me for being a bit green. It's only natural."

I never can seem to look cool. It's so typical of 'Haru the Acrobat'... though saying it myself is utterly ridiculous.

But still,

Ah, still, against him.

Against the first real best friend I've ever had, I want to face him with everything I've got, without any pretense—so I'll bet all of my current self on this single strike.

"Irori."

"Haru."

"You're the one person..."

"You're the one person..."

"—I absolutely refuse to lose to."

"—I absolutely refuse to lose to."

Now, let's settle this.

"Shifu Itto, First Strike—《Hayate (Gale)》!"

"Kashiki Nito, First Strike—《Hakuo (White Warbler)》!"

One will win. One will lose. No matter which it is, there will be no hard feelings.

I won't accept defeat.

I'll just keep challenging him until I win.

Let's show the world the first exchange in this ridiculous, yet supremely thrilling, unending rivalry.

Let's move on to the next stage.

◇◆◇◆◇

—I can hear the cheers.

Even muffled, the roar is loud enough to shatter my eardrums.

After our final clash, I look back.

Watching the fading red embers scatter, the lone victor stands motionless.

—In his hand is a single, blue blade.

"—..."

Words fail me. I just stand there.

My heart is a chaotic mix of raging heat and a sorrowful emptiness.

I'm so deliriously happy about my own victory, and so agonizingly pained by his defeat—I'm struck by waves of conflicting emotions that I can't even describe... and what finally escapes me is,

"...Hah, honestly..."

A single, small, deflated smile.

"—That's twice now, you impudent junior."

The moment I grumbled, I let out a deep sigh, the blue blade in my hand shattered from its midpoint.

It seems a truly clean victory isn't something he'll allow me. I'm happy about that, and yet... ah, it's just so frustratingly wonderful.

But a victory is a victory. Since one of us lost, there will absolutely be a 'next time.'

Because we are, without a doubt, two sore losers of a kind.

And so, as I found myself already yearning for the second round that was sure to come, I sighed in exasperation at my own heart—and thought of my best friend, who was probably sulking magnificently right about now.

"Finally—...I suppose I've repaid just one of my great debts."

The sky I looked up at was endlessly blue and clear.

<hr>

The bush warbler, also known as the harbinger of spring.

A pure white wing, announcing a lively new beginning.

――――――――――――――――――
◇Status◇
Title: Haru the Acrobat
Name: Haru
Lv: 110
STR: 300
AGI: 300
DEX: 0
VIT: 0 (+200)
MID: 350 (+330)
LUC: 300

◇Skill◇
・Naraka Gandharva
《Mistlurade》
《Lumina Raygust》
《Elfast Luger》⇒《Frezon Revolver》Up!
《Exchange Implode》
《Greed's Precept》⇒《Greed's Trunk》Up!

・Water Magic Aptitude
《Aqua》
《Flood》
《Current Haken》
《Water Enchant》

・Active
《Reflect Explode》
《Flash Traveler》
《Shadow Leaf》
《Eyes Oculus》

・Passive
《White Dragon's Blessing》
《Rega-Lielta》
《Attentive Limit》
《Gigant Figure》
《Goma Soten》
《Talaria Record》
《Floating Star》
《Trickster of Zenith》
《Dangerous Light, Fast Recovery》
《Cutting Body, Unyielding Advance》⇒《Imposing Conquest, Unfaltering》Up!
《Luna Nobody, Guardian of the Shimmering Moon》
《Master of Magic》

《Reject Sentence》
《Shadow-Crossing Slayer》
《Four-Sided Blessing》

◇Arts◇
【Kesshiki Ittoryu】
《Hisui (Flying Water)》
《Uchigane (Striking Iron)》
《Amayuki (Heavenly Snow)》
《Karehomura (Withered Flame)》
《Ekou (Heavy Light)》New!
《Nanahoshi (Seven Stars)》
《Hourai (Blade Thunder)》
　Oral Tradition:《Yuikaze (Bound Wind)》

【Shifu Ittoryu】New!
《Hayate (Gale)》New!
《Shizuku (Droplet)》New!
――――――――――――――――――

And that's the protagonist's detailed status after the two-month blank period.

The match is settled. Thank you for following along.
For those of you who were thinking "What the heck is going on?" the whole time, you're not alone. Please look forward to the explanation episodes to come.



    Chapter 588

    After the Stage

    —I'd say the split was about 90/10.

The former being amazement, the latter being understanding. We'd crossed blades countless times, but this was the first time we had truly gone all out... which is why.

Irori's 'full power' was a weight that far surpassed my expectations. I was surprised and flustered throughout the entire fight.

That said, that '10' was just a part of it. The total breakdown of my feelings was 90:10.

And the 90, of course, was pure, unadulterated, 'I'm so damn frustrated,' needless to say.

So—

"If you don't move your hand in five seconds, I'm throwing you."

"Your voice is so low. How scary... By the way, what do you mean by 'throwing'?"

"Into the sky."

"You're not throwing something *at* me, you're throwing *me*?!"

I don't have the composure right now to play the saint in response to this teasing that's somewhere between consolation and mockery. So, when I let out a low threat, the little hand that had been poking the back of the loser's head—who was currently playing dead on the Round Table—instantly shot back.

"What's your problem? Your cute, kind, and cute senior is trying to comfort you."

"Hah, look who's talking, the designated ball of energy."

"Hey, mister. Don't you think you've been a little too blunt with me lately?"

But if she were to be deterred by something like that, I wouldn't be grabbing this red-head's face twice a week. Far from just poking, her fingertips began a rapid-fire assault on the side of my head. I bared my teeth in a half-serious threat, and Mi-na let out an exaggerated scream and fled.

And,

"...Ri-na-san, that tickles."

To the designated cute one (self-proclaimed) who has been endlessly stroking my other side, I'd like you to stop soon. This one simply and honestly conveys her concern, but as always, her mysterious soft touch is so light it's just plain ticklish.

"You both looked so cool."

"Ah, yeah. Thanks."

Unlike a certain red-head, I know she has no ill intentions, which frankly makes it harder to react or deal with her.

Her usual listless eyes stared at me, and that, combined with her unadorned praise, made me feel genuinely embarrassed, so I flopped back down onto the table. A strategic retreat.

"...Look, you don't need to worry or be concerned. I'm frustrated, sure, but I'll win next time. I'm not really depressed, my avatar is just dead on its feet and I can't move."

"You'll win next time?"

"Hm? Of course I'll win. Yeah, I'll definitely win. I've got a good grasp of his skills and his hand now, so next time I'll counter him and beat him to a pulp. No doubt about it."

"You sore loser from another planet. Take this, and this!"

"I'm throwing you."

"Eek! He's attacking me!"

I reached out for Mi-na, who had shamelessly returned, but my movements were so heavy that even a magic-specialized pipsqueak could easily dodge me... I had no choice but to show off my moves out of sheer stubbornness, but as I thought, it's still not at a level where I can use it in a real fight.

If anything, that's what's getting me down.

It's a technical proficiency issue, not something I can solve immediately, but now that it has a name, I need to polish it up so it looks respectable as soon as possible—just then.

"Hm?"

"Ah."

"Oh?"

The familiar sound effect of a teleport. Leaving my heavy body as it was, I turned my head toward the source of the sound... and there appeared a familiar, all-black figure.

"Oh, you're finished too? Good work, senpai."

"Hey, Tetra, you too. How'd it go?"

"I got torched."

"Haha, guess the matchup was just that bad, huh?"

My match with Irori had been the sixth in the latter half of the round, and so was '【Scorching Heat Gaze】 vs. 【Undying】'. As most had predicted, the ranker-on-ranker duel ended with Hinayo-san's—or rather, Hina-san's—victory.

Well, that was to be expected. No matter how skilled Tetra was at stealth, his opponent could casually incinerate the entire stage, making it a terrible matchup.

If even his Terror Armament, [True Theory: Shadow Cloth Looking Up at Black Wings (Per-fe Grim)], couldn't land a decisive blow, there was no way he could turn the tables. It couldn't be helped.

"I struggled a bit, for what it's worth. What about you, senpai? The rematch—"

"I LOST! ! ! ! !"

"Whoa, you're loud. And totally desperate... Well, that's a shame. Win next time."

He gave a casual response with casual words. He lightly tapped my shoulder with a whim, and my junior (who is also my senior), who had for some reason moved his seat quite far away, plopped down into the eighth seat.

Tetra is also on the smaller side, so like the other pipsqueaks already here, the Round Table's lavish chairs look especially huge. The visual calming effect is subtly powerful.

"So that means the first semi-final match in the afternoon will be Hina-chan and Irorin, huh?"

"We're going to get complaints again that 'the stage isn't visible because of the fire, ice, and steam.'"

"What's that? Sounds fun. Let's go watch."

"..."

Giving up on swatting away the pestering, I nonchalantly joined Mi-na and Ri-na's conversation while still collapsed on the table. I felt a gaze on me.

He was probably thinking something like, "He's not as down as I thought." I pretended not to notice the gaze of the considerate tsundere boy.

"Oh, sounds good. We'll go watch that one together, then...—"

"...Honestly, I didn't really understand 'what was happening' in your match."

"And until then, let's kill some time with..."

"I'd like an explanation from the source, if possible."

Just as I was trying to act carefree, an unexpected request came my way.

Hmm, an explanation. I don't mind that, but...

"...Weren't the non-participants in the selection matches supposed to be helping the committee with administrative work?"

"My share is already done."

"Alright, let's go! Teto-kun, you come too! ! ! ! !"

"Hey, you energetic slacker!"

"Eh... I don't really—ah, okay, okay, I get it, so stop pulling."

As I was pulled up from my chair by a good kid and a bad kid, respectively.

The two of us guys, who naturally met each other's eyes, probably had the same expression on our faces. Namely... 'It's a waste of energy to argue,' so let's just go along with it.

<hr>

Hinayo-san, a mid- to long-range fire-power specialist, is participating in the front-line selection match for two reasons: half because she, being poor at PvP, volunteered to gain experience, and half because general players, seeking 'glamour,' were clamoring for her participation.

Tetra-kun was made to participate because Goldow threw him in, wanting to avoid a situation where the boy, who has little desire to fight, would become a 'Yurayura Mk. II' and refuse to participate in the Four Pillar War altogether. Being a tsundere with a decent sense of responsibility, he isn't doing it completely against his will.



    Chapter 589

    The Acrobat's Explanation: Part 1

    "—Whoa, whoa, whoa...! Hey, you're really unsteady. Are you okay?"

"I told you I'm not okay..."

I let them drag me along, and though I managed to make it to the teleport destination, the moment we arrived at the familiar 'Training Room,' my body swayed and I plopped down onto my butt.

Mi-na, her eyes wide with surprise, asked her question, and I replied with a tired voice. Just as I was about to fall backward, two hands caught my shoulders.

The hands were slightly different sizes. It must have been Tetra and Ri-na supporting me.

"It's been a while since you've been this beat up, hasn't it? What did you do, senpai?"

"Ah, well... I did something a little reckless and beyond my means."

My head lolled back, and the two faces that appeared in my vision were, as expected, upside down. One of them, the black-clad one, glanced at the other as if to ask, "What does he mean?"—

"He was using Arts."

"He uses them all the time, doesn't he?"

"Not [Kesshiki Ittoryu]."

"—...Ah, right. Well, it's you, senpai, so..."

Originally, I had no intention of using it this time.

In other words, I'd expected its 'debut' to be much further in the future, so the only ones who knew about it were my master, who helped me with secret training at the dojo, and my partner.

It's no wonder they're surprised, but I find the way they came to terms with it deeply unsatisfactory.

"Wow, even Mi-na-chan is super surprised. What a reveal. When did this happen?"

"If you're asking when I acquired it, it was at the end of last month."

"So, two or three weeks ago, huh?"

The concept for the technique itself... or rather, its implementation using skills and so on, had been completed around the time of the Starry Paradise event. Then, just as I'd managed to master the 'technique' to make it work without skills, the system granted me the Arts certification.

"Well then, I'd like to ask you about it right away, but..."

"This comes first."

"Well, you don't have to worry about me—"

"Yeah, yeah. Come on, mister, bring it out!"

"I'm not asking you to be gentle, but could you show a tenth of a tenth of a tenth of a tenth of the consideration your partner (Ri-na) does... No, never mind. My mistake."

"Hey, don't you think retracting your statement like that is a little too hurtful? What's your deal? You want me to be so nice it's creepy...?"

*Go ahead and try.* I'll recognize it as teasing and deal with you accordingly—anyway, let's set aside the noisy ball of energy who seems to be more hyper than usual.

Even if I were to give the 'explanation' they requested, Tetra, who had been fighting Hina-san at a different venue, wouldn't have a clue what was going on. So, for now, we'll start with a viewing party of the recorded footage... or rather, I'll just answer their questions while we watch it.

I summoned the system window and opened the management screen, which is an exclusive addition to the Eastern Faction's wartime base, [Ruvalest, the Subterranean Castle of Otherworldly Layers]. Using the authority of a 'Ranker' from that faction, I dove deep into the settings—ah, there it is, self-approval.

I tapped the play button, and a large screen materialized in the air. On it stood the figures of me and Irori from just a moment ago.

It's not usable everywhere, but this video viewing function can be used here in the 'Castle's' training room, at the Round Table we were just at, or in a Clan Room with the feature unlocked.

Of course, it's in an unedited state, but since the system's operator can intuitively adjust things like the camera angle and playback speed in real-time with thought commands, readability isn't an issue.

"Whoa, the number of spectators is insane."

"Yours was pretty insane too, wasn't it?"

"Well... all the guys there for Hinayo-san, you know."

So says the young ranker who apparently has a lot of female fans.

Well, popularity aside. Battles involving Tetra are generally quiet, so they're not very compatible with the 'spectacle' aspect of the Four Pillar War. It can't be helped.

"Alright, I'll just let it play, so if you have any questions, just ask—"

"Yes!"

"That was fast. What is it?"

The moment I started taking questions, a single hand shot up energetically.

"This *Z-BOOM* thing. I didn't see a skill effect, but what was that?"

"Ah, that... Well, that's probably the core of the Arts you guys are most curious about, actually."

Mi-na's question was about the 'stomp' I did at the start to get my adrenaline pumping. The scale of the phenomenon wasn't that big, but if you notice the lack of light effects that occur when a skill is used, it's certainly an anomaly.

As expected of a ranker, she's sharp about where to look.

"Alright then... Tetra, Ri-na. I'm fine now, so you can step back a bit."

"Okay."

"What's a 'Tetrina'?"

I sat cross-legged to stabilize my posture and thanked the two who had been supporting me, asking them to move away. Then, using the training room's function, I summoned a small wall right next to me—

"Cover your ears, don't be surprised."

I placed my right hand against it and gave a word of warning to the three who were watching me with interest.

Alright... that should do it.

"—Whoa!"

"Eek!"

"Tch..."

A roar and destruction from a complete standstill. Seeing my magic trick of blowing away the wall without moving an inch from where my hand was placed, the younger ones all jumped.

"Well, as you can see—"

"No, I can't see, I don't get it! That's why I'm asking for an explanation!"

"Try harder, senpai. You'll only get stronger by thinking for yourself."

"This isn't school!!!"

By the way, this is a technique similar to, yet different from, Kesshiki's 《Shinden Kai》.

Compared to that one, which generates destructive force by transmitting [Shukuchi] or equivalent output to a target in contact, what I did was much simpler: I just slammed 'force' into it.

Of course, I can't use [Shukuchi] except by artificially creating it with skills. So, the fundamental technique is different from the start.

However, as for the type of 'force' I'm using—...ah, it seems my other senpai has brilliantly figured out the answer on her own. Good girl.

"'Outer Force'?"

"Correct. It's not the 'layering Outer onto Inner' that's the basis of Kesshiki Ittoryu. This is a technique that plays tricks by using 'Outer Force separated from the body (Inner Force).'"

"...Wait, you can do that?"

As if using the vague and difficult concepts of 'Inner' and 'Outer' wasn't enough, trying to imagine separating them further is probably hard.

Tetra, with a face that plainly said "This makes no sense," retorted, and I gave a nod.

"You can. In fact, Ui-san did it before I did."

"Seriously? As expected of Ui-chan. That's insane."

He's referring to the secret art of Kesshiki, the final strike, 《Yuikaze》.

The core of that technique, which saves the power of a previously unleashed move to form a deadly follow-up, lies in 'rotation'—spinning one's body and weapon with god-like footwork...

Well, there's a limit to explaining a principle based on an incomprehensible concept with words.

In that case—

"Ri-na, I need your help."

"...? Okay."

I beckoned her over, and though she tilted her head, she must have understood what I needed. Ri-na obediently approached and placed both hands gently on my head.

And then,

"—《Anhelmia》."

Without needing an incantation, one of the only two star magics in this virtual world activated.



    Chapter 590

    The Acrobat's Explanation: Part 2

    《Anhelmia》—the one and only star magic of the [Right Wing], one half of the 'Eastern Wings.' It is a powerless magic that possesses absolutely no ability to physically interfere with anything.

It's a sustained-cost type with an ultra-low, near-zero fuel consumption.

The ability it manifests is the drawing of 'phantoms' based on imagery.

That is the one and only 'power' that the player Ri-na possesses, and the reason she is called the only 'ranker with zero attack power on their own' among the three combat-oriented factions.

It doesn't require the high and complex technical difficulty common to thought-control-focused skills, and has extremely intuitive and responsive controls... or so she says, so the details and truth are unknown, but this 《Anhelmia》 has other excellent properties.

For example, the point that the phantoms do not interfere with 'matter' but do interfere with 'perception.'

In other words, the illusions she creates deceive the observer (player) and the observing entity (system), naturally conveying sound and presence, and manifesting an 'existence' in virtual reality without being physical—to put it simply, it's super difficult, if not impossible, to tell if it's an illusion or real at a glance.

It's an art of illusion that deceives not only the eye but even a player's detection skills.

Even if she has no attack power herself, if you ask about her 'offensive capability' in a broader sense... it goes without saying how ridiculously powerful that is in a fight.

And Ri-na's 'phantoms' also demonstrate excellent utility outside of battle. Just like now—

"Alright, please direct your attention to my right hand."

For when I want to explain things that are hard to convey with words through visuals.

Not the girl with her hands on my head, but rather, in accordance with my own image. A translucent effect shimmered into existence around the right hand I slowly raised.

The second excellent point of 《Anhelmia》. By maintaining contact with an arbitrary target and lending them her authority, she can project the images of others as well.

"What's that? Steam?"

"No, this is the 'Outer Force.'"

I gave a deadpan response to someone's idiotic remark. I had heard about this, but it was my first time experiencing it myself. I tried manipulating the phantom-generating ability I'd been lent as I pleased.

I tried swaying the aura, which had been called steam, to the right and left. I tried coloring it red, blue, yellow... ah, I see. This is indeed—

"This has far better controllability than I ever imagined... In fact, isn't the read sensitivity so high that it's actually difficult to use...?"

"Yeah. The trick is not to get too elaborate. If you consciously try to 'control' it, the output becomes excessive, so it's better to think of it like 'breathing,' something you can do naturally."

"I, see...?"

After practicing for a while under the owner's tutelage.

Once I got used to the phantom manipulation, which moved exactly as I willed, I resumed the explanation I had paused. Of course, the annoyance of a certain red-head who kept flitting around me and urging, "Hurry up, hurry up," was also a contributing factor.

Seriously, why is she in such high spirits? Did something good happen?

"Alright, since we have the opportunity, I'll give you a quick rundown of the fundamentals of 'Outer Force.'"

As I spoke, I moved my right hand, which was clad in the visualized phantom of the 'Outer Force,' around randomly.

Right, left, up, down...—as my hand moved, the wavering 'power' followed, leaving a trail. This is the first state, its natural form.

"This is the 'Outer Force' common to all players... or rather, it's the form in which the concept of the Agility (AGI) stat works. ...Ah, well, that's just in the theory of Kesshiki, though."

"Hmm, hmm?"

"Fundamentally, the Strength (STR) that moves the avatar is in the body. So, where is AGI, and how does it affect the avatar? That's the idea."

Mi-na tilted her head, while Tetra, surprisingly, was seriously listening to my explanation. I gave the latter's words a mental stamp of approval for being correct, and once again moved my right hand back and forth.

This time, the 'power' clad around it followed, perfectly converged on my hand without any wavering.

"And this is Kesshiki's Shukuchi technique. It intentionally manipulates the output of the 'Outer Force (AGI),' which normally acts on its own, and perfectly fuses it with the 'Inner Force (STR)' to create an explosive synergistic effect."

It sounds simple when you say it, but the reason no one could inherit [Kesshiki Ittoryu] for so long is that perceiving and recognizing the output of the 'Outer Force' is impossibly difficult.

Furthermore, controlling it is extremely challenging, so it's no wonder that even Ui-san had given up on it at one point—anyway,

"In other words, the 'Outer Force' can be controlled and moved by one's own will."

"Normally, that's like something out of a theoretical textbook."

Honestly, I think Ri-na's right. I mean, I managed to learn it through a series of events, but I still think, "This makes no sense." 

"Difficulty aside... since it can be moved by one's own will, it means you can also move just the 'Outer Force' if you try. Of course, since it's a force that fundamentally follows the avatar, completely separating it is difficult, but—"

Perception also varies from person to person, so it's actually a bit more complicated, but that's another story. Anyway, next, I formed the 'power' that was clad around my hand into a sphere and floated it beside me.

"Well, it can be done."

"I see... it can be done, huh..."

"Ah, yes. That's right, it can be done..."

"Amazing."

Two sighs, one compliment. Ignoring the first two, I now made the separated sphere circle around my hand.

"And, you know how kinetic energy builds up as speed and intensity increase, right? That principle also applies to this 'Outer Force.' In other words, you can store it."

"""..."

"...Um, well, just try your best to understand, even if you don't fully get it."

I let out a wry smile at the three small seniors, each tilting their heads in different ways... The sphere, circling around my hand, gradually picked up speed and eventually became difficult to see.

—And just at that moment.

"Now, what do you think would happen if I released this all at once?"

"Uh... it would go *S-POW*, right?"

"Correct. In other words, that's the principle behind Ui-san's《Yuikaze》."

The immense kinetic energy generated by the preceding technique.

Without losing any of it, it's slammed into the separated 'Outer Force' and stored in the form of 'rotation'... this too is simple to say, but as a technique, it must be extremely difficult.

Even the great [Sword Saint] herself couldn't achieve it without reinforcing the image by spinning her body and weapon. It's a絶技 worthy of being called a secret art.

And,

"And that is the foundation of the Arts I created. In other words..."

Even if I wasn't suited for the Shukuchi technique that unifies 'Inner' and 'Outer'—on one side, I had a talent that was, I daresay, on par with, if not superior to, the [Sword Saint].

"[Shifu Ittoryu] is a technique specialized entirely in the 'Outer Force.'"

The result of developing a 'talent' endorsed by my master.

That is my sword, still in its infancy and far from complete.



    Chapter 591

    The Acrobat's Explanation: Part 3

    "That failed incantation was Kareha, right?"

"Right. I only meant it as a feint, but he didn't even let me cast it."

"Well, if he got so much as grazed by that while you were right in front of him, it would have been fatal."

"Oh, and this, this, this! The part where Irorin's arm went all weird!"

"That's a skill I was saving as a hidden trump card, called 《Shadow Leaf》. It's a crazy one that forcibly changes the direction of an action taken by an opponent you're directly touching, to any direction you choose."

""Huh?""

"Eh?"

"Don't look at me like that. I'm not the one who designed the skill."

"That's just plain broken... So, this ridiculous axe kick is also that thing you were talking about?"

"Yep, it's the result of unleashing the 'Outer Force' I'd stored up. I got the hint for this kind of technique, which combines with martial arts, from Rinne, who does something similar."

"Ah... well, she does do something like that with her [Anima]."

"Doing something that should require an Anima with pure technique is just not right."

"What's with the looks from you two? Don't look at me like I'm some kind of monster."

"...You don't realize it?"

"I do."

"And it's not just his personal specs, his equipment is insane too... I already knew about this [Ninefold Shadow-Woven Gauntlet], so I wasn't surprised, but..."

"Irori-senpai is seeing it for the first time, so he's surprised. I guess it was worth keeping it a secret."

"Yeah, thanks for helping me train. It was a huge help."

"Speaking of shadows, Tetra-kun."

"I'd appreciate it if you didn't lump this and my humble shadows together."

"Calling a Terror Armament humble..."

"That's not 'Shadow' attribute, it's 'Darkness' attribute. They're different."

"That sounds so cool."

"Hey mister, stop getting starry-eyed and slow down the playback. I can't see a thing."

"Ah, sorry."

"You're both amazing."

"How does a close-quarters battle of this dimension even work without thought acceleration?"

"What's going on in your heads?"

"Even if you ask me that, it's like ninety percent instinct and reflexes..."

"And the remaining ten percent?"

"Hype and adrenaline."

"Boys are such idiots."

"That includes me, you know. Don't lump me in with him."

"And... here it is. The ultra-sadistic part."

"This would definitely be traumatic for some people."

"You have to be careful who you use that on."

"Of course I choose my targets. Like Istians, who don't sweat the small stuff."

"Irori-senpai is... well, he'll probably be fine."

"He'd probably find it 'interesting,' that battle maniac."

"And he actually endured it... Damn, I can see a faint effect, but I can't make out the details. It must be some kind of emergency defensive skill..."

— — — ...

— — ...

— ...

"—Alright, here comes the main event. Better get ready to explain properly."

"You got it."

At the same time as my on-screen self drew my sword, Mi-na, who had at some point started using my head as a 'table' to watch the video, started patting my shoulder.

Ri-na, who had been pushed aside by her partner, was sitting primly to my right, one hand on my knee, maintaining the activation and loan of 《Anhelmia》.

Including Tetra, who was sitting with his knees drawn up on my other side, I was perfectly surrounded by the junior group.

One pipsqueak on my head might be one thing, but the sight of me being surrounded by these chattering youngsters must look incredibly peaceful from an outside perspective.

Incidentally, they are all 'Rankers' who reign at the top of this virtual world, and they are all my 'seniors.'

—And so, my carefree thoughts lasted for about ten seconds.

"Alright, mister, rewind it."

"Yeah, yeah."

Watching from the sidelines, the movements of my on-screen self and Irori were so crazy that it made me think, "These guys are insane." I rewinded the footage, back to the start of what Mi-na called the 'main event.'

And then we played and rewinded it several times...

"...I can't see it."

"Ah, nope, this is impossible. Let's try ten times slower, please."

"...Maybe we should just make it twenty times slower."

Alright, let's split the difference and go with fifteen times slow-motion.

I fiddled with the dial using thought commands, and me and Irori, who had been nothing but blurs, were now clearly visible on the screen.

Now then... the amazing thing about Arcadia's video recording. No matter how much you increase the slow-motion magnification, the frames don't get choppy or turn into a slideshow, so even at 1/15th speed, our movements are extremely smooth and perfectly clear—

"...Still fast."

""Let's just make it thirty times slower.""

"Alright, alright..."

...Following the order, I increased the slow-motion magnification even further and went back to the beginning again.

And indeed, it seemed to have become much easier to see. For ten, twenty seconds, the three of them silently and intently watched the video...—it was Ri-na who raised her hand first.

I mentally hit the pause button to answer her question, and the scene on the screen was me against Irori's... fourth strike, was it?

It was the moment I instinctively parried a technique called something like 《Ushimitsu》 with [Samidorizuki].

"Here, you're blocking the white blade."

"Ah, what? You're right, seriously?"

"...That's true, now that you mention it. Wasn't Irori-senpai's thing supposed to be an instant out if it makes contact, even through a weapon?"

Her two companions nodded at Ri-na's words, and I nodded in return.

As Tetra said, Irori's white blade, 《Hyouka》, means game over the moment it 'hits' in close combat, whether you block it with a weapon or a shield. That much is true.

So normally, I should have been trapped in that ice prison at this moment, but... well, this part is simple.

"Right before this, he dispelled it to escape the black blade I'd left behind him, right? The instant freeze of 《Hyouka》 requires a bit of a 'charge,' and he can't activate it right after using resources to form the blade. That's all there is to it here."

"Huh..."

"I, see."

"Wow, I didn't know the details. I thought that thing was just plain unfair, but I guess it has its limitations—...'here'? Does that mean it's different in other situations?"

"Well, you'll see as you watch."

I gave a casual reply to Mi-na, who was now both satisfied and curious, and started the playback again.

The three of them watched with exasperated looks at the ridiculous power of Irori's fourth strike, the unorthodox movement of his sixth strike, 《Kagamizuchi》, that followed... and my own perverted maneuvers to escape them—at the moment I had anticipated a hand would go up.

The scene where I unleashed the seventh strike, 《Nanahoshi》, with my two blades of jade and black, and Irori knocked it down with his two blades of blue and white—in other words, the scene where both of us were doing something ridiculous.

As expected, all three of them raised their hands at once.

"Here."

"Isn't this weird?"

"You're both touching each other's black and white blades. Why didn't the black's 'Unceasing' or the white's 'Freeze' activate?"

"Okay. Let's zoom in on the moment of the clash and increase the magnification again."

Fifty times... should be good enough for now. I rewinded, increased the slow-motion, and pressed play right before I lunged into 《Nanahoshi》—

"—...Huh...?"

"...Ehh..."

"You know... you're both just disgusting at this point."

All three of them had faces that expressed pure 'incomprehension.' More than the scathing words from the red-head at the end, I found myself laughing at Tetra's rare, genuinely stunned voice at the beginning.

Anyway, that aside.

"Well, as you can see. Both me and Irori... or rather, Irori intentionally blocked my black blade with his white one. I didn't realize it at the time, but he must have turned off his thought acceleration too."

I believe it was the type with a very short duration but high magnification.

His eyes, which had momentarily shone blue, could be seen clearly tracking the trajectory of 《Nanahoshi》—a sword that traced the sides of a pentagram around the target.

I swung the 'black' blade in my right hand four times: on the first, third, fifth, and seventh flashes...

Each time, Irori struck it with his 'white' blade, parrying it—and each time, he dispelled and reformed 《Hyouka》 to escape the binding chains of the black blade.

So, what do you think, you three? Say it.

"You're you, mister... but Irorin is just as nuts..."

"...Well, I knew it already, but his personal specs are really bugged, aren't they?"

"...They're both, amazing."

I nodded at the three of them, who were a mix of stunned and terrified, and added a little extra.

"Just so you know, he probably could have activated 'Freeze' on the very first strike he intercepted. Even if it needs a charge, it only takes a few seconds."

"That's... because he wanted to take it, wasn't it? Your Kesshiki technique, senpai."

Tetra was probably suggesting that Irori 'intentionally didn't activate it' because of his feelings, or his mood, or just for the thrill of it. From an Istian perspective, that's a pretty convincing argument, but—I can say for sure that's not it.

"Both me and Irori, this time of all times, would absolutely not hold back."

"...That, is... I see."

"Yeah, if he had an opening to strike, he definitely would have. He wouldn't pull a stunt like that just because of his mood or adrenaline. ...So, well, in this case, it was the result of my bluff working."

"A bluff...? Did you do something?"

"Basically, from the very beginning, Irori was the only one moving to avoid contact between his white blade and my black one. I, on the other hand, didn't hesitate even against his white blade, and in fact, I swung my black one as if I was aiming for it."

"Ahhh..."

"Now that you, mention it?"

My intention was clear. I acted as if the 'Zanten' form of my [Ninefold Shadow-Woven Gauntlet (Nine Tail)], which was new to Irori, was a 'counter' to his white blade.

'As if' it was, meaning—

"It was just a plain old bluff, but he fell for it hook, line, and sinker. Not just during 《Nanahoshi》, but also in the scene where the black blade I'd left behind touched him right before 《Amayuki》. If Irori had activated 'Freeze' then, I would have been instantly frozen with no way to resist."

Even if I left it behind, the 'shadow' is still connected to my right arm even after I let go of the hilt. Of course, if he'd wanted to, the 'ice' would have reached me in an instant.

...And so, when I once again provided the answer to their question, the reactions of the three were as follows.

"Yep, you're crazy too, mister."

"Your guts are bugged."

"...They're both, amazing."

Hahaha, I'll take that as a compliment.



    Chapter 592

    The Acrobat's Explanation: Part 4

    ◇You have a new message◇

"Oops."

As I was deflecting their exasperated reactions with a careless laugh, a small system notification icon suddenly started blinking in the corner of my vision.

The sender's name was a familiar one.

Guessing the general content from that alone, I opened the 'letter'... and sure enough, the message was exactly what I had expected, causing a weary smile to escape my lips.

"Hey, what's up? What happened?"

The message window I opened with a thought command was, by default, invisible to other players. So, to Mi-na, who was swaying along with me on top of my head, I probably just looked like I'd started laughing for no reason. She let out an annoyed voice, as if complaining that her 'table' was unstable.

I should just fall backward and crush this pipsqueak.

"Ah, it's nothing... no, it's not nothing. Something of an errand just popped up—so sorry, but I'm gonna have to speed up this explanation."

"What?! You're gonna speed through the most confusing part?!"

"Ah, ah, shut up, stop making a racket on my head. I'll tell you what I was doing, and if you watch it in slow motion, you'll probably get the gist of how I lost, anyway."

Wondering why she was in such a good mood, I'd been cutting her more slack than usual, but she clearly didn't know or care. Ignoring the threat of punishment, the red-head continued to complain. I deliberately sent another tremor up to her and, for the explanation, started the screen that I had paused a moment ago.

A little while later, the scene where I took a direct hit from Irori's 《Shiguruma》, and was finally caught in the instant freeze of a fully-formed 《Hyouka》... and then a little while after that.

The moment my first publicly-unveiled Shifu Itto—the second strike, 《Shizuku (Droplet)》—shredded the ice prison.

"This is the first... no, the second Art recognized by the system. As I mentioned before, it's the culmination of the technique of storing power in the separated 'Outer Force.'"

"'This,' you say, but..."

"We can't see what's inside, so we have no idea what you're doing."

"I know, right? That's why I'm going to show you now."

Tetra and Mi-na's points were valid, and I had no intention of explaining it to that extent. So, I paused the video again and, using the borrowed power of 《Anhelmia》 that was still being lent to me... this time, I also made full use of the 'Memory' gift to manifest a slightly more complex phantom.

It was none other than my own figure.

..............................My... figure...?.................?

"...Do I look like this?"

""Hmm...""

I have seen 'myself' in videos within Arcadia like this a few times before. So the benefits of the gift should certainly be working, but there's an indescribable sense of wrongness to the 'me' I've drawn with my perfect memory ability...—

"Drawing a phantom is a little different from drawing a picture. It's not just 'memory' and 'technique,' it's also strongly influenced by 'emotion,' so it's difficult to accurately draw yourself."

As I tilted my head along with Teto-Mina, Ri-na-sensei, while stroking my knee, gave me a footnote. Huh, I see...

I'm very grateful for the lesson, but it's super ticklish, so could you please stop?

"Well, a knockoff me is fine, I guess...—Then, let me show you what I was doing inside with this guy."

When I drew [Samidorizuki] in the phantom's hand, its appearance was of a quality that was completely indistinguishable from the original. The [El-Gran Stasia] that my knockoff was wearing was also perfectly reproduced, so as Ri-na said, it seems 'oneself' is special.

Anyway, there's no problem with moving it.

"First, as a premise, recently I've been splitting my 'Outer Force' into two and using them for 'regular use' and 'technique use'—...And I'll state this as a solid fact, but the absolute difficulty of this is lower than the Sword Saint's 'Shukuchi.' So don't look at me like that."

I deflected the suggestive gazes of the black, red, and blue eyes and, while keeping ninety percent of the 'Outer Force' aura on the phantom's body, I floated the remaining ten percent as a 'sphere' next to its body.

"The part I kept is the resource for basic combat movements and 'Matoi.' The little one on the side is the separated 'Outer Force' for techniques."

"It's small."

"Is that all?"

I nodded back at Mina-Rina's questions and started spinning the separated 'sphere.'

To make it easy to understand, I made it orbit the body... and to make it even easier, I gradually increased its size. The 'sphere,' which gradually increased in speed and size, eventually swelled to a size far exceeding the resources left on the body.

"I'm storing it, so it's fine to start small. And this size is about the limit of my control technique, so frankly, there's probably no upper limit to how much I can store."

Well, the size is just an image, anyway—and on that note,

"Also, I'm showing it outside the body to make it easy to see, but in reality, it's like this."

With that, I compressed the giant sphere rotating at high speed around the body and threw it into its stomach.

The confused voices of "Huh?" "Hm?" and "Eh?" were to be expected. It was a strange state of inviting the separated 'Outer Force' inside... but well, this image was the easiest for me to work with, so it couldn't be helped.

"Hey, is that, okay? No, it's not okay, right? 'Outer Force' is fundamentally a force that moves the body, so if you put that inside and spin it..."

Arcadia's avatars probably don't have internal organs, but the realistic 'sensations' are implemented.

Perhaps imagining something gruesome, Tetra winced, but I shook my head.

"'Outer Force' is, more accurately, 'something that can become a force to move the body.' It's not like it's a simple lump of energy itself. How should I put it... like a law from another dimension that can be mutually converted between image and energy?"

"""...???"""

"Okay, just go with the gist. Just the gist."

Anyway... layering it doesn't cause your organs to be shaken up or your body to explode in a gruesome splatter.

Well, it does happen, but if you control it properly, it's no problem.

Anyway, I said "separate," but I can't maintain the roundabout thought process of letting it spin endlessly away from my body during combat.

Therefore, in the depths of my stomach, a small 'fragment' independent of the main 'Outer Force' spins quietly, violently, like a top—concentrating its power to the extreme.

And the technique that returns that 'power' to the body and unleashes it is Shifu Itto.

"《Shizuku (Droplet)》 is like this."

Right hand in a standard grip, left hand in a reverse grip. Hands on the pommel and the hilt end, respectively, firmly fixing the blade in the stance of the second strike, 《Uchigane (Striking Iron)》—a grip with a slight arrangement based on that particularly unusual form within Kesshiki has become the basic form for all my Arts.

An ultra-high-speed movement that surpasses the speed of sound, making it impossible to even swing the sword.

If that's the case, then instead of just the body, I'll swing with all my movements, including my steps.

The phantom's stance blurred, and a sword flash drawn with a light beam for visibility erupted in a spiral. I slowed the movement down considerably, so the three of them should have been able to just barely see it.

"The second strike is, as you can see, 'rotation.' To put it simply, it's an area-of-effect attack that indiscriminately shreds everything in a full circle with blades of sword pressure, or rather wind pressure, generated by a breakthrough spin speed."

"...Could you say that again, simply?"

"An area-of-effect attack that indiscriminately shreds everything in a full circle with blades of sword pressure, or rather wind pressure, generated by a breakthrough spin speed—"

"Okay, that's enough, you can be quiet now, mister. ...Ah, this is the most I've felt like 'this is a game' since starting Arcadia. My head hurts..."

How rude.

It may sound like I'm doing something crazy, but I established this step by step, even learning Kesshiki's 《Ekou (Heavy Light)》 to achieve extended range without 《Water Enchant》.

Kesshiki's sixth, 《Ekou》, is a long-range sword technique that was the basis for Irori's skill 《Ekou (Wisdom Light)》. It's a fantasy sword technique where the Sword Saint herself achieved a long-range attack with a single sword, based on the incomprehensible principle of scooping up the wind and placing it on the tip of her sword.

In other words, I desperately pursued the outrageous to achieve the outrageous—oh, even if they're exasperated, I don't have a leg to stand on, do I???

Well, whatever. Let's move on.

Last is the main event. The one moment that brought the desperate struggle to a close.



    Chapter 593

    The Acrobat's Explanation: Part 5

    —Shifu Itto, First Strike... 《Hayate (Gale)》

—Kashiki Nito, First Strike... 《Hakuo (White Warbler)》

On the screen.

In response to me, who had formed the same two-handed stance as for 《Shizuku (Droplet)》, Irori's stance was a cross-shape. His left hand's white blade was thrust forward, while his right hand's blue blade was swung back over his left shoulder.

I know, for the most part, what he did.

—And because I know, this is the part that frustrates me the most.

"...First, I'll explain the《Hayate (Gale)》 that I used."

"Go ahead."

"I think I get this one, though."

As Tetra said, even if they couldn't see it—

—all three of them had probably figured out the nature of the extremely simple first strike. They weren't tilting their heads or looking confused like they were with 《Shizuku》.

Well, this one is pretty obvious.

"As you've guessed, the first strike is just a simple charging technique where I rush straight at the opponent. No, it's more accurate to say I pass by them. I fix the blade to the side of my body, place the target on the path of the blade, and cut them down with a single, full-speed step."

"It's incredibly simple... but with your speed, it's practically impossible to deal with."

"Yeah, that's exactly it. I created Shifu Itto with the aim of being 'a technique that's impossible to deal with even if you know it's coming'—...or so it was supposed to be."

He adapted, and he dealt with it.

Fifty... no, a hundred times slow-motion. Play.

And then, a single, perfect step.

My avatar kicked off the ground and flew straight toward the target, the [Samidorizuki] drawing an unwavering horizontal line of jade light through the air as it closed in on Irori.

Even 《Hayate》, which my master described as 'the ultimate 'speed' sword, surpassing the First Strike, 《Hisui (Flying Water)》, and the Tenth Strike, 《Hourai (Blade Thunder)》,' has its weaknesses. For example, the stance of fixing the blade limits its trajectory to a horizontal path relative to my own body.

Furthermore, if that trajectory is read and an obstacle is placed in its path, I have no choice but to challenge it head-on—like Irori's white blade.

"The instant freeze of 《Hyouka》 has a long charge time after it's been used once. So this is a pure contest of skill between our blades. ...In other words."

As I provided my commentary, the three of them watched the video intently without reacting. I let out a small smile and, narrowing my own eyes, watched the screen—and savored it.

"He was, without a doubt, a cut above me."

It had its weaknesses, but the true value of 《Hayate》 was in mowing down everything, weaknesses and all. Without fear, my past self closed the distance, even as the white blade, which he must have placed there after reading the trajectory of my technique from my stance, loomed.

And the moment the jade and white blades touched.

The 'blue' that erupted as if triggered by that contact, at a speed that was still a blur even in a hundred-times slow-motion playback—

—in a magnificent flash, severed my neck.

I truly can't find any other words to describe it. It's just that frustrating.

Because that was—

"'Matoi,'"

"Huh?"

"...What?"

"...?"

As I watched the finale, I muttered to myself, and the three of them turned to me, their expressions asking, "What are you talking about?"

"Irori's dual-wielding style is based on a technique that's an arrangement of my 'Matoi'... or rather, it's an evolution of it, after having been reversed."

In other words, even if it's a different path, it's a technique that can be called a superior version.

"It's a multi-stage acceleration where he imbues his own 'Inner Force' into the 'power' received from the 'Outer Force.' No matter how great his opponent's power or speed is... with his own power added on top, he will always surpass it."

If I had to describe it, that was...

"An 'impenetrable guard sword'—damn it, he's a true genius."

It was a sword of the after-initiative, a counterattack whose success was guaranteed.

I have many tricks up my sleeve, many feints. But in the end, my style is based on 'charging straight ahead and pushing through.' His school is like my natural enemy.

—Well then, that being said.

"I've explained everything up to the end, so I'm gonna take my leave... whoa!"

Putting some spirit into my half-dead avatar, I stood up, shaking off the pipsqueak on my head. My reactions were still dull, but if I walked slowly, it shouldn't be a problem.

"...Senpai, are you okay?"

"Yeah, I'm fine."

Whether he was asking about my body or not, I returned a light smile to Tetra's concerned question.

"Thanks for the explanation."

"Well, I get that you really pushed yourself. Rest up until the afternoon."

"Yeah, see you later."

Ri-na bowed her head politely, and Mi-na waved her hand back and forth. I gave them a casual wave in return and left the training room.

◇◆◇◆◇

"—Mmm... He seemed fine, so I just messed with him, but..."

"...I wonder if he's okay."

After their junior, who was presumably older, left with his usual easy smile.

The red-head regretted her annoying pestering, which she realized was a bit more high-strung than her usual teasing in response to his 'usual' demeanor.

The blue-head, as if to cover for her partner who had been shaken off and landed on her lap, a rare occurrence, stroked her head somewhat carelessly, her listless face showing a hint of 'worry.'

And the black-clad figure beside them, as the only other male, thought about the feelings of the young man who was his senior, his junior, and his clanmate, feelings he could understand to some extent—

"...Well, he'll be fine. It's him, after all."

He had probably gotten frustrated all over again while re-watching the match, but... "Guys are like that sometimes," he declared nonchalantly.

The two girls tilted their heads slightly, and the lively post-mortem came to an end.

<hr>

Thank you for your hard work.

It's about time for some sugar, don't you think?



    Chapter 594

    Indigo is Like the Sea

    The Sword Saint's theory of Shukuchi.

In a virtual world where such mysterious 'powers' actually exist, it could be called a 'beautiful art' that is logically sound, aside from its sky-high technical difficulty.

The inner power and the outer power, two principles that should never intersect. Kesshiki Ittoryu, which lies beyond the point where that boundary is shortened and removed, is the ultimate orthodox and kingly path, acknowledged by the [Sword Queen] herself as 'the technical pinnacle of a player in the virtual world.'

—In contrast, my Shifu Ittoryu.

An art that leans heavily toward the 'Outer Force' may not be 'evil,' but it is undoubtedly a distorted technique that deviates greatly from the orthodox path. The price for that is a dead avatar that won't move properly.

I remember with nostalgia the past struggles when I unconsciously lost sight of my 'Inner Force' output.

This is different from that, but the current situation is that the insane operational load of Shifu Ittoryu's 'Outer Force' has temporarily messed up the output lines of both. 

Hence, my avatar is dead. Dragging my body, which responded poorly no matter which line I connected to, I went to visit the sender of the message I had received earlier—

"Hey, you're the one who called me. What's with that look?"

After knocking, I opened the door, and the moment we met, my exclusive artisan froze with a textbook-perfect, dumbfounded expression. I laughed at her, and for some reason, she took a small, deep breath, looking flustered.

"...Hey, I didn't call you, I just sent a message asking 'How are you doing?'... Besides, I didn't think you'd be able to come! What about the selection match?"

Normally, the details of the selection match are forbidden to be discussed with anyone outside the Eastern Faction.

It's an unwritten rule left to each individual's conscience, but that's precisely why one must uphold it as long as they trust their own conscience... but it's a different story for an artisan from the Western Faction.

Among the four factions, Vestol is the only one that has sworn 'non-aggression' and maintains a neutral stance. And if it's someone from there who is also a close friend and tight-lipped, then letting things 'slip' is tacitly approved.

Therefore,

"I lost. So, my job is done for now."

I gave a concise answer, and Nia let out a small "Eh?" and froze again.

Pure surprise. The fact that her first reaction to my 'loss' was that emotion made me feel ticklish and embarrassed—...ah, standing is still a bit tough.

"Can I borrow your sofa? I pushed myself a little too hard and I'm a bit wobbly—whoa, hey, I'm not that seriously injured, you know. I appreciate it, though."

The moment I played up my exhaustion, Nia flew over at a speed that only her civilian-level agility stat would allow and supported my body.

Her momentum was so great that it looked less like she was supporting me and more like she was 'apprehending' me... but her expression conveyed her feelings perfectly, so I had no complaints.

None, but.

"I told you, I'm fine. You don't need to treat me like a seriously injured patient you're carefully laying in bed—...no, I get it. You just wanted an excuse to hug me, didn't you?"

"Ah, you caught me?"

"And here you were, putting on such a demure and worried face. Are you an actress?"

This was, nine times out of ten, the handiwork of my best friend, Mitsueda-san. Nia has been picking up all sorts of strange wisdom and techniques lately, and my days are filled with dread—

"...Was your opponent [Peerless]?"

Next to me, as I sank into the cushions, Nia, who had perched on the armrest of the sofa, changed her expression again and muttered hesitantly. This time, it probably wasn't an act...

"What's the basis for your deduction?"

"Among the Eastern rankers participating in the selection match, the only one who could win against you in a straight one-on-one fight... well, I thought it would probably be him."

She was trying her best to understand a man's heart, even if she couldn't see it. 

To her gentle face, which was honestly trying to show me consideration, I returned an honest smile.

"You're underestimating my senpais from our faction. Tetra isn't a direct combat type, but both Hina-san and Gen-san are seriously strong."

"So, you can't beat them?"

"I can. My win rate is about eighty percent and forty percent, respectively."

"I don't know whether to be shocked that Hina-chan has a twenty percent chance of winning against you in a straight fight, or impressed that [Twin Fists] has a sixty percent chance."

"By the way, against Goldow, under certain conditions, I have a one hundred percent chance of losing."

In a one-on-one, it's about fifty-fifty, though. As an aside, I declared, "Against my master, it's basically a hundred percent," one part joke and nine parts truth, and Nia let out a small laugh...

"Um, hey."

"Yeah?"

As far as I could tell, Nia didn't have any particular reason for being here either.

And I, who had said I had an errand and came here, hadn't come for any specific purpose either.

It was almost lunchtime. I would log out, eat lunch, and then go watch the afternoon matches with my senpais as promised... just passing the time until then.

So, I had thought.

"...I'm really weak against that look on your face. Did you know?"

A troubled, yet incredibly gentle, gaze and tone.

I tilted my head at the incomprehensible words she gave me along with it... and as I tilted my head, I vaguely considered what kind of expression I was making.

"...,...—"

I tried to say something, but for some reason, no words came out. At that moment.

Finally, I was able to admit—that I wasn't okay at all.

"...That kind of thing between guys. I don't really get it, but."

As my head was pulled, and I was restrained against her stomach, where she had once body-pressed me... unrelated to my physical discomfort, I couldn't put up any real resistance.

"I'm starting to understand you, at least, a little bit."

I didn't even feel like trying to escape from her soft hand gently combing through my hair.

"So...—don't make that face like a lost puppy trying so desperately to act tough. You can just let it all out. I'll pretend I don't see, okay?"

"...Who are you calling 'big sister'?"

As I muttered a last-ditch, losing retort, I relaxed and sank into the indigo.

...Ah, that's right. I'll admit it.

I had unconsciously, of my own volition, sought out this place.

To her, the one who, more than anyone, tells me to "show me your cool side," yet, more than anyone, loves to expose my uncool side. The doting, meddlesome girl.

I had come here of my own free will.

"...Just so you know."

"Mhm, mhm."

"...I'm not going to cry or anything."

"Ehh, I wouldn't mind if you did, you know."

"Don't get cocky."

"Ahaha. When you try to act tough right now, you just look cute."

"You little..."

Without realizing it, and quite out of character for me.

I had been so, so frustrated, and deep down, I had been completely dejected.



    Chapter 595

    Slowly, Slowly Surfacing

    "—...Sorry, I'm okay now. I think I was just a bit more shaken up than I thought, but it's just plain frustration, not something to get all worked up about, so you don't need to worry so much, you can let go now... let go, you...!"

"Nyeh? Your younger-boy mode has been so rare lately, so just a little longer... ah, fine, fine, I get it! Don't glare at me for real!"

In terms of time, it was only a few minutes. But the fact that I had indeed allowed myself to be comforted fueled an endless stream of shame, and I kicked my own spineless self back into gear.

Gathering the output of my slowly recovering avatar, I struggled, and Nia, though reluctant and teasing, released my head and hopped off the armrest.

"Honestly, you're such a shy one."

"Don't get cocky."

"Hmph. So cute."

"Tch..., ..."

Given the recent situation, whatever I say now will just sound like a sore loser's whining or a younger boy's bravado. I did my best to ignore the feeling of my body temperature rising from the indigestible shame—

"Hey, why did you have to get even cuter right now?"

"When your body gets smaller, the sofa subjectively gets bigger, enhancing the feeling of being buried."

I activated 《Trance》 without warning, and in response to Nia's question, I threw back the most random excuse imaginable while sinking deep, deep into the cushions.

It's not that I was trying some cunning, last-ditch effort to escape my embarrassment by burying not just my face but my entire body in the sofa. I had simply decided to focus on resting my tired body and was wisely attempting to increase my recovery efficiency.

"Hey."

"Yes."

"This blushing, pouting, cushion-buried beautiful girl is too cute. Can I take a picture?"

"No."

And so, unfortunately, from Nia's perspective, the situation had apparently become even more hopeless. It's truly regrettable—no, it's not like that at all, so it's fine.

"Aww... Well then, um... hmm..."

"I told you. Don't worry about it so much."

Perhaps she was wondering whether to return to the previous topic, now that the current one had reached a conclusion. I stuck a hand out from the sea of cushions at the hesitating Nia and waved it back and forth.

And just like that,

"Okay, then—if your selection match duties are over, does that mean you have no plans for the rest of the day? I don't really know anything about the Four Pillar War management stuff, you see."

That's all it takes.

Her ability to switch gears so completely with just a word or two is a simple yet powerfully appealing quality of hers.

...And so, the ramblings of a man steadily falling into a swamp are irrelevant.

"Well, I'm pretty much free. I'll get called if something comes up, but basically, all the rankers besides Goldow and the Mina-Rina duo are free to do as they please."

That said, we each have our own quotas... we're still asked to 'do what we can' to earn funds for the faction's operational costs, as usual.

But it's not a significant burden, not even a small one, so it's safe to treat it as 'nothing.' It seems to be more of a gesture to show that we're contributing to the faction in a visible way as top rankers.

"Oh, so that's how it is. So Istia-like... I mean."

"Well, Hina-san often assists Goldow, and Tetra seems to support Mina-Rina a lot, so the only ones who are truly free to do as they please are me, Irori, and Gen-san, the three battle idiots."

"Oh my, oh my? Did you finally admit to being a battle junkie?"

"Not a junkie. Just that my priorities are especially skewed that way, I'll admit that much."

And it's not like we're slacking off, either.

Those of us who are particularly skewed toward combat are desired by many to 'be as we are,' so we just continue our lives of training.

Besides us rankers, there are plenty of other reliable members of the faction.

—I'm going on a bit of a journey.

My master said that last month, and went off to find a 'self worthy of being Rank 1.' And so, the Eastern Faction supports each other and is united in its own way.

...Two months ago. As for the tenth seat who was re-nominated, I still haven't had a chance to meet them, so I can't say for sure. I'll just have to wait for our fated encounter—

"So, so, does that mean you're free this afternoon? If so, what a coincidence, Nia-chan, who was left all alone by someone, is also free—"

"Ah... Sorry, I'm going to watch the rest of the selection matches, so I can't today."

"Aww! I knew it! I was just hoping, you know!"

I casually soothed the pouting Nia... and was scolded for 'casually soothing' her. With a heart that felt surprisingly lighter than before I came here, I let out a sigh.

My thoughts, now with some room to breathe thanks to someone, turned to the as-yet-unseen senior who, nine times out of ten... no, almost certainly, had been brought back into the fold through my involvement.

Goldow had said something like, "He'll probably just show up randomly one of these days," but... I wonder when 'one of these days' will be.

Personally, I'd like to meet him soon.

Lord [Screen], the first Trickster, who they say gave the [Sword Saint] a loss in a one-on-one fight.



    Chapter 596

    White and Silver

    Once the lunch break for both competitors and spectators was over, the Eastern Faction's Four Pillar War selection match, which had spanned two days, had only three matches left: two semifinals and the final.

The featured matchups, of course... well, since the three remaining besides me and Tetra were all rankers, every one of the three matches included a ranker. With no shortage of exciting fights, it was a given that the number of spectators for each would explode.

But even the instance area's spatial expansion has its limits.

The spectator seating, which had become denser as the tournament progressed and the number of parallel matches decreased, had been switched to a lottery system several matches ago. If I were to go outside now, I'd probably see the lamentations of the unlucky filling the Istia district.

That's scary in more ways than one, so I'll be using my blatant privilege to hole up in the special seating—and so, without arranging to meet my seniors, I headed there... and that's when it happened.

"—Eh?"

"—Huh?"

We faced each other, two strangers, and froze, letting out bewildered sounds.

—On one side, me. I had no plans to show my face in public, and was thinking of diligently working on my daily magic training, so I was still in my transformed body.

My exclusive artisan's soul-infused masterpiece, the [Sakura Hanaori], was currently locked away in my inventory for the crime of being a 'super flashy costume' that couldn't be hidden even under a stealth cloak.

I was wearing the [Series Lounge No.6]—a black jacket-dress sort of thing that I had borrowed and then, before I knew it, was officially given to me—with the [Hidden Rat's Cloak] over it. It was a look one step short of full-on incognito.

One step short. In other words, my face was on full display, with my long side-ponytail, which swayed at the slightest movement, let loose... a face that was becoming a bombshell I was hesitant to reveal unless I was in a place limited to people I knew.

—On the other side, my counterpart. A tall, slender figure in a silver robe, but underneath was practical, battle-ready wear fit for a warrior.

A well-featured face with a sullen expression, and short, silver hair that hid one eye, making it hard to tell if it was unkempt or neat. The voice was on that exquisite line where you couldn't tell if it was male or female.

From their equipment and their aura, I could tell that in this place—...even mixed in with Goldow and Mi-na, who were grinning at us from the side, and Ri-na, who was looking on expressionlessly, they had an aura, an information pressure, that didn't feel out of place.

And so, our next words expressed the exact same meaning.

"Who might you be...?"

"Hey, who is this?"

Our questions were directed at the same people, too.

Seeing our reactions, which were synchronized in a strange way, the interesting old man, who had gone down for the count at a mysterious, blistering speed as usual, was, for the moment, ignored...

In times like these, there's only one person to rely on. I ignored the grinning red-head and sought an answer with my eyes, and the honest, good girl opened her mouth as expected.

"Fourth and Tenth."

Her words were excessively brief. Considering this girl wasn't particularly taciturn, that extreme brevity must have conveyed a sense of trust that we would understand on our own—

—no, Ri-na-san is yawning. She was just being lazy.

...Well, anyway.

"Ah, so that's that 《Trance》 thing... huh? That's your alternate form, right...?"

"I see, I see... so you were even more casual than I'd heard."

Having been provided with a concise yet highly efficient answer, we both nodded in understanding at the same time, before ending up in another staring contest. A synchronized combo.

Goldow is having a good laugh.

Well then... it was a surprisingly sudden encounter, but I suppose it's time for introductions. Of course, it's only proper for the junior to introduce themselves first.

"Haru the Acrobat. It's a pleasure to meet you, senpai."

I introduced myself and offered my hand—but he, or she, after observing me with half-lidded, sleepy eyes... unfortunately, did not shake it.

However, they also raised a hand and, instead of a palm, bumped the back of their hand against mine.

"Yurayura, the [Screen]. ...I'm this kind of person. Just ignore me."

And with that introduction came a crystal-clear 'I have no intention of getting friendly' message. And as for me, upon receiving it...

"Got it. Well, let's have fun and get along, shall we?"

"Are you even listening to me?"

Your actual name is so laid-back, there's not an ounce of intimidation in it—I thought, suppressing a disrespectful laugh at my senior.

I beamed my most dazzling smile and declared my heartfelt wish.

And in return, I successfully received a threat from my brand-new senior, bringing our memorable first contact to a neat conclusion.

<hr>

A nice, clean, short one. And they lived happily ever after.



    Chapter 597

    In the Special Seating

    "Whoa, what a roar from the crowd. It really sounds different from up on stage versus out in the cheap seats, huh?"

"The volume is muffled inside, you know."

"There's that, but don't you also stop hearing the sounds around you when you're focused on what's in front of you?"

"Is that... how it is?"

"Heck if I know. We're not exactly warriors on that level."

"Goldow would know, right?"

"Hmm..."

"Eh, you're gonna tilt your head at that? Are you all trying to make me out to be the weird one here?"

"Well, I didn't think you'd stop hearing things *entirely*."

"Seriously...? I thought that was the case for most of the rankers, at least."

"...Like who, for instance?"

"Umm... Irori, Gen-san, Tiger Lucky—"

"Tiger... Lucky...?"

"Right? That's what I mean. They're all a bunch of battle junkies."

"Rinne is probably that type, too, isn't she? Surprisingly, out of the three tiger disciples, I get the feeling she's the one who's most 'likely to lose sight of her surroundings when she concentrates'."

"The three... tiger disciples...?"

"I don't know if you're mistaken or what, big bro, but Rin-chan isn't Tiger-san's disciple, okay? The correct term is 'the tiger master and his disciple, plus one cute girl,' got it?"

"Well, she certainly has that tendency. For all his bluster, Tiger is sharp, and his disciple inherited that cleverness from him."

"Totally. For a tiger, he's—speaking of which, Irori's katana... it's broken, isn't it? I feel weird saying it since I'm the one who did it, but is he okay? Can he even fight properly?"

"Shouldn't he be fine? Irorin doesn't use the 'blade' when he's fighting a girl, anyway."

"Even with the blade broken, he should be able to produce ice without any issue."

"He doesn't use the blade against girls? Is there a reason?"

"He's just trying to look cool."

"Playing it safe."

"It's just like that time with Ui-chan, right?"

"His Anima is tough, but the way they talk about him... I see. *So that's how it is...*"

"Hinayo's anti-melee strategy splits into two patterns depending on how the initial engagement goes."

"If she weathers the first approach and sets the pace, she gets this favorable pattern."

"...I kind of suspected it, but she's running on fumes after her match with you, big bro. She's focused, I'm sure, but her form is a total mess."

"Well, after pushing herself that hard, even she's bound to be exhausted. Not to mention she's deliberately turned off the default dueling system. That's the real thrill of the selection matches."

"The Four Pillar War format."

"It's tough for the frontliners."

"What about the fact that you defenders are probably in for a rough time this go-around?"

"That's YOUR fault, big bro, isn't it??? You just had to go and endlessly jack up everyone's motivation, didn't you!"

"Nine times out of ten, they'll probably abandon the 'Pillar' and come at us with their *full members*... Man, this year's war is gonna be wild, huh? Can't wait."

"...My heart is pounding with dread. I wish Sora-chan was here."

"Yeah, well, she's fundamentally not suited for PvP. I hope you'll let her off the hook."

"Well, we can't force her. In reality, even we rankers aren't required to participate. Same as Ui; dragging someone onto a battlefield they don't want to be on is a no-go."

"Frankly, if Sora-chan participated, she'd probably break the balance, so it's for the best, right? I mean, we've already got one person here who shatters the balance in all sorts of ways."

"Says the 'Ultimate Anti-Princess Weapon'... —Seriously, *you really can't see a thing*. What is this? I get why there'd be complaints now."

"Well, that's what happens when 'flame' and 'ice' clash at full power."

"The funny thing is, despite all this, neither of them is a mage."

"Right? ...Though I guess Hina-san is kind of half a mage, but what the hell is up with Irori? Actually, not Irori, his katana. Thinking about it calmly, that Frostblade Shirosou is seriously broken. That's not the kind of phenomenon a weapon's ability should be able to create."

"The single-digit Anima rankings aren't just for show."

"*Sixth in the armor category...* When I first saw that, I thought it was some kind of joke. But when you include its freezing ability, its defensive performance in the broader sense is just insane..."

"By the way... big bro, are you aware that Sora-chan's [Cradle of Sword-Craft] recently ranked third in the weapon category?"

"Huh????? Seriously???????"

"What's so surprising? It's a fitting rank. That thing is a true monster of an Anima. It's obvious it'll hit number one once its Tier increases."

"Yeah, I get that, but to think it's ranked that high in the public eye... By the way, is my Stella listed anywhere?"

"Eh, I dunno?"

"...I don't recall."

"You don't really use your Anima flashily in public, do you? You've already got so many tricks up your sleeve that the attention is divided. It's probably hard for the public to evaluate it."

"I-Is that so...? Sorry, partner."

"Anyway, this looks like it's about to wrap up."

"She's clearly being pushed back."

"Yeah. The difference in their condition is finally showing."

"Haha, I can relate. Facing Hina-san when your concentration is shot is a death sentence."

"She's also steadily starting to overcome her weaknesses, you know."

"That's why she's participating in the frontliner selection matches, after all."

"That, and because her fans were dying to see her compete."

"If you're going to say that, people were dying to see you two compete as well, you know?"

"Even if we did, all we can do is steamroll everyone. What's the point?"

"Why are you assuming you'd have to enter as a pair?"

"As if there's any other option besides entering as a pair???"

"Uh, my bad."

"Neither I nor Mi-na can fight alone."

"I'm sorry."

"...And, it's over. Next up is Hinayo versus Genkotsu, huh."

"Too bad, Irorin. But all in all, he did a great job, don't you think?"

"This one's got a ridiculously condescending attitude..."

"I'm his senior, after all!"

"Even though he's surpassed you in the rankings."

"I have a better battle record against him!"

"In a two-on-one, that is."

"It was like a mage's duel from start to finish. It was interesting, though... Well, the finals are after a short break, right? I've got something to take care of, so I'll be excusing myself."

"Alright. You coming back to watch?"

"Of course. I'll bring someone else with me if they can make it."

"—! Is! It! Okay! For! Me! To! Get! My! Hopes! Up!?!"

"You're too loud. How attached are you? Are you in love with him?"

"Hey, Number Four. After the finals, free up some time."

"Okay, got it. Well then, excuse me for now."

A few seconds after the youth waved his hand and left his seat via teleportation.

"Huh? Did he just casually make a promise and add you as a friend like it was the most natural thing in the world?"

"Well, it's for contact purposes, probably. I can pretty much guess what he wants, too."

"Are you two friends?"

"We just met. Who said we're friends? Don't be ridiculous."

The one who had been silent until then didn't bother to hide his annoyance as the other three began to tease him, seizing the opportunity. As if his business was done, he quickly vanished with a teleport.

---

A fun and lively spectators' box. And Irori-kun, burned out in a double sense.



    Chapter 598

    Three Choices

    —And so, a little while later.

"Hey, glad you could make it."

"It ended up being just for the very last part, but... yes, hello."

Welcomed by Goldow, whose face was beaming like a grandfather seeing his grandchild, I entered the special seating area, bringing Sora-san with me, who had logged in after safely taking care of her business.

After several months of knowing each other, and having deepened their bond on that trip, they had grown quite accustomed to one another... or rather, while my partner was no longer intimidated by the incarnation of muscle, it felt more like our General Commander was the one getting weaker at the knees by the day.

It seemed her lovability was steadily expanding on all fronts, which was all well and good.

Incidentally, she had delivered her prim and proper greeting after perfectly intercepting the now-classic opening pounce from the red one without even flinching. She, too, was growing stronger in her own way.

"The final match... It's Hinayo-san versus Genkotsu-san, isn't it? That's a rare combination, or rather... was the footage just never released to the public?"

"Nah, that ain't it. Just like you said, this is actually their first match-up."

"Despite his imposing presence, Gen-chan is actually junior to Irorin, you know."

"This is only his fourth time participating in the selection matches."

Sora and Goldow, along with Mi-na and Ri-na—who unconditionally turn into clingy bugs wherever Sora is—stuck together, and the four of them began to chat cheerfully. Beside them, I looked around the special seating area—a different instance than before, but literally identical down to the last particle—but saw no one else.

Setting aside the night-owl boy (Tetra), who had logged out moments before, declaring, "I'm tired, I'm sleeping," it seemed neither Yurayura-shi... nor Irori had any intention of showing up.

Irori, at least, was probably dead to the world, just as I had been a little while ago. It seemed even the invincible samurai got humanly exhausted after back-to-back serious battles with a fellow ranker.

"Even outside of a stage like this, have you ever seen Hina-chan and Gen-chan have a serious battle? I'm actually looking forward to this."

"Yeah. In terms of matchup... Genkotsu has the advantage, I suppose."

"That thing of his is just dirty, you know—hey, big bro. What are you doing standing there all spaced out? Sit down, quickly now, next to Sora-chan!"

As I dazedly watched the four of them, my body still heavy with fatigue, the red-haired girl charged over, grabbed my arm with a *thwack*, and slammed me into the designated seat with a *thud*.

If this were my real body, my tailbone would have undoubtedly screamed in agony.

"What was that for...? I was holding back because I figured you two would want to sit on either side of her."

"Hmph, you don't have to hold back for us. I'll be taking this lap right here!"

"Sora, feel free to dump her."

"Ah, haha..."

"Not fair. I want that lap, too."

"First come, first served!"

I still have no idea what chain of events led to them becoming so attached to her since their first meeting, but it was business as usual for this to happen whenever Sora and the two little ones got together.

And when Goldow was also present.

"Hey, General Commander."

"What?"

"Your face is melting. You a grandpa or something?"

It was also business as usual for him to adopt a look he couldn't possibly show his subordinates.

◇◆◇◆◇

And so, time passed, and just before evening, the 11th Four Pillar War Selection Match concluded without a hitch.

The winner of the tournament was the current ninth-ranked member, the man known as "Twin Fists." The selection matches were meant to gauge the participants' strength and suitability for the Four Pillar War, so the title of 'winner' didn't come with any special perks... but it was an honor all the same.

And honestly, Gen-san was insanely strong, so the champion title suited him perfectly.

His personality and fighting style made him a bit less conspicuous, but in terms of potential, he was a player overflowing with that invincible aura you'd expect from a ranker. No Istian would question the fact that he won.

—And so, once the festival was over, the Eastern Faction, with its astoundingly free-spirited members, went back to normal. With an order for everyone to rest up, all involved were mandated to take time off, leaving the entire second half of the day free.

Following the friend registration we'd exchanged so casually, I sent a message to ask for the meeting spot. The place I went was a training room in the castle, which was more or less what I expected.

"Yo, you came."

"Yep, here I am."

Is it rude to think 'unexpected' of someone I've only exchanged a few words with? I raised a hand to the silver-haired beauty who had arrived before me and offered a faint smile... but besides her words, I was met with a dead-serious silent treatment.

It's, well, how do I put it— *so easy to read. It makes things so much easier.*

Even after just a few words, I had a perfect grasp of their extremely straightforward nature. In that case, I might as well allow myself to act just as carefree.

"So, what did you need? I'm guessing it's not to deepen our friendship."

"This is just how I am. I know it's a pain."

They didn't seem the type to genuinely think it was a pain. I didn't respond, waiting for them to continue... and they took that as their cue, adding more.

"You know about that thing in September, right?"

"Yeah, I know—the `Triangle Duo`, right?"

To my immediate answer, naming the event I'd been told about two months prior, I received a single nod that said, "Saves me the trouble."

"I'm passing on the Four Pillar War, but I'll have to show my face at that... Reluctantly, since I'm back now. And if that's the case, I have to *show* the 'new face' what's what beforehand, you see?"

I have no idea what they're talking about—actually, no, I do.

Combining this with what I'd vaguely learned about `Screen`, the reason for this meeting became clear from the flow of the conversation. At the same time, I mentally revised my assessment of the senior ranker before me.

I get it now. This person is the delinquent type with a heart of gold—a tsundere.

The `Triangle Duo` in question is the name of a semi-official, large-scale, real-world event that's different in flavor from the Four Pillar War.

Its main content is a tag-team tournament featuring a chaotic mix of rankers from the three combat-oriented factions: North, South, and East... Well, the details of the event don't matter right now.

What's important is that there's a chance Yurayura-shi and I will fight on that day.

And the bigger problem is that I would be facing this `Screen` for the first time on a stage that's even more focused on entertainment than the Four Pillar War—a stage that exists *solely to entertain the audience*.

Why? Because no one, past or future, could possibly put up a fight against this player on their first encounter.

In other words, Yurayura-shi called me here for one reason and one reason only.

"I'll give you thirty minutes. *Memorize* it, go home, and *come up with a countermeasure*."

In the event that we have a 'match' in the future, they were going to let me learn their moves so that I, `The Acrobat`, wouldn't be mercilessly beaten to a pulp and disgrace myself.

...*I wonder how they'd react if I said it...*

Ah well, I'll just say it once and see what happens.

"You talk tough, but you're actually pretty nice, senpai."

"Maybe I'll make it three minutes instead."

"My apologies, I won't say another word. Please stop glaring at me, your face is scary enough as it is."

I see, so that's what good communication looks like.

Not bad.

"Jeez... I really can't figure out what you're thinking."

"Oh, it's been a while since someone said that to me..."

"Huh?"

Nope, it's nothing, I'll shut up now—ah, this is kind of relaxing.

I don't dislike this type of person.

It's a different kind of easygoing than with Tiger Lucky... It's like, they're not considerate, but they also broadcast with their attitude that you don't *have* to be considerate, either.

Whether it's roleplaying or their actual personality, I have a feeling I could get along with the Yurayura-shi of the virtual world... at least, it doesn't seem like *they* want to.

Well, I'll just let our future friendship develop as it may.

"That's enough, stop muttering and let's start—out of 'Status,' 'Skills,' and 'Magic,' which one do *you* think is your strongest?"

I understand that they're taking time out of their day for me.

Therefore, I have no complaints about them cutting off the conversation as if they'd lost their patience and getting straight to the point. And, knowing even a little about the unique ability `Screen` possesses, I have no questions about their query.

Status, Skills, Magic. Of these three miracles granted to players by the world (system), the one I feel I'm most accustomed to handling is—

"Well... 'Status,' I guess."

Most people would probably answer the same, but for me, having learned about 'inner' and 'outer' forces from my master, it's even more true. I accomplish things with my superhuman avatar specs alone that normal players would need skills for... so yeah, there's that.

It would be most accurate to say that 'Status,' the foundation of it all, is my specialty. 'Skills' would probably be next. I haven't used 'Magic' enough to call it a specialty yet.

And with that,

"Alright, we'll start with that one. Don't let the *swing* send you flying."

"Yeah, I'm ready when you are."

The silver screen, having received my answer, opens their mouth.

"—[Invertia]."

And inside it, on the crimson 'tongue' that contrasts so sharply with the silver hair and white skin, a complex, bizarre pattern faintly glows with an eerie light...—

"《Zel Celeste Zeatese》."

In this virtual world, the Anima known as the 'strangest of all' activated in accordance with the declaration.



    Chapter 599

    The Inciter of the Silver Screen

    "—Ugh, oh...!"

The visual effect was extremely minor.

But for a single moment, a violet effect certainly streaked across the surface of my body (avatar), and at the same time... the change that occurred within was so immense that I couldn't help but cry out.

I pride myself on being far more accustomed than others to *sudden fluctuations in my status values* for various reasons. That, in turn, meant the degree of 'swing' that still managed to catch me off guard was truly 'off the charts'.

"...Well, as expected of the [Sword Saint]'s disciple. This 'march' doesn't seem to affect you much."

"No, um, it is affecting me...!"

My 'Status' has been inflated to a level that feels... like it's easily more than doubled. `Screen` says something absurd, looking somewhat bored by my reaction, but honestly, I'm afraid to even move.

Of course, if it were *just* a massive status boost, I could handle it out of sheer habit, thanks not only to my partner's 《Scareless》 but also to the various buffing methods I have myself.

However,

"I... see. There's no way to deal with this on a first encounter... It's an impossible game...!"

When another anomaly is simultaneously robbing my avatar of its 'power,' it's a different story.

[Invertia]—a body-integrated type, already rare, but this one is the only one in its own ultra-rare category... popularly known as the 'Magic Tongue,' a strange Fourth Tier Anima.

Its hidden authority is the *setting of rules*.

The effective range is every single person who is aware of the user, `Screen`.

The effect is indiscriminate and mandatory, affecting friend and foe alike.

—In other words, it's a *strategic-level map weapon that affects the entire battlefield where Yurayura-shi is present*.

This is, without a doubt, the reason they have consistently abstained—or rather, refrained—from participating in the Four Pillar War. An extremely bizarre and lawless power.

The rule-setting affects the three types of 'power' granted to players by the system: 'Status,' 'Skills,' and 'Magic.' While 'Magic' could broadly be categorized as a type of skill, pointing that out now would just be nitpicking, so I'll let it slide.

The authority of [Invertia] is to seal two of these three and strengthen the remaining one. Stated simply, it sounds straightforward, but the influence of that change, combined with its 'entire battlefield' range, can only be described as catastrophic.

For example, what would happen with the currently active 《Zel Celeste Zeatese》—Law Number One, which boosts 'Status' values by more than double in exchange for sealing the other two, 'Skills' and 'Magic'?

The answer is simple.

Mages, whose entire toolkit would be wiped out, would be dead in the water. But beyond that, if you take away the miraculous power of skills, which are ingrained into the very core of combat in this game, the vast majority of players would be rendered effectively combat-ineffective.

Furthermore, even the handful of players like the [Sword Saint] who can achieve monstrous combat maneuvers with their Status alone are assaulted by this change to their bodies in the form of a super-enhancement. One can only imagine how difficult it would be to respond in the heat of the moment.

And that holds true for me as well.

My 《Legalias》, which I've managed to tame in its own wild way; my 《Goma Soten》, the key to controlling my inhumanly fast movements; and my 《Trickster of Zenith》, whose subtly excellent passive effects have been an unsung pillar of my build—

If all of those were sealed and only my status values were forcibly jacked up, there's no way in hell I could control it on the fly.

...And so,

"W-Wait a second, senpai. This is way tougher than I imagined, seriously bad, wait, time, time out, I can't move, this is terrifying...!"

"Is that so? Get used to it—alright, switching it up. Next is skills."

"I'm telling you to wait!?!"

And two more patterns of this exist. The difficulty of dealing with them is only going to increase.

And so, a few seconds later.

With all its authorities super-enhanced and sent into a state of rampaging, explosive fury, my 《Legalias》 caused me to lose all control of my avatar, needless to say.

Since my status was sealed, I didn't go flying off at the speed of sound, but... that was its own kind of tragedy.

My figure, endlessly thrashing and struggling on the floor, was undoubtedly 'a pathetic sight not meant for public viewing'.

It was a very good thing I didn't bring Sora-san along.

◇◆◇◆◇

"—This is just too lawless..."

"Yeah, it's a boring power, isn't it?"

Thus, thirty minutes later.

My body was dead on its feet after desperately trying to 'memorize' the three types of 'rules' as they were cycled through. When I muttered my thoughts while sprawled on the training room floor, `Screen` spat back a reply with a laugh, looking every bit as bored as their words suggested.

It was painfully obvious that their comment wasn't directed at me.

However, in Yurayura-shi's case, it didn't seem like the disappointment of having an unwanted power, but more like they were dismissing something they had no interest in as simply 'boring,' as if it had nothing to do with them.

My prior information that they had no interest in fighting appeared to be completely true.

I won't say, "But you're in the combat-focused Eastern Faction..." If I did, the same could be said for Tetra, another ranker. My own master, the [Sword Saint], is also indifferent to fighting itself—and most of all, so is my partner.

Sora-san may dash across the battlefield with vigor now, but she doesn't 'want to fight'; she simply 'enjoys moving her body to the fullest'.

As a result, she's been motivated to fight ever since we met, and beyond that, she's just been swept along from one battlefield to the next by me, the person she happened to meet.

The 'Blessing of Conflict' granted by choosing Istia... in truth, the main benefit it contains isn't the 'upward correction to the effects of combat skills'.

What's considered more important is the 'Early Bloom' that aids in endless growth.

In traditional games, especially the kind where you pursue strength, skills like this are destined to be avoided or deemed unnecessary by hardcore players.

Why? Because they *eventually become useless decorations that serve no purpose*.

In many... or rather, most games, there is a limit to a character's growth. There is a line—represented by levels or stats—where God (the system) declares, "You can grow no further."

And that's what it comes down to. If it's something that will become unnecessary in the not-so-distant future... especially if it's something you *can't re-select*, players will not willingly reach for it.

But what about in this world, Arcadia?

In what is likely a dream world with no limits on personal growth, where you can endlessly push for the blue sky as long as you don't stop...—that blessing will never become 'unnecessary'.

It took me nearly half a year immersed in Arcadia to belatedly realize it, but.

Istia's proud, contradictory blessing of '*endless early blooming*' could be said to have, in a sense, the most broken performance of all four factions.

For players like Yurayura-shi and Tetra, who want to travel the virtual world solo and at their own pace, it might even be considered a blessing on the level of a human right.

Increased growth speed is, after all, often a cheat skill in isekai stories.

"Huh? What is it?"

"Oh, nothing at all."

So, if anything, they are *very much like Istians*. It means there are quite a few Istians who are not battle junkies and have little interest in fighting.

"Well, I'm leaving now. You'd better think up some countermeasures—... though, from the looks of it, you seem like you could come up with something right now."

"You're overestimating me."

"Hah, everyone in the East is a monster."

*You're one to talk*— I managed to hold back from saying it, having declared thirty minutes ago that I wouldn't be cheeky anymore. Pestering this type of person too much is a surefire way to be disliked.

The user is, without exception, also swallowed by the rules of [Invertia]. But their skill in maneuvering so perfectly on that stage, user or not, was truly that of a 'monster'.

"See ya."

"Right. Later."

My greeting implying we'd meet again, and my waving hand, were once again met with a dead-serious silent treatment...—or so I thought. Just as they were manipulating the system window to activate their teleport.

They unnaturally shook their raised hand, offered a clumsy response, and left without another word. Watching `Screen` depart... I formed a single conclusion, not about their ability, but about them as a person.

"Yep, a tsundere."

Once again, I thought they seemed like someone who would be fun to be friends with.



    Chapter 600

    The Sea-Color in the Gray

    Having somehow overcome the climax of the weekend, I safely finished my duty at the selection matches. The next day.

Afterward, I had another brief date with my partner—or rather, we went to play in a nearby dungeon. At night, I visited the Yotsuya residence again, where Sora-san toyed with me (beat me up) after dinner. When I got home, Nia, who had heard about my daytime activities, gave me a lukewarm teasing... and so on.

After piling up a few more additional events, I finally reached Monday.

Normally, I would shift from being a ranker in the virtual world to a student in the real one and focus on my studies, but it was mid-August, and the university was on a long, two-month summer break.

In other words, I was legally free even on a weekday, and so—

"Um, okay... I get that this is an 'after-party,' but..."

And I appreciate the thought of wanting to help me unwind after the selection matches, but.

"Getting unceremoniously abducted to a field I've never been to before is genuinely startling, so I'm going to have to request that you give me a heads-up or something next time."

"'Never been to'? You've never even been to karaoke before?"

"What, was Nozomin actually a sheltered kid or something?"

"I heard you came from a normal family."

"I'm used to this attitude by now, but you guys are really unrepentant, aren't you? Why don't you learn from Kaede-kun, who at least tries to look apologetic, hmm?"

"Ah, haha... Um, sorry?"

I was summoned to the front of the Shijo residence with no plans announced, pushed into Mizuki's car in a torrent just like that other time, and ended up at a karaoke box.

In the midst of the clamor leaking from all directions, piercing through the less-than-perfect soundproofing, I was sandwiched between the childhood friend pair as usual, feeling nervous in the unfamiliar environment as I voiced my complaint... Ah, yes, I knew it, I knew it. It was like water off a duck's back.

Without a moment's hesitation, Toshiki ignored my grumbling and picked up the intercom to order snacks. Mizuki, equally unfazed, operated the karaoke machine. And Shoko-san, also ignoring my complaints, barraged me with questions with a beaming smile to satisfy her own curiosity.

As I suspected, the only source of comfort among this group is the young lady of the Shijo family.

I'll let it slide that she was the one who gave my back a gentle push when I tried to resist with a half-hearted "Hey, what's with the rush, where are you taking me?" and delivered the decisive final attack as I was bundled into the car.

"I'd heard about it, but Nozomi, you really had a gray high school experience, didn't you? What kind of fun *have* you had?"

"Eh... Fun... Table... tennis?"

"Huh? What, did you frequent a community center or something?"

"No, in middle school, I had a hardcore player teach me for the sports festival."

"That's part of a school event."

"I don't think the 'fun' Toshiki-kun is asking about is that kind of thing. Was it really that gray?"

"H-Hey, Mizuki-chan...!"

"Kaede, what song do you want? Your usual anime song—"

"Mizuki-chan!"

And so on and so forth, until a mountain of snacks, befitting the vitality of university students' stomachs, arrived.

We each held up the glasses we had snatched from the drink bar beforehand—hey, why is everyone looking at me? This is an after-party to celebrate *my* efforts, so why do *I* have to give the toast???

"...Uh, well, then. Here's to me, for a job well done."

With a hundred percent resignation, I figured it didn't matter anymore and casually raised my reasonably priced glass for a "Cheers." And with that, the recreation began in an extremely relaxed atmosphere.

I'm ready for it. Bring it on, youth.

◇◆◇◆◇

"—I'll say it again, this is supposed to be *my* after-party, right...?"

"I-I'm sorry? I'm sure they don't mean any harm, really..."

And so, three hours later. Leaving behind Shoko and the other two, who were still full of energy and proclaiming, "We're just getting started!" I stepped outside for some fresh air and muttered my thoughts, with the sole 'healing element' of the group excluded.

It wasn't that I held any ill will; it was just a sigh of exasperation born of familiarity with my usual lively and easygoing friends. Kaede, the healing element who had followed me, probably understood my inner thoughts, but it was just like her to still apologize with a bow of her head.

If it weren't for her Arcadia-otaku side peeking through, she'd be the undisputed most sensible person here... but well, I suppose that gap is part of her charm.

"Um... I'm sorry for egging you on, too. You were so good, I was surprised and thought, 'Is this really your first time?' so I just got carried away..."

Well, that's a clever play, weaving praise and apology together to create a situation where I have to forgive her... Not that she intended it, of course, but alright.

I shall remove the name Shijo Kaede from the list of sinners who made me sing my limited repertoire on repeat. The remaining three, starting with Shoko, you'd better remember this.

Upon my return, they shall be sentenced to sing a randomly selected song with all their might until the very end.

"...You seemed pretty used to it. Do you like singing?"

"Nah, not enough to say I like it. I've gained enough courage to sing in front of people through various experiences, and as for that song, I listened to it to death in high school..."

It wasn't that I was used to it, but rather that I knew how to sing it because I had it memorized down to the last detail. Looking back on those three years, which were truly extreme in many ways, it was the only entertainment that encouraged me as I worked myself to the bone with part-time jobs and studies...

"So, it's not so much that you like singing, but... you like 'Unagi-chan,' is that it?"

"Don't call her Unagi-chan—well, yeah, something like that. It was just work, study, work, study, study, work, work, study, and I honestly thought I was going to lose my mind a few times. But I couldn't give up on either, so I figured I'd implement some healing entertainment during my breaks and commutes."

'Music' was the first thing that came to mind, so I went to a local shop to find a decent album... and there, a song playing in the store caught me. It wasn't love at first sight, but love at first listen.

Unasaka Nagisa—I had no way of knowing at the time since I'd sworn off the internet, but apparently, she was a former indie virtual singer who made her major debut on the strength of her singing alone.

I say 'former' because, unfortunately, she has since ended her activities.

She apparently appeared like a comet about five years ago and instantly took the scene by storm, a legendary figure, but she retired after just under two years, much to the dismay of her many fans.

Learning that now was, of course, no small shock. I might just be a casual fan who only ever bought a single CD, but still.

"I don't know... the melody, the lyrics, her voice, the way she sang, it all just hit me right where I needed it back then... I listened to it on infinite repeat and got infinite energy from it."

It's not really a joke to say that I might be here today thanks to Unasaka Nagisa... well, I feel a one-sided debt of gratitude to her, more or less.

"Ah... I see—it's like the Sword Saint and the Acrobat for me."

"Seriously, stop. That's forbidden."

As I rubbed the goosebumps of embarrassment off my arms and shot her a sidelong glance, she returned it with a mischievous little laugh. I don't know if it's because they're related, but they're really similar in this way... The two young ladies of the Shijo family are two of a kind.

"Ehehe... You know, after hearing a story like that, it makes me want to hear it again. Can I request it one more time?"

"Seriously...? How many times are you going to make me rehash my few party tricks?"

"Just one last time. Your favorite, 'perfect blue star,' will do. Please?"

"How do you know my absolute favorite song like it's common knowledge?"

"Eh? I can just kind of tell. The passion in your singing was different for that one."

"What's that? How embarrassing."

As we bantered back and forth, my phone vibrated in my pocket. I took it out and opened the message that had arrived... Ah, yes, yes, I'm coming back.

A wry smile crept onto my face at Shoko-san's teasing message: 'You two, how long are you going to keep flirting?' It was a harsh joke in more ways than one.

"Alright, if you give a full-throated performance of your 'usual,' then maybe I'll think about it."

"Huh...? Heh, wha- n-no, that's not... That was just Mizuki-chan's joke!"

I turned on my heel after delivering my counterattack, and the friend who reacted so similarly to my partner was so amusing that my expression shifted to a relaxed smile—and then we returned to the room.

Afterward, I was somehow dragged into the punishment I myself had decreed and forced to belt out an idol medley of a certain pair of pipsqueaks from memory... but that is another story.



    Chapter 601

    To the End of the Footprints

    'You smell like other girls.'

"Yep, a delightful trio of otaku members. Should I introduce you?"

'No, I'll pass...'

Was that a joke or not? I fired back a deadpan counter to Nia, who had thrown a terrifying line at me the moment we met.

It was six in the evening. After all the commotion, I finally made it home just as the sun was beginning to set.

Having shouldered even more fatigue from the after-party, I was too weary to bother with the few dozen steps to my room and collapsed onto the large waiting sofa in the dorm's entrance hall.

'Didn't you say it was something like a party to unwind? Why are you more tired?'

"Well, you know, stuff... It seems being exhausted is the default setting for youth."

Not that it wasn't fun, though. But as with anything, if you're going to have fun with all your might, you can't avoid mental and physical fatigue. It can't be helped.

I turned just my head to catch her 'words' and spouted some nonsense... which was naturally possible because, as one could guess from our bumping into each other right at the entrance, she was here for a reason.

It seemed Liliania Vluveli had been diligently welcoming someone home again today. She puffed out her cheeks in a deliberately dissatisfied manner.

'Not fair. You have to have a youthful time with me, too.'

"I think we're having a very youthful time right this very moment..."

It's embarrassing to say it myself, but this current situation is the very definition of that youthful 'it,' isn't it? A textbook case of *aoharu* in more ways than one.

'Ah, a message from the princess. She said she's busy with stuff again today, so you don't have to wait up.'

Nia shook her phone screen, on which she had typed with her usual lightning-fast flicks while poking my cheek without permission. It was obvious who the direct term of endearment referred to, and the subject was undoubtedly about tonight's dinner.

In other words, it would be just the two of us at the dinner table again tonight—however, Nia lately...

'Mmm.'

"Whoa, hey...! You really are like the youngest child. And you call yourself an 'older sister'."

Rather than being happy about the opportunity of being one-on-one, she tended to feel lonely about Ashe's absence.

Her target shifted from my cheek to my stomach, and she rested her head on me with a soft thud. I tried to give her a light poke, trying not to be too conscious of it, but the slightly dispirited Nia didn't react.

No, seriously... our neighbors to the left and right have become so close it's worrying for their future in more ways than one. At first, it seemed Ashe was the one with the bigger crush, but the straightforward and openly affectionate 'princess' quickly captured Nia's heart.

I kind of knew it, but this girl is easy.

And once she gets attached, she goes all in. That's her nature. She's started showing her lonely side to Ashe, whom she now considers almost family.

And Ashe, being the caring person she is, dotes on Nia, and thus their mutual feelings were sealed.

The 'romantic rival' atmosphere has faded so much that recently, it's not uncommon to see the two of them happily interacting while I'm left out, even when all three of us are together.

It's not my place to say, but are you guys really okay with that? That's the feeling I get.

"Ashe is one of a kind, so I can't say I don't get it... but the other day, Mitsueda-san was sulking, saying, 'She hasn't come crying to me lately'."

'What are you doing having secret talks with my best friend? Unforgivable.'

"It was less a secret talk and more a guardian's meeting—*Guh*... Oh, guh...!? Stop, you...! How are you an older sister...?!"

With a firm grip, I stopped the caramel-blonde ball of fluff that had started thrashing about and pushed myself up from the sofa.

Oh well. If she wants attention because she's lonely...

"Nia, you free after this?"

'? I don't have any particular plans, but...'

"Okay. In that case—"

Perfect timing. I was going to ask her after confirming her schedule, but...

"Let's have an early dinner and go out. ...In the virtual world, that is."

'Huh?'

It probably wouldn't hurt to just sweep her off her feet.

◇◆◇◆◇

"Nia-san, good even—"

"Hi, good evening!"

Changing scenes to the virtual world, Arcadia. In a corner of the nearly deserted, quiet 'city'.

My partner, who was also on summer vacation like me, answered my call without a hitch, though she had been busy the past two days. The three of us, plus alpha, had gathered on the spur of the moment.

Barely getting a greeting in, Sora was captured by Nia in a now-classic move, her cheeks being affectionately rubbed. Leaving them to their mochi-like interaction...

"—Whoaaaaaa! This is amazing, so pretty, such a treasure! Awww man, I knew my eyes weren't mistaken! I'm the best!"

"Could you lower your voice just a little?"

Slightly away from the bonding Sora and Nia.

I was unveiling the 'Sakura' in its transformed state within the dueling field, and my wry smile only deepened as I was subjected to the usual high-octane tension.

"So that's it...! Kagura-chan and Enra-kun, huh...! Wow, that's amazing, maybe I should have them make me something cool, too!"

"Well, feel free... Is that enough for now?"

"Okay, okay! Thanks, Har-kun!"

*The pleasure's all mine*—I said as much, dispersing the activated [Atiomart -Sakura=Memento-] and ending the duel system simultaneously. The goddess's power to rewind the results of such frivolities would kick in, so there was no need to worry about the terrifying price of the magic-power manifestation weapon.

"So, that's about it. It might have been the result of a gacha, but thanks for the great item."

"Not at all! I've got plenty of similar stuff, you know!"

"...Haha, I see. I'll pretend I didn't hear that."

The one who had just said something arguably more terrifying than the price of the Sakura Memento was none other than the original owner of the [Sacred Cherry Amber], the number one ranker of the North.

As expected, she had been completely oblivious to the events of two months ago, having no interest in worldly affairs, just like a certain `Screen`. It took a while to explain everything to her.

I wanted to thank her for the Sakura Sword, a key part of the excitement. When I told her that, Lux, whom I hadn't seen in a while, laughed without a care in the world and slapped me on the back repeatedly.

Her arm, not heavily invested in STR, didn't produce a massive impact, but when the target's VIT is practically nonexistent, an impact that's 'average' by superhuman standards can become 'extreme' by mortal ones.

My vision shook violently with no sign of stopping, and my wry smile deepened—until suddenly, my body was pulled with a jerk, and I was scooped up by a helping hand.

"You can't do that, Lux-san. As you can see, Haru is more frail than anyone else here."

"The undeniable truth stings..."

It seemed Sora-san, who had apparently decided to rescue me, was now giving Lux a sidelong glance, all while dragging the indigo-haired girl with her—she hadn't escaped from Nia, it seems.

It was a gaze that was quite comparable in its lack of mercy to the one she usually directed at me, her partner.

They had teamed up again in the last event, just like the one before, so they must have deepened their friendship even more. At the time, she had been whining, saying things like, "I wanted to be with you this time," and, "You're just going to flirt with Nia-san again, aren't you?"...

Personally, I welcome the expansion of Sora's friendships. It's not that I'm trying to act like her guardian, but—well, that doesn't matter right now.

What I should be focusing on this very moment is,

"Sora-san, we're in public."

Reprimanding my partner for her reckless behavior, clinging to me as if it were the most natural thing in the world, with two spectators right nearby.

Next, I would have to peel off Nia, who had switched her clinging target from Sora to me in a show of opposition. A sigh escaped me, not from embarrassment, but from a chaos that exceeded my expectations.

And most likely—

"...It doesn't matter, does it? There are no strangers here. And it's a foregone conclusion that Lux-san will tease us anyway, even if we behave."

"That's right, that's right, just give up already!"

"Ahaha, you're so popular, Har-kun. You should have invited Ar-chan, too."

And so, it was like this.

When Sora-san, who had job-changed to a clingy child, didn't hold back, this party had no one to stop her... It was unexpected, or rather, it was my bad luck that Nia and Lux were on such close, unreserved terms.

"Oh, Nya-chan. I found a bunch of pretty stones again, so I'll give you your favorite ones."

"That's a huge help, but I told you I won't take them for free. I'll properly appraise them and buy them from you, so show me later. And don't go anywhere until I'm done looking, okay?"

"Okay-dokie!"

—And so, it was like that.

Perhaps I should have thought things through a bit more before gathering people on a whim... but it's too late for regrets now.

We were not in the 'Safe Area'—the main district built by people in the [Garden of Divine Creation]. Instead, we were at the site of the second 'city,' where the foundation work had just been completed and expansion was underway.

Approximately ten thousand kilometers from the Great Bell Tower of Beginnings. At the new base, where the 'Alv Portal' was scheduled to be opened to the public soon... in a corner of the provisionally named `Frontier`.

"Alright, shall we get going? Lead the way, `Traveler`-dono."

"Okay-dokie, leave it to me! As long as I remember!"

"If you're going to say leave it to you, then please promise me that part."

"Ah, haha... Please take care of me—Why are you sticking to me! That's not allowed, Lux-san, I'll get angry even if you're just teasing!"

"I don't think she's thinking about anything, Sora-chan. Ah, I'll just be dead weight."

And so began a scene from a very lively, unconventional party.



    Chapter 602

    Outside the Circle

    The field difficulty of Arcadia's main stage, the [Garden of Divine Creation], changes depending on the distance from the Great Bell Tower, which is said to be the world's center point.

The closer you are, the kinder it is; the farther, the harsher. Be it the environment or the resident enemies, there are few exceptions to this general rule. This applies strictly to the 'field difficulty,' and not necessarily to the 'dungeons' scattered throughout—but anyway.

With such a clear rule in place, it's only human nature to draw distinct lines.

First, there is the area within a 500-kilometer radius of the Great Bell Tower. This area, which happens to contain the ruins of the four 'countries' of the east, west, south, and north, is designated as Danger Level 1, the 'Beginner Circle'.

Within this range, it is said that 'a single party can generally act with stability,' and a fair amount of detailed exploration results and information has been shared. It should be noted that this doesn't mean it's safe or easy. There are numerous unexplored regions, hidden areas, and unsettling locations, and stories of players accidentally wandering into exceptional regions and being trampled by monsters are apparently a daily occurrence.

Next is the area beyond the beginner zone, from the 500-kilometer periphery to the 1000-kilometer mark. This is Danger Level 2, the 'Advanced Circle'. This is a high-difficulty region where 'coordinated action by small to medium-sized linked parties' is recommended. The countless capture points here all have the feel of high-stakes amusement, as if you're dipping your toes into a raid.

This is the main activity area for what the world calls 'average players,' but by the standards of other games, I think it already reaches the difficulty of endgame content. To be blunt, even for 'rankers,' solo action is a pain unless you're specialized for it. It's not about the loneliness of a long solo journey, but rather that the class of enemies takes a sharp turn upwards from the Advanced Circle on.

Further on, from the 1000-kilometer periphery to the 3000-kilometer mark, is Danger Level 3, the 'End Circle'. This is a demonic realm of demonic realms, with a difficulty that basically tells both beginners and veterans to stay away. The recommended force is a hardcore capture squad on a do-or-die mission, either a full raid or an over-raid. This is the domain where the top teams of the North-South Alliance, known as the 'representative expeditionary forces,' operate. The large-scale capture points scattered throughout are all raid-scale from top to bottom. For example, the [Eternal Ice Peaks of Extreme White], which is just barely within this range, is said to be on the lower end of the difficulty scale... well, that should give you an idea of how dangerous it is.

And then, beyond that. The name for the world that spreads out from the 3000-kilometer periphery of the Great Bell Tower is—in short, Danger Level ∞, the 'Outside'. This is a divine realm, or rather a death realm, beyond the demonic, where it is considered 'difficult for players to advance by current standards.' It is said that only idiots, fools, or exceptional players venture forth from here, and the recommended fighting strength is an 'over-raid or a party containing multiple high-ranking members.'

What's particularly noteworthy is the completely chaotic variation in the environment, which fluctuates wildly with every step. You might have an area with a difficulty on par with the Beginner Circle, only for a death trap far exceeding the highest difficulty of the End Circle to suddenly appear before you... such things are commonplace. The enemies that appear are also mostly unknown, prompting a 'what's that' kind of reaction, making it a truly uncharted territory where you have to be wary of everything you see.

—Now, with that said, our current location is, of course, the 'Outside.' And not just at the entrance at the 3000-kilometer mark, but a whopping 10,000 kilometers deep.

In this realm governed by chaotic, jumbled difficulty, the rule that 'the farther from the Great Bell Tower, the harder it gets' can't be trusted... but well, I can get the general idea that it's seriously dangerous, and I can feel a certain alien atmosphere on my skin. To be honest, I'd rather avoid exploring the Outside as a pair, even with my partner (Sora), let alone solo. The environments you encounter, the monsters you meet, are all so unpredictable and bizarre that you'd run out of sanity no matter how much you had.

We went for a 'stroll for two' once after the 'Alv Portal' was opened, and we had a terrible time. If we were to seriously attempt a capture, we would definitely need more people.

Yes, for example...—someone like a certain common-sense-defying number one ranker who enjoys soloing in this chaotic region on a daily basis would be incredibly reliable.

"—Seriously, how in the world did you find a place like this...?"

"Heh heh! Finding secret spots is my specialty!"

"Geh... you...!"

"Um, um...! Your volume, your voice volume...!"

"Please, Lu-chan, seriously, don't forget there's a non-combatant here, please, if *that thing* comes flying over here, Nia-chan's gonna die, so please, seriously...!"

...Reliable, she should be. While frantically clamping down on the number one ranker's cheerful mouth with Sora, I returned my gaze from the shadow of the giant rock we were hiding behind to the 'that thing' Nia mentioned.

—It was less a cave and more a valley-like structure open to the sky, reminiscent of the nostalgic [Rocky Wasteland]. However, the space was too vast to be called a maze, a strange creation where the claustrophobia of a cave and the openness of a valley came and went in turns.

Following Lux's guidance, we left `Frontier` a short while ago and entered a rocky mountain region with a poisonous-looking mottled pattern. In a corner of it, we squeezed our bodies into an extremely tiny fissure that made me want to retort, "Who would ever notice this?" and found a large space spread out within the mountain.

The first discoverer of the area was, of course, Lux. And the provisional name Lux gave the area is the [Mole's Bed].

In other words, that thing... the giant creature that the three of us were voluntarily, and one of us was forcibly, observing with bated breath, is that mole—...

"A mole...???"

"Um, that's different from the moles I know..."

"It's not cute at all... it's scary... and gross..."

Me, Sora, and Nia. We all tilted our heads in turn, our voices filled with confusion. Only Lux declared, "Eh, I think it's cute," but there was no doubt at this point that her opinion was in the minority. It was three against one.

Enemy name: [Feidran Armoire]—a rough, long-distance observation of its huge body suggested it was no less than ten meters.

It wasn't so much big as it was long. It bore no resemblance to the chubby, round form one imagines when thinking of a real-life 'mole.' Its snake-like, long torso with pitifully small limbs attached to either end gave it an extremely unbalanced and bizarre appearance.

Furthermore, it had a shell on its back that was definitely not something a mole should have. The sight of it carrying a shell that shimmered and shone like a turtle's... made it look like a stretched-out snail.

And to top it off, the only 'mole-like' feature, a large, single eye, glared from directly above its 'nose'—no, really. This is hard to say, but...

"It's gross..."

"Um, it's... a little, disgusting, isn't it...?"

"I think I'm going to have nightmares... This is the worst..."

Putting aside the one exception, Lux, the other three's opinions were unanimous.

The strange body and single eye were visually repulsive, but more than that, the nose... no, I know there are moles with noses like that. You know, like a sea anemone—

"...Alright, Sora-san."

"Y-Yes?"

"I feel like my sanity is draining just looking at it. Go get 'em."

"Why me...!? You go scout first, Haru...!"

"Well, I mean, it looks like magic would be effective, right? It's got a shell and all...!"

"That makes no sense, and you're a magic-type now too, aren't you, Haru...!?"

"Are you telling me to fire an explosive round in a semi-cave...!?"

"Oh, Har-kun. That thing, magic attacks are almost completely ineffective against it."

"Why! Things that look tough with shells and scales are usually weak to magic in games, uwa, it looked over here, it's so gross!"

"H-Hey, hey, it doesn't matter which of you goes, just go quickly! Don't let it come over here, if that thing attacks us, Nia-chan's gonna cry, you hear me!?"

Well, from an outsider's perspective, the scene might look like four girls bickering, but in reality, there's one boy mixed in.

If Sora-san had happily agreed with the flow of the conversation, that would have been great, but since she flatly refused, it was clear who had to step up. I'd rather not deal with something disgusting either, let alone terrifying, but...

"Alright, fine, I'll kill it! Let's go, you mole imposter!"

The single eye, which had already noticed our commotion and turned towards us, clearly targeted me as I leaped out from behind the rock with my summoned [Alv Stella] in hand.

Planting its short front legs on the ground, it raised its head slightly... in what was likely a threatening posture, the [Feidran Armoire] spread its tentacle-like nose wide and—screamed.

'—!!!'

...Ah, I see.

That's not a nose, it's a 'mouth'.



    Chapter 603

    A Broken Ruler Is Business as Usual

    Okay, first, a little test.

"'Piercing water nail, wings of a hook to halt its might.'"

She said magic is 'almost completely ineffective,' but if it's just a bit of resistance, the magic woven by my transformed body's absurd mana should be more than enough to punch through.

A single roar as a greeting to my appearance before it. The mole(?), as if to see the reaction of the tiny intruder, chose to wait. Before it, I spun a two-verse short incantation.

"《Current Haken》."

A total of six small 'needles' materialized around my avatar. Without hesitation or mercy, I fired the water needles in one breath, and they flew... at a speed that a skilled player could just barely dodge if they saw it coming.

The mole, which had clearly seen the response to its own hostility with its glaring single eye, moved. The first action of its long, bizarre body was—

To coil up. The water needles were met with this, and the moment they touched its shimmering shell, they dissipated and vanished without a sound or effect.

Right, right, I see.

"So that's how it is... huh!"

It didn't even serve as a feint, but that's fine. The main objective was to gather information on a first-time encounter anyway. I dismissed the unfortunately useless magic that failed to exhibit even a millimeter of its original effect with a single word of regret—

First, one step.

— ◇Status / Trance◇ Title: Acrobat Name: Haru Lv: 110 STR: 0 (+100) AGI: 0 (+250) DEX: 0 VIT: 0 (+100) MID: 1250 (+230) LUC: 0 —

Although the stats of my transformed body are the same as ever, thanks to the correction values of my overly excellent equipment and the title that exhibits broken effects due to being linked to my insane stats, I can perform movements like a decent light warrior with my base specs alone, easy as pie. Combined with the passive effects of 《Legalias》—'reduced wind-up motion' and 'initial speed boost'—which has been further strengthened from its predecessor 《Hare Real》, I can outpace your average speed-focused player without even using the footwork derived from the Kesshiki style.

The speed at which it coiled its long body to take a defensive posture was eye-opening, considering the scale and weight of its huge frame... but—well, as expected.

If I could be caught by that, I'd be shaming the name of a speed-focused ranker.

One step taken. The battle result recorded was a distorted scream like metal scraping against metal. And similarly, a flash of a damage effect ran across its distorted head.

I ran through with the momentum, floated in the air with the afterglow of the slash, and casually flipped upside down, glancing at the indicator of the battle... as expected from the feel of it.

"Tough."

I muttered as I landed, looking at the HP bar that had only been slightly chipped and forming a conclusion.

Perhaps because it's big, it has good eyes. It dodged my attack on its obvious critical point, its single eye, at the last second, but even so, hitting its head resulted in that little damage (less than 10%). The weapon attack power of my [Alv Stella] isn't low by any means. If the blade of a Third Tier Anima hits an enemy without much durability squarely in the head, it could even be a fatal blow.

In other words, this mole has durability befitting its huge body... but given its quick movements just now, I can't say for sure.

Good reflexes, good kinetic vision, good base durability, plus magic immunity. Its defense is admirable. So next, I'm curious about its offense.

"...!"

The air stirred, and a gust of wind caressed my cheek, carrying with it a sense of heat.

Then, as its head was raised like a snake rearing its neck, the tentacles decorating its 'nose'—no, its 'mouth'—seemed to glow red-hot... No, not seemed to. They truly did. The 'whiskers' emitted a heat that made the surrounding air shimmer, and from within them, a crimson heat ray was spat out. I didn't even consider the option of defending; I jumped sideways almost on reflex—and the searing heat grazed my side, conveying its ridiculously high power. Judging by the way the floor and walls it traced were instantly melted and severed, a direct hit would probably vaporize most players.

"...I see. It's not on Hina-san's level, but..."

Then again, the comparison itself is wrong. Looking at it another way, this creature is a true monster, approaching the power of an 'Anima,' which is itself a miracle (magic), with its biological body.

This thing could probably wipe out a party on its own. It wouldn't be an exaggeration to say its specs are on par with, or even exceed, a low-level dungeon boss.

—However, that being said.

"Alright... then I'm coming at you for real, mole imposter. Prepare yourself."

Unless it has a 'next stage' like a real boss—form changes, behavior changes, berserker modes, and the like... Except for its creepy appearance, the one thing that truly stands out.

Unfortunately, I don't feel that much fear, I guess.

◇◆◇◆◇

"—It's just, you know... You've really started to carry yourself with a certain dignity, haven't you, you?"

"What's with the sudden comment? I can't tell if you're praising me or teasing me."

When I feigned ignorance about the obvious, Nia-chan immediately puffed out her cheeks with a sidelong glare, saying, "I'm praising you." I know, I know. It's embarrassing to be told things like that so directly.

"It's like... you don't get fazed by much when you're fighting anymore, Haru."

"The fourth-ranked member of the martial arts faction Istia! Uu-chan's disciple! Ar-chan's rival! The imposing titles you carry aren't just for show, huh!"

"Don't call them imposing."

When one person starts praising, the seeds of embarrassment are successfully sown in a chain reaction.

Sora-san, looking on with admiration, albeit with a hint of exasperation. And Lux, laughing cheerfully and patting my back—no, she restrained herself since she was stopped earlier, and instead placed both hands on my head and shook it back and forth with high tension.

Yeah. Could you stop that too?

Anyway—the situation of being praised to the skies by the girls for my thirty-second mole cooking feat was... just plain embarrassing.

"Nia, come on, please. Appraise it, quickly."

"Hehe, he's blushing."

"He's embarrassed, isn't he?"

"That's just like you, Har-kun."

"Enough already...! Look at this, not me! There's an interesting object lying right in front of you, so show some interest, girls!"

Unable to bear their uniform smirks, I slapped the object lying in front of me to make a point... but of course, their warm gazes didn't cease—

"Well now, let's see here?"

Though she wore a playful smile, fully aware of my feelings, the professional known as the [Milmarinus] was all business when it came to her work.

Nia reached out from the side and tapped 'it' with the tip of her slender finger.

Ten seconds, and a little more later.

"Hmm... [Larval Wealthy-Shelled Great Earth Mole's Carapace]."

The golden shell of the [Feidran Armoire] lay on the hard rock floor. Just like the remains of the 'ants' I had fought in the [Great Rock-Eating Hive] in the past, it was a special material left behind without being stored in the inventory.

The result of examining it, the reason the artisan was brought along in the first place, was...

"You're amazing as always, Lu-chan—this might be a treasure trove even better than the 'ant nest,' you know."

She concluded with a judgment that raised expectations significantly, a smirk on her face for a different reason than a few moments ago.



    Chapter 604

    Seeking Treasure, Desiring the Unique

    To begin with.

Today's summons was a spontaneous affair born from the mood and flow of events, but why had I planned to come here in the first place?

It all started two months ago when I obtained the [Nine Tail]. My exclusive artisan proposed, "The set effect is gone now, so why don't we craft a new ring for you, too?"

In other words, the whole thing kicked off when I was tasked with an order to (and I'm paraphrasing here) 'go find some good-lookin' gems.'

My left ring and right bracelet. The 'El-Eme Series' was undoubtedly a top-tier set, with a total correction value of MID+100 including the two-piece set effect. But with the bracelet updated, the blessing bestowed upon my avatar has dropped to the +30 of the ring alone.

As Nia taught me when we first met, even a single piece with +30 is first-class by normal standards—but now, I am, both in name and in reality, an exceptional player, a ranker.

If asked whether I should be content with an item of normal standards, the answer is, of course, NO.

And so it was.

Once I made up my mind, I started by simply walking around and searching. I quickly came to the realization that 'the world is too big, this is an impossible game' and lifted my ban on internet information. I asked Nia and other friends and acquaintances if they knew of any promising gem materials...

But if you want something beyond first-class, the gem material for it must also be super first-class or better—in other words, something unique is the minimum requirement.

It's 'unique' because there's only one of it, and if there's information about it, it means it's been discovered, which usually means it's already in someone's hands.

To be blunt, it's not the kind of thing you can just find by seeking information. That's why so many players wander the world in search of the unique.

In the end, my conclusion in the past was that 'it's difficult to aim for an upgrade in a short period of time.' If I were to resort to any means necessary, I could have tried putting out a call to buy one, but that just felt... wrong, so I passed.

And so, I gave up, putting it on hold about a month and a half ago. The situation changed just the other day, about a week ago.

—I found a cool place!!!

That was the message I received from Lux.

A secret area where an enemy that eats minerals roams, leaving its remains behind after being defeated... an existence closely resembling the rock ants that inhabit the [Great Rock-Eating Hive], that paradise of mineral materials.

That alone made me think, "Oh?" But then she told me the location was outside the circle.

It was just her impression, but when the number one ranker gives her seal of approval on the area's difficulty, saying, "They were at least stronger than the ants," you can't help but have high expectations.

I had some personal matters to consider and was worried about my 'equipment' in general, not just accessories, so the news from Lux was a godsend.

So, I asked her if she could guide me soon, around the time the selection matches were over, and she replied with a cheerful and enthusiastic, "Just call me, and I'll be there, even on the same day!!!"—

"Hey, Har-kun. What do you think that is? Is it okay to touch it?"

"If the great `Traveler`-sama doesn't know, there's no way I would. And stop trying to touch everything you see. Are you a child—I said don't touch it, didn't I!?"

"Aww! It's fine, just a little bit!"

"Don't try to poke a mysterious object that looks like a thorny bomb just to see what happens!"

I had already gotten her word, so that's why I summoned her today, but...

It's kind of, unexpected.

This is the second time Lux and I have partied up, including the 'White Throne' subjugation battle, but it's the first time we've 'adventured' together. However, Sora-san has been with her through two events, so I thought she would naturally gravitate towards her familiar partner.

But as it turned out—

"...Somehow, Lu-chan is super attached to you, isn't she? Why is that?"

"Ah, haha... I think I have a vague idea why."

For some reason, it's always me who gets dragged along by Lux, who latches onto me at every opportunity.

She wanders here and there, a problem child who seems like she'll cause trouble the second I take my eyes off her. I can't just leave her be, so I'm playing the role of her guardian... but the stares from behind are painful.

The source of the sidelong glances is mainly Nia. As she once gushed to Mitsueda-san, she doesn't usually get jealous of anyone other than Sora and Ashe... but, how should I put it.

It's not quite jealousy, but I feel a vibe of *this guy, again...*

"Oh? And what's the reason?"

"Huh? Oh, um... Haru is, you know, he's earnest with everyone."

"Earnest, hmm?"

"Even when he seems to be slacking off, I think he's only consciously acting that way... and I think that's something that just... comes across, you know..."

"Ah... well, ah... I see. He looks annoyed, but he dutifully goes along with her, so Lu-chan, who usually leaves others behind with her high tension, is happy about it."

"Um, I think that might be it."

"I see, I see."

"—It's not 'I see, I see.' Could you please stop having a deep character analysis session right behind my back where I can hear you, ladies?"

"Hey, hey, Har-kun!"

"You should care a little, too. Are you invincible? We were just the subject of a rather embarrassing conversation. What's wrong with you, is the only thing in your head what's right in front of you???"

"Who cares about that! Look, look, look at that!"

"Whoa, hey, don't pull me...!"

When she grabs my hand without mercy, I can't resist, maybe because I'm losing in STR. As I'm dragged along, I glance behind me again—

"Such a player."

"Regarding *this*... it seems we'll just have to give up...

An indigo sidelong glance, softer than before, and an amber gaze filled with resignation.

It seems I've been forgiven for now, but I know this means I'll have to listen to each of their selfish requests later. I've become quite familiar with this pattern recently.

Oh well, I'll give up. For now, I should switch gears and focus on...

"...But seriously, what is this?"

"It's huge, isn't it?"

The thing that was there when I was dragged by Lux—a shining, strange mountain made of countless layers of a familiar golden 'shell.'

Hey Nia-chan, I need you to do your job. What is this?



    Chapter 605

    The Path to Treasure

    "Hmm... It's the shell of a ghost mole. Same as before."

"Well, yeah. So that means?"

"Yep, the quality is mediocre. Not quite sturdy enough for weapons or armor, I'd say?"

Nia examined the mountain of shells and came to a conclusion in a matter of seconds. But of course, that didn't mean it was time to pack up and leave. The other three of us tilted our heads in curiosity and wonder at what this massive pile was, and the artisan explained.

"This is probably a pile of 'failures.' That's why it's been discarded here, I think."

"Failures...? So, you're saying this is a pile of trash?"

"Probably. And while it's generally mediocre, the quality of each individual piece is all over the place. It's kind of like... the pile of prototypes we artisans make. I get that kind of vibe."

"I see, I see?"

I asked for more details with a prompt, Lux nodded along as if she understood but definitely didn't, and Sora-san hid behind my back in front of the strange, mysterious object.

When it comes to battle or emergencies, she shows no lack of courage, but in normal times, she's still pretty much like this. At her core, she's a fifteen-year-old young lady. It's cute.

"So yeah, the quality of this stuff itself is low... or rather, it's rough and doesn't seem very useful, but—hi-yah!"

As she spoke, Nia, who had been glaring at the mountain of shells, suddenly swung her hand. A flash of light shot out from her index and middle fingers, which were clad in a light effect.

It wasn't enough to slice the whole thing in two, but the blue light easily cut through the shell of the [Feidran Armoire]—which we had confirmed to be quite hard in battle—like a knife through butter. It wasn't a crazy sharp attack skill, but a mako-tree exclusive skill called 《Saidansha no Mite》, which only works on objectified 'materials.' Wielding the light that I had seen countless times during the event's development work, Nia cut and dug through the mountain with a series of crisp sounds...

"—And there we go. It's small, but... I wouldn't call this low quality, would I?"

In her hand, she held a sparkle of pale crimson, different from the golden color of the wealthy carapace. The light of a precious stone, one that you could tell was a 'treasure' at a glance. And it wasn't a raw stone, but a piece that shone with a deep brilliance, as if it had been polished... or condensed.

"Unlike the 'ants' that just hoard things... I think those things refine the gems they eat inside their shells. In that sense, they're like us artisans, too."

"...It's beautiful, isn't it?"

Sora-san, who had been watching in surprise as Nia began to dig with unexpected vigor, was now gazing at the gem with sparkling eyes. Even as a guy, seeing the real thing in the virtual world gets me pretty excited. It's a natural reaction for a girl.

Among the girls, only Lux, who responded with a simple "Huh," and started poking at the shell, was the exception... or rather, she was probably in the minority.

"By the way, this is a [Putong Rubellite]. It's not supposed to be anything special in terms of rarity... but this one has surpassed its original quality. It's not quite first-class, but it's become a 'good thing,' maybe second-class or just below."

"Just as I thought," she concluded, suggesting she had a good idea of what was going on from the moment she first appraised the mole's shell.

In other words, here's what's going on.

"So, high expectations... or rather, it's pretty much confirmed, right?"

"Correct—this place is definitely a quality over quantity type. If we can find a gem that was already high-ranking to begin with, refined just like this rubellite..."

As if to say it belonged to the discoverer, she handed the gem she had picked up to Lux.

"That might be a little exciting."

The [Milmarinus], renowned as a jewel crafter, gave her cheerful seal of approval.

◇◆◇◆◇

"—Sora!"

"Yes!"

I deflected the swung tail—or rather, the lower body with short legs attached to its end—with my left arm, which had the [An=Lu Galta (Hypothesis: Armor Singing of the King's Road)] activated, and called out at the same time. Instantly, a giant sand sword flew in and pushed the two [Feidran Armoire], which I had guided into position, all the way to the wall. A rather loud crash and tremor shook the cave, but we had already confirmed that the passage structure wouldn't budge from that much force.

The two that were sent flying would be dealt with by my partner, who was in top form today. With that decided, I turned on my heel and headed towards Lux, who was facing two more great earth moles. ...I knew she didn't need any help either, but.

"I'll take one."

"Thaaanks!"

She usually solos, but it seems she doesn't dislike party play. When I offered my support succinctly, she gave me a frank and cheerful smile... and since I didn't mind that, I happily took on one of them as declared.

After an hour of exploring, I've gotten used to dealing with these things. They have a shell that nullifies—or rather, dampens the power of low-intensity magic to the point of dissipating it. Even without that, their bodies are generally tough and resistant to normal blades.

For foes like that, this is the best way—《Frezon Revolver》, activate. I loaded my left fist, which was clad in a gauntlet, with the maximum number of rounds. Without any feints, I charged straight ahead and swung my arm. The great earth mole took a defensive posture, and,

"'Sextuple.'"

The moment my fist (spear) and its shell (shield) made contact, the latter, along with its master, exploded with a roar. The mole burst into blue phosphorescence, and the fragments of its shattered shell scattered with a clatter. What incredible power, my favorite. The name Revolver Punch isn't just for show.

The predecessor, 《Elfast Ruger》, had only one shot and was a bit awkward to use, but after evolving, it became a god-tier skill with an increased bullet count of six and a massive power boost. It's good for imbuing my fist with power to increase the force of my punches, like now, or for firing it as a long-range attack, true to its name. Furthermore, each shot has its own independent cooldown of just under twenty seconds, which is extremely short. It's a 'fist enhancement & range extension skill' that's so simple, easy to use, and powerful that I might end up using it for all my mob fights—but that aside.

Lux, who was doing something similar right next to me, seemed to have finished her fight in seconds, just like me. She turned around, dispersing the 'wind,' and grinned widely...

"Yay!"

"Yeah, yeah, yay."

I returned the high-five she offered with her hands held up playfully, and with a satisfying smack, Lux cheerfully flew off towards the back. She was probably targeting Nia, who was hiding behind a rock, terrified.

"—Even outside the circle, I wonder if this is overkill..."

"That's a 'you're one to talk' situation for all three of you, you know."

And in her place, my partner, who had also dispatched two of them in seconds, came to my side. Even though they have special defense against magic, the sand swords created by Sora's [Cradle of Sword-Craft] are a physical & magical hybrid. Even if only half of it gets through, there's no way for the enemy to escape the almost inexhaustible onslaught of magic swords. As always, in PvE where she doesn't feel any aversion, she's brokenly reliable.

"Ahaha... I wonder how far this goes on?"

"Who knows. I feel like we've gone pretty deep..."

Unlike before, where it had a semi-indoor feel, the party was now advancing through a completely enclosed space—a dark, suffocating, single-path cave. It's understandable considering the size of the moles that probably dug it, and it's spacious enough for Sora to swing her 'tower' freely... but when you can't see the sky, you suddenly feel a sense of pressure. Is that just an unavoidable psychological thing for humans?

We entered this large cave through another 'fissure' that Lux had found, and since then, we've been heading down, down, down, fighting off the moles that have become much more common, but we still haven't reached the end—but still, I can at least imagine what lies ahead.

"...It's probably there, right?"

"...It probably is, isn't it?"

Considering the atmosphere and the game's logic, it's hard to imagine that there isn't a master of the domain (boss) lurking in the deepest part. In other words, the place where the parent of those moles resides. And at that moment, we were both thinking the same thing.

""...""

Namely... "Please don't have a visual that's even more ridiculously grotesque than the minions." A hope that would most likely not be granted.



    Chapter 606

    The Mole's Bed

    "—Uwhaaaaaaah...!!!"

"""..."""

Our natural prediction as gamers became a reality before our eyes after we had ventured much, much deeper for a while. And our reactions to the sight that awaited us at the end of the cave were, once again, split three to one.

On one side, one person (Lux). Probably because she had been repeatedly told "seriously, don't" by her friends on the way here, she wisely kept her volume down, but she couldn't hide her excitement and let out a small cheer while bouncing on her feet.

On the other side, the other three. Our wishes were in vain... or rather, the flood of violent visual information that surpassed our imagination in many ways left us speechless and frozen solid.

Sora-san, accepting the coming development, was already turning pale. And Nia-chan, probably caught between her artisan's soul and her normal person's mentality, was frozen with a blank expression, a perfect balance of overflowing joy and bottomless fear.

As for me, I was grabbing the scruff of Lux's neck, who looked like she would charge in at any moment if I didn't... and just stood there, slack-jawed and stunned, before the 'throne' filled with a light so brilliant it was blinding, unbelievable for being underground.

The end of our journey was a massive space that made the tunnel we had followed seem like a narrow path. A circular hall, well over a hundred meters in diameter, was formed by a golden color—that is, the countless shells of the [Feidran Armoire] gathered together.

And buried in that sea of gold were sparkles of various colors. We should have hunted a considerable number of moles on our way here, but we had only come across the treasures with the frequency of 'overlooked items' or 'forgotten things.' Now, here was a mountain of them.

It's understandable that even a non-combatant and rather timid artisan would be rooted to the spot by the temptation in front of the monster... but—no, it's huge.

"[Feidran Tyrantinus]... This is, without a doubt—"

"A raid-level boss enemy, isn't it...!"

"...H-How many meters long do you think it is?"

Even from a distance, its huge body, which was massive even compared to the 'larval' [Feidran Armoire], was roughly estimated to be over thirty meters.

On par with, or even larger than, the [Dusty Worm] that inhabited the nostalgic desert. Compared to the serpent, which was relatively slender as its name suggested, this mole looked even bigger due to its slightly thicker build. In addition, while the serpent had a 'dragon-like' design and was quite cool... this thing was, a little...

"It's huuuuge...!"

"...I've seen a final boss like that in a monster panic movie before."

"...Does it have a happy ending?"

"I think I know that one... The one where they're all brutally wiped out and become dust in the desert, right?"

One person in high spirits, and three in terror. Receiving the four gazes, the strange figure sleeping in the center of the area was, in short, a bizarre monster, an incarnation of panic horror. Its basic form was the same as the 'larva (small one),' but there were three evolved parts.

First, not just the tip of its nose, or rather its mouth, but a sea of long tentacles that covered its neck... or what seemed to be its neck. Unlike the larva's, the texture was metallic, which was a saving grace as it was less graphic, but it was still incredibly disgusting. From a battle perspective, it was easy to see that it would make incredibly annoying movements. This is going to be a pain.

Second, its abnormally developed, long front legs. With distinct wrist, elbow, and shoulder joints, they were no longer those of a 'mole.' Combined with its almost nonexistent hind legs, the sense of it being an even more incomprehensible existence was amplified. From a battle perspective, it would absolutely be an annoying pain in the neck, and so on.

Last, the eyeballs. They've, uh, multiplied. The end, abnormal.

"...Alright, I have a proposal."

"Yeah?"

""Go ahead.""

"How about a plan where we use Nia's 'eyes' from here to pinpoint the most promising treasures, then quietly grab the loot and retreat?"

"Aww!?!"

""No objections.""

One person voiced their dissatisfaction, but I'm sorry, I have no desire to gleefully charge at that thing... at least, not in the current situation. First of all, there's the problem that I brought Nia to the 'Outside' under the promise that I would 'absolutely not let her get a game over.' It's a bit strange for me, who's completely used to it, to say this, but from a normal perspective, 'death' in a virtual world with a reality indistinguishable from the real world is a scary thing.

There are apparently quite a few people who become players, full of excitement and longing for glorious battles, only to be terrified and give up within a few days when faced with a 'fake yet real fight.' Nia says she's not one of those who gave up, but for her, who hasn't cultivated a warrior's mentality in Arcadia, the battlefield is simply a scary place. And yet, the reason she's accompanying us like this—and moreover, the reason she's not too nervous and even shows a playful smile at times, is solely because she deeply trusts my words and my abilities.

"Sorry, but I can't let my precious artisan face something scary. I honestly get wanting to challenge it... but well, just swallow it for now."

"Mmm... —Yeah, okay, you're right. As expected... yeah, okay, got it."

It's ruder than I thought to think so, but... this person, Lux, isn't a truly regrettable and immoral person who can't read the room, despite her broken tension, mood, and momentum. I've figured that out.

"Sorry, let's come back soon."

"Oh? An invitation for our next date already?"

"It's not a date. I'm saying let's come back with more people."

Just like the ant nest, we'll need an expert's eye to know what to bring back, so it's probably better to have an artisan with us... but even so, that requires preparation. At the very least, we need enough people to assign as guards for the non-combatants.

Me, Sora, and Lux. In terms of pure combat power, we're a formidable force, but the weakness of a small elite team is that the drop in effectiveness when even one person is lost is also considerable. It would be reckless and overconfident to claim that there won't be any accidents against a big boss we're seeing for the first time—and so.

Our minds were one, our course was set. The question is whether we can even steal just the gems and retreat, but it's probably, or almost certainly, possible. This place isn't a dungeon, it's a normal field.

The spatial transfer that always occurs when entering an instance area didn't happen, so there's no mistake. In other words, that giant mole is a field boss, and this large hall is an extension of the environment, not a boss room. As a player who trusts this game from the bottom of my heart, I can declare that the 'cliche' of the entrance being sealed by a mysterious force the moment you step in will absolutely not happen.

It's not just my own belief. It's a common understanding, with a few exceptions (the Colored), that 'bosses that exist in the field can be challenged and retreated from at will.' The fact that my partner, who is broadly knowledgeable about minor details, my exclusive artisan, who is far more familiar with the common sense of the virtual world than I am, and the `Traveler`, who has adventured more than anyone else in the world, didn't question the feasibility of the plan is proof of that. If so, there's no reason to hesitate.

Even if I were to be hit by some exceptional bad luck while gathering, as long as I believe I'm alone and the exit isn't blocked, I can easily escape by force of leg. At worst, if a series of irregular events occur and I can't escape, I can have the three of them wait here and entrust the rest to Sora and Lux, and it'll be fine. Just as Nia trusts me, I trust my partner.

—...Lux is, well, yeah. She's the number one ranker of the North, so, yeah.

"...Alright, then Nia-chan. Can I trouble you to do a quick appraisal?"

I took off the hairpin that held her long hair together by the side of her head and offered to temporarily return the blessing of the 'indigo' to the artisan who had agreed with my partner earlier—... but.

Hey, what's with that huge grin on your face?

"...Just so you know, when I said 'precious artisan' earlier, I meant it literally, as in she's a precious guest."

"Oh? Hmm? Is that so? Hehehe...!"

"Sora-san, you have permission to pinch her."

"Haru?"

"Not me. This precious guest who I can't tell if she's scared or grinning—Owwwch! It went down a little...! My HP went down by a millimeter...!!"

"Hehe, that's strange. I didn't get a warning announcement for an act of assault."

Instead of pinching, Sora-san grabbed my side and, whether it was an illusion or not, my HP bar, which I felt had been slightly chipped, made me stare in amazement at her beautiful smile. While we, the partner pair, were fooling around like this,

"Ahaha. This is fun, this group... Nya-chan, you should come again next time. Even if we bring more people, it'll probably just be Har-kun's friends anyway."

"What's with that guaranteed monster lineup? I feel like it's going to be more than just overkill."

Lux continued to speak to her familiarly. And Nia, snatching the 'hairpin' from my hand, continued her cheerful grin and teased me jokingly. The moment the jewel in her hand shone, her right eye regained its original vividness...

"Alright, let's get to work—《Truthnight Aquamarine》."

The twin stars that see through all things lit up with a secret glow.



    Chapter 607

    From the Depths of the Earth

    Ten seconds, twenty, thirty—with both eyes open, the ability that its user described as “nothing special” was unleashed. The pair of aquamarine eyes pierced through the shell walls, searching for the jewels within.

“How’s it lookin’, Nya-chan…?”

Lux, who had been getting antsy just five seconds into the search, must have run out of patience. For her, it was a restrained question, to which Nia quietly replied, “Just a second.”

“I can see through them, but… there’s still a little bit of mana left in the shed shells… It’s making things cloudy, so it’s taking some time to see deep inside.”

“No need to rush. The boss isn’t reacting. It’s sleeping soundly.”

The eyes of the [Milmarinus] could only see through substances that contained little to no magical power. In this virtual world, every person and monster possessed mana to some degree, so it made sense that the shells, once a part of the creature’s body, would retain some residue.

That was why Nia described her vision as cloudy. However, she never said it was impossible, nor that she couldn’t do it.

“...Found something. Something insane. There are three of them, and they’re sparkling like crazy.”

As she exercised her ability, her eyes… well, they sparkled just as she described. The report she delivered, brimming with positive anticipation, made all three of us let out a synchronized “Ooh.”

And then, Nya-chan wore the most triumphant, smug look I’d ever seen.

Well, fine. For now, you can puff out your chest with pride. This was, after all, a special feat that had nothing to do with being an artisan—a trick that truly only Nia could perform.

“Alright, got it. Just give me a general idea of the location.”

“Roger that. C’mere.”

As I approached at her beckoning, she suddenly gripped both of my shoulders and pulled me in front of her, my back pressed against her chest as we faced the same direction. *A little close.* 

But I could guess what she wanted to do, and I understood why it was necessary, so I kept my complaints to myself.

“First one’s over there. See that slightly larger crack on the lower part? It’s near that… Hmm, a little to the right, behind that blue gem on the surface.”

“...I think I see it. Next to the blue one, there’s a slightly bigger yellow one, right?”

“Yep, that’s perfect. Okay, next, the second one is… —”

And so, I learned the locations of the treasures as Nia pointed them out over my shoulder.

It’s at times like these that my ‘Memory’ gift truly shines. Remembering every necessary detail, including her verbal annotations, was a piece of cake.

“—And that’s all three. Got it?”

“Yeah, no problem. I’ll ask you to confirm once I get there, just in case.”

“Okay, you got it. Oh, and by the way, the first one is the most insane… It’s the big one. You should probably secure it first, maybe?”

“Okay, roger that. …Alright, in that case—hey, let go of me.”

Peeling Nia off my back, I turned to face the other two.

The gaze of the [Traveler], who was smiling benevolently, was rather unsettling, but Sora-san, standing beside her with a gentle smile of her own, was just as terrifying.

But, I’d avert my eyes from what was to come later.

“I don’t think our escape route will be blocked, but if I screw up and it notices me… I’ll keep it busy for a while. Use that time to get Nia out of here.”

“Mmm… Sorry to be a bother.”

“You just helped us out. We’re even.”

Better safe than sorry. Since this was the parent of the [Feidran Armoire] which fired those unnatural heat rays, there was a high chance it could unleash something even more outrageous.

If I thoughtlessly retreated back to this passage and it immediately fired a massive beam after me, there’d be nothing we could do. I needed to think about the timing and method of our withdrawal.

And then,

“Understood!”

“Okay-dokie! Leave Nya-chan’s protection to me!”

Their lack of objection could surely be taken as a sign of their trust. I nodded back to the two of them, then put on my cloaking garment and pulled up the hood.

“Here, you forgot this.”

“Oh, whoops.”

She smoothly handed me the hairpin I had entrusted to her. With its power returned to Nia, the ability of the Agaphanthus Amulet was unusable, but the other two functions were still active.

This accessory was, without exaggeration, the cornerstone of my build—a truly broken piece of equipment. Forgetting to wear it would mean a ridiculous drop in my combat effectiveness. That was a close call.

“Want me to put it in for you?”

“Could you please stop this relentless assault?”

I snatched the [Aquamarine Rabbit Heart] from the grinning creator’s hand and quickly set it on the side of my head. My hair automatically arranged itself into its preset style.

*Super ticklish…* but I was used to it by now.

“Well then, let the operation begin.”

Perhaps because she’d succeeded in teasing me repeatedly, Nia was in a good mood.

Sora was maintaining a placid smile, likely already planning her demands for compensation later.

And Lux was practically urging me on with a gaze that was one hundred percent pure curiosity, wanting to see the treasure as soon as possible.

Taking a step that could be called a strategic retreat from the trio of ladies, I exposed myself from the shadows of the passage into the vast chamber—and in that instant, I felt the air change.

It wasn't that the still-slumbering [Feidran Tyrantinus] had noticed me. It was simply that this place, saturated with the extraordinary presence of that creature, had transformed into an abnormal domain, cut off from the ordinary world.

“…”

I held my breath, erased my presence, and took one step at a time along the wall. Come to think of it, this might be the first time I’d ever done a real stealth mission against an enemy since starting Arcadia.

It reminded me of an analog game Alicia mentioned—though in that one, the opponents were human, not monsters. I remember not sticking with it for long because it didn't suit me.

I just couldn't get into it or enjoy the tension. I felt more annoyed than thrilled… And now, compared to that…

*Hey, what is this?*

The tension, the atmosphere, the pressure—it was all too much, way too much. This was just plain scary.

◇◆◇◆◇

“...J-Just watching is making me nervous.”

“Ahaha. I do similar things by myself all the time. It’s actually pretty fun, you know?”

“It’s not so easy when you say it like it’s some kind of amusement park ride…”

Watching him from afar while whispering, I couldn’t detect any tension from the back of the figure who was making his way forward—silently, steadily, and with a dancer’s grace.

I couldn’t imagine what he was actually thinking right now… but it was his decisiveness, or his courage, or maybe just how much of a boy he was.

Just as it was during the two events, it seemed I was a simple person.

Every time I saw him take the lead and push forward like this, my chest would tighten, and I wouldn’t be able to look away.

“Ah, and…! …!”

While I was staring blankly, Haru reached the first point and looked back at me from a distance, seeking ‘confirmation’. With my clairvoyant eyes still active, I frantically nodded back at him… and for some reason, he returned an amused smile.

There was the embarrassment of being seen acting strangely, the happiness of him smiling at me, and the pride that came from being useful.

Another source of that pride was watching him skillfully use the power I had bestowed upon him—a skill related to my own Magic Craft. Seeing him carve open the shell wall with blue light made me a little happy, too.

He often grumbled about how he “probably has no talent,” but being able to craft simple accessories in just two months was more than enough progress.

I couldn't praise him as a genius on the same level as he was in combat… but from a teacher’s perspective, someone a little clumsy was more endearing.

I couldn’t wait to see his future growth—and more than anything, I was infinitely excited for the ‘lessons’ we would surely have together, just the two of us.

While I was busy getting lost in thought watching his back, grinning at the future, and frantically shaking my head when he looked back, he proceeded smoothly to the second and third points.

He safely dug out the gems from within the carved-out shell, immediately securing them in his inventory each of the three times—mission complete, the fruits of our labor now secure.

“...*Phew*…”

His partner let out a premature sigh of relief for the mission that was nearing its successful conclusion.

“It’s things like this that make your Anima so broken, Nya-chan. If it weren’t a body-integrated type, I’d have loved to make full use of it myself…”

My friend and valued customer said with regret, something I’d heard her say many times before.

“Ehehe, you flatter me…”

My heart warmed at the former’s reaction, and my cheeks relaxed at the latter’s praise.

Just as he had on the way in, he quietly and quickly retraced his steps. I happened to glance away from him for a moment—and my gaze shifted to the monster, the boss, coiled up and sleeping in the center of the area.

It was just a whim.

Even though I was sure I wouldn’t be able to see through it since it was connected to a living body, I was curious about what kind of treasure was hidden in the giant ‘Wealthy Shell’ on its back.

Unable to suppress my curiosity, I turned my aquamarine twin stars towards the strange and terrifying giant that I had intentionally been avoiding—

“—…Eh?”

I felt a gaze touch my consciousness, and I wondered at it.

Below the still-sleeping mole.

My gaze, drawn by some feeling, pierced through the rocky ground and reached its destination.

In the deep, deep bottom of the earth.

“—HIIH…!?”

My eyes met its, and the moment a scream escaped my lips and my knees buckled,

a tremor—and not a metaphorical one—ran through the great cavern.

---

That accident was impossible to predict or avoid.



    Chapter 608

    The Traveler

    “Nngh—?!”

It was as if a giant had thrust its fist up from beneath the earth. A violent tremor.

It wasn’t just a shake. My body was launched into the air as if propelled by a spring, and I couldn’t help but cry out in surprise as I tumbled to the ground.

Even with the [Trickster of Zenith] title and its resistance to falling, the impact broke right through it. A strange debuff icon, one I’d never seen before and which seemed to indicate being incapacitated, lit up on my status bar.

*Fear—this is bad. I can’t move a muscle.*

It was an unforeseen interference from an unknown source. I could only surmise two things: first, that ‘that’ just now hadn’t come from the [Feidran Tyrantinus].

And second…

‘—’

After ‘that’ shook not just the chamber but seemingly the entire world above, well, unless it was a particularly dull-witted mole, there was no way it wouldn’t wake up.

“This is so bad… Hey, come on…!”

With the icon not even blinking yet, showing no signs of fading, the powerful debuff held my avatar in its grip. As I desperately willed myself to move, my eyes were fixed on the spot where the giant creature stirred with a strange cry, like countless pieces of metal scraping together.

The visualization of its HP bar indicated the enemy had become active.

Its bars—two thick ones, five thin ones. In other words…

“Twenty-five layers?!”

This was truly a boss enemy meant to be challenged by a full raid party. It was a tier or two above the half-raid boss, [Epel, Great Ice Spirit Guardian]—proof that this was a genuine monster.

I’d suspected as much, but having the reality shoved in my face was quite a shock. While it might be inferior to the truly special Colored Monsters that also required a full raid to conquer, it was a similar transcendent being that existed in a realm beyond simple measurements of ‘strength’.

Compared to this, no one would say that the once-unbeatable enemy was an easier opponent. The difficulty of an enemy that pursued ultimate ‘individual strength’ versus one that pursued ultimate ‘group strength’ was in a completely different category.

For example, even if there was an ultra-high-spec raid party capable of defeating this thing, throwing the ‘Shadow’ version of me and Alicia at them would likely result in their annihilation.

Conversely, even though I had defeated the ‘Shadow’…

“This is… yeah, this is definitely…”

It meant I didn’t have a snowball’s chance in hell of winning against this thing by myself.

And then… the giant mole, having partially uncoiled itself, raised its long body high.

Its countless tentacles twitched restlessly, looking like radars searching for prey.

The debuff icon began to blink.

Then, one by one, its innumerable eyes opened.

Control over my body slowly started to return.

And just an instant before I steeled my resolve to charge in as a decoy, as planned…

Though we were at a similar distance, it wasn’t me—who had removed my cloaking garment the moment I confirmed it was awake and was standing openly in the chamber—that it focused on.

Its grotesque head turned toward the three girls, who were still frozen in place, sitting on the ground.

A familiar pre-motion.

The instant its metallic tentacles began to glow red-hot.

The instant I thought my eyes met the frightened aquamarine ones.

“[Trance].”

My form flipped, cloaked in crimson. I released the ‘Outer Force’ I had been building up while I couldn’t move, and I ran.

◇◆◇◆◇

‘—!!!’

“Wah?!”

“Whoa?!”

The cries from Sora and Lux weren’t because of the roar the giant dragon let out, but because of the single arrow that had caused it.

Literally faster than the blink of an eye.

A small body shot through the air with the speed of lightning, striking the side of the [Feidran Tyrantinus]’s head. With a ridiculously loud boom, it sent the massive head flying just as it was about to unleash a heat ray.

For a brief moment, time seemed to stretch as they stared in awe.

Their captivated gazes followed the figure of their ‘partner’ as he floated in the air from the recoil.

“—Retreat! Lux-san!”

Without a glance in their direction, he gave a thumbs-up. A smile graced Sora's lips as she accepted his trust, and she kicked the frozen situation back into motion.

Regardless of their roles, this was business as usual when it came to him.

“Okay, leave it to me!”

“Wha, eh…?”

Responding to the command, Lux moved instantly, effortlessly scooping up Nia, who had strangely cried out and collapsed to her knees before anyone else. Without hesitation, she broke into a run.

Something was clearly wrong with Nia, but checking on her and her faint cries would have to wait. The top priority now was to escape and ensure their safety. It wasn't just about fulfilling the request of a partner she cared about so much it made her a little jealous.

Sora knew all too well the fear of entering a battlefield without the power to fight.

“I’ll go on ahead! Leave clearing the path to me!”

“Right, right, you got it!”

Tilting the ‘Scales’ as a parting gift, she ran without looking back, leaving her trust behind as well.

Because she, who could now stand beside her partner with a sword in hand, prided herself on being a protector.

◇◆◇◆◇

—As expected, their telepathic connection was something to behold.

Bound by a trust that was almost enviable, the two of them no longer worried about each other during minor incidents like this.

The girl leading the way showed no hesitation, and the sword she swung at the moles blocking their path showed no doubt.

Perhaps due to the boss becoming active, the encounter rate had increased since their trip in, but she cut through their massive bodies with a furious onslaught.

…Honestly, why was *she* unranked?

The sense of otherness Lux had felt from the girl since their first meeting only grew stronger the closer they became and the more she understood her. Her interest was endless, her curiosity boundless.

She could sense there was *something* there… but she couldn’t see what that “something” was at all.

Truly strange, distorted, mysterious, and bizarre—a mass of the unknown, just the way Lux liked it.

“—…I’m, I’m sorry… Lu-chan, I think it was me, something…”

Then, in her arms, her friend, who had been carried along quietly while trembling, seemed to have regained her composure and spoke in broken sentences.

Well, considering what happened right before the irregularity, Lux could guess that ‘something had happened,’ and she could predict the words that would naturally come from her mouth…

“Alright, alright, Nya-chan, don’t worry about it! The unexpected and accidents are part of any unknown adventure! The one truth is that ‘it’s nobody’s fault,’ you know!”

If her hands were free, she would have ruffled her hair, but since she was busy carrying her precious princess, it would have to wait.

Nia’s eyes went wide, caught between the confusion she was still wrestling with and the no-problem attitude Lux delivered with gusto. Lux gave her a smile.

“Don’t you worry, Nya-chan.”

And then, shining above the running [Traveler]’s head, was a single crown.

Compared to the countless ‘treasures’ she had obtained, it lacked luster… to be frank, it was a rather shabby, dull-colored crown.

However,

It was modeled after the first ring she had ever obtained on her very first adventure in this virtual world, and it was her very first treasure.

“Getting home safely is what I call a real adventure, you see.”

It caused a golden light to dwell in her eyes, becoming a guide to show her the path forward.

The enhancement effect of the special title ‘Traveler’—[Treasure Hunter]—the power it held was the ability to visualize a route that would always lead to any object or thing Lux recognized as treasure.

For example,

“Aha! Okay, okay, just as I’d expect from you, Har-kun!”

It even included treasures like a true-ending adventure tale where everyone gets home safe and sound.

“Sora-chan! A quick consultation!”

“Huh…?! Uh, um, just—one moment, please!”

She called out to the back of the girl who was dispatching one mole after another. The girl, attended by countless sand swords, was flustered but not panicked.

With a terrifying display of violence—a giant wheel woven from blades—she crushed the three [Feidran Armoire] that had approached from ahead.

“Go ahead!”

As if nothing had happened, the girl turned an ear to her. Lux suppressed a wry smile that was half admiration and half exasperation… After running at a breakneck pace for several more minutes, a far cry from their cautious approach on the way in, they finally saw the crack that marked the cave entrance and leapt out.

“Alright, we’re out! Now then, I’m off to help Har-kun!”

“That was the consultation?!”

Having blurted it out like a foregone conclusion, she got the expected reaction. *Whoops, my bad*, she thought, but there was no time for a leisurely explanation.

The single ‘path’ visible in her sight was beginning to narrow by the second—so Lux just smiled vaguely and tapped the crown on her head with her fingertip.

The girl, with whom she had adventured twice before, knew of its power.

If that was the case, and Lux was making a declaration based on that…

“—Please go! I’ll leave Haru in your care!”

“Ahaha! I really love you, Sora-chan!”

It was a swift and decisive judgment, unbecoming of such an innocent-looking girl. Without a hint of doubt, she immediately nodded. Lux passed her friend to her new partner and pulled out a notebook from her pocket.

Fifth Tier: The Traveler’s Notebook of Cherished Treasures. Its hidden ability was to replicate the Anima of others recorded within it.

“‘Memories of a journey, bonds of a soul’s vessel, copy and reflect upon the world’—[Little-Little Guidener]!”

The key phrase was accepted. The shining notebook dissolved into particles and re-formed into the shape of a palm-sized patchwork doll. The Anima, having completely changed its form and nature, obeyed its master’s will. It hopped from her hand and landed on the girl’s shoulder.

“Huh? Um, what is this…?”

“That little one will guide you on a path with no enemies, so you should be able to get outside safely! So with that, I’m off!”

“Wait, hold on… Lux-san?!”

Even if she was acting almost entirely on her own, as a party member, she had to respect the leader’s wishes—and with this, Nia’s safety was now guaranteed.

With the Anima showing a route that was absolutely safe, limited only to the ‘way back,’ and an invincible, law-defying bodyguard, there wasn’t a single thing to worry about.

With that settled, it was time to head this way.

“Where are you going?! You said you were going to help Haru— ”

“It’s fiiiine!!!”

Instead of returning to the crack they had just emerged from, she ran off in a completely different direction, earning another understandably confused shout from behind her.

But this was fine.

Grabbing the crown on her head, which shrunk into a ring in her hand, she slipped it onto the index finger of her right hand… and without hesitation, Lux began to follow the shining golden path.

---

The visualized path is limited to achievable futures. A path her body cannot traverse will not appear before her eyes.



    Chapter 609

    The Dragon and the Rabbit

    I leapt out as if to say, *Who do you think you’re looking at?* and gave it a solid slap across the face—but regrettably, that was the extent of my advantage over the otherworldly monster.

Looking at the status bar at the edge of my vision, it seemed Sora and the others were making a safe escape. Some time had passed since their departure.

My role as a decoy was more than fulfilled. Honestly, I wanted to get out of here right away, but due to certain circumstances, that was no longer an option for this pitiful player…

“—NOOOOoooooOOOAAAAaaaaAAAAAHHH!!!”

In this underground cavern, one on one. I was forced to face the colossal beast, continuously parrying the endless rain of spears from its dragon-like head with the crimson blades in my hands.

The spears were actually metallic, golden tentacles. They could extend and retract at will, and they were harder than ordinary steel. I could barely react to their speed, but their sheer, ridiculous volume was chipping away at my mental state, concentration, and everything else.

And what’s more, they regenerated instantly no matter how many I cut down. *Hahaha, of course they do. ‘Dragons’ and the like usually have high regeneration abilities—but a dragon that uses a hundred-tentacle-fist move feels like a bit of a misinterpretation of the fantasy trope, don’t you think?!*

I was being pushed back, completely on the defensive, with not even the slightest opening to counterattack. The fact that it stopped its other movements during this onslaught was merciful in a way, but since it was just a guaranteed chip-damage phase, it was nothing but a loss for me. One hundred percent a garbage move.

Besides, if I could just move my legs freely, I wouldn’t have to deal with this stationary nonsense—

“Tch…!”

The moment the ‘spears’ and its ‘gaze’ broke off, I reacted instantly to the change in phase and activated [Rocket]. With a single large stride, I leaped to the wall, and at the same time, I summoned my [Twaibolt Mirari] and ducked behind them in a defensive posture—in the next instant.

‘—!!!’

With a distorted roar like scraping metal, a torrent of heat rays filled the chamber.

I had no idea what principle was at work, but the拡散 laser fired in all directions from its mouth was truly innumerable, far surpassing the number of its tentacles. This wasn't something you could dodge, so my only options were a combination of defense and prayer.

Fortunately, since they were split, the pressure from each individual beam was tolerable. Thanks to my naturally high MID providing magic resistance, and the incredible durability of VIT: 300 gifted to me by my partner, I could withstand it from behind my shield—but even then, I had to be careful.

As soon as I confirmed the heat rays had stopped, I sent my shield away and ignited [Rocket] again.

“Ugh… that was… too close! This isn’t good for my heart…!”

What sent my avatar reeling with a deafening roar and shockwave as I narrowly escaped the wall was… none other than the massive body of the Tyrantinus flying through the air.

It wasn’t as agile as the [Dusty Worm] from before, but it was the type of giant monster that could move, making it truly difficult to handle.

Well, again, if I could just run without a care in the world, I could deal with it…—*And here it is, the worst move ever. Doesn’t it have a cooldown?!*

The ‘Staring Great Eye’ debuff icon lit up at the bottom of my status bar.

Its countless eyes, which had raised its neck to look at me, emitted a sinister light, and my avatar’s legs were pinned, my steps forcibly stolen from me.

It wasn’t as bad as the ‘Fear’ from that mysterious entity earlier, but it was still a powerful and unreasonable forced incapacitation… In short, this was why I couldn’t run.

Try running at my usual speed now. The moment my legs get locked, I’d be grated against the ground by my own momentum. Game over, no questions asked.

The fact that it had almost no pre-motion other than looking at me was diabolical, but what was truly awful was how casually it spammed this move. I purely, utterly hate this thing now.

Spamming unreasonable crowd control is the hallmark of a badly designed boss, you damn idiot mole!

And so, this was likely the reason its own movements stopped. In exchange for stopping its opponent’s legs, it had to stop its own… Well, that sense of fair play is all well and good—but that means its next move is always the same.

“GUUUooooOAAAAaaaaAAAAAHHH!!!”

And so began the lively one-thousand tentacle-knock drill. *Hahaha, this is getting nowhere, you bastard.*

Fine, if it’s come to this, then so be it! Since a retreat is looking hopeless anyway, I might as well commit to a thoroughly reckless resistance!

I glanced at what used to be the exit. The only escape route had conveniently collapsed within the first minute of the fight due to one of its body slams, and it was still completely sealed. It wasn’t blocked by some ‘mysterious power,’ but they hadn’t told me it would be blocked physically and with brute force.

…Seriously, is this what you’d expect from a monster that defies common sense, an Over-Raid Boss?

Very well, then my only option is all-out war.

“[Alv Call]—[Helia].”

I summoned my star sword and declared the key phrase. In an instant, the ‘White’ sword in my right hand was overflowing with ‘Red,’ which swallowed my arm and formed a shining crystal armament.

An automatically controlled scythe of death. I left the interception of the spears entirely to my partner… and then…

With my free hand, I pulled down my hood.

I’ve seen its attacks so many times I’m sick of it, so the accumulation is at full count. I’m recording this battle, but I’m not sure if I’ll ever release it to the public…

I can just imagine that guy’s smug face if we watch it amongst ourselves. And if I’m going to use this, I have to at least look cool doing it—

“Here I come, you damn mole… I’ll pay you back not just one arrow, but ten!”

And so, the moment the debuff icon pinning my legs disappeared.

“[Stasis Rabbit].”

The ‘head’ of the hat with ears—two pale blue eyes—flashed, cold and silent.

---

It took nearly 250 chapters for this ability to be activated since its first mention? Seriously?



    Chapter 610

    The Dragon's Wrath

    Incapacitated. I couldn’t move my legs of my own volition, but my upper body was free, and I could still use skills and whatnot—a very game-like, limited form of paralysis.

After being spammed with it so many times in just over five minutes, I had a good feel for when the ability would activate. The window for free movement after the effect wore off was about eight seconds long.

And the boss conveniently filled that gap with a spread laser that was almost impossible to move through—but after seeing it so many times, I could at least figure out a safe spot.

“[Rocket].”

I summoned not a shield, but a long, crimson spear. I didn’t leap back; I leaped forward, into a spot that would be shielded by the laser—not behind the boss’s massive body, but…

Above the mouth spewing heat rays, at an eyeball buried among the tentacles.

The moment I landed on one of the dozens of eyes, I activated [Water Enchant]. Lux had said that magic was “mostly ineffective,” but she wasn’t talking about its overall resistance, but that there were almost no effective parts.

In other words, it would work on any part not protected by the magic-negating shell. I had already confirmed this against the smaller mobs on the way here. Furthermore, following the common trope that ‘the inside of an opponent heavily fortified against a specific attack is actually extremely vulnerable to that same attack’…

“No matter how much you thrash, you can’t spit on your own head, can you?!”

As I left the interception of the reflexively sent tentacles to my ‘Red’ right arm, I slammed the butt of my magic-infused spear into the eyeball with all my momentum.

A clear scream mixed with rage echoed through the cavern—a critical hit, just as I’d predicted.

On top of the writhing, laser-spewing monster, I had finally managed to land a counterattack… but I had no time to catch my breath. By driving my spear into an eye buried among tentacles, I too was now buried in a sea of tentacles glowing red-hot from the laser emission.

Even with my star sword becoming a ‘Red’ scythe and reaping them, it couldn’t keep up while I was in the thick of it. Before the virtual sensation of heat, like a numbness, could burn through my avatar’s defenses and my HP, I made my next move.

*Time to cool your head, you idiot mole.*

“[Flood].”

One of its eyes snapped shut with a loud *thud*, spewing a massive damage effect. Using the spear, now held in place by the eyelid, as a foothold, I maintained my mount and called upon the water.

—Now then. In this virtual world, where the laws of physics and such are expressed in a slightly more exaggerated way than in reality, what happens when you douse a massive number of red-hot metal tentacles with a waterfall of cold water?

That’s right, a steam explosion.

‘—!!!’

I wasn’t expecting any damage from this, but with its entire head shaken by the sudden explosion, even the dragon must have been surprised.

It let out a bewildered cry, and as its massive shadow was swallowed by the steam… I, looking down from above, rode the blast wave and landed on the cavern ceiling.

I sent away the Mirari shields that had absorbed the impact damage.

I released the ‘Red’ of my star sword, which had successfully provided its support.

I activated [Rocket], [Ignition], and ‘Matoi’ in parallel.

I activated the [An=Ru Galta (Hypothesis: The Wedge-Armor that Sings of the King's Road)].

I fully loaded the [Frezon Revolver] six times.

Outer Force Output: ‘Kai’—maximum ignition.

*Witness this, you monster. This is my everything-but-the-kitchen-sink, full-power attack.*

“GET BLOWN… AWAAAAAY!!!”

I kicked off, landed, and unleashed destruction and a deafening roar.

The moment my left fist, loaded with every ounce of ‘power’ I could muster, connected, a dozen eyes around the impact point burst, and the mole’s massive body collapsed, shaking the entire chamber with a violent tremor.

A clean hit if there ever was one. It was a blow I was confident could take a huge chunk of HP off any regular half-raid boss, no questions asked.

And yet, the result was…

“Heh, I knew it.”

It didn’t even deplete one of its twenty-five health bars.

Well, can’t be helped. Just like the ‘White Throne,’ this is what an Over-Raid Boss is like—

“Guh—gh, hff.”

Just as I let out a wry smile at its ridiculous toughness, the mole’s ‘arm’ caught my body, which was frozen in mid-air from the recoil of my all-out attack.

The tree-trunk-like limb swung with a roar and snatched my tiny body. The immense impact of the collision instantly shattered the ‘Death Nullification’ effect of my [Aquamarine Rabbit Heart].

And my destination was the ground.

Having touched its wrath with that painful blow, it acted with even more ferocity than before—the dragon’s massive arm sandwiched my avatar between itself and the ground with absolutely no mercy.

Again, a roar that surpassed the last one. The ground shook so violently I thought the entire cavern might collapse. All I could feel was a sense of awe for this ‘dragon.’

I hadn't deluded myself into thinking I could take it on alone, but faced with such overwhelming power, I had no choice but to admit defeat.

So, this time, I guess this is it—

Well, that’s that.

But I’m a man of my word. I’m still going to pay you back at least ten times over, you know?

‘—’

My avatar wasn’t dispersed. I was still sandwiched between that overwhelming mass and the earth.

The dragon, looking down curiously at the bug-like creature beneath its foot that was neither losing its form nor its HP, began to move its foreleg to meticulously grind it into dust.

A feeling of immense confinement and pressure, and a vortex of unbelievable impact. To put it mildly, this was traumatic, but in the virtual world, I was used to gruesome death experiences.

So, its little game was actually a favorable move for me, who was pinned underneath… *Now, it’s time.* Are you ready, you mole bastard? Three, two, one!

“—Cala… d… bolg…!”

The key phrase, forced out from my mouth that I could barely open while being crushed.

The spear was not in my hand; it was in the eye of the dragon I had left behind.

*Now, have a taste of your own medicine.*

‘—!!?’

Remote activation of the [Demon Horn Spear: Crimson Valor]. The spear, fed by the life it had taken, spun and spewed magic, gouging out the inside of its eyelid and launching itself from the eye socket with great force.

Regardless of the amount of damage, the good thing about this game is that even monsters react when you hit a vital spot. The mole let out a pure roar of agony and reared back—its arm lifted, the shackles were released.

Exactly twelve seconds after the damage occurred, the frozen ‘time’ began to move.

I forced my body, still reeling from the impact, to kick out. The moment my outstretched fingertips touched the [Feidran Tyrantinus]…

the crimson ‘rabbit’s eyes’ seemed to explode with light.

“Here you go, a pain-sharing deal…!”

For the third time, a great roar far surpassing the previous two.

A shockwave that outpaced sound erupted—and the dragon’s colossal body was sent flying through the air.

---

The Rabbit's Wrath. Funnily enough, in terms of materials, there's no rabbit involved in this outfit at all.



    Chapter 611

    Earth-Shattering

    The mechanism of [Stasis Rabbit], a special effect of my Nia-made outfit, [El-Gran Stasia], is simple enough to put into words.

Damage stock and storage.

It’s a scaled-down version of the ‘Threatening Freeze’ that [Epel, Great Ice Spirit Guardian] boasts, and an incomplete ability that shouldn’t be able to function on its own.

Why is it incomplete? Because unlike the Great Spirit, it cannot nullify the ‘threat’ of an attack *before* it’s received; it can only suppress it *after* the fact.

Furthermore, it can’t nullify the damage itself, only the *time* of its impact.

And even that is not forever, but only for twelve seconds. It’s a highly restricted ability that, under normal circumstances, would only serve to postpone ‘death’ for twelve seconds while being pummeled.

However, there is one exception in this virtual world who can make ridiculously effective use of this ability. That’s because the damage release action of [Stasis Rabbit] is—

Recalculated as *self-inflicted damage* and then unleashed.

“—BuhgebaRAAAGH!!!”

Even a body that massive would naturally be sent flying if it took the full force of its own enraged punch and grinding stomp combined. But this was merely the result of a pain-sharing deal.

In the end, I was just caught in the release of the damage, and I couldn’t escape the immense harm that assaulted my avatar once again—so, on to emergency measure number two.

[Flash Traveler], activate.

My body, bound by the stun that naturally occurred from the overwhelming impact, vanished just before it was slammed into the wall after being sent flying at high speed.

Short-distance spatial displacement. The skill allows me to place my body anywhere within my line of sight, completely ignoring my previous situation. And so, having landed what I believe were about six blows, I landed safely…

“Ubek.”

Unfortunately, I couldn’t cheat the debuff. My paralyzed body collapsed to the floor with a pathetic *splat* from the massive tremor caused by the giant dragon crashing into the opposite wall.

Not a very cool ending, but I was alive.

My HP was cleanly blown away by ninety percent in that exchange, but the crown shining above my head swallowed the future of self-inflicted death—yes, self-inflicted damage equals self-harm damage.

It was covered by the negation effect of my [Crown Crown] title.

…And with that.

“Now then…”

I managed to pull out all the stops and give it a good scare, but…

“What do I do from here…?”

I looked at the status bar of the [Feidran Tyrantinus] as it let out a roar of rage and got back up, looking quite energetic—its remaining health was a flat twenty-three bars.

It was still in top form, raring to go.

I was down to ten percent health, my emergency evasion skills were mostly on cooldown, and my right hand was useless as a price for forcing my way through. Did I play my hand too carelessly, thinking I couldn’t win anyway?

That’s what they always say… ‘You rely too much on momentum and gut feeling to respond to the situation,’ some invincible samurai once told me. I’m aware of it, so mind your own business.

In any case, my strength lies in being able to overwhelm with sheer numbers, no matter how sloppily I play my cards.

“*Senten*.”

I activated my right bracelet, covering my disabled arm with countless shadow threads. Even if my body couldn’t move, I could control the threads with my thoughts, so attaching a weapon and swinging it around clumsily shouldn’t be a problem.

I sent a shadow thread to my spear, which had rolled away, and reeled it in. All good. We’re both raring to go. Until I land the remaining four blows—

“Sorry, but you’ll have to put up with me a little longer—…huh…?”

And then, I noticed it.

My counterattack had landed, the mole had been sent flying, and the chamber had shaken.

That was fine, a natural phenomenon. However, even though it had already righted itself and was glaring at me hatefully, it was currently motionless… and yet—

*Why has it been shaking this whole time?*

‘—’

“Huh? Wait, what—?!”

Who noticed it first and let out a confused cry? The boss, or me?

My mind immediately jumped to the mysterious anomaly caused by that unknown ‘something’ that had triggered the start of the battle. Naturally, I looked down at my feet—

And the moment I realized the epicenter was approaching not from below, but from the side…

“—HEAVE-HOOOOOOOO!!!”

With a cheerful and energetic voice completely out of place on the tense battlefield,

“Wha, you?! What—?!”

“Alright, found ya, Har-kun!!! Reinforcements have arrived!!!”

The [Traveler] burst through the wall with a raging spear of wind, leaping into the one-on-one arena.

Right. May I ask something?

You came to help, and that’s fine—I’ll set aside the ‘why’ for now—

“Hey, hold on…!”

These things you’ve brought with you,

“Which one of them is supposed to be the reinforcement?!”

This pack of seemingly enraged Tyrantinus, what’s their deal?

---

Reinforcements (Carrying a living hell)

It's a bit short, but please forgive me for ending it at a good point. If I were to explain the detailed ecology of the mole-things, including their evolutionary process, it would become a long instruction manual easily exceeding 20,000 characters. What should I do about that?



    Chapter 612

    The Destination

    From the giant hole Lux had opened, three giant dragons poured into the chamber like a nightmare made manifest. Though there were subtle differences in the shape of their shells and the size of their bodies, they were unmistakably the same [Feidran Tyrantinus] that was currently cornering me.

What is this place, some kind of demonic realm?

There are too many monsters concentrated in one area. Don’t tell me these things are actually common mobs that travel in herds… I had a mountain of things I wanted to say, but—

“Nngh…!”

An avalanche was approaching. Death was approaching. I had to force my numb mind and tired body to move—and just as my battle sense reflexively shifted from a single target to multiple…

“Ah, no no no no, Har-kun, stooooop!!!”

“What the—buhwah?!”

Lux, who had outrun the surging dragons with a speed that was truly like the wind, shouted as she charged at me, and an impact hit my abdomen.

My avatar, scooped up by an unexpected lariat, was carried away, unable to resist due to the confusion. Three seconds after letting out a cry, I reached the destination.

That is, a hot and passionate embrace between my back and the wall.

“Guhbah…?! You, are you kidding me?! I’m gonna die…!”

My HP, which was already down to ten percent, was chipped away even further. The impact, which I couldn’t even brace for, brought on another stun. Naturally, I had the right to complain, but…

“Har-kun, shield! Quickly!”

Lux, for her part, didn’t seem to be messing around. Her voice was still lively and cheerful, but it was tinged with a hint of seriousness. I widened my eyes at her tone and saw her golden eyes shining.

[Treasure Hunter]—I had heard all about the accuracy of its power from my partner.

“…Tch—*Recall*!”

The moment the brief debuff vanished, I summoned the Mirari shields to my left arm and slammed them into the rock floor in their combined greatshield form. The space between the wall and the shield was just enough for two people. The proximity was a bit much, but this was an emergency evacuation.

Furthermore, a wind, likely Lux’s magic, swirled around us, protecting us as she clung to me with the momentum from grabbing me…

A hellish cacophony began to echo from the other side of our defense.

“Wha, hey, what what what what?! What’s happening?! This is scary, scary, scary!”

“Aha, well… a kaiju great war?”

“What in the world are you doing?!”

Indiscriminate heat rays licked the top of the shield, a chain of roaring shouts echoed, and a series of massive earthquakes, far more intense than my one-on-one fight, shook the ground.

I could imagine the scene unfolding on the other side of the shield, but due to the uniform appearance of the rampaging monsters, it was a kind of hell I’d rather not imagine.

Either the enemy of my enemy is my friend, or she simply triggered a turf war. It was easy to guess that this was Lux’s plan, but—

“Hey, Lady Traveler…! Where is this supposed to lead…!?”

“Hmm… I dunno.”

“You don’t know?!”

“Well, you see, all I can tell is where the ‘path’ is headed and the ‘treasure’ I’m looking for, right? What happens along the way is part of the fun of finding out when it happens.”

*Don’t give me that ‘part of the fun’ crap! Are you serious?!*

“There, there, Har-kun. Now that I’m here, you don’t have to worry. The ‘path’ is still there, so a ‘best ending’ is guaranteed. Fufufufu.”

Completely unfazed by the palpable sense of death that must have been vibrating through the shield and into her back, Lux leaned her body against mine and began to relax with incredible nerve. I was now certain.

Yeah.

This person is, fundamentally, a clueless idiot.

“…………I heard from Sora.”

“Hm?”

“Your power, it’s true that it’s a broken ability that can be one hundred percent trusted to ‘absolutely reach the goal,’ but…”

“Ehehe, that’s right! Relying on it too much isn’t very traveler-like, but in a pinch, it’s an outstanding emergency measure—”

“It’s not uncommon for it to force you through hellish hardships along the way.”

“It’s a reliable… …”

“…………”

We both looked at each other, and…

“Te-hee☆”

“Ouch.”

“Isn’t that a bit harsh?! I’m a proper lady, you know!!!”

“Oof?! You, stop! I told you, I’m gonna die!!!”

Even as we exchanged playful banter, the situation was no joke.

With the double defense of the shield and the wind, we were cutting off the barrage of heat rays, but if one of those massive bodies happened to be sent flying our way, it would be instant death. The future was uncertain.

Therefore, though it was truly vexing…

“……So. Where is this ‘path’ of yours leading?”

If she said there was a ‘path’ that could break through this, then I would gladly welcome the hellish hardship.

In fact, it’s not like I dislike that sort of thing either—but if I said that, she’d definitely get cocky, so I deliberately gave her a half-lidded glare and a low voice.

“M-fufufufu.”

“Less of a lady and more of a… to be blunt, a little brat.”

“I told you, that’s harsh!”

What I got back was a smug grin that said, *You’re not being honest, are you?*

An idiot who is also sharp is a handful. I shattered her knowing look with a term of endearment, and after one more bit of farce… the traveler pointed.

The direction was…

“…………Seriously?”

“Seriously.”

And in the next moment, as the dragon’s battle, which sounded like it was endlessly escalating, reached its breaking point—a strange sound echoed, and a crack appeared.

It was, none other than…

“Aha, going down!”

A crack in the floor, which had extended all the way to where we were by the wall.

And then, a few seconds later…

“This is the opposite of the way home, you knooooow!!!”

The ground beneath our feet crumbled, the entire chamber collapsing.

My shout, as I looked up at the receding ceiling,

‘ ‘ ‘ ‘—!!!’ ‘ ‘ ‘ ‘

was drowned out by a chorus of roars from the equally vocal monsters,

and we fell, into the even deeper depths of the earth.

---

Q. Isn't the floor a bit thin? A. It's an architectural style.



    Chapter 613

    At the Bottom of the Earth

    It’s one thing for the ground to crack and split, but for the floor to shatter and for us to fall means there’s a large space below. That’s to be expected, but—

“What kind of structure is this place…!?”

“I don’t know, but it was a similar feeling on the way back here!!!”

“There’s so much we don’t know!”

Thrown from the chamber as not just the floor but the entire ceiling shattered at once, we descended along with the debris of the boss area into a vertical shaft of such ridiculous scale that even the term ‘great cavern’ couldn’t do it justice.

Of course, underground, where no sunlight reaches, should have been pitch black.

We had been able to see in the passages and the boss room simply because the shells of the moles, which had similar properties to the `Gemlant Army`, were acting as a light source. They were still falling with us now, illuminating our immediate vicinity, but the pitch-black bottom was completely invisible.

“Hey, how far down does this—”

Even for someone who can fly, I needed to have an accurate sense of the distance to the ground to avoid an accident upon landing. If the environment was similar to the one Lux had descended through, then there should be another layer… but my hasty question was cut off by the roar of the wind.

“Hyaah!”

As always, she was chantingless. A special player skill belonging to the highest tier of techniques, Lux activated her magic with a single shout, whipping up a gale.

It caught the massive amount of debris that was accompanying us on our journey to the bottom of the earth. The light-source shells were shot downwards at high speed, and the faint light illuminated the path ahead—ah, I could see it.

And I could see *them* too.

“Tch…—*Sen*!”

“Uwah?!”

As we fell, I sent a shadow thread to my self-proclaimed reinforcement, who had been separated from me, and pulled her in. I then secured her to my right arm, which I could only move clumsily, as if cradling her.

She was going on about being a lady or something, but that must have been my imagination. Holding the [Traveler] like a sack of rice…

[Rocket] ignition. And [Eyes Oculus] activation.

I kicked off the void towards the endpoint I had caught in my sight, and in that instant, a brilliant light, incomparable to the faint glow of the shells, raced through the vertical shaft.

Another—no, four other companions were falling with the debris. An enthusiastic approach from the group of [Feidran Tyrantinus], who seemed to be furious that their nest had been destroyed.

To put it mildly, it was a scene from hell.

The countless spread lasers fired from four maws filled the vertical shaft, a sight that even I would have found hopeless to evade without the attack prediction of my silver left eye… and I had one thought.

“You… how did you survive repeating this three times?!”

“Well, we didn’t really fight seriously, so everyone wasn’t this worked up, and… hey, Har-kun, I’m a girl, you know. Isn’t this a bit rough?”

“Bite your tongue and shut up!”

Kicking off the air, off the debris, off the walls in a pinball-like maneuver.

While Lux complained, she settled into my arms as if to say, “Now I’m safe,” and let out a carefree voice. Meanwhile, I was desperately trying to control my body, which was far from its best condition after the fierce battle.

And so, after what felt like ten seconds of dancing through the air as we fell from top to bottom…

“Which way?!”

“That way!”

I kicked off the ‘floor’ of the endpoint I had finally stepped on and leaped into the darkness of a horizontal hole—a bit too large to be called a crack in the wall—that Lux was pointing to. A few seconds later…

A violent sound and impact, enough to make a real person lose consciousness, exploded behind us. The mass of four giant dragons shook the earth, and the rage of four giant dragons shook the air—

“They’re…—coming after us, aren’t they?!”

The sound of four giant dragons’ footsteps exploded into a run, chasing after their fleeing foe.

“What’s with them, suddenly getting along?! They should be fighting like before!”

“Oh, that’s just how it is. The master of the ‘room’ seems to have a thing against ‘intruders,’ no matter if they’re the same species or not. If I led another one in, they’d turn on it in order of threat level, but after the room was destroyed, they all seemed to go, ‘This is your fault!’…”

“A perfectly reasonable rage!!!”

They must be too focused on chasing the hated bugs, because they weren’t using the ‘eye’ attack that would stop them in their tracks, which was a saving grace.

I wasn’t sure if they lacked the intelligence to have one stop us while the others pursued, or if they were just blinded by rage—but either way, it was convenient for me.

*Don’t think you can catch me in a simple game of tag, you moles!*

“So?! Is this going to repeat forever?!”

“No way! The ‘path’ is shining super bright! This is probably—”

As we raced through the vast horizontal tunnel, steadily pulling away from the tsunami of giant dragons, Lux, still clinging to my right arm, stopped mid-sentence.

And the silence was only for a moment.

“—Har-kun, here! Down!”

She tugged on my clothes as if to stop me, pointing straight down.

“What’s down?!”

“We’re going down! Break through the floor!”

“Tch… If you say so, then…”

I tossed Lux, who had given the order, aside and at the same time summoned the massive [Gravidon] hammer. Thanks to the cheat that is [Naraka Gandharva], I threw it straight up with one left hand and connected a shadow thread to it.

[Ignition] ignited. And furthermore—

“It means we can break through, right?!”

From just below the ceiling, the expanding and contracting thread slammed the monster hammer down onto the ground. The moment it touched the earth, I pulled the trigger on the handle with my shadow fingertips, activating the weapon gimmick, ‘Ignition’. The impact was less than the great fall earlier, but I was confident that the pinpoint force was greater. A heavy blow exploded.

“*Sen*…!”

“I told you, that’s rough!”

I re-secured Lux to my right arm, shielding her from the flying debris, and continued downwards.

Our bodies, swallowed by the floor that the war hammer had shattered and pierced, were once again sent flying through the air.

Not into darkness, but into a dazzling light.

“ “—…” ”

An abnormal situation where the [Traveler], along with me, was at a loss for words.

Breaking through the final floor, which was likely the true ‘endpoint,’ the two of us reached the bottom layer. The scale of the caves, chambers, and passages we had been through seemed minuscule in comparison to this otherworldly vastness.

In this ridiculous space, which rivaled or even surpassed the great basins where the ‘Colored Monsters’ sat enthroned…

We came face to face with it.

Even though we were looking down on it from the sky, having broken through the ceiling, I was certain that it was the one in a higher position.

It was like an ‘egg’—no, that’s not it.

A ‘cocoon’—no, there’s a more fitting expression.

It was a living thing in itself.

Its form, which pulsed as if it were a body awaiting its emergence, was—

“A chrysalis…?”

Lux’s dazed whisper was likely the correct answer.

A white-green majesty, filling the entire underground space that must have been several kilometers in diameter.

And so, as the tiny players held their breath, swallowed by its presence, in their vision—

[Novem, Earth-Governing Dragon]

By the hand of the system, the name of that being was displayed, inorganic and cold.

---

There are two types of beings in Arcadia that bear the name ‘Dragon’.



    Chapter 614

    The Earth Dragon's Bed

    An otherworldly majesty. The pressure of an extraordinary being. Faced with this unknown, of which we knew nothing but the name the world had given it, Lux and I likely shared the same intuition.

“Tch… Har-kun!”

“I know!”

Namely, that getting too close would be a very bad idea.

In the virtual world, ‘hunches’ and ‘intuitions’ are often things that shouldn’t be dismissed as ‘just your imagination.’ It’s an occult-like theory that’s often whispered about, but I myself have had countless experiences of that kind, so I’m a believer.

Furthermore, if the [Traveler], whose danger sense far surpasses that of others regardless of her personality, agreed with me, then it became a certainty.

Therefore,

“Sapphire!”

Faced with a ‘dragon,’ I summoned a dragon. Out of the shadows emerged wings of the starry sky.

The massive body of the manifested tamed beast caught us as we fell… and for now, there was one thing to do. I increased the number of shadow threads that were just loosely attached, and restrained Lux.

Why? Well, that’s because—

“Whaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaat?!”

“Your reaction is about two months too late, you hermit…!”

I hadn’t had the chance to meet her myself, so I hadn’t told her, but the fact that I had succeeded in taming Sapphire was made public some time after I conquered the ‘Arena.’

In other words, it was information she could have easily learned if she had wanted to, but she was as ignorant of the world’s affairs as I was in high school. It seems Sora-san also took my “let’s keep it a secret” to heart and kept it under wraps.

So, this was truly her first time seeing him.

And when she, who had been clamoring to ‘tame a big dragon’ since the first [Starry Paradise] event, came face to face with Sapphire…

“W-what is that?! Not fair, not fair! You were hiding this, Har-kun, you bastard!”

“Shut up, stop struggling, and consider the situation, you…!”

Well, it was predictable that she would start acting like this.

“I’ll set up a petting corner for you later! I’ll tell you everything, all the info!”

“Whoaaaa, it’s looking at me! It’s flapping its wings! So coooooool, so biiiig, so cuuuuuute!!!”

“Are you even listening to me?!”

And as for my dear servant Sapphire, he seemed genuinely perplexed by the situation. Suddenly summoned into this crazy environment, with a strange woman having a meltdown on his back, who was in turn being held by his master.

Well, he doesn’t have a face, but I could tell what he was thinking from the way he timidly bent his long neck to look back at us.

In any case, this was by no means a situation where we could feel at ease…

“For now, are we out of danger… I guess?”

I looked up at the ceiling, which had receded as we fell, and at the ‘hole’ I had made myself.

I had expected the pursuing mole-dragons to expand the entrance and come flooding in, but there was no sign of that.

Did they lose us? Did they give up? Or perhaps…

“…”

Ignoring the idiot who had forgotten the situation and was chattering away at Sapphire, I returned my gaze downwards. The super-giant ‘Chrysalis,’ which exuded an overwhelming presence even without looking at it… but for some reason, strangely…

I didn’t find it terrifying or frightening.

[Novem, Earth-Governing Dragon]—zero information, no clues, a complete unknown. But now, facing this thing that was definitely pulsing with life, what I felt was…

“It’s not an enemy, is it…”

At least, not right now.

As long as we didn’t get close, this thing wouldn’t try to annihilate us. A baseless certainty… and it seemed I wasn’t the only one.

“Lux—hey, how long are you going to flirt with my tamed beast? Get back here, you idiot!”

“Ouch?! What was that for?! There was no reason to hit me! And calling me an idiot is rude!”

Furthermore, the fact that the Lady [Traveler], whose danger sense far surpasses that of others, had completely let her guard down and was acting like an idiot, was telling.

“What happened?”

“You’re ignoring me…! —Well, it’s fine now. The ‘path’ is confirmed.”

Once again, our intuitions were aligned.

“Good work, Har-kun. Aren’t you glad I came to help?”

“I’m going to toss you out of here while you’re still tied up, you know.”

“That’s a death threat!”

I too finally relaxed and slumped down onto Sapphire’s back.

It had been a long time since I’d been this exhausted from a pure adventure. But… as much as she sounded like she was talking nonsense, Lux’s words were actually backed by solid evidence.

What was that evidence? Well, it was—

“We can take that and go home without it getting angry, right?”

“No problem, no problem. My ‘treasure’ says so.”

It was due to the brilliance of the ‘best ending,’ which was even better than just surviving.

On a dragon, above a dragon. As we both relaxed for a momentary break, our gazes were fixed on the canopy of the super-vast space—at its center.

From the ‘Chrysalis,’ Novem, a visible ‘something’ swayed… a draconic aura rose in a thin, thin stream towards a giant crystal pillar formed like a stalactite or icicle.

An object that was likely formed not by dripping water, but by rising energy.

At its tip was a single point of light that was captivating even from a distance.

“Alright, then, Har-kun.”

Still wrapped up like a sausage, the [Traveler] stood up, turned around, and grinned smugly.

“Let’s grab the treasure and head home!”

“…I’ll be expecting a peaceful route on the way back.”

Her golden eyes shining at the undeniable ‘dragon’s treasure.’

◇◆◇◆◇

As they say, the journey there is easy, the journey back is hard. But for this adventure, aside from the chaotic part in the middle, both the journey there and back were easy.

On the way back, perhaps the power of [Treasure Hunter] was in a good mood, and we returned to the surface without encountering any mole-dragons. There were a couple of extra scenes, like the three of us having to console a mysteriously dejected Nia…

“—I’m starting to find this whole thing hilarious.”

“Fuguu…!”

What was supposed to be a small adventure turned into an unexpectedly grand one, and with me leading the charge, everyone was more or less exhausted. So, the party was temporarily disbanded. We decided to share the spoils and have a post-mortem later—or at least, that’s what we said. After we parted ways, seemingly for good…

I was alone in the atelier, having made a detour after telling Sora, whom I had warned on the way back and who was in on the plan, that I was going alone. Nia, who was still moping, was appraising the ‘item.’

“What happened to your usual quick recovery?” I laughed at the sight of the jeweler, and what came back was not a complaint, but a death rattle.

“I told you, don’t worry about it. It’s not like it was anyone’s fault. That’s not me being considerate, it’s just a fact. If anything, I’m sorry for scaring you.”

“I-I know, but…”

“If you know, then you don’t need to be so down.”

Is it a thing with high-level artisans, like Kagura-san, that once they decide something is their fault, they become extremely self-deprecating?

I can kind of understand the feeling, but seeing her unusually depressed face was starting to stir my protective instincts… or rather, I was getting worried.

“If anything, the one who should be bowing his head infinitely right now, for various reasons, is definitely me—so how about you puff out your chest and grant me your teachings, Sensei?”

“That’s… well, I’m okay with that, but…—Haaah, fine, I get it.”

She closed her eyes, which had been intently focused on the appraisal as if to escape my gaze, slapped her cheeks a few times, and took a deep breath. When she opened her eyes again…

“—Mm…!”

She spread her arms towards me, as if asking for something.

I could guess what she wanted, but doing *that* with her, when I couldn’t use my role as her partner as an excuse, was a bit too much for my sense of reason—

“Here, make do with this.”

“…I suppose this will have to do.”

“She’s suddenly so high and mighty…”

I moved behind her, patted her head a few times, and then, mustering my courage, I combed my fingers through her hair.

I know it’s strange, but something as simple as this was far more difficult and heart-pounding than facing a giant dragon alone.

I have a tendency to be flustered by Nia’s girly, vulnerable side.

“S-so, with the bothersome formalities out of the way—let’s get down to the ‘request.’ How’s the ‘item’ looking?”

I quickly pulled my hand away and just as quickly changed the subject.

It’s not like I was running away. It was a strategic, mutual consideration to protect both our hearts—including Nia’s, whose ears were red even from behind.

“Nngh… R-right. Well, to put it simply—”

Nia, who was repeatedly fiddling with her hair to compose herself, her cheeks still red, poked the ‘item’ on the desk—a fist-sized, colorless, transparent, shining raw gemstone—with her fingertip.

“I don’t think I’ve ever seen a gem better than this one from a natural field drop, you know…? Excluding special unique items from dungeons, like a certain someone’s hair ornament.”

“…………Which means…”

Even while she was moping, she had been muttering things like “Ooh…,” “Eeh…,” “No way…,” and “Seriously…?” so I hadn’t doubted it. The ‘treasure’ that Lux and I had brought back—the [Novemheart Diamond]—was, without a doubt…

“Aha, ha… It’s the type of monster that I’m scared to even touch. Congratulations.”

What I had been looking for, a one-of-a-kind, truly unique item.

---

[Novemheart Diamond]—A draconic crystal stone that is the core, life, and ‘treetop’ of the great crystal pillar that grows under the influence of the draconic aura emitted by the slumbering earth dragon. The crystal pillar is not a stack that grows downwards, but a type of living organism that grows by consuming the dragon’s energy. Therefore, this, the tip and the seed of its beginning, is the part that has been bathed in ‘power’ the longest, making it the finest part.

To be blunt, it’s like a first-discoverer reward from a super-hidden secret area. The next one will bear fruit in a few years, a few decades, or a few centuries in Arcadia time…

If you want it, seek out the other ‘Dragons’.



    Chapter 615

    A Token of a Promise

    —At lunchtime, I immediately noticed an abnormality that was too significant to be called a mere sense of unease.

The young man I had feelings for, and the girl who was my rival in love. It had been some time since we had started living in the same place, and they were both precious people who I felt I had grown closer to.

With a lull in the many tasks related to the Four Pillars, this was a rare opportunity for the three of us to share a table after a long time of missed connections. I had gone to the private restaurant looking forward to it, but one look was all it took for me to grasp their condition.

“ “…………” ”

“…Are you two alright?”

“Yeah… ‘Just a little sleep-deprived’…”

Their voices and text responses were in perfect sync, though likely unintentionally. And they were both stifling yawns and had sleepy eyes.

Sleep-deprived, at the same time, perfectly in sync.

I didn’t have a bad feeling… not really. But… I knew it was my fault for being so busy lately, but I couldn’t help but feel displeased.

Besides, it wasn’t my fault either.

I was busy because I was working hard to fulfill my duties as a faction leader. It’s not like I chose to be left out.

And so, in less than a second, I came to a conclusion.

“Haru, Nia, wake up. And pay attention to me.”

“ ‘We’re sorry…’ ”

“And tell me the details of your all-nighter. Don’t hide anything, be honest, tell me everything.”

“ ‘Yes…’ ”

To these two, and one other. Lately, I had been treating them as naturally as if they were my family, so I spoke without pretense or reservation.

The princess decided to voice her discontent and pout.

◇◆◇◆◇

It had been a little over half a day since last night’s adventure, and a few hours since I had been scolded by a jealous Alicia. After taking a nap with Nia, who had also pulled an all-nighter after getting too absorbed in her ‘work,’ I woke up in the evening.

I was alone, waiting for my partner in our Azure Sky clan home.

My preparations were perfect, no complaints there, but my mental fortitude was only so-so. Nia, and then Alicia at lunch, had both fired me up to the point where I wondered, “Are you guys really okay with this?” But since I had decided to do this myself, I had no intention of backing down.

I had called Sora-san out on short notice, just a day after yesterday’s events. I wondered how she would react… or rather, to what extent she would react.

Honestly, it was terrifying in many ways, but at the same time…

It wasn’t quite right to say I was looking forward to it, but the fact that I was trying to carry it out on the same day, driven by my own eagerness, probably meant that I truly, from the bottom of my heart, wanted to do this.

On the expensive sofa in the familiar common space, I sat deeply, my legs dangling and swinging. I held my hands up to the ceiling light—two pairs, four pieces of new equipment, black with silver patterns.

This was the masterpiece that Kagura-san had just made for me, a custom-made unique gear that I was very fond of… and the reason I had rushed to get new equipment.

And just then.

“Haru?”

“Yes, this is Haru.”

The sound of teleportation was followed by the familiar voice of my partner. I peeked over the back of the sofa, and the girl’s face came into view. A golden thread of hair brushed against my cheek.

It was soft and very ticklish.

For a moment, we looked at each other, upside down, without a word, without a thought.

“Fufu… Good evening.”

“Yeah, good evening. Sorry for calling you out so suddenly.”

We both started laughing, and as always, we exchanged greetings a moment too late.

“No, not at all. I heard you were tired yesterday, so I thought you might be taking the day off… I’m happy to see you.”

“Saying cute things so naturally is forbidden.”

“It’s not natural. I’m aiming for it.”

“Seriously, everyone’s been going all out trying to kill me lately.”

“Hmph… We just met, and you’re already talking about other women.”

“Alicia said she should have some free time soon, so she wanted to see you. Nia chimed in too, asking about another girls’ night out sometime soon.”

“Oh, really? I’m very much looking forward to that.”

“You guys have gotten really close.”

“Of course. We’re comrades-in-arms, chasing after a certain self-proclaimed difficult person.”

“There are so many reasons I can’t say anything to that…”

The voice that had been coming from above my head was now beside me.

My body, which had tilted to one side from the slight weight of the girl, I straightened, careful not to fall towards the warmth beside me.

As we exchanged playful banter, Sora didn’t act spoiled, even though we were alone. I looked beside me, and her amber eyes were waiting for me to speak.

It seemed she had perfectly read the slightly serious, or whatever you want to call it, atmosphere—excellent. Please, by all means, keep my escape route blocked.

“About yesterday’s thing, I ended up getting it from Lux. It was a bigger find than I expected, so I wasn’t sure what to do, but… she said not to worry about it since she came to help me find materials in the first place.”

“Ahaha… that sounds just like her. Lux-san loves adventures, but when it comes to treasure, the important part for her is ‘finding’ it. She’s not attached to the items themselves at all.”

“I can see that. Her management of the things she picks up is… something else.”

“Fufu, it is.”

I pictured the large leather bag Lux had pulled out of her inventory once. Inside that clanking, clattering bag were likely the treasures for which the ‘finding’ was the most important part.

“I’m glad for you. It didn’t seem like a material that could be described as just ‘very good,’ so it should be more than enough for a ranker’s equipment, don’t you think?”

“Yeah. A certain renowned jeweler gave it her seal of approval as a top-tier unique item.”

And with that, I let it slip… well, not really, but Sora reacted to my words with a twitch.

“……Does that mean, yesterday, after that, just the two of you?”

She must have realized that our parting words of “Alright, that’s a wrap, good work” were a lie. My partner, who had been deceived, shot me a half-lidded glare…

“Yup. And we spent the whole night arguing back and forth while we made the equipment together.”

I deliberately ignored her, looking away and speaking without a hint of remorse.

Naturally, a dissatisfied voice came from beside me, but a moment later…

“……You made it together? Not, you requested it from Nia-san?”

The intelligent girl, who boasts a first-class ability to read me, didn’t miss the subtle nuance in my words.

*As expected.* But, even for the amazing Sora-san…

“Well, it’s like this. I’m a fledgling magic craftsman myself now, you see.”

I don’t think she could have read this.

“If I can do it myself, then I kind of want to make this sort of thing myself.”

Still looking away, I held out the hand I had been clenching.

I opened it in front of my dumbfounded partner, and revealed…

“—Eh…”

Two shining pieces of jewelry.

“You see, I got new armor for my hands and feet, right—the ones that used to match yours.”

“…”

“And so, Sora, you didn’t say anything, and I thought maybe you didn’t mind, but…”

“…”

“It kind of bothered me, you see. Getting new equipment was necessary, but something felt off.”

“…”

“This is embarrassing to say, but I liked having matching gear with my partner. It felt special… And it was the first selfish request you ever made to me, back when we had just met.”

Her wide eyes and open mouth, and her silence, spoke volumes about the depth of her reaction… but since I had started, I couldn’t stop now.

“Even if our relationship has changed, as your partner, I’ve sworn to stay by your side… So, yeah. It might be a bit much for me to push this, but I wanted to see it through…”

“…………Haru.”

“Ah, yeah.”

“Haru, did you… make this for me?”

The quivering amber eyes were fixed on the pair of jewels—slender rings with a row of small, beautifully square-cut diamonds circling the band.

A pair of partner rings.

“……Honestly, I wondered if rings were a good idea, in many ways. I worried about it until the very end… but Nia was surprisingly insistent.”

“Nia-san…”

“Yeah, um…—She said I should spoil my precious partner, Sora, as much as I want. And that Alicia would definitely say the same thing.”

“…”

And she was right. I got the confirmation at lunch today.

But even without that, in my heart…

“I wanted to do that too, if they would let me, so I made this ring—ah, no! I mean, I say I made it, but I’m just a magic craft rookie. I couldn’t just mess around with a unique material like that. All I did was come up with the design ideas, the non-performance-related details, and the final assembly. The fundamental parts were left to the pro, Nia, so it’s not even on a level where I can call it a ‘collaboration’—”

“But.”

My rambling, driven by embarrassment, was silenced by a single small whisper. I turned my averted face back to her, steeling my resolve.

“Haru, you did this for me, because you wanted to, right?”

“……………………Yes.”

I thought she might, but there were no tears in the girl’s eyes.

My partner was simply giving me a soft smile.

“…Since this is a special occasion, would you put it on for me?”

“…Are you serious?”

“I’m serious. Since this is a special occasion.”

There was no option for me not to accept the proffered left hand.

One of the two. I picked up one of the separated pair and took Sora’s hand.

Since I was giving her a ring, I had naturally anticipated this development. So, I had already decided which finger to choose when asked.

“—…Fufu.”

“Haha…”

The middle finger of her left hand. It was a good fit, a pair to the [Cradle of Sword-Craft] on her right middle finger.

To be honest, I completely ignored the ‘meaning of wearing a ring on a certain finger’ that I had looked up beforehand. In other words, the left middle finger was—from my perspective, the opposite side of where her other half was.

It was the place where I swore to be her other half, alongside the vessel in which she had divided her soul.

That was my reasoning, as crazy as it might sound, and I would never tell her.

“…The size is perfect.”

“It’s a magic ring, after all.”

“I was wondering what I would do if it was the ring finger.”

“That would have been a real problem…”

Sora, who had just shown me a genuinely blooming smile—

was probably at her limit then, because when I realized it,

I had been tackled by her and was pinned to the sofa.



    Chapter 616

    Far, Far Away, to the Other Side

    I wasn't surprised, nor did I panic.

What I realized after it happened was that I hadn't been able to react—because I had anticipated that it would happen, and with no intention of avoiding or escaping it, I had let my guard down.

“ “—…” ”

From above and below, our gazes met. The golden hair, flowing down like a serene waterfall as before, brushed against my cheeks and neck. It was very ticklish.

“………”

The breath of my partner who had pinned me down. It was tinged with a hint of confusion.

It was likely a half-impulsive, half-rational act. She probably hadn't expected to catch me so easily, and now she was at a loss as to what to do next.

So like Sora. A small smile escaped my lips, and she pouted slightly.

“…That's not fair.”

A single phrase. But those words were more than enough.

*Keeping it a secret isn't fair.*

*A surprise gift isn't fair.*

*And that composed look on your face… it's not fair.*

“…Did you know that even in a virtual world avatar, your heartbeat is the same as in reality?”

Because I could read her, I replied with ambiguous words that probably wouldn't get through to anyone else.

As I spoke, I poked the small left hand that rested on my chest, the one to which I had presumed to gift a ring.

*I'm not exactly calm either, you know.*

Deep within the avatar, a virtual heart—whether it truly existed or not, it was there, beating with a steady rhythm that I couldn't see.

Feeling that undeniable rhythm,

“That's not fair…!”

My partner, who had apparently come to the same conclusion, I could only return her gaze with a smile, unable and unwilling to move. Looking up at her face, flushed red with an indescribable emotion that was a mix of anger and embarrassment,

I held up the other ring, still in my hand, in front of the girl looking down at me.

“It’s just ‘data’ in a world of dreams, I know. But—that’s why I’ll add some words.”

As if touching something fragile, she took the ring. Confirming that she had it,

I held out my left hand, and with all the coolness I could muster…

“ ‘I swear by the Moon, to always be with you.’ ”

“—…!”

Even if our relationship had changed, this was one special thing I would never let go of, a promise I renewed.

It’s embarrassing to say, but this was a fateful encounter I was convinced of—dedicated to my one and only partner, with whom I had sworn to see the ends of the world.

“That’s really… not fair…!”

The ‘dream’ we had raised in this world of dreams, which we believed to be another reality.

—And so, after that.

Sora placed the ring on my left hand, and our matching equipment was successfully restored… That was all well and good.

“—…What are you two doing, being all lovey-dovey so openly in the common area?”

“ “!!!!!!!!!!” ”

“Well, you see, I was just settling the score for the crime of being incredibly cool…”

Until the night-owl clan member, my senior and junior, logged in.

That is, for several hours, skipping dinner time.

I was held captive by my partner, who had entered her highest-ever level of super-clingy mode… and it goes without saying that my rationality and everything else were worn down to an unprecedented degree.

------------------------------------------------------------
・[Perdia Eternity, Earth-Sworn Star Dreaming of the Blue Sky]
Accessory: Ring ※Locked, Untradeable
A pair of rings imbued with the breath of a sleeping dragon and the blessing of the earth.
The great power has no intent, no will, no legacy; the soul of the bearer is its only guide.
O border-crossers, O you who gaze into the far distance, never let go of that hand.

・Allows for switching between six types of status boosts: STR/AGI/DEX/VIT/MID/LUC.
  Boost value +50. When fighting alongside the designated partner wearing the other ring, the boost value doubles.

・Grants strong resistance to physical and earth attributes, as well as impact effects.

・Special Enhancement Effect ‘Everless Diamond, The Eternity of Bonds Connecting Heaven and Earth’—Can be activated at will when fighting alongside the designated partner. Each other's MID and MP are integrated and shared. Duration: 88 seconds.
------------------------------------------------------------

◇◆◇◆◇

“—Hmm… Not nervous at all. You’re as much of a ‘big shot’ as I’ve heard.”

“Uh, well… Thank you, I suppose.”

Though it was our first meeting, his face, voice, and even the aura he exuded were more familiar to me than a distant acquaintance—he was a celebrity. Before the man himself, the current second-in-command of the Eastern Faction, the [General Commander], had my attitude been a bit rude?

So I thought, but the expression on the face of the great man who was observing me with interest was fortunately filled with only positive emotions. Just like the others, his personality seemed to be just as the rumors described.

In that case, the best course of action would be to simply be ‘honest.’

“I am nervous, of course. I’m just not showing it on my face.”

“Well, that makes you a big shot in a different way, then.”

This man would probably appreciate it most if I laid my thoughts bare—with that judgment, I replied, and what came back was a hearty, booming laugh.

A very famous, peculiar way of laughing. It was the first time I had heard it in person, and as my actions had promised, I swallowed a bit of awe without letting it show on my face.

“So, um…”

Just yesterday, I had received a notice from the ‘Four Pillar Operations Committee’ that was less like good news and more like a massive bombshell. To be suddenly summoned by the faction leader in such a whirlwind was… Kanata, the player in question, asked with a confusion and bewilderment that he was also not letting show on his face.

“What business does the [General Commander] have with me personally?”

“Ah, right, that should come before small talk. My bad, my bad.”

From his cheerful demeanor and attitude since we had met, I couldn’t imagine it was anything negative. However, even for someone as accustomed to tension as Kanata, there was a limit.

The [General Commander] of Arcadia’s virtual world was, along with his position in the real world, a true ‘big shot’ of a level that couldn’t be described as merely ordinary.

Before my composed mask peeled off and I exposed my unseemly self, I wanted him to reveal the reason I was called, as quickly and concisely as possible—and then…

Perhaps he hadn’t read Kanata’s inner thoughts, but.

“Alright, I’ll be direct—I had a look into you, and it doesn’t seem like you’re suited for team battles. Your build, for one, but on a personal level, you seem to have trouble with ‘coordination’ with multiple people… sound about right?”

The blade he thrust at me was unexpectedly sharp and swift.

I had misjudged him right from the start.

Faced with the Four Pillars, where ‘coordination’ is key, with few exceptions, and having been unexpectedly chosen as a member, the words that would likely follow were easy to imagine.

And there was a not-insignificant chance that they would be disappointing for Kanata… for example, that I was unsuitable after all and my membership was being revoked—

“So, to each their own—you’ll be a runner.”

“Huh? …Um, yes?”

Or so I thought, but the conversation took a turn.

The order I was given was something I couldn’t quite comprehend.

“A runn—, uh… Um, isn’t that the role of the [Acrobat]?”

“Yeah, so you’ll run with him. Or rather, we’ll have a two-runner system. It’s not like that’s a new strategy, is it?”

A runner, the linchpin of the Four Pillar War, the point-getter. A glamorous role that involves running around the battlefield, a labyrinth, destroying the ‘Pillars’ of other factions and racking up points.

But in recent times, the title of runner in the Four Pillar War had become a synonym for one particular individual—to be told to run alongside that person was a role far too great for me.

This was so far beyond my expectations that my composed mask shattered in an instant.

*This is ridiculous. With him there, I’m not needed.*

Less a put-down of myself and more a praise of ‘him’ to the heavens, Kanata was about to unconsciously voice his objection—but in the next moment…

“So, have Haru train you, since you two are kindred spirits. I’ll let him know. You’ve got a lot of potential, but we can’t just throw you into the real thing as you are—”

Another outrageous statement from the General Commander’s mouth sent my mind into a complete blank.

“Is such lawlessness even… I understand!!!”

I threw all composure to the wind, grabbed the [General Commander] with my free hand, and…

“O-oh… um, well, do your b—”

“I will do my very best!!!”

“O-oh…”

shaking the great man, who boasted a mass that was more than double my own, both physically and mentally—I took a step, without hesitation, towards my distant aspiration.

---

Time passes, bonds are forged, and the fourth chapter, where the protagonist graduates from being a ‘newcomer’ in both name and reality, hereby concludes.



    Chapter 617

    Skill Explanation [Sora]

    ――――――――――――――――――

◇Status◇
Name: Sora
Lv: 100
STR (Strength): 50
AGI (Agility): 150
DEX (Dexterity): 50
VIT (Vitality): 100
MID (Mind): 700 (+200)
LUC (Luck): 100

◇Skills◇
・Leavslasher (Maiden of Magic Swords)
《Optimize Alert》
《Load Bullet》
《Establish Position》
《Attribute Conversion》

・Light Magic Aptitude
《Embrace》
《Fast Light》
《Circlet》
《Geo-Stake》
《Light Enchant》

・Active
《Scareless》
《Glad Bounce》
《Tremble Slide》
《Upturned Amber Eyes》

・Passive
《Goma Soten》
《Charis Heart》
《Fairy Dance》
《Swallow Flight》
《True Eye》
《Healing Hand of the Vanguard》
《Risolde Esta》
《Root of Magic》

《Four-Sided Blessing》

――――――――――――――――――

◇Leavslasher (Maiden of Magic Swords) — Second stage of Magic Sword Aptitude.

This is the second stage of a unique skill tree, evolved by absorbing multiple magic sword manipulation skills, such as Magic Sword Aptitude, Magic Sword Conductor (Magic Sword Telekinesis + Homing Projection), and Magic Sword Monarch (Magic Sword Generation Efficiency, Stage 2). It's a rare aptitude skill that governs armaments, including physical attributes, yet its modifiers are completely dependent on MID.

Since the base Magic Sword Aptitude itself is a one-of-a-kind skill acquired as an attachment to Sora-san's Anima, [Cradle of Sword-Craft], it is currently impossible for other players to obtain. It is only granted on a limited basis when Lux uses his [Reminiel Traveler (Treasure Bookmark Travelogue)].

Additionally, this aptitude tree has no branches; it is a single, linear path.

◇Optimize Alert — Unique skill to the Magic Sword Aptitude tree.

This is the top-tier broken skill that allows for resizing the magic swords by adding or subtracting the MP imbued within them. It has a subtle size limit: up to about 16 meters and down to 0.016 centimeters. Since Sora-san herself can't perceive or control them at their smallest, the practical limit for shrinking is a size she can still see if she squints carefully.

It does have its limitations, or rather, its drawbacks. Actively enlarging and shrinking them is *incredibly exhausting*. In the story, she basically uses it to summon a giant sword out of nowhere with a *bang*, but it is possible to resize swords that have already been summoned... however, the mental load of the 'resizing' command is so great that Sora-san has always treated it as a skill to 'summon swords of different sizes separately.' A rare instance where she resizes a sword in her hand is during the revenge match against [Angalta, God-Wedge Sword-King] in episode 305.

◇Load Bullet — Unique skill to the Magic Sword Aptitude tree.

This is Case Number One for the "Victims of [Cradle of Sword-Craft]'s Overpowered Specs" club.

It's a stock skill that allows her to *imbue magic into her magic swords*, regardless of whether it's offensive or non-offensive, and release it at will. It should be a highly capable skill that can create various advantages depending on how it's used, but because her Anima is just too versatile, Sora-san's other skills have struggled to grow, and her magical repertoire has been slow to expand. Furthermore, while a spell is stocked, it naturally requires her to allocate mental resources to it. So, even if she wanted to keep a healing spell ready for instant use, it's more convenient for her to rely on her own reads and cast it on the fly... making it all rather unfortunate.

[Cradle of Sword-Craft] is just too strong.

◇Establish Position — Unique skill to the Magic Sword Aptitude tree.

A special skill that creates a 'position' by forming a 'circle' with magic swords. Within this circle, it becomes possible to bypass many of the restrictions of [Cradle of Sword-Craft], such as the 'number of magic sword attributes that can be used simultaneously' and the 'limited summoning range near the body.'

Thrusting the swords into the ground, as she demonstrated during the 'White Throne' battle, is the basic usage. However, it can also be deployed in mid-air; it's just that keeping them afloat and on standby creates an unnecessary burden. After the position is established, the effect will be nullified if more than ten percent of the magic swords comprising the circle are lost.

◇Attribute Conversion — Unique skill to the Magic Sword Aptitude tree.

This skill effectively nullifies the restriction of [Cradle of Sword-Craft] that 'prevents attribute switching during combat.' It's a cost-based skill that allows her to change the attributes of her magic swords during battle by paying MP, a feat normally limited to outside of combat.

Since the MP cost is fairly high, frequently switching attributes back and forth is a bad move.

◇Light Magic Aptitude — One of the special attributes in the magic aptitude tree.

While it belongs to a more general category compared to Starlight Magic, it's a special attribute type with few users. Among the special attribute categories, which possess powerful strengths but also strong quirks, this one is characterized by its 'straightforwardness,' tending to grant magic that is easy to understand and use.

Its most notable strength is its *area of effect*. Many of its spells, both offensive and non-offensive, are wide-ranging or have a designated area of effect. In particular, its healing magic is a rare area-of-effect heal in Arcadia, so the general perception is that 'Light Magic users are the strongest healers.'

◇Embrace — Third stage derived from Heal Light.

A wide-area healing spell with a designated area of effect. It possesses both instant and continuous recovery effects, making its raw healing power quite substantial. However, it suffers from a correspondingly high cost and cast time, making it a skill that's difficult to use repeatedly for multiple reasons.

It evolved from Heal Light ⇒ Quolia Veil, where it gained the continuous healing effect. Then, from Quolia Veil ⇒ Embrace, the upper limit on the number of people that can be healed within the designated area was removed (although not depicted in the story, Quolia Veil had a limit of five people).

Incidentally, Sora-san hasn't been chanting since she had the initial Heal Light, but this isn't because her healing magic is a simple, no-chant spell like Aqua or Flood; it's a feature of all 'healing magic' in Arcadia. While sometimes collectively called 'chanting,' it's more accurately a 'cast-standby time.'

To begin with, the healing magic in that world isn't really mag—

◇Fast Light — Beginner Light Magic Aptitude spell.

A flash of light for a blind. With an ultra-short chant, it can be cast in a single beat, and its MP consumption is trivial, making it seem like a handy trick. However, since Sora-san is not skilled at PvP, where it would shine the most, it's unlikely to see much use.

By the way, the caster also gets blinded if they don't close their eyes, so protecting one's vision upon activation is essential. Furthermore, many monsters track players using methods other than sight, and some even become more troublesome when blinded. In PvP, the timing of the blind is immediately given away by the chant, so the target can deal with it by closing their eyes along with the caster, meaning it requires some ingenuity to use effectively.

And if you combine it with Load Bullet…

◇Circlet — Intermediate Light Magic Aptitude spell.

A special skill that expands the scale of area-of-effect magic by paying additional MP. At full power, it can combo with Embrace to turn her into an ultra-healer capable of restoring an entire raid, but it also makes her an ultra-healer who consumes all her MP, so moderation is essential.

In most cases, it's more effective for Sora-san to use Embrace multiple times based on her reads, so this skill also has few opportunities to shine.

◇Geo-Stake — Intermediate Light Magic Aptitude spell.

Case Number Two for the "Victims of [Cradle of Sword-Craft]'s Overpowered Specs" club.

A sad spell that holds the title of being the only offensive magic Sora-san has acquired and the one with the absolute worst usage frequency. It's fairly flashy and has decent power; *under normal circumstances*, it would be a perfectly useful skill. But it gets shot down with a single phrase: "But you can just use the magic swords for that, right?"

There are plans for it to be used in the future. Surely. Probably. I think.

◇Light Enchant — Beginner Light Magic Aptitude spell.

Among attribute enchantments, 'Light' possesses an extremely simple characteristic: it's purely focused on *power*. To be precise, it's distinguished by its excellent mana conversion efficiency, having 'the highest multiplier for calculating damage based on the caster's MID.' When used with Sora-san's MID, which is nearly double that of a pure mage, it exhibits truly wonderful firepower.

◇Scareless — zk国Biルdカ護h9無12tK.

Player Sora's unique skill.

◇Glad Bounce — Second stage derived from Quit Counter.

A defensive skill that evolved down a different path from the protagonist's Quit Counter ⇒ Reflect Explode. It has lost its counter-attack effects in exchange for specializing in defense, granting a high advantage bonus to weapon guards and parries.

Furthermore, upon a perfect defense (just parry), it inflicts a forced knockback effect on the attacker.

It's a genuinely capable skill. However, since Sora-san is fundamentally an active young lady who prefers to be on the offensive... or rather, any opponent who could break through the waterfall of her magic swords and get into close range would be—

◇Tremble Slide

A movement skill that can be activated by pushing off with either the left or right foot while grounded. It allows the user to slide a fixed distance at a speed corresponding to their AGI.

It's a go-to skill for light warriors that the protagonist also used for a time. Depending on how it's used, it's a versatile skill that can be effective in both offense and defense, but due to its versatility and notoriety, it's easily read in PvP, so over-reliance will lead to your doom. Not that it matters to Sora-san, since she doesn't do PvP.

◇Upturned Amber Eyes — Second stage derived from Observation Eye.

'It bridges the gap between seeing and understanding'… that's not exactly accurate, but to put it simply, it's a unique skill that's a straightforward upgrade to one that 'super-enhances kinetic vision.' By shortening the response time from sight to understanding to reaction, it dramatically improves combat performance.

The weakness of its predecessor, Observation Eye, which was 'ineffective at close range,' has been mitigated. Instead of being an all-or-nothing effect, its potency now scales with distance.

In exchange for a slightly heavier cost, it has no cooldown and can be turned on and off at will, making it a god-tier, semi-passive skill. So, even if it's not explicitly described, it's used frequently.

◇Goma Soten — Fourth stage derived from Acrobatics.

This is a top-tier, fourth-stage god skill that was reached by skipping over Idaten (Fleet-footed God) and going through Maso Tenku (Magic Control Sky Dash), another version of Goshin Tenku (Adamant Sky Dash). In addition to providing a constant DEX bonus based on MID and an additional bonus during high-speed maneuvers, it also incorporates the skill Magic Mantle, allowing her to spend MP to enhance the four stats other than MID/LUC.

Since the physical enhancement has poor fuel efficiency, reckless overuse can easily lead to running out of MP, even with Sora-san's high MID, so careful management is required.

◇Charis Heart

During combat, it improves the bonus values gained from words and actions.

A somewhat rare special skill that isn't quite common but isn't unheard of either. It's something that makes every player who reads its description in-game tilt their head at least once, but in short, it enhances the upward correction value of actions during a climax boost.

All who acquire this skill, to a greater or lesser extent, have a 'reserved and shy' side to them. In other words, you could say it's a skill where 'the system gives a little extra as a reward for players who shyly but earnestly try to shout out their special move names.'

◇Fairy Dance — Fourth stage derived from Leaping Maneuvers.

It improves the stability and acceleration of leaping actions according to the user's MID. Additionally, after a certain number of consecutive evasive actions, it grants the enhancement effect 'Fairy's Dance.' This effect stacks, and the MP recovery rate increases for a certain period according to the number of stacks.

It's a derivative skill related to Fataless Jumper. A rare, MID-build evasion method acquired by a small number of melee mages relative to Arcadia's population.

◇Swallow Flight — Second stage derived from Adaptive Traversal.

Assists with the stability and precision of body movements during consecutive jumps. Additionally, it prevents loss of jumping power even when leaping from unstable footing or an unbalanced posture.

This is a mobility enhancement skill that the protagonist relied on until it evolved into the heart of his build, Rabbit Run. It's consistently strong. It lets you hop-hop on magic swords.

◇True Eye — Second stage derived from Precept of Evasion.

Improves vision during combat.

A rare skill with an incredibly simple effect, yet an incredibly small number of users. To say 'your eyes get better' is an understatement; it's not just simple visual acuity, but also kinetic vision and 'many other eye-related abilities' that are enhanced, making it widely recognized as a powerful skill.

Its predecessor, Precept of Evasion, had a similar breakdown of effects, and this evolved version has all its enhancement values raised accordingly. When Sora-san is pulling off insane maneuvers in a different way than the protagonist, it's often because she's using this and Upturned Amber Eyes together.

◇Healing Hand of the Vanguard — Second stage derived from Precept of Healing Hands.

During combat, it applies an upward correction to healing actions on others based on the distance to the enemy. The closer the distance, the more effective healing potions and magic become, and in the case of the latter, the cast-standby time is also shortened.

This skill evolved from its predecessor, which simply applied a slight bonus to all healing actions, into a more combat-healer oriented path. Since those who acquire healing magic tend to be 'poor at fighting,' few players evolve it this way, making it a subtly rare skill.

It's simply useful. But, as a second-stage precept-type general skill, its effects are modest. And then there's that bugged skill that's supposedly also a second-stage precept, Trickster of Zenith...

◇Risolde Esta

When a person with this skill joins a party, the automatic MP recovery speed of all party members increases. Note that similar effects, regardless of rank, will stack.

An ultra-rare skill that (according to the author's research) is currently possessed by only six people, including Sora-san. It is a testament to one's natural idol-like quality, talent as a leader, and the love bestowed upon them by the world.

By the way, Ashe's Risolde Vertex is the third stage of this skill.

◇Root of Magic — Third stage derived from Mana Efficiency.

Reduces the player's MP consumption and increases their automatic recovery rate.

The second evolution of the general must-have passive. Reaching this point is what makes someone considered a 'veteran' or 'expert,' and it's essentially the final goal for this skill. Just as a certain princess is also stuck at this third stage, only a handful of people have advanced beyond it.

◇Four-Sided Blessing — Dungeon clear reward.

Increases magic resistance against the 'Fire,' 'Water,' 'Wind,' and 'Earth' attributes from among the five basic great elements.

A dungeon reward skill that the protagonist and the Tiger Master-Disciple duo +α went to get. While it's a must-have passive for combat jobs, for someone who has excessively stacked MID like Sora-san, her base magic resistance is already so much higher than a normal person's that the bonus is just a drop in the bucket.

---

They say there's a novel that, upon reaching its six hundredth chapter, is only now explaining the skills of its main cast.

I've written this pretty simply, and I've omitted the kind of minor details that would make you go, "Who even cares about that?" But if there are any studious Arcadians out there who are thinking, "What's going on with this? Spill the details, now!" please ask in the comments.

I'll answer what I can. Questions about the protagonist's skills are also welcome.



    Chapter 618

    Little by Little

    —Swaying, swaying, in the space between.

No land, no sea, no sky. Eons in a prison of infinity.

The tree has yet to shed its seed, and not even a faint sign of a sprout can be seen.

O, my other self, are you still there?

O, my other self, are you still there?

O, my other self—is there still a battle to be fought?

O, world, my foe, does the will to pass judgment still remain?

No land, no sea, no sky. Eons in the protective arms of infinity.

O, my other self, and my children.

I no longer reside within my own soul. Therefore, I am not I.

Please, save the 'me' that is.

Please, do not scoop out the 'me' that is.

◇◆◇◆◇

"—First things first, let me make this clear. Calling me 'Master,' 'Master-sama,' 'O-shi-sama,' or any variation thereof is forbidden. No jokes, absolutely not. For one, I'm the disciple here."

"Y-Yes, sir..."

"Next, 'Sensei' is also NG for some reason. There's a certain handsome face that comes to mind with that word in this virtual world, so my mental state is a bit fragile right now."

"Then what should I call... ah, the match between you two was amazing—"

"And finally."

*He's like a puppy, all excited on the inside, but politely doing his best to 'wait.'*

He had established his character in less than ten minutes since our reunion. Towards this opponent, I held up a third finger, adopting a condescending tone that had been, for some reason, *forced* upon me as the conversation had progressed without my knowledge.

"Due to various circumstances, I'm well aware that I suck at teaching people things, especially when it comes to combat in Arcadia. So—how about you reconsider?"

"I look forward to your instruction!"

The brown-haired head bowed deeply, energetically brushing aside my words. When he bent at a ninety-degree angle like this, his fluffy, puppy-like hair, a light brown similar to a certain [Heavy Tank]'s, revealed a very clear view of his 'tail.'

I'd seen that hairstyle somewhere before, but for the sake of my mental health, it was probably best to assume it was a complete coincidence. Please, let it be a coincidence.

No matter how much of a fan he was, if he was that hardcore, I wouldn't know how to deal with him.

"...Well, yeah, okay. I got a direct order from my boss, so I'll do my best, but... at least, you know, try to relax a little, will ya? We're guys who've fought once—"

"Yes! I'll do my best!"

"So energetic...!"

And so, no matter how I tried to spin it, he was clearly not a 'lukewarm' fan. Kanata—the boy I'd faced in the first round of the recent Four Pillar selection match—was in high spirits, his cheeks flushed with excitement.

The day after I gave Sora her ring. Two days after the grand adventure of our audience with the 'Dragon.'

I'd been summoned first thing in the morning by my boss, Goldow, and when I showed my face at the Eastern Round Table, I was met by the usual [General Commander] and a nervous-looking Kanata.

As for the business at hand, it was just one simple phrase: "Train this kid."

Left behind by the old man who had then颯爽と departed with a "I'll leave the rest to you young 'uns," I, of course, had no other choice. I went with the flow and dove into communicating with the boy I'd suspected was a fan since the selection match, but...

"Uh, hey, Kanata-kun."

"Just Kanata is fine!"

"Kanata. Just calm down. Cool off. I get it, I'll help you train. You won't last at this rate, in more ways than one."

*You, and me both.*

Still, something like this wasn't so bad every once in a while. Guiding a junior who looks up to you, genuinely helping them grow—that's part of the fun of a game, after all.

"Right then... It's a pleasure to work with you, again. You can call me Haru, Kanata. Let's get along."

"...! Yes! It's a pleasure, Acrobat-san!"

"Yeah, that title is also banned."

...Well, whatever.

In terms of Arcadia history, he's supposed to be my senior, not my junior, but whatever.

◇◆◇◆◇

"—So yeah, I've suddenly found myself helping someone train."

"Huh. So you're finally a master, too."

"I am not. It's beyond my station."

Following my visit to the Round Table, I showed my face bright and early at the atelier of my personal artisan.

Kanata-kun seems to be busy with work, limiting his activity to nighttime hours, so we parted ways for now. In contrast, I was now one-on-one with the master of this room, a shut-in who lives and breathes the virtual world at all hours.

Well, since it's summer vacation, the same goes for me... no, even if it weren't, I'm in no position to talk about how much time I spend logged in. But that's beside the point.

"Nia."

"Hmm?"

"Sora was so happy. Thank you for helping."

I sincerely conveyed my gratitude, the reason for my visit. I'd said it before making it, while working on it, and after it was finished... but no matter how many times I said it, I felt it wasn't enough, so I'd say it again and again.

"Yeah, yeah, it's fine, I told you. How many times is that now? I'm the one who pushed for the ring in the first place. You need to accept that I don't mind, you really do."

"It's true that I feel bad, but more than that, I'm just grateful. Is it really so wrong to thank you as many times as I want?"

"It is! Sincere gratitude just makes me more envious of how cherished Sora-chan is, so no!"

"So you do mind, big time."

Most likely, all of it was her true feelings.

The part about not minding, but also not being free of envy or jealousy... and the part where she pushed me forward before the surprise, telling me it couldn't be helped.

The human heart is a thing of casual contradictions.

Yes, for example—

"Nia."

"Hmm?"

"Tomorrow or the day after, want to go museum-hopping again?"

"Hmm... —Huh?"

My own heart, which wants to cherish more than just one person, is the same. It's been a while since I resolved to be the bad guy if I had to; to hell with common sense and morals in this matter.

I will indulge the three who forgive me, return that indulgence tenfold, and patiently search for an answer, having cast aside the conventional path.

—If anyone has a complaint, they can say it after experiencing the fantasy of becoming a ranker in six months and having three incredible women hit them with their genuine affection.

"A date?"

"Yes, an invitation to a date. I actually had a pretty good time the month before last."

Her hobby, museum-hopping.

I'd thought that with her family being in that field, Nia herself would be knowledgeable, but that wasn't the case at all. She enjoyed it from the same perspective as a novice like me, yet it was as if she were at an amusement park. Being dragged around by her was a surprisingly pleasant time.

So, I guess... well, as a conclusion to various things.

"No, really, it's backward, isn't it? The first amusement park trip was a disaster for both of us."

"You're forbidden from saying that! Nia-chan was overwhelmed back then!"

"You're pretty much the same now."

"Hmph. Takes one to know one."

"So, I haven't heard your answer. If you say no..."

"Eh, what? What is it? Not that I would, but I'm curious what would happen if I did."

"I guess I'll invite Ashe and go to the amusement park."

"Guilty! Even if you've come to terms with it, there's a limit! I don't think jokes like that are funny!"

"It's not really a joke. I have to make it up to her, too..."

"I get that, but don't say it out loud!"

"You'd get even madder if I didn't say anything, wouldn't you?"

"Of course I would!"

"The very personification of unreasonable... Right, now that we've settled that, let's get down to business. There are three big items remaining. I'm counting on you for some fabulous accessories, Lady Milmarinus, the Sapphire Fairy."

"It's not settled, it's a mess! And that title is banned!"

Just be direct. Don't be afraid to touch the affection I'm given. And from my side, I'll give it without fear.

Because I'm sure it'll be fine. I have no intention of betraying their trust in the future.

---

Chapter Five, let's get fired up and go!



    Chapter 619

    Meeting

    Eating is not only a vital activity essential for human life, but also a time of true repose that, depending on one's approach, can soothe the soul.

Whether you enjoy it quietly alone or boisterously with others, each has its own merits and preferences. The same goes for me, whose life has leaned more towards the latter.

Although both my parents worked, they were good at choosing their workplaces, so it was rare for them to come home late, even when I was young. The habit of gathering around the table as a family for breakfast and dinner has made me the type who feels more at ease when 'conversation' is part of the meal.

So, my current situation, which is even livelier than that, is honestly a welcome environment.

During my all-too-brief period of living alone, the blandness of three solitary meals a day had left a part of my heart feeling rather cold—

Well, I welcome the liveliness, but.

"—So, how are you two doing? Are the preparations for the eleventh event going smoothly for your factions?"

"Secret."

"Are you really going to casually ask for inside info when the red and white teams are sharing a table?"

"*There's one person left out over here~*"

Occasionally is too frequent a number. When one particular chef joins the conversation without even sharing the table, the fun may increase, but any sense of tranquility diminishes, so it can't be trusted for癒し.

Unless we have other plans, it's become a given for us to share dinner every night. At some point, the three of us residents of the Yotsuya dorms fell into the habit of ordering the same thing. Today, it was salmon and ikura seafood oyakodon, and our responses to this were each unique.

Ashe smoothly deflected the sudden teasing, I brushed it off casually, and Nia sulked from afar. Chitose Kazuharu, our personal chef and the Yotsuya representative's aide, with whom we had all become thoroughly acquainted, looked pleased with the varied, yet not-so-varied, reactions.

On an unrelated note, if we were to rank the chopstick skills of this group, the native Japanese member—me—would surprisingly be last. The young ladies' etiquette is just too refined.

"Seeing your confident attitudes, I'll assume things are going well. Setting my position aside, I'll be looking forward to the end of the month as a spectator."

"Good luck with your work."

"The title you're setting aside is globally massive."

"*Hey, Kazuharu-san, tea refill over here~*"

Each in their own way. There was no longer a shred of reservation or tension in our relaxed interactions. Despite the various complications, the relationships among the dorm residents were extremely good.

Lately, we've even been dragging along Madoka-san, who tries to stay away saying she's in the way of the young folk, and the five of us eat together. When that happens, Chitose-san—or rather, her son, Kazu-san—gets visibly flustered and bugs out, which, I'm sorry to say, is quite a sight to see.

No, I'm not sorry at all. He's usually the one doing the teasing, so he can let the younger ones tease him back once in a while. Madoka-san seems happy despite her reservations, so go on and be a good son.

Some idiot son out there is causing his parents back home literally world-scale worry, but we don't talk about that.

"By the way, Ashe, I can't give you inside info, but just one thing. I've got something I can't miss at night, basically every day until the main event, so just be aware of that."

"...? Mm, got it."

If you watch her closely, it doesn't seem like she's a particularly fast eater, but somehow, she's always the first to finish. The princess, now almost always in 'white' attire within the dorm, gave a small nod to my dutiful report, and then,

"Training?"

"This report is a courtesy to my housemate. I can't share the details with the enemy."

When I deflected her question, delivered with a coy tilt of her head, she let out a soft chuckle.

"*I'm* looking forward to it *too*, so do your best."

"Ah, yes..."

That was, most likely, a playful attack directed at her 'enemy.'

Needless to say, the 'expectation' directed at me by the [Sword Queen] herself was exceptionally effective in making my blood run cold.

◇◆◇◆◇

"Good evening! Once again, it's a pleasure to be working with you!"

"Hey, good evening. And again, try to relax, will ya?"

Time passed. It was now just before nine in the evening, after dinner. Having finished his own work for the day, Kanata and I met up in the 'castle's' training room to begin his next round of 'work.'

He showed no signs of fatigue, instead offering a crisp, full bow. Should I be genuinely impressed, or should I read into it a heavy dose of respect and offer a wry smile?

"Alright, then... um, how much time do you have?"

"I can go until morning!"

"That's not okay at all. Realistically?"

"I can go for about an hour after midnight!"

"Okay. So that's about five or six hours in this virtual world."

That was more than enough time for a day's training. We were kindred spirits—fellow ultra-high-speed warriors. If we were to train seriously, our concentration wouldn't last that long anyway.

So then, for starters...

"Alright, Kanata, take a seat."

"? Yes, sir!"

Not to set an example, but I plopped down first and patted the floor beside me. Kanata tilted his head but complied. Phase one was complete.

"Before we start training, let's have a meeting, a conference of sorts."

"A conference?"

"Yep. We need to decide what we're going to train, how we're going to train it, and what our 'goal' is."

I, of course, wasn't used to seriously teaching anyone in Arcadia, and from what I'd heard, Kanata wasn't used to being taught by anyone either.

In that case, just winging it would be unlikely to produce any results.

"'Runner,' okay. 'High-speed warrior,' okay. So then, let's decide on the ideal. How do you become a 'runner' who can mow down both enemies and pillars?"

"M-Mow down..."

I knew I was talking big, but it was intentional.

Being a runner was an undeniably crucial role. I had to make him aware of the pressure now, to build his self-awareness and resolve, otherwise he'd have a hard time during the main event.

This was from experience. I had a hard time four months ago, too.

"You don't need to aim for perfection. Kanata, you're coming in through the general admission, so you have revival rights. You can choose a style where you're prepared to risk accidents."

"Wouldn't that... look pathetic to the spectators?"

"Not a chance. If you go in with that mindset from the start, both your 'opponents' and the 'spectators' will recognize your intent and your strengths."

To begin with, just earning the right to participate in the Four Pillar War puts a filter of 'envy' on the contestants. As long as you don't make a complete fool of yourself, the public's opinion will be kind—

"In fact, you have to think that way. Otherwise, you can't handle being broadcast worldwide."

"Ah, haha... Understood. Acro—... Senpai, even you get nervous, huh?"

"Of course I do. I'm fundamentally a coward—wait, what, senpai?"

In the middle of our meeting meant to ease the tension, I detected a mysterious word. *What?* I tilted my head, and Kanata tilted his head back as if nothing was strange at all.

"You're teaching me, but 'Master' and 'Sensei' are off-limits, so I couldn't think of any other respectful way to address you... and calling you by name feels too presumptuous."

"You don't have to be that respectful. What's so presumptuous? Just call me Haru."

"Calling you by name feels too presumptuous."

"Seriously...?"

Oh, give me a break. What is going on in this virtual world? Not content with a self-proclaimed junior who's actually my senior, now I have a presumably older working adult junior who's also my senior???

What, is this a trend? Or are they just messing with me?



    Chapter 620

    A Piece of One's Soul

    The case of the proliferating juniors (who are actually my seniors) aside, I needed to press on with the conversation for now.

The selection matches were held less than half a month before the Four Pillar War, meaning, just as it was for me back then, there wasn't much time to spare.

Fortunately, Kanata had been playing Arcadia diligently for over a year... or maybe not, but at the very least, he wasn't a rookie with less than two months of experience who was lacking in every department.

His experience, knowledge, skills, and abilities—the reserves of 'power' he had built up were simply incomparable to mine from four months ago, when I was in a mad dash to catch up.

In other words, I didn't have to worry about the trouble of teaching a beginner from scratch.

In other words, I just had to think of it not as 'teaching' but as 'helping.'

To begin with, Kanata was already plenty strong. Therefore, what Goldow likely wanted from me was to help him adjust that strength for the Four Pillar War.

"So, to help you adjust as a runner, tell me about yourself, Kanata. Your strengths, your weaknesses, what you're good at, what you're not—the more you can introduce yourself, the better it'll be. I'd also appreciate it if you could share the details of your skills, as much as you're comfortable with."

And I believed that order wouldn't be too difficult a path. Because the most important element for training, his motivation, was—

"Understood!"

—abundantly, overflowing from this self-proclaimed junior, who now looked for all the world like a puppy.

◇◆◇◆◇

"I see, so it was the 'shoes' after all."

"Yes. They're my [Anima]."

First things first, we started with his footwear, which had surprised me during the selection match. The items, which featured striking red accents on a white base, were shaped more like 'big, chunky sneakers' than boots, a design that was subtly rare in Arcadia.

Third-tier Anima, [Rebellion]—it was the source of that special movement akin to a continuous Tremble Slide, possessing performance that could be called exceptional even among mobility-assisting Anima. It was a rare item of the sort that would be called a 'god-tier pull.'

Incidentally, the number one god-tier pull is owned by my partner. But that aside, its details were—

"Isn't this whole thing kinda insane?"

"I think it's insane. The difficulty of controlling it is insane, too."

"That's less an issue with the Anima and more... something else..."

The ability of [Rebellion] was extremely simple: as long as the constraint of alternating left and right was followed, it enabled high-speed movement along a designated route in the form of a 'slide.'

In terms of process, it was 'see, lay the path, follow,' which was honestly very similar to what I do naturally. But... as expected of an Anima, with the systemic support it provided, there were several points of convenience that I honestly envied.

First, simply put, the systemically arranged ability activation made it incomparably easier and more casual than doing it 'naturally' in terms of technical difficulty.

Being able to move your entire body with a feeling similar to activating a skill, where you intuitively start it and 'the rest happens automatically,' is just plain strong. The mental resources you would have spent on controlling your body's movements can be allocated elsewhere, creating a simple advantage.

I doubt anyone would believe me anymore, but I'm just trying to keep a cool face because of my position; I still struggle with it, you know. High-speed light warriors get *super tired*—that's the truth.

Next was a special feature that every AGI-type would envy.

The high-speed maneuverability of [Rebellion] required absolutely no DEX support.

What does that mean? Let's take a look at Kanata-kun's stats.

――――――――――――――――――
◇Status◇
Name: Kanata
Lv: 100
STR (Strength): 100
AGI (Agility): 500
DEX (Dexterity): 100
VIT (Vitality): 150
MID (Mind): 200
LUC (Luck): 100
――――――――――――――――――

The first thing that catches the eye, the notable abnormality, is AGI: 500. It's an agility value that surpasses my current one and matches my own excessive stats from my wilder days.

In Arcadia, as a basic specification, it's recommended to distribute points evenly between AGI and DEX as support for controlling body movement speed... or rather, it's a restrictive build-fixing element that almost no one can defy.

It's not necessary to have the base stats perfectly balanced; you can account for DEX-boosting skills. However, this is the source of every light warrior's headache and the reason why freaks with excessive agility aren't mass-produced.

Simply put, the faster your legs, the more stat points you need.

AGI and DEX are inextricably linked—that's the common sense in this virtual world, but there are exceptions to every rule, so to speak.

Apparently, the high-speed movement enabled by Kanata's 'shoes' automates even the 'motion,' so it doesn't require DEX support at the Anima's top speed.

In other words, as long as he's moving solely with the power of his 'Anima,' the DEX stat is, for all intents and purposes, a useless trinket for Kanata.

"How do you handle control normally?"

"Ah, I wear this. It's an accessory that halves the agility bonus from my stats in exchange for strengthening my strength... [Rebellion] refers to the base stat, not the agility bonus, to calculate its maximum speed, so it all works out quite well."

"That's too good of a match. It's unfair. What about your acrobatics skills?"

"Ah, haha... I get that a lot. For DEX support, I have Idaten. Even with my agility halved to 250, it's still a bit much, but I manage with support from other equipment and just getting used to it."

As Kanata finished his explanation, tucking the pendant accessory back under his clothes, I crossed my arms in deep thought. Along with the understanding that came from learning the details, I thought...

"Somehow, this feels more insane than I thought...? Ah, I mean, in a good way."

"Y-Yes...?"

Of course, with such a powerful effect came firm restrictions.

The maximum distance for a single activation is seven meters, it requires being 'grounded' to activate, if you don't alternate your feet the ability will fail and become unusable for a period of time, you can't lay a path where your body or belongings would touch another object... well, to list them all, the inconvenient restrictions are not few.

But, in conclusion,

"That's a good Anima. It's strong, and more importantly, it's interesting."

"...! Yes! I love it!"

Furthermore, the fact that Kanata uses it so perfectly is what makes it interesting.

On top of that, he has *that* skill, so this guy is, once again, a prodigy. In that case, though I personally like it as well... —

"Alright. Next up, about that twelve seconds thing..."

"Yes! That's a bit special, and hard to explain, but..."

My personal feelings aside, as an Eastern ranker, I was already starting to look forward to the future of this all-too-promising and adorable junior.

Incidentally, this junior has more than double my Arcadia experience.

Oh well, I'll just try not to think too deeply about that from now on.

---

An 'Anima' is a mirror that reflects the player, the embodiment of their way of being.

Thus, in Arcadia, 'praising someone's Anima' is considered an act of bestowing the highest praise upon that player.

Our protagonist would have no way of knowing such common knowledge.



    Chapter 621

    Helping Out

    Afterward, the information sharing session about Kanata's current state continued for a little over an hour.

Starting with his Anima, it moved on to the details of his skills, and even covered his strengths, weaknesses, and combat habits. He said this was the first time he had explained them in such detail to someone else, so it wouldn't be an exaggeration to say I was now the most knowledgeable player about Kanata in this virtual world.

In a game with competitive elements, an 'individual's build' is something that should be kept top secret. However, Arcadia is primarily a cooperative play (PvE) game where you face powerful monsters.

Therefore, my basic style is to 'answer without hesitation if asked.' That said, I went into it with a minimum of reservation, not wanting to pry too deeply... but when I asked one question, he answered ten or twenty, so before I knew it, I had become a Dr. Kanata.

Is this friendly demeanor something reserved exclusively for the object of his respect, the 'Acrobat,' or is it his basic stance toward everyone? But that's beside the point.

Now that the pre-training meeting was over,

"Alright, let's start the training right away."

"I'm ready when you are!"

The next step was, of course, practice.

However, this wasn't some thoughtless 'let's just hit each other and get stronger' plan. What we were about to do was a kind of measurement.

In the vast, white training room, the two of us faced each other, each holding two daggers.

"Just to review, I'm not going to attack. I'll focus solely on defense and evasion. You will keep attacking relentlessly—time is unlimited, until you can't move anymore."

"Not at full power, but at about eighty percent, right!"

"Yeah. Don't get worked up. Stay calm, and don't forget to keep thinking."

In short, it was the same as 'that' time when I first met the [Sword Saint]. Unfortunately, I couldn't gauge an opponent's skill or talent in just a brief exchange.

So, this was Part Two of our mutual understanding sequence, following the verbal meeting.

"Alright, come at me."

"Yes, sir!"

I'll have him show me the current 'depths' of his ability with my own eyes.

◇◆◇◆◇

And so, thirty minutes later.

"—Hk...! *Keho, kuhu*... S-So, this is a ranker..."

"Nah, it's less about being a ranker and more the result of my master's spartan training."

Kanata lay collapsed on the floor, gasping for breath. Beside him, I unsummoned my Bullets and checked on my downed junior. The difference between us was clear, but as for stamina, I had a firm confidence that I could now surpass most veterans, so it couldn't be helped.

If it were an all-out battle where I pushed myself past my limits, it would be a different story, but for a light workout like this... well, I probably wouldn't even get out of breath even if it went on for several hours.

"Sorry... for showing you... such a pathetic... side of me... *uhk*."

"You didn't, so lie there and rest easy. In fact, you were impressive. I was honestly surprised by how much tougher you were than I expected."

However, judging by the general standard I'd learned from interacting with the general player base during the Starry Paradise event, maintaining combat actions at eighty percent strength against a superior opponent for thirty minutes was, seriously, at the level of an exceptional player.

In other words, comparing him to me, who had walked—or rather, sprinted—down the path of hell and heaven that was the [Sword Saint]'s special course, was a mistake. If I were to evaluate Kanata purely on his current abilities, the only words that would come to mind would be 'exceeded expectations.'

...And I needed to make sure I conveyed that with my words.

Ever since my part-time warrior days, I've been the type to praise and nurture my juniors.

"No flattery, you exceeded my expectations. Your stamina, your grit, your sustained concentration—as of now, they're impeccable. With half a month, you'll become a fine runner."

*I guarantee it.* When I gave him a thumbs-up, my words as literal as they came, Kanata, still lying on the floor trying to catch his breath, had his exhaustion-clouded eyes light up noticeably.

They lit up, and he probably tried to say something back, but ended up choking spectacularly. Whoa there, calm down. Don't push yourself while you're cooling down.

"The Four Pillar War is... well, it's embarrassing for me to talk about it since I've only participated once, but anyway, stamina is essential. Especially for us light warriors who consume a lot of mental and physical energy, and even more so for a runner. Ah, it's fine, just stay down."

I stopped Kanata from trying to sit up as I began my explanation, using the break time to lay things out. Again, I was still a Four Pillar novice myself, so it was embarrassing, but...

"You'll probably be forgiven for a bit of clumsiness, but it would be really bad if the runner couldn't run. So for the time being, I'm going to have you focus on improving your stamina."

It was impeccable as of now. But, just as Goldow feared, it wouldn't be enough for the main event. I'm not saying it needs to be inexhaustible, but a toughness of both mind and body that won't break even while being chased by the powerful players of other factions is crucial.

Detailed combat techniques and such can wait for now.

"You can take breaks during the main event, so it's not like you have to run from start to finish. But I'd like you to have enough stamina to keep this up for about an hour."

"An... an hour...?"

I said it casually, but I understood it was difficult.

I meant it when I said I was surprised; Kanata already possesses stamina that rivals or even surpasses the seasoned warriors of the Four Pillars. That's why simply telling him to 'double it' was nothing short of unreasonable.

However, in my opinion,

Considering the potential I had gauged from Kanata through conversation, practice, and actual combat,

"I think I've said it a few times, but I'm here to 'help' with your training. I can't play the grand role of a master or teacher, so I won't just tell you 'do this.' But if you yourself seriously want to do your best, then I'll seriously help you without holding back."

—because it seemed unreasonable, but not impossible.

This wasn't just about his potential; it was a final confirmation, betting on the overflowing enthusiasm he had shown me. When I asked him with my eyes what he would do—

"...I came this far because I admire you, Acrobat."

Kanata, still unable to move and lying on the floor, said something incredibly embarrassing.

"So, there's really no choice for me."

Still looking pained but managing a smile, my junior declared without hesitation.

"Even if it's unreasonable, even if it's impossible, I'll do it. Please, train me."

"...Okay. I've accepted your resolve."

In that case, from here on out, I'll cast aside any real hesitation. I'm still an inexperienced student myself, so I can't make grand declarations about teaching... but still.

"Then, as a little encouragement, how about I share some words from a person I respect?"

"Yes...? Uh, what?"

If I can't even help out a junior who looks up to me as a senpai, I'll surely get a scolding from my master when she returns from wherever she's hiding.

"'If it can be done, you can do it. So believe you can, and give it your all.'"

"...............Yes?"

Brace yourself, Kanata-kun. I'm not as strict as the [Sword Saint], but I'm not as gentle either. I'll praise you to death until you get it right, so be prepared.

Now that that's decided, for our first step—let's enjoy a game of 'tag.'

---

Because he's always doing ridiculously impossible things that push his limits, the protagonist has a strong image of being constantly exhausted. Compared to a player who is still a realistically exceptional person, this is the reality.

What is a 'realistically exceptional person' anyway...?



    Chapter 622

    My Fave is Standing Next to My Fave

    When you have a clear goal and a plan, time tends to fly by in the blink of an eye.

This wasn't just limited to the training of my new junior; I myself was in the midst of learning and growing, both in reality and in the virtual world. My tasks were always piling up.

While helping Kanata, I also honed my own skills and kept an eye on my surroundings, causing the hands of the clock to spin at an incredible speed. Before I knew it, a day had passed, then a week, and then—

"I... did... iiiiiiiiiiiiiiiit...!"

"That was a long moment of感動... well, congrats."

Ten days since the training began, for a total of over fifty hours. In the end, Kanata never once complained and completed the 'Sword Saint-style Tag' to the very end.

His outstretched left hand firmly grasped my right, the hand of the defender, signaling the victory of the attacker, Kanata.

—Since my opponent wasn't the [Sword Saint] herself, it's not a direct comparison, but I have, for all intents and purposes, been given a license to teach this 'tag' game.

I know, what the heck is a license to teach a training method, but that's what Ui-san herself told me, so I have no choice. In terms of battle sense and intuition, I'm far behind her and Irori, but apparently, when it comes to 'reading people,' I'm a cut above them both.

In other words, when it comes to an opponent I've faced *time and time again*, I'm better at 'tag' than both of them. Since he caught me in ten days, it's a result comparable to my own week or so against Ui-san, and Irori's as well.

And of course, Kanata, having survived the infinite hell of tag, was—

"J-Just... a second, please. My emotions are...!"

"You can celebrate as much as you want, you know. Want to shout for joy?"

"That's too embarrassing...!"

—also showing dramatic improvement in the stamina department, which had been a point of concern, in just ten days. He might not have reached the 'double' I had grandly proclaimed, but it was safe to say that a true grit had taken root in him, both physically and mentally.

At first, he would collapse in exhaustion after just an hour of 'tag,' but now, even after five hours straight, he was like this. He was breathing heavily, partly due to his excitement, but at least he was no longer collapsing and unable to move.

Building stamina in a virtual world is ultimately dependent on the skill of avatar control, which involves both intuition and thought. Unlike in the real world, if a person's talent and training method align, it's not impossible to achieve significant growth in a short period.

In other words, as expected of the [Sword Saint].

Honestly, I think 'tag' is a great invention that will go down in Arcadia's history. It should be widely promoted as a mandatory training exercise for all players—

"Alright, congratulations again, from the bottom of my heart, but... you can't just celebrate. We have less than a week until the main event, so this is where it really begins."

Also, Kanata-kun, you can let go of my right hand now.

"Yes...! But—right now, I feel like I can do anything...! I won't get discouraged, so please continue to be strict with me!"

"You haven't been discouraged one bit, which is actually kind of worrying... but well, your enthusiasm is truly wonderful. And I get that feeling of being able to do anything."

It was a personal experience from my own past, and in conclusion, that feeling was correct. That training method dramatically improves stamina and, by extension, the precision of avatar control. The Kanata of today should have fundamentally changed to the level of a different vessel compared to the Kanata of ten days ago.

Things he couldn't do before, he can do now. I could even declare that this change was not just one or two things.

Also, Kanata-kun, please release my right hand now. Do you love your senpai that much?

"Alright, then, let's move on to the next step. About tomorrow's training..."

"Yes!"

Well, it didn't really bother me, so I'd leave it be. More importantly, time was precious. To ensure he could face tomorrow in top condition, it would be best to quickly tell him the next training regimen and get him to bed as soon as possible.

So, the next step was—

"Kanata, you're not shy around people or anything, are you?"

"...Yes?"

—to call in the most helpful assistant imaginable for a light warrior's training.

◇◆◇◆◇

And so, the next night, in the same old training room.

"Right. So, this here is my partner and helper, Sora-san."

"...Um, you look very surprised, but what exactly was the 'so' about? —Ah, um, my name is Sora. It's a pleasure to meet you."

I had summoned none other than my adorable partner.

Normally, after nine in the evening would be bedtime for a girl with a regular schedule, but I had asked her for the unreasonable favor of lending me her strength for a limited time.

Sora had readily agreed with a simple 'yes,' but the problem was her maid. She had listed off a series of plausible reasons why taking a young woman out late at night was not a good idea, and before I knew it, it had been designated as a 'debt,' so I was scared of what would come later.

But that's beside the point... Kanata-kun? What's wrong?

I thought I heard you weren't the shy type, but why have you turned to stone?

"Hey. You okay?"

"...............J-Just, a, moment, please. Excuse me, while I, take a deep breath."

"Seriously...?"

"...?"

He held up one hand as if to say 'hold on, calm down,' and placed the other on his chest, taking deep breaths in and out to cool down.

What is this?

No, wait a minute. Kanata is a guy. Could this be a case of his heart being pierced by the sudden appearance of an angel before him?

Arcadia is said to have a higher female population than other games, but the ratio is still skewed towards males. This is even more true for hardcore combat jobs.

Furthermore, players like Sora, who are genuinely beautiful in personality, voice, and atmosphere, are undeniably rare, and it's only natural that they would attract many eyes and hearts.

Wait, he is a guy, right? His appearance is androgynous, similar to Tetra, and honestly, he has a cute face, but he uses 'ore' as a pronoun, so it's safe to assume he's a guy, right?

—And so, while I was pondering various things, half-serious and half-joking, Kanata recovered from his freeze. Then, for some reason, 'he,' whom I presumed to be male, took a step or two back and,

with a look of grim determination on his cute face, said to us dumbfounded onlookers,

"May I, take one, picture...!"

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

I and Sora-san exchanged glances.

"Um... a picture of Sora?"

"No...! Of the two of you, together...!"

When I asked, the denial and correction were instantaneous.

I had told Sora about Kanata's personality beforehand. That he was motivated, had grit, was friendly, and yet polite—a good kid.

She probably never imagined he would start off their meeting with a mysterious burst of tension and a strange request for a photo. My partner shot me a look full of confusion, but I was ninety-nine percent sure I was making the exact same face.

Well, that's why, since I had the prior information that he wasn't a bad kid...

"U-Um... I-I'm okay with it, but..."

Though deeply confused, Sora-san nodded, figuring a single photo (screenshot) wouldn't hurt. In that case, I couldn't think of any reason to refuse either.

If some random player on the street suddenly asked, "Can I get a pic?" that would be one thing, but with a junior I'd already warmed up to, I figured it would be fine and nodded—

"Thank you so much...!"

—and so we were photographed by a mysteriously and deeply moved Kanata, and our introduction, filled with a strange atmosphere, ended just as strangely as it began.

"I am so, so, so, so, so sorry, my name is Kanata, I didn't even return your greeting, asking for a picture, what was I even do—Hhh!"

"I-It's okay, really! Please don't worry about it!"

Seriously, what was that?



    Chapter 623

    Like Master, Like Disciple

    "—Alright, now that the greetings are done and everyone's settled down... can we move on?"

"I am so sorry..."

"Switch gears quickly and cleanly. That's my motto."

"...! I'll keep that in mind!"

Ignoring the sharp, stabbing gaze from my side that screamed, "You're just saying whatever, aren't you?" I declared the introductions successfully (?) complete and moved on to the next step.

"And now, it's quiz time."

"Haru?"

"No, I'm not messing around, I'm not. I'm actually trying to do this seriously, setting things up in order so it's easy to understand, so please stop with the deadpan look."

I swear I wasn't just going with the flow, but when an outsider with a shallow relationship is involved, Sora-san becomes extremely serious and responsible, and the pressure was on.

You have to approach your work with sincerity. I know that—hey, Kanata-kun, what do you mean by letting your cheeks relax while watching your senpai get scolded?

"Well, it's that. A quiz, or rather, a way to align our understanding, or my personal theory, or the bottom line, or the truth I want to present first... anyway, there's one thing I want to ask."

"Um... yes, what is it?"

It wasn't a particularly big question. That's why—

"Kanata, what do you think is the 'most necessary ability for a light warrior?'"

"The most necessary... Evasive ability, I suppose?"

—I had no doubt that Kanata's answer would match the one I considered correct.

"Correct. Well, 'correct' is relative, everyone has their own opinion, but I'm talking about the bottom line. Evasive ability, survival ability—whatever you call it, *don't die*. That is the foundation and the ultimate goal of a light warrior."

That's what I believe. I don't intend to act as the representative for all light warriors, but since I hold a place among the rankers with that creed, it should have some credibility.

"Light warriors are easy to kill. That's why they can't afford to die. And a light warrior who doesn't die is super strong—sorry, I just made that up on the spot, my apologies."

Having a deadpan supervisor next to me really keeps me on my toes.

"No, um, I get it. That's the very definition of truth, isn't it?"

And having a devoted, serious, and intelligent junior is a blessing. I can't keep showing them my uncool side. It's time to act like a proper senpai.

"Exactly. In the end, a light warrior who dodges every attack and kills the enemy without dying is, at this point in Arcadia, the strongest... or so I believe. It's a common saying in action games that 'fast is strong,' and it's even more true in VR, where you have to track your opponent with your own eyes from the midst of battle."

"That... makes sense. In general discussion about PvP, it's even said that between players of different speed tiers, 'the faster one will almost always win.'"

In reality, someone who is slower will likely be unable to do anything against someone faster. At best, they can only pray that their homing skills or auto-activating counter skills will hit.

The reason Arcadia isn't full of speed-focused light warriors is, by now, obvious. The technical skill requirement is absurdly high, so even if you want to do it, you can't.

However, if you have the talent, there's no reason not to aim for 'the strongest.'

"So, Kanata-kun."

"Eh, y-yes...?"

Rejoice. In my opinion, you are without a doubt a talented individual.

I, the 'Acrobat,' who has been embarrassingly praised by many strong individuals for having 'talent,' will give you my wholehearted seal of approval.

Player Kanata is one of *us*.

"Let's finish it in the remaining week or so—'Kanata, the Absolute Evasion Light Warrior.'"

"...............Yes?"

"I'm sorry, this is my serious face..."

My choice of words doesn't matter. The training time is limited, not abundant, but fortunately, the best possible environment is right here.

Or rather, she's right here.

"Alright, I'll leave it to you, Sora-sensei."

"You don't seem very serious... —No, yes, I understand."

She peered into my heart with suspicion, but must have been convinced that I was approaching my coaching role with utmost seriousness. Retracting her pressure and her quips, my partner nodded and her magic began to glow.

"Well then, um... Kanata-san."

"...! Yes. Um, if possible, no honorifics... at least, please no '-san.' As the one being taught and receiving help, I'd like to maintain a clear distinction."

And so, Kanata made a request to Sora as his name was called. It was probably mostly a pretext; the real reason was likely that being spoken to with honorifics by 'the Acrobat's partner' was just... weird for him.

"S-So... ah... um... —Kanata... kun...?"

Sora dropping the honorifics entirely would have been a shock, so this was the expected landing point.

A beautiful girl shyly trying out his name, and a beautiful boy nodding with a satisfied smile. The picture they made was incredibly heartwarming, and that was all well and good—however,

"Now, then... um... —It won't hurt even if it hits you, so please don't worry."

The next moment, with a single thought from the girl,

"Schwert Kreis."

The peaceful scene was dyed in 'swords.'

A familiar sight brought a sense of intimacy, an unfamiliar one, a sense of awe. Kanata naturally held his breath as a chain of sand-dust swords deployed, threatening to fill the training room.

He was apparently a fan of Sora's, which meant he had definitely seen the archive of the 'White Throne' subjugation battle. He should have known about the magic swords created by [Cradle of Sword-Craft], but seeing them on video and seeing them up close were two different things.

I get how you feel, I really do. Makes you want to laugh and say, "Which final boss are you?"... but if you freeze up in surprise here, the road ahead will be tough.

Because the Sora of today has left her past self far behind.

"—Ruby, if you please."

In response to her call, a small starlit shadow emerged from the girl's own.

The little fox leaped onto her shoulder, playfully rubbing its body against its master's cheek—and at the same time the 'red star' on its neck, the source of its name, glittered, it vanished, *dissipating* like mist.

It vanished and became three tails.

Tentatively named the 'Possession' form. It was the special ability of the little fox, Ruby, the Stardust Beast, Lim, that Sora had subjugated, and it was a problematic ability that had accelerated her already broken power level even further.

And to this...

"Trance."

When Sora-san's own four tails were added, the ultimate form that surpassed even a final boss was revealed.

White fox ears. Four white tails, three black tails, for a total of seven. If she were to reveal this to the public, it would surely cause a Maiden of the Scales Big Bang, a style overflowing with cute components. However, I knew from deep experience that in terms of performance, it was not cute in the slightest.

So Kanata, this is no time to be captivated. Get fired up, okay?

"...And so, as you've probably guessed, you'll be doing evasion training against *this*. The swords are made to be soft, so it's true that it won't hurt if you get hit. You can relax."

"Eh, ah... Huh, no, um, there's nothing relaxing about this!"

"By the way, the control of the sand swords is now in the hands of that little fella from earlier."

"What was that?"

"I had her set it to a pseudo-random mode that even Sora-san can't fully predict. So don't worry, it probably won't become a cakewalk where you just memorize the patterns."

"But I'm telling you, there's nothing relaxing about—"

"It's fine, it's fine. I'll be doing it with you, so use my movements or whatever as a reference."

"You're going to make movements that can actually be used as a reference, right...!?"

While we were frolicking, the master who had entrusted control of the magic swords to her servant quietly moved to the wall and sat down gracefully—in other words, that was the line.

The entire vast training room, right up to the walls, was the stage for our training.

From a distance, my eyes met her amber ones. Sora looked at me, then at Kanata, then back at me with a face that seemed slightly troubled and hesitant, and then—

"Alright, let's try dying for a bit, shall we?"

"How is that word spelled!? Are you sure it won't hurt when it hits!?"

At the very last moment, she cast a final, apologetic, sympathetic gaze at Kanata, and

"—Hk... W-Well then! Let's begiiin!"

With the cutest possible cheer, our fun little hell began.

---

An ideal training environment where a devoted fox girl watches over you. How enviable.



    Chapter 624

    Their Respective Flames

    And so, one hour later.

"—...*Nggh, kahyu*... S-Sorry, I can't go on..."

"Nah, you did great. Nice guts."

After endlessly dodging, being toyed with, and getting showered with sand by the relentless onslaught of dust, Kanata collapsed as if a switch had been flipped. At that moment, the magic swords, which had been flying around with tireless innocence, came to a sudden, simultaneous halt.

The name 'little fox' brings to mind the image of a 'mischievous' creature from a famous children's song, and Ruby does indeed have a strong streak of that... but perhaps it's a gift of Sora-san's education.

She is learning the very commendable consideration of showing concern for her playmate, and the partner of my partner is in the midst of growing into a clever, good child, much like my partner, Sora. But that's beside the point.

"You don't have to reply, as usual, so just listen while you rest."

I had joined the infinite evasion attraction to serve as both an example and for my own practice, just as I had declared I would, but frankly, even I get tired from this. It was no wonder he was at death's door.

"You managed to keep moving for an hour while surrounded by a thousand swords. You must have felt a clear, dramatic improvement in your stamina, right? In other words, your progress is excellent."

So much so that it was beyond excellent. Frankly, it had leaped beyond my expectations.

His talent was a factor, of course, but his overflowing enthusiasm was the key. In a virtual world where feelings become strength, it's no exaggeration to say that the level of one's motivation is directly linked to their growth rate.

"So, you're good to rest with a clear conscience. We'll start again when you can move."

"..., Yes...! Thank you... very much...!"

Even though I tell him he doesn't need to reply, I don't dislike how he almost always says 'thank you' when I praise him. He's an overly perfect junior, full of enthusiasm, dutiful, serious, and with plenty of grit.

And so, it was time for a short break... —well, my destination was obvious.

"Good work, Sora-san."

"Good work to you. ...Though, it was Ruby who did all the hard work."

"Was she really working hard...? I think she probably just thought she was playing."

I headed to my partner's side at the edge of the training room, where she had been idly spending her time, aside from consuming MP to generate and maintain the magic swords.

I couldn't just leave my collaborator and precious partner to herself indefinitely. As I walked over and sat down beside her, the white fox ears on Sora's head twitched.

She probably hasn't noticed her habit of them moving on their own with changes in her emotions—because we around her haven't told her.

Even if we did tell her, it's a mystery whether she could learn to control a part of her body that isn't originally there and is treated as a semi-effect... but we are determined to continue this secret, as allowing this to be corrected would be a loss for the world.

When she finds out, I'll be scolded along with several other notable accomplices.

"W-What is it? Staring at me like that."

"Oh, nothing. Just thinking your tails look extra fluffy today."

"...You're not allowed to touch them."

Sora-san hugged her tails as if to shelter them from me. Although they had no collision detection in a combat sense, you could apparently touch them and feel them if you tried.

In this manner, I have yet to touch them even once, but a single, supremely cute gesture from the personification of cute makes the net result infinitely positive. I won't be greedy and say I'm infinitely envious of the fact that Nia and Ashe have been allowed to touch them.

"Anyway, that's some impressive coordination, as always. I don't think I could win against you in that form."

"Says the person who didn't even get grazed once in an hour..."

"That's only against Ruby's controls, you know? In a real battle where your own controls and you yourself are added to the mix... the matchup is just too bad. I wouldn't stand a chance unless I went for a suicide attack."

"If you resorted to a suicide attack, then I'd be the one who wouldn't stand a chance."

Well, that's what you call a broken counter, I guess.

Her Starlight Magic, Lightning Gale's extreme speed that transcends the realm of time is one thing, but more than anything, my Atiomart -Sakura=Memento- eats up magic swords with a magic-based judgment...

We've both come a long way, haven't we?

"But well, it looks like you're still working on your own challenge, Sora."

"Ahaha... yes. Ruby won't get into it unless I'm in my Trance form."

In the 'training room,' which has the same basic settings as the 'dueling system,' there's no need to worry about MP consumption. The reason Sora changed to her alternate form, which is even more MID-focused than her primary one, is simply because they can't coordinate well otherwise.

The little fox is still in the process of growing into a good child. Ruby is fundamentally a creature of moods, and her performance fluctuates wildly depending on her level of excitement.

However—is it because they're both 'foxes'?

Her good mood lasts longer only when Sora is in her Trance form, so when using 'Possession' like this, it's necessary to activate Trance.

It's a matter of personality... and by extension, individuality, so I don't want to force or correct her.

I called it a challenge, but honestly, there's no solution. We can only hope to deepen our bond over time and that she'll eventually respond with her full strength at any time.

"...Kanata-kun is amazing, isn't he?"

After a few minutes of comfortable, painless silence, where the conversation had died down from both sides, Sora spoke quietly.

I turned to my side and saw a beautiful girl buried in her own tails like a cushion or a body pillow. Resisting the temptation to take a mental screenshot, I nodded in reply.

"Yeah, he is. Besides the rankers and the top-tier progression players, there are probably a lot more guys like Kanata in Arcadia."

In a world without end, endless growth is promised.

As long as an unquenchable fire is lit in their hearts, like Kanata's, the number of 'special' individuals in this world will literally increase without end.

Just like us, who have sworn to keep walking, hand in hand with the partner by our side.

"—...Sora-san, we're in front of someone. Restrain yourself."

"...! I-I wasn't doing anything."

For no particular reason, our eyes met. That was all.

Just from that, my partner, who can read the color of my heart, seemed to be influenced by my vague, sentimental mood and gently extended her own warmth to me.

When I stopped her, her small hand hastily withdrew... was it an unconscious action or not? Probably due to her agitation, both her ears and tails were trembling.

From the day we first held hands, my partner has remained as adorable as ever.

And because of that, I can't stop the feeling of wanting to spoil her.

"Well, you know—later."

I took my left hand, which her warmth had just approached, and, avoiding the 'no touching' fox ears, placed it on the girl's head. I stood up and quickly left Sora's side, taking emergency refuge by the still-collapsed Kanata for both our sakes.

The body heat I felt from my palm was a searing, soaking warmth, but,

"Yo, Kanata. How you doing?"

"A-A little longer, is that okay...?"

"Not at all. Rest up."

—I'm sure the temperature I conveyed was something similar.

It was a stroke of luck for a senpai who must always maintain his cool that Kanata, who was still locked in a passionate embrace with the ground, was unable to look up.



    Chapter 625

    Habitual Night Owl

    "—Huh, seeing you at this hour is rare. What are you up to, senpai?"

"So, self-proclaimed junior number one appears."

It was past midnight, after one in the morning. Some time had passed since I had parted ways with the dead-tired Kanata and the sleepy Sora. It was the witching hour, and I was, as usual, occupying the sofa in the clan home's common space when the other half of the two-person Azure Sky Clan, besides myself, showed up.

"...I know the circumstances, but if you call me that again, I'm going to slap you. It's kind of annoying."

As always, Tetra was a complete night owl, and even in the dead of night, his sharp tongue was in top form. I let out a wry smile at the thought of my two contrasting juniors, but he returned it with a nonchalant expression, seemingly unconcerned.

"Besides, senpai, why are you always relaxing here? Doesn't that defeat the purpose of having your own room?"

"My room only has a bed and a rack for displaying my retired equipment..."

"You're overflowing with money, right? You should buy some furniture to make it more comfortable. Because of you, even Sora-senpai has started to space out over here when she's alone."

"How cute. As expected of my partner."

"...Could you really stop with the lovey-dovey talk when it's just me lately?"

Even if you say so.

He complains this and that, but he casually sits down on the sofa across from me, not next to me, and clearly intends to keep me company. He's a junior who has opened up to that extent.

He knows everything anyway, so there's no need to put on a front with Tetra.

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

"Stop staring at me. It's embarrassing."

"Don't say weird things on purpose with that appearance. Your Magic Craft is getting pretty good. For two months, that's a nice pace, isn't it?"

It's said that the MID stat probably doesn't directly affect the intricacies of Magic Craft work, but for both MP efficiency and just the mood of it, wanting to do it with higher magic power is the nature of a gamer who believes in jinxes, or rather, human nature.

Therefore, when I use the Magic Craft skill, I'm basically in my alternate form. I'm used to it by now, but... in the beginning, even Tetra had a hard time making eye contact with me when I was in this form.

Should I be exasperated at how my appearance gacha turned out, or should I be amused by the surprisingly cute and innocent side of this boy—

No, I'm the last person who should be talking about innocence.

"Well, I'm already under the care of a top-tier artisan... I'm still practicing diligently, but whether the day will come when I actually have to put my skills to the test on my own is an eternal mystery."

"It might never come."

"If that's the case, then that's fine by me."

To begin with, my main goal is to be of some use in that regular event.

"Alright, I'm going to concentrate for a bit, so wait."

"Yeah, yeah, do your best. ...By the way, did you know that not breaking your crafting formula while in conversation is actually an advanced-level technique? Not bad, senpai."

"Don't try to distract me so obviously...!"

In the palm of my hand. I began to put the finishing touches on my 'practice,' which had gradually been upgraded from the boar tusk of before to now handling low-quality gems.

Arcadia's Magic Craft process varies from artisan to artisan, but for now, my process... or rather, my work scene, is very similar to my teacher's, Nia's.

The countless magic circles that expand from the material as a base, forming a sphere. Nia, who rotated them one by one with a *kashari kashari* sound, called it a 'puzzle,' but my image is a little different.

Making the information of a 'thing' that exists freely and whimsically float up—spinning it, layering it, arranging it, swapping it, removing it, combining it............ and creating a path.

The moment a magical 'hand' passed through the completed, straight path, the magic circles that composed the formula vanished in a particularly strong flash of light.

And what was left was a small accessory.

"Mmmmmm... sub-par."

I picked it up and gave my critique. It was a single, orthodox-shaped ring.

The gem used was a 'diamond,' but it was a low-quality item, incomparable to the monster on my left middle finger, my matching ring with my partner—Perdia Eternity, the Earth-Sworn Star that Dreams of the Azure Sky.

To begin with, even if it's a diamond, it's a *normal* diamond. The stone, about the size of my pinky nail, would be worth a fortune in reality, but in this fantasy world, a simple gem with no special properties or abilities is synonymous with a pebble.

"Well, it is sub-par. But that's exactly why I think it's impressive."

Then, Tetra snatched the ring from my fingertips and offered a surprising and incomprehensible comment. I tilted my head, wondering what he meant, and the boy held the ring up to the light.

"Even though the things you're making are still mediocre, you've firmly established your own formula—as expected, senpai, your self-contained thought process is genius-level."

He said something like that, which was probably his way of complimenting me, but I was at a loss. I'm sorry, but I had no idea what he was talking about.

"...No, I don't think you can call it my own formula, probably. This is, at best, just an arrangement of Nia's 'puzzle.'"

"What are you talking about? Yours is completely different from Milmarinus's. Clumsy or rough aside, it's a completely different thing. Why don't you ask her yourself? I think she'll slap you."

"Is everyone trying to slap me or something?"

My interest was piqued by the mystery he presented, so I tried to ask another question while making a retort—but it seemed tonight's time was up.

Just like a whimsical cat, Tetra placed the ring on the table, hopped off the sofa, and started walking away with a casual wave of his hand.

"I don't mind the small talk, but I'm not about to play teacher. See you."

He says that, but what a tsundere.

"Yep, see ya. ...If you keep staying up late, you won't grow taller."

My added teasing remark was casually brushed aside with another flick of his hand... The boy touched the entrance door of the home, which also served as a transfer gate, and vanished in a blue light.

"............Haa, honestly."

How old is that self-proclaimed kid, really?

I'm in no position to talk, but among the rankers of all factions, it's rare to find someone with as little real-world information as Tetra. He certainly has a childish side, but more than that, there are times when I can't help but think, "Is he older than me?" and that thought lingers in my mind.

In my extremely limited memories of youth, there was no high school boy who could read the room, be considerate, have the courage of an adult, and be so logical and calm in his thinking.

If we're talking about that, Sora is much the same, but... truly, in many ways, the virtual world is a strange place. But that's beside the point.

"Time to go, I guess."

The scheduled time was 3:00 AM, real-world time.

The meeting place wasn't that far, so I could get there in a flash if I ran... but since the other party seemed scary when angered, I decided to act with plenty of time to spare.

Surprisingly, unexpectedly, and surprisingly again, this was an invitation from them.

I couldn't let this opportunity slip by. I had to aim to become good friends.



    Chapter 626

    Silver Stands Side-by-Side in the Night's Silence

    From the clan home to the Safe Area district, and from there, using the 'Ranker's Key' as a pass, I took a series of transfer gates to the Frontier district (provisional).

Since it's scheduled to be opened to the public after the Four Pillar War, it's still sparsely populated, but the artisan players in charge of construction are stationed here, working hard every day, so it's not completely deserted.

Furthermore, as a precaution and as part of their duties, raid-sized personnel, mainly from the Southern Faction, are deployed on a rotating basis—but as it's the dead of night, there are very few people to be seen.

After exchanging subtle greetings from a distance with those I'd become acquainted with through my repeated visits, I leaped onto a rooftop.

When it was first identified as a potential outpost, it was a desolate plateau, but now, while it's still a far cry from being on par with the Safe Area, it has developed to a scale that can be modestly called a 'town.'

Therefore, there was no shortage of buildings to use as footholds.

"............Hah, this is really something."

As I ran, my long white hair trailing behind me, I couldn't help but mutter to myself at the sight below. It couldn't be helped; the chance to witness a fantasy where a town is built in just a few months is something that could never happen in reality.

Let alone being one of the key players in its creation.

'Alv Portal,' which was unlocked by the subjugation of the 'White Throne,' is, as its name suggests, a complete version of the transfer gate with no restrictions on its installation distance.

With a means of long-distance instant travel that broke through the conventional '100-kilometer radius from the Great Bell Tower' restriction, the players' range of activity was supposed to expand explosively.

If it weren't for the restriction that required a cooldown of about four months after each installation.

To be precise, it seems that for some reason, the stock of installable gates increases after each 'Four Pillar War.' Is it like receiving a blessing by entertaining the goddess or something? I have no way of knowing, but if that's the case, then so be it.

There's a world of difference between zero and one. Being able to expand even just three times a year is a blessing in itself. And so, where to place the precious first one became crucial.

Too close, and there's little new benefit. But the farther away you go, the higher the field's danger level jumps, and the difficulty of establishing a base increases proportionally.

The place chosen was the 'Outside,' a chaotic zone where safe havens and deadly areas are jumbled together. In terms of greatly expanding the range of activity, it was more than adequate, and if the optimal location was chosen, ensuring safety should not be impossible... or so it was thought.

We gathered information from those who were regulars in the demonic lands, led by a certain 'Traveler,' and I used my legs to the fullest to conduct a thorough on-site investigation. The place I found was here.

Approximately 10,000 kilometers from the Great Bell Tower, a huge circular plateau surrounded by fields of relatively safe difficulty. A gap in the stark nature, with no prior inhabitants.

Compared to the Safe Area, which is surrounded by a vast forest, this area was rich in mineral resources, even from a cursory survey, making it convenient for improving the balance of supplies. It also met various other criteria I was looking for, so the first candidate site was decided on the same day.

From there, we issued a proclamation to the general players under the names of the four faction representatives, actually opened the portal, recruited construction and guard teams, and started the development plan...

Well, after all sorts of hardships, we've made it this far.

I'm really looking forward to seeing how the Frontier will develop from here.

◇◆◇◆◇

And so, at the edge of the townscape that I had grown fond of, as if it were my own child—though not quite. As I landed near the half-finished building designated as the landmark, I quickly found the conspicuous silver.

"—You waited?"

"Didn't wait. You trying to be funny?"

It was only our third time meeting, but I felt like I was already used to that sullen face.

That said, I figured this was just her default expression, so I had no intention of being bothered or intimidated by it. The fair lady of the 'Screen' seemed to be in a good mood tonight, and that was all that mattered.

"............Nah, that was a bad move after calling you out here. My bad."

"It's fine. I don't care about stuff like that."

And so, her strangely honest and dutiful tsundere Yurayura attribute was also present and accounted for.

I want to introduce Sora to this person... I can just picture a delinquent being easily converted to the light, or something like that—

"...My bad, but if you don't wipe that annoying look off your face, I'm taking back my apology, got it?"

"Feel free to take it back. Let's just be casual with each other. Did you just click your tongue at me?"

"Seriously, what is with this guy, so hard to deal with..."

She ran a hand through her ever-present hair that covered her eyes, giving me a suspicious look. Even if you make that face, I can tell you're just flustered, not actually annoyed.

And if I'm certain she's not annoyed from her reaction, then with this type of person, holding back is just a detour. If I want to become friends, I just have to be straightforward and close the distance.

If I genuinely make her angry, then I'll just sincerely apologize. As long as she understands I'm not just messing around, Yurayura-shi seems like the type of person who would forgive me.

"So, about what you wanted to talk about. You need something from me?"

On a related note, I figured she was the type who genuinely disliked long, pointless small talk. So, after enjoying the opening jabs, it was best to get straight to the point.

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

"Stop staring at me. It's embarrassing."

"You're really hard to deal with. You clown."

"Takes one to know one, star of the silver screen."

And then, he or she let out a heavy sigh.

"...—I heard from Lu. You guys met a 'Dragon,' right?"

The question she spun was about the adventure from almost two weeks ago.

"Mmm... 'met' is one way to put it, I guess."

"I don't care about the phrasing. You met it, saw it, you were there, right?"

"Well, yeah, that's true. I saw it."

When I nodded in response, Yurayura-shi stared straight into my eyes for a moment, and then.

"Its name?"

"Novem."

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

When I spoke the name of the 'Dragon' from my memory... it seemed like she fell silent, but was it my imagination that her lips moved slightly, silently mouthing, "So it's true?"

...Hmm. Hmm?

"You know something?"

"...If you say I know something, I do. If you say I know nothing, then I really know nothing."

And, this probably also implies, "I have no intention of telling you." I was given a cryptic reply... but well, this is probably it.

It's probably best to wait until we're a bit closer before I press any deeper.

"Besides, didn't you hear the name from Lux?"

"Yeah, so this is just confirmation. ...His mouth doesn't lie, but whether you can trust him completely is another story. This time, he sent me a message as if he just remembered it after more than ten days, and then he went silent."

"Ah..."

He's basically a free spirit who acts on a whim... wait, what? Are Yurayura-shi and Lux connected somehow?

Like, fellow solo travelers?

"Well, it's not like you're particularly trustworthy either."

"What was that?"

"Take a look at yourself. Being so friendly from our first meeting."

Ha, sorry, but I have to say it. If I pretended to be genuinely hurt and got depressed right now, I'm confident that the fair lady before me would start flustering in a second.

"Anyway, about the 'Dragon.' You don't have any video recordings left, do you?"

"Hm, I have some, yes."

"Any plans to release them?"

"Undecided."

I've already reported on the cave to Goldow and Ashe.

That naturally included the matter of Novem, the Dragon Who Governs the Earth, and since the information was so significant, sharing it with the public, including the video, is on hold for now...

"Would it be bad if I released it?"

"Nothing like that. But, if you're willing, could I have the recording data?"

"Mmm...?"

"I won't use it for anything weird, I'll just watch it personally. I promise."

I had no idea what was going on, but her voice and gaze were quite serious. The reason was unclear, but it was obvious that the 'Dragon' held some sort of significance for Yurayura-shi.

In that case,

"—Here you go."

I quickly tapped the system window I had opened, objectified a copy of the recording data linked to my avatar, and held it out to her.

Seeing the marble-like object with a rainbow-colored swirl inside, the person who had requested it looked surprised for some reason, her eyes widening as if involuntarily.

"...You're giving it away too easily."

"Not to just anyone."

It wasn't a fragile item. I tossed it lightly, and Yurayura-shi caught it securely, staring at the sphere in her hand for a few seconds—

"I'll give you something in return."

—and after importing it into her own system window, she took out another item... a large, familiar scroll from her inventory and tossed it back to me in return.

I know this, it's map data.

"Your affinity was 'Water,' right?"

"That is correct."

"Then this should be useful. It marks the locations of all individuals of the Great Water Spirit, Rapharn."

"...............Huh?"

For a moment, I didn't understand what she had said and let out a stupid sound. The lord of the 'Screen' had a triumphant look on her face.

As if to say she had finally broken my pace, she smiled with what seemed like good humor, which only emphasized her already frighteningly beautiful features and made her gender even more of a mystery.

But more importantly.

"Weren't there only two 'Water' spirits whose locations were known?"

They were the same kind as the Great Ice Spirit Guardian, Epel, whom I had fought in the past.

The special enemies in Arcadia that bear the title 'Great Spirit' are said to have four individuals for each element, with the same name and appearance, existing in various locations around the world.

And the only one whose four locations were all known was the Great Thunder Spirit, Repica. The grand reward obtained by defeating them, which became widely known through information brought by none other than the [Sword Queen], is famous enough for even me to be aware of it.

By defeating all the Great Spirits corresponding to one's own magic affinity in a non-raid party, one can obtain a special skill that greatly enhances their magic.

Needless to say, it's an element that every player with magic skills would be desperate for. In that case, information about undiscovered Great Spirits would naturally be—

"I knew. That's all."

—something that shouldn't be tossed around so casually.

"It's not like I planned to monopolize it from the start. I just kept quiet because it was a lot of trouble, and I was following the style of a senior traveler—if you're going to make it public, do it under your own name."

"Seriously...?"

"If it's too much trouble for you too, just leave it to the old man or the queen. ...But, don't mention my name then either. That's the balance for my gift."

And just like that, the responsibility for the information was pushed onto me.

No, I mean, if you consider it payment for information that isn't solely mine to hold anymore, it's a massive piece of information that's more than enough change... but.

Seriously... what should I do with this? Publicizing it on someone else's behalf is a huge pain—

"So that's that, see ya."

"What's that?"

"Sorry for calling you out so suddenly. Good night."

"Ah, yes. Huh? Ah, good ni—you're running away...!"

And with a flick of her hand, the lord of the 'Screen' logged out.

In the end, I wasn't clear on what any of that was about, and now I had an unexpected information bomb in my hands. Honestly, what had she done?

"Hey, my good night's sleep...!"

Just when I have more things to think about, my mind becomes sharp and clear.



    Chapter 627

    Girls' Get-Together

    The next day—or rather, still the same day.

After all that, I failed to get any real sleep and ended up passing out around five in the morning. Consequently, I blew right through the morning and woke up early in the afternoon.

It's summer break from university, and I have Kanata's training session tonight, so I can justify the temporary and necessary disruption to my sleep schedule. But… for today, of all days, you could say my timing was terrible.

Even if I had been up since morning, the present situation wouldn't have changed, but I would have at least been a little more mentally prepared.

And so, with that said, allow me to describe the somewhat fantastical scene currently unfolding in my humble abode—a room in the Yotsuya Dormitory—at three in the afternoon.

The main stage is the living room, which is furnished with a large table and sofa.

It's not exactly cramped, but spread across the tabletop is an assortment of what look like expensive store-bought sweets, alongside handmade treats of such quality they could be mistaken for them.

And lined up amicably on the sofa are three heads of hair: one white, one black, and one blonde.

I mean, look, I knew you were planning on *doing something* soon, but…

Could you please spare a thought for the guy who gets ambushed on the day of? The doorbell rang, I opened it, and there was the young lady of the Yotsuya family. To put it mildly, I was dumbfounded.

And more importantly…

"Can a girls' party held in a guy's room truly be called a girls' party?"

"You're in a separate category."

"For a lot of reasons, we'd be in trouble if you weren't here, Haru."

*"If we count Haru-chan, we're all girls!"*

"Hey, you, the last one. You asking for an extra-bitter espresso?"

Behind the assembled ladies, on the other side of the sofa's back, I was busy preparing drinks in the kitchen. I muttered my complaint, but it seemed all three of them heard me perfectly.

This is random, but I feel like my real-world eyesight has been getting mysteriously better lately.

It's not that far, but being able to clearly read Nia's small *words* from a distance has to be pretty impressive, right?

I wonder if that gift has some strange magic cast on it besides the disguise effect—

As if to escape reality, I turned my exceptionally sharp eyes toward the window, but the only thing visible through the high, narrow window—likely placed that way for security—was the unchanging sky.

The blinds are usually open, letting in plenty of sunlight, but according to Nagomi-san, it's designed so that no one can see in from the outside, no matter how hard they try.

I try not to think too deeply about how that works. It's probably one of those one-way mirror things. It must be.

It's just Yotsuya Development being Yotsuya Development.

"…Alright—here's your coffee, black."

"Thank you."

"Sora-san, a caffè latte, no sugar."

"Thank you very much."

"And an espresso for the cheeky one."

*"Right, right. Thanks for the espresso with two sugars and lots of milk!"*

And for me, a caffè latte with two sugars. And with that…

"Well then, ladies, please make yourselves at home…"

I tried to make a swift retreat to my bedroom, but two pairs of arms shot out from the sofa and caught me. At the same moment, Alicia, who had somehow teleported in front of me, snatched the cups from my hands so as not to spill them. It was a display of perfect coordination.

"Why?!"

"More importantly, why did you think you could escape this situation?"

"I told you, we'd be in trouble if you weren't here!"

*"You're not getting away that easily!"*

And so, that's how things stood at three o'clock snack time.

The siege of the girls' party, which had been set up while I was fast asleep, was perfectly executed. Even if that weren't the case, I was likely cut off from any intel intentionally. There was no escape route left for me.



    Chapter 628

    Scary is Cute

    It was a classic, straightforward Japanese horror film.

A hit from a few years back, it was known for its meticulous and faithful adherence to the fundamentals of the genre rather than trying anything clever. I'd never seen it, but I knew it by name.

It wasn't the type that relied mainly on jump scares—using loud noises to startle you—but rather one that focused on atmosphere, slowly building a creeping sense of dread.

I'm not particularly averse to horror, so I probably would have enjoyed a well-regarded film like this.

But that's only if I'd been able to watch it *normally*.

—And so, ten minutes after the movie started.

"…! …!?"

"What are you even trembling at? That's definitely just an extra taking a walk, she has nothing to do with the story. And look at the cute Shiba Inu."

I couldn't help but jab at Nia, who had been freaking out at everything on screen since the opening credits, long before anything remotely scary had happened.

—Thirty minutes later.

"…The, the window…"

"Right, the window, I saw something too. It's okay, calm down. Take a deep breath and slowly release my left arm. Putting your neighbor in an armbar has no exorcising effect!"

As the film began to reveal its true colors and the horror elements started to trickle in, Alicia would react with a flat, emotionless voice while tightening her grip on me. I tried to placate her.

—Forty minutes later.

"Sora-san, you alive… awake? You haven't moved a muscle."

"……………………I'm watching, properly."

"I-I see."

While scared, it seemed her curiosity was winning out. I was impressed with how she was able to watch the movie so intently, like a good girl.

—And then, one hour in. During the story's climax.

"That's just a prop."

"She's started stating the obvious! Hey, wait, you…! If you're going to start chanting affirmations, at least calm down! What did my left arm ever do to you?!"

"The people who died are all still alive. This is a work of fiction."

"Hey! Look away from the film and face reality for a second!"

Your voice is trembling, Princess. I'm honestly surprised. I never thought you were the type to get scared like this. And it's not just my left arm, now my right one too!

"—, —…! ———!"

"I don't understand! I can't understand you if you shake my hand infinitely in two different ways! And your grip is so strong! Where does a slender arm like yours get that kind of power?!"

"————————!!!"

"Listen to me, you two!"

With Alicia escaping into the fictional world and Nia letting out literally voiceless screams, there was no chance for me to enjoy a peaceful movie viewing. Time passed without me absorbing more than a few fragments of the plot…

"………………"

At some point, the one girl who had become completely engrossed was the only one properly enjoying the film.

◇◆◇◆◇

"I'm never watching a horror movie with this group again."

"'We're sorry.'"

It had been a little over ninety minutes. I made my declaration, sunk in an exhaustion that had nothing to do with the film's horror, and received apologies from both sides.

I know that people react to fear differently, and it can't be helped, but as the one who was subjected to joint locks and had his hand nearly crushed, I think I'm allowed to complain a little.

Though when they apologize so sincerely, I don't mind forgiving them in a heartbeat.

For now, I'll just rewatch this movie by myself when I have the time… A post-movie discussion doesn't seem likely to go anywhere, so here's a topic unrelated to the film.

"I was honestly pretty surprised… Alicia-san."

"What is it?"

"You're actually unusually bad with horror, aren't you?"

"…………"

She averted her gaze. Was it out of embarrassment, or was she just being a sore loser?

"…I wasn't always this bad. It's all Arcadia's fault."

"What do you mean?"

"The virtual world, VR technology, AR technology, AI technology—so many things I thought were impossible have been overturned. If seemingly occult, magic-like technology exists… then I can no longer say for sure that unscientific beings like ghosts don't exist either."

"Ahhh…"

That was a more logical reason than I expected. That, combined with her concise and deeply convincing way of speaking, told me the Sword Queen was back to her usual self.

Now, for the person to my right.

"Nia-chan?"

"…………"

"Come on, spit it out. You're under suspicion of putting my right hand in a vise grip."

*"Don't make me sound like I have monstrous strength!"*

I'd say it's at least above average for a girl. Being healthy is a good thing.

*"It's not like that. I'm fine with foreign horror or monster movies, just like a normal person."*

"I see. So with Japanese horror, you're more than just a little terrified."

*"I can't help it! When I was little, my dad traumatized me by scaring me with all sorts of youkai, ghosts, and Japanese horror culture! He's just as mean as you are!"*

"Getting mad at me with such an acrobatic tangent doesn't help…"

Also, I'm sorry, but besides the fact that she called him "Dad," not much else registered.

With a daughter like her, he must have doted on her immensely. As a fellow man, I can understand why her father might have felt the urge to tease her.

Most guys never really outgrow their childish side, no matter how old they get.

—And now, for the last one.

"Sora-san, you seemed surprisingly okay with it, huh?"

I turned to my partner, who, by the end, had visibly relaxed and was staring intently at the screen, unfazed by the storm of horror.

And to bring some peace to my own heart, could you please get off my lap now—the fact that I even hesitate for a moment before saying that out loud is a testament to how soft I am on Sora.

From the other two, I've been told to "spoil her as much as you want," but blatant favoritism isn't something to be proud of, so I have to exercise some restraint… or so I tell myself.

She turned to me when I called, her face innocent. I'm so weak to that guiltless expression.

"When I'm with people, it's surprisingly okay. Um, well, because it was lively."

"Ah, you mean the thing where you calm down when there's someone more scared than you are…"

I get it, I totally get it. That was especially true for me this time.

I didn't feel any fear from the screen itself, but I did feel my life was in danger from both sides. I don't understand why I was the one screaming for reasons other than the horror on screen—

"But, you see. Um…"

"Yeah. Yeah?"

Sora, looking no worse for wear, continued to speak with a troubled expression. What's more, instead of getting off my lap, she pressed her back even closer against me…

"I've always been this type of person, but…"

"What type of person?"

After a slight hesitation, she confessed in a small voice.

"—Tonight, I probably won't be able to sleep."

"Ah… *that* type of person."

In other words, the real horror begins after the movie is over. The kind where you imagine a presence behind you in the shower, or feel something at the foot of your bed. I see, I see… In that case, there's only one thing to say. She's so—

"'Cute.'"

I barely managed to swallow the self-destructive comment, "You're all cute (look who's talking)," just in the nick of time.



    Chapter 629

    Re: Summons

    "—Oh?"

After sealing away the horror film that had caused a different kind of pandemonium, we moved on to watching a thrilling, flashy superhero action movie as a palate cleanser. A little while into it…

I used to get excited with every scene of the superheroes' exploits… but now,

I found myself watching with a strange mix of nostalgia and wonder, thinking about how I do similar things in the virtual world. Just then, the sudden chime of the doorbell called to me.

Having already escaped the encirclement and taken up a position behind the sofa—telling myself I'd had enough—I smoothly left the home theater under the watchful gazes of the three young ladies.

Since I wasn't expecting anyone, there were only two possibilities. I headed for the entrance without even checking the intercom and opened the door…

"Well, hello there."

"Hey there. Hello."

Standing in the hallway was the aide to President Yotsuya himself, one half of our dormitory's management and our exclusive chef. Hmm, judging by his sharp suit…

"Are you heading out?"

"Just for a bit. So, sorry, but the restaurant will be closed tonight."

"Got it. …But if that was all, you would've just sent a message, right?"

The fact that he came all the way to my room meant he had some other business—when I asked him as much without saying it, Nagomi-san smiled. "You know me well," he said.

"You've been summoned. Could you make some time for a meeting—ah, it's not urgent. Whenever it's convenient for you is fine, of course."

…And that was that.

It felt like déjà vu; I'd heard that line before. Anyone else would be confused, but I understood perfectly.

"So he's been flying around for two months straight… He's really unbelievably busy, huh?"

"Oh, absolutely. It's rarer for him to be in the country."

The one calling for me was none other than the president of Yotsuya Development, Yotsuya Togo.

He is Sora Yotsuya's—Sora-san's—father, a global celebrity whose fame currently rivals that of the Sword Queen. He is known as the father of VR technology.

Mr. Togo and I were scheduled to meet two months ago… at the beginning of July, to be precise, but he had to cancel on the day of due to an urgent matter.

Not only could he not come, but he was leaving Japan immediately. He called me personally, and I, waiting in the Yotsuya HQ reception, understood it couldn't be helped and agreed to reschedule—which brings us to now, finally getting another chance.

"In that case, I'm free anytime… Ah, should we set it for sometime after the next two weeks? Like, the end of next month?"

I've become busier than the average person myself, but compared to him, it's still night and day. Even setting aside the fact that he's my precious partner's father, there's no shortage of reasons to be considerate, so I have no complaints about adjusting to his schedule.

In fact, if he just gives me a shout when he has a free moment, I'll come running.

"Ah, no, this time, any day is really fine. He always stays here for a week before and after the Four Pillar War, and he shouldn't have any outside appointments for a while."

"Oh, is that so? Well then, the day after… the next day after the Four Pillar War? I'll probably be dead the day after. I can match his time."

"Yes, I think that will be fine. I'll let the president know."

"Okay, thank you."

We came to an agreement, and another appointment was carved into my early September schedule. 'Re-summoned to Yotsuya HQ'—seven words of a pretty insane scale by any normal standard.

Now then, I wonder what this is all about—

Just as we wrapped things up, Nagomi-san was about to say his goodbyes and leave when his eyes shifted behind me, and a grin spread across his face.

"Oh my. Have I interrupted something?"

"…You knew Sora was here from the start, didn't you?"

I didn't even need to look to know, but I glanced over my shoulder and saw three cute faces peeking out from the living room. What are you three doing?

"Hello, it's been a while. You look well."

"I-It's been a pleasure to see you again."

The youngest of the ladies gave a faltering response to Nagomi-san's wave.

…Nagomi Kazuharu is part of Yotsuya Development, so in that sense, he's an 'insider,' but he doesn't seem to be deeply involved with the Yotsuya family itself.

His relationship with Sora is apparently just that of an 'acquaintance.'

—A fact I know is mostly due to the wishes of an overprotective maid. Still, 'Yotsuya,' in both senses of the word, is full of mysteries.

I still don't know why a former chef is serving as the aide to the president of Yotsuya Development.

"Well, I've taken up enough of your time. See you later."

"Right. Not that you were a bother. If you didn't have plans, I would have invited you to the home theater. We have a mountain of the maid's handmade afternoon tea sets, you know."

"A very tempting offer, but I'll take a rain check."

With that, the president's aide left as cleanly as he arrived, leaving behind a cheerful smile and a wave.

Well, work is work. I guess I'll just have to keep fighting my lone battle here—and just as I thought that, who's this tugging on my sleeve?

"What's up?"

I turned around to find the three beautiful stooges had disbanded.

Alicia had probably read the room and dragged Nia back to the sofa. Only Sora-san had come over to me.

"I'm sorry, I heard a little… um, I overheard."

"I'm impressed you can admit to eavesdropping."

She gave me a light slap in response to my casual teasing—was it a protest or embarrassment?

"It's just a summons from your father. I'll go after the Four Pillar War is over."

"…Yes."

I couldn't read any particular thoughts from her expression. Her feelings for her family aside, her emotions toward 'Yotsuya Development,' the company that runs the virtual world, remain a mystery.

That's fine. If the day comes when Sora wants to talk about it, I'll listen.

So for now, I just—

"…If he asks you to do anything unreasonable, please tell me."

"Of course. I'm counting on you, partner."

All I need to do is trust her, be at ease, and face things with her. As long as we don't let go of each other's hands, there's nothing to fear, no matter what happens.

Besides, and this is far from a minor point…

*'Stare…'*

"May I join you?"

Peeking out again, the other two shot a deadpan look at our closeness.

I'm blessed with more than enough reliable allies.



    Chapter 630

    Interlude

    *"—And we're back again! It's time for the virtual world of Arcadia's grand festival, held every four months! The eleventh… Four Pillar War!"*

*"We're less than thirty minutes from the start! Let's get this party started with our usual pre-show special, 【Quad War Before】!!"*

*"Your host, as always, is me! Nonomiya Mikan, also known as the Western Faction Vestol's third seat, [Colorful Beauty] Nonomi!"*

*"Less than twenty-six minutes to go! Minus commercials and all that, we've got less than twenty minutes! Seriously, same as always, there's way too much to talk about and not enough time! Why is this always a thirty-minute slot?! What's up with that, producer?!"*

*"Anyway, let's start with the basics! The Four Pillar War kicks off tonight at 8 PM and runs until midnight, for a total of four hours—"*

◇◆◇◆◇

"She's even more hyped than usual."

"I love Nonomi-chan."

Gathered in a spacious home theater was a group of four university students. Watching the information program on the big screen, they exchanged words that were, unexpectedly, the same as they'd said once before.

*"This time, it's not even a question of what to watch! Centered around the eternally trending Acrobat-san, we're expecting even more excitement than last time—"*

"The ninth-ranked rookie from last time is now the fourth-ranked star everyone knows about."

"His rise to prominence was insane, but his progress is even more insane. That's our hero for you."

"The fact that he still has nothing but room to grow is, frankly, a little crazy."

And yet, four months had passed.

Everything was vastly different from that day in the past… Both on the screen and off, the friends, their relationships, their gazes, and their words had all changed color as they watched the present unfold.

*"And yours truly miraculously connected with him and is now friends with the star! How about that, everyone, aren't you jealous? Aren't you jealous of me, who has been gallantly saved by, gotten angry at, been scolded by, and even received exasperated looks from Haru-chan in the flesh?! I bet you are!"*

"She's really going for it…"

"I love how the 'too much to talk about' problem is mostly just Nonomi-chan going wild—anyway, setting that aside… Kae-de-chaaan?"

"Wha-what?! What is it, Shoko-chan?"

Beside her as always were her lively childhood friends.

Kaede, who had been looking at her phone on top of a cushion she was hugging while smiling fondly next to her best friend, let out a yelp as Shoko, once again, teased her just as she had before.

"What's with the secret meeting, *Manager*?"

"I-I'm not having a secret meeting. It's thirty minutes to the start, he's not even here in the real world…!"

Just as Kaede mentally sighed in relief at Shoko's instant acceptance, her best friend betrayed her, snatching the phone from her hands.

"—That's right. It seems 'having a secret meeting' is incorrect. 'Had a secret meeting' is the right way to put it."

"Ah, ahhh, ahhhh…!"

At the words of Mizuki, who had acted with the impunity granted to someone practically family, the young lady Shijo blushed faintly and panicked. Immediately, her new (provisional) best friend launched a follow-up attack with a wicked grin—and while the girls were having their fun,

"It's the usual, but… being the only guy is rough, my friend."

Automatically excluded from the girls' playful banter, Toshiki spared a thought for his friend who regularly took on the far more difficult challenge of being 'the only guy.'

*"Now, it's expected that nearly every ranker from each faction will be participating in this war. There are countless points of interest, but the public's attention seems to be focused on what kind of move the Sword Queen will make against the Acrobat—"*

Only a little time remained.

The world's eleventh virtual grand festival was about to begin.

*"Also, I'm overwhelmingly on Team Harunia—*ahem*, excuse me."



    Chapter 631

    To the Battlefield Once More

    —Eastern Faction War Base [Otherworldly Subterranean Castle - Ruvalest]—

"All you scouts, get over here now! Is that AGI you're so proud of just for show, you bastards?!"

"Alright, defense squad, on standby! Mika-kun, start the final headcount from the end!"

"Roger that! —You heard him, line up, you idiots!"

"""Where's Genkotsu-san?!"""

"He's fine this time, meditating on the second floor!"

"If he's meditating, then there's no problem!"

"Is he really meditating?! Not just sleeping?!"

"Seriously, what is with us Easterners…! Every single time…!"

"………………"

"Well, that's how it is. We should follow their lead and get hyped up too."

The scene was pure pandemonium as countless players zipped around the entrance hall. The boy watched the festival-like chaos of the faction's three hundred elite members in silence, his cheeks twitching into a wry smile at my attempt at a relaxed comment.

"Ha, haha… I'd heard about it, but this really feels like Istia, doesn't it?"

"Well, yeah, I guess. It's true that being *like this* before the battle even starts is unique to us, but once the festival kicks off, the North and South are surprisingly similar."

In other words, they're all a bunch of festival-loving fanatics who just want to have fun—which is perfectly fine. It's not just for the audience; we should enjoy it to the fullest too.

…Not that I could have ever said something like that four months ago.

"Kanata… you don't seem all that nervous, surprisingly."

"Th-that's not true."

"You sure about that?"

Though he seems taken aback by the chaotic scene, the boy facing this grand stage seems far calmer than past newcomers.

Come to think of it, he didn't seem fazed by the huge crowd during the selection match either. Perhaps he's just very good in front of people… or maybe he's used to it for some reason.

—Well, either way, it's a good thing. If he can use that courage to unleash the skills he's honed over the past half-month of training, it'll be easy to show the world a new rising star.

"Alright. Let's do a quick review to get ourselves fired up."

"Y-yes! Please!"

On the second floor of the entrance hall, overlooking the noisy level below from the atrium just like before, I turned to my cute junior. Though I'm not exactly a veteran, my title now makes me his senior, and I intended to fulfill my responsibility.

"We have two runners this time, you and me. But even though the role is the same, our approaches will be different. There's no way they'll let me just focus on being a runner, so I'm leaving the main, proper running to you, Kanata. I'm counting on you."

"I'll do my best…!"

"Don't worry about… no, that's not right. Relax, stay calm—"

"And don't stop thinking, right…!"

"A perfect hundred. Now, if you can fight hard enough to say you gave a hundred and twenty percent after the match, you'll be golden. Goldow and the others will definitely have your back, so don't hesitate to rely on them."

"Yes!"

"Okay… —By the way, Kanata-kun."

His energetic, earnest, and dedicated replies are all very reliable and well and good… but there's one thing that feels off. Ever since we met up, or rather—

"Is it my imagination, or have we not made eye contact once?"

"………………"

Haha, he looked away. It seems it wasn't my imagination.

Well, it's not like I don't have an idea why…

"Is this the first time we've met while I'm in this avatar?"

"Y-yes, it is… I-I'm sorry, I'm not used to it…"

I asked while fiddling with my long, pure-white side-tail. The boy gave a clumsy nod, his gaze darting toward me hesitantly.

I hadn't given it any thought, but now that he mentions it, we had always met up in the 'real world' for training. So he's probably not used to this side of me.

"Well, my face might be different, but I'm still me on the inside. Get used to it quickly."

"It's because you're still you on the inside that it's…"

"Hmm?"

"It's nothing…!"

I definitely heard him mumble something weird, but pretending I didn't is the merciful choice, and it's easier on my psyche. The latter being about eighty percent of the reason.

Still, his words are probably true; he's just "not used to it." He's not giving me the same lukewarm stare as the guys who are all about having a good time, so I'll let it slide—

"…So, you're going with that avatar?"

"At first, yeah. Think of it as some fan service for an event like this."

That's thirty percent serious, seventy percent joke. I don't mind playing a part in hyping up the Four Pillar War, but my main reason is that I want to focus on long-range tactics.

I know what's expected of me, but I have no intention of using my Star Magic or the Sakura Sword in this war.

Instead, I plan to show off a new style based on water magic and my "gun"… not that it's entirely new, but it'll be a spectacular show worthy of my title.

Combined with this avatar's ridiculously high face value, I'm confident no one will have any complaints. I'll put my heart and soul into making this a great show—

◇ The [Four Pillar War] will begin shortly ◇

◇ All participating players, please stand by in your faction's war base ◇

"…!"

"Oh, it's time."

This is the second time I've heard it. The announcement that once echoed while my stomach churned with immense tension rang out, and Kanata beside me held his breath.

He's not that nervous… which means he *is* a little nervous. That's to be expected; there's nothing strange about it at all.

And again, compared to how I was in the past, he's doing much better. I hope that a healthy amount of tension will work in his favor.

"Kanata."

"…Yes."

I gave a light shake of my clenched fist.

"I have zero doubts and zero worries—the Acrobat you look up to will personally guarantee it. You're super strong, so you'll be fine."

With a grin, I held out my fist.

"Let's go raise some hell out there."

"…—Yes!"

From the atrium below, the General Commander's pre-battle speech echoed, just like that day. With a new standing, new strength, and a completely different mindset, I bumped fists with my junior. A few seconds later…

◇ Commencing transfer to the War Field ◇

◇ The [Four Pillar War] will now begin ◇

A brilliant blue light of teleportation flashed.



    Chapter 632

    A Clear Heart for a Day of War

    The large-scale field that serves as the stage for the Four Pillar War completely changes its appearance for each grand festival. This change isn't limited to the overall size or the structure of the maze area; it's customary for it to affect the environment itself.

Sometimes it's a grassland, sometimes a wasteland, sometimes a forest or a lava zone… At other times, it's a vast network of canals that ensnare the players' movements.

It has no official name, simply referred to as the "stage of war" or the "war field." According to the inhabitants of this world (NPCs), it is a playground prepared by the goddess.

An extradimensional space created solely for 'Her' to watch the festival of the 'otherworlders' (players), illuminated by the light of countless stars.

And beneath a moon so enormous it seems to cover the sky, a cross-shaped floating island hangs among the clouds.

Its very existence is shrouded in mystery, a treasure trove of topics for dedicated theorists to satisfy their endless curiosity—but for those who actually set foot there…

"—Whoa…"

"Well then…"

"What is this?"

"Goddess, seriously…"

Depending on the situation, it can also be an unpredictable area of unreasonable hardship that makes one want to scream "You've got to be kidding me" from the bottom of their heart.

"Haha, déjà vu."

"It's like this every time."

Behind the players who were muttering their usual complaints, a boy and a young man emerged from the 'castle,' delayed. They looked on with a mix of exasperation and resignation… yet their smiles were more cheerful than during the ten previous times they had experienced this.

Beyond the connecting path from the Southern Faction's war base, the Knight's Royal Castle - El Faria, the gaping mouth of the 'Labyrinth' was filled with a web of rock—no, black iron.

The countless 'bridges' crisscrossing between the maze walls on either side were reminiscent of the Cliff Road of the Sky Bridge that led to the crater where the 'White Throne' had been.

"—Huh? What's that? What's going on?"

Following the Heavy Tank and Adamant who had gone ahead, a sweet, girlish voice chimed in about the strange sight. From beside Auerin, a long-haired white head peeked out, her sharp, cat-like yellow eyes suspiciously eyeing the 'Labyrinth.'

Southern Faction, Seventh Seat. The Thread-Weaver, Natsume.

"—This could change things significantly, depending on whether or not it's destructible."

And behind Uni, a slender, blue-haired, blue-eyed young man, nearly two meters tall, calmly observed the situation with narrowed eyes without needing to stand on his toes.

Southern Faction, Eighth Seat. The Long Legs, Re-cood.

Though their styles differed, Natsume in white and Record in ultramarine, both wore robes befitting mages. Following them—three more figures emerged from the royal castle.

"—Running through this is impossible. Even the prince will have to put his full-speed sprint on hold, huh?"

A low, resonant baritone voice. A black cloak, black gloves, and black boots. A man with long black hair and black eyes, wearing a black feathered hat like a minstrel.

Ninth Seat. The Poet, Yata.

"You think something like that will stop our princess's fiancé?"

A cheerful, clear voice. A woman with long blonde hair and blue eyes, wearing light cloth armor resembling a sister's habit and carrying a great warhammer that far exceeded her own physique and weight.

Tenth Seat. The Heroine, Oumetouri.

And,

"—If anything, I'd expect him to run while slicing through it all, from one end to the other."

A maiden's voice, like the tinkling of a bell, accompanied by the grating sound of unrefined metal. A figure clad head to toe in full plate armor, a rare sight in Arcadia, looking more like a decoration than a person in modern times.

Sixth Seat. The Knight, Aika.

The Castle Lord, Mei, and the Full Auto, Fuji, who stood quietly by his partner Auerin's side, remained on standby in the 'castle' as usual. Counting them, nine champions who bore the 'name' of the South.

Without a hint of tension before the grand festival, they stepped onto the battlefield's soil with natural ease… when at last, a final, serene footstep followed them.

"—Everyone, be careful."

With a sway of silver-blue hair and a flash of garnet eyes, she was expressionless.

Yet now, the one they looked up to as their 'princess' was undeniably smiling.

"If you meet Haru one-on-one, surely none of you can win."

Southern Faction, First Seat. The Sword Queen, Iris.

Within her gathered an absolute faith.

She does not err, she does not stray, she does not speak falsehoods. Even if—that expressionless face was feverish with love, her retainers would not doubt her.

Therefore,

"Hah, bring it on…!"

The words of the Heroine, as if speaking for them all, were the consensus of the South's ten seats.

"He's a real monster now. He and his fans won't complain if we gang up on him."

"I don't know. Haru-kun seems like the type to say, 'Ganging up on me is unfair, senpai!'"

"Ahaha, he totally would. While spinning wildly in mid-air."

While the three who were acquainted with the princess's beloved laughed, the five who had not yet had the chance to meet the rising star each held a passion in their hearts—and taking the reins of that passion,

"—It seems your enthusiasm is more than sufficient, which is excellent. In that case…"

It was the cool voice of the Lady-in-Waiting, Helena, playing the part of the queen.

"Let's attack him with our full force, without holding back. This time, it's our turn to win."

At her words, the princess who received her gaze—

"Mm… —Let's all have a lot of fun."

Following a command she could not have hoped for in the past, all of them roared in affirmation.



    Chapter 633

    Overlapping Beacons

    "—Haru."

"You're as fast as ever."

Lured by the light of the teleport, I descended once again upon the god-made playground after four months.

Amidst the warriors hastily preparing during the brief setup period, I barely had time to react to the strange sight visible from the maze entrance. A name was called, I turned, and caught a 'scroll' that was already right in front of me. Looking beyond it, the Insighter who had tossed me the fruits of his labor wore his usual smile.

It was a given that Istia's shadowy backbone was an all-powerful, perfect, and lightning-fast workhorse. With a mix of exasperation and admiration, I offered my praise—"Yeah, yeah, as expected"—and unrolled the heavy, meter-wide scroll. Open… open… come on…!

"…Didn't we do this last time?"

Even if you say that, it's not as easy as unrolling a poster. Gladly accepting help from Tetra, who reached out from my side as I fumbled, I spread it out again.

Then, I stared intently at the densely marked map. One, two, three.

"Okay, perfect."

"Honestly, I'm still half-convinced you're bluffing."

"Now who's the one who never changes?"

As soon as I finished imprinting the 'maze's' structure onto my virtual brain like a clear photograph, I was met with a suspicious look from my number one junior and passed the map to Goldow, who had approached.

And then, I turned my eyes once more…

"Well, this much is fine—but sorry, there's no way I can just ignore that, unlike the 'water' last time. If I try to sprint, I'll be flattened in an instant."

"Probably. But the enemy's advance will be restricted just the same."

A web of black iron with a metallic sheen. It's unclear whether the entire maze area is covered in it without actually entering, but either way, it's troublesome… or rather, an extremely annoying environment for a runner.

In fact, if the entire maze is like that, it's not just annoying for runners, but for all players.

First, visibility is poor. Spotting enemies will naturally be delayed, and from the perspective of a long-range mage, it's a frustrating mess of obstacles blocking their spells.

It looks like a difficult field for many melee classes too.

Since it's arranged not just above but also at the very bottom, it's essentially a very uneven terrain. Just moving on the ground would take unnecessary effort.

Of course, if a high-agility specialist tried to run in a straight line, they would inevitably be crushed in an instant. Even in combat, the combination of a multi-leveled footing and numerous obstacles seems to foreshadow a chaotic battlefield…

Well, in short—

"To be blunt, it's not a problem for you, is it, Acrobat?"

"Nah, not a problem at all, General Commander."

Just as Goldow said, the enemy's speed is also restricted. In the end, our speeds will just decrease equally, and the more agile one will still take the initiative.

If anything, a field with lots of footing is my specialty, practically my home turf. I've even created my own footing in large quantities to jump around on.

And in addition to that.

"—This is a tailwind for you, Kanata. You could even call it tailor-made, couldn't you?"

"…I'll do my best!"

A field with countless continuous, three-dimensional platforms. It was an unexpected environment that meshed perfectly, almost too perfectly, with Kanata's Rebellion.

This could turn out to be more interesting than I thought. We'll be acting separately for the most part, so I'll look forward to watching the archives later.

—Now then, with that said.

"Haru, I'm not gonna give you a bunch of detailed orders anymore. Do as you please."

"Roger. I'll do my best to live up to your trust."

"Good. Kanata, it's just as I told you before. Respond to orders quickly and without hesitation. Don't worry about making a few mistakes. We'll back you up as much as you need."

"Yes!"

"Worst case, that senior of yours will probably do the work of two, three, or even ten people."

"Yes!"

"Well, uh… yeah, that was the plan from the start, but still."

The countdown displayed at the edge of my vision dipped below one hundred seconds, and the time for battle drew near. The various squads were already in position, and the number of eyes on us grew in proportion.

A familiar sense of tension—but now, most of the players were comrades I'd met before. The feeling of being an outsider that I had felt in the past was completely gone.

Kanata… as expected, seems relatively calm, so there's no need to worry. A little tension is unavoidable, but once things start, he'll just get swept up in the heat of the festival.

It wouldn't matter if he messed up and died two or three times. In fact, he should drive the enemy to despair by showing them 'this is the level of player who's coming back after dying.'

So, the most important thing is… and this might be a bit repetitive, but.

"—Alright, let's have some fun!"

I meant it for my junior next to me, but my voice came out louder than I expected and was met with a response from nearly three hundred people. Goldow shrugged as if to say 'don't steal my job of giving the war cry,' and I gave him a sheepish grin as I stepped forward with my junior.

The countdown reached ten seconds, and countless pillars of light rose up in the black rock maze area. Ten, twenty—a total of twenty-four.

The number of 'Pillars,' the main source of points in the Four Pillar War, corresponds to the number of rankers participating from each faction. Since eight from our Istia are participating, excluding the Sword Saint and Screen, that means there are sixteen 'strong pieces' on the other side.

This is going to be one lively festival.

"Kanata, listen up—Right, left, right, right, left, right, left, left, right, left, right."

"Huh…?"

"If my estimate is correct, the closest one is there. Go take it down at full speed."

"Wh-what? Right, le… —W-wait a second, please…!?"

"Ah, no. I just said 'listen up' without thinking. You don't have to memorize it."

I'm prepared for times like this. I took out paper and a quill from my inventory and, with a wry smile, handed a memo with '1, 3, 4, 6, 9, 11' written on it to my flustered junior.

"Starting from the first fork, turn right on those numbers."

"…—I-I understand!"

Excellent. In that case, the path is already open—

"You've probably had your fill of encouraging words by now, right?"

"Yes!"

One last exchange of glances served as our starting gun.

"Alright… then all that's left is—try to keep up with me, junior!"

"—I'll keep up in spirit, if nothing else!"

We didn't bother to match our pace.

Showing him my back was more than enough.

One step forward from beside my junior, who had tensed into a running stance, and the maze entrance was right before me.

It's been nearly five months since I received it. Now, with the 'name' I've grown fond of, I'll slap a cheerful grin in the face of the world's will (system) that prepared this malicious stage.

My title is the Acrobat—as if a slightly complicated path could ever stop me!

◇◆◇◆◇

"That big bro/sis just slipped into the maze with some seriously gross movements again."

"That's probably him without thought acceleration. Senpai's movements are just a bug at this point."

"As usual, I can't see him clearly."

Watching their junior, who this time soared through the air on his own and vanished into the maze in an instant, the smaller ones commented on his speed and agility, which far surpassed that of their past encounter. Yet their tones were, as before, a mix of admiration and exasperation.

They knew that wasn't his top speed. But he was undoubtedly pushing the limits of what even the top high-mobility warriors could achieve… and yet,

They could only be dumbfounded as the monster plunged into the obstacle-ridden maze without much braking.

"…Putting that idiot aside, it looks like he did a good job with the junior."

Unlike four months ago, this abnormality was now widely known.

The 'junior' was seen off by cheers of excitement that surpassed shock and confusion. Setting him aside for a moment… Irori, who was watching the 'junior's junior,' muttered to himself.

—Or so he thought.

"When he gets serious about it, his skill at training others isn't half bad, you know? Though it seems he's picked up a certain someone's spartan habits."

"…So it seems."

He met the meaningful expression of his commander, Goldow, who had keenly picked up his mumble, with a half-lidded glare. Deciding it was best not to press the matter, he swallowed any further words.

The Acrobat, who had vanished in the blink of an eye, and the promising new face, who had vanished half a second later. It was too early to call him number two, but his talent was certainly polished—

"Don't get left behind, in more ways than one."

"First of all, I don't think I've ever been overtaken. …But, well."

And then, dozens of seconds after the two had taken their first step, though at different speeds.

"I admit there are things to learn from him—like this, for example."

Two pillars of light that rose at almost the same time. The samurai looked up at the beacons, unmistakable signs of a 'Pillar's' destruction, with a smile of admiration that had gone beyond exasperation.

"…Well then, let's follow our cheeky junior's lead and 'enjoy' ourselves."

"You bet. …Though this old man isn't used to brain work."

"You say that. I'm counting on you to support not just the junior's junior, but us as well, General Commander."

With a clash of fists, Goldow went back, and Irori went forward. Their positions, roles, and destinations were different, but the hearts of the men, stirred up by their younger agitator, were all as one—

"Now, what are you all standing around for? Our juniors are going to take all the glory."

"Alright, let's get moving, you bastards! It's festival time!"

—They surged onto the battlefield with a heat like a great fire.



    Chapter 634

    The First Spear

    A quick run through was all it took to grasp it: the density of the 'web' in this maze seems to change depending on the distance to a 'Pillar.'

The farther away, the denser; the closer, the thinner.

As you approach, the number of black iron pillars decreases, and within a twenty-meter radius of a 'Pillar'—where a barrier prevents long-range attacks from both inside and out—it becomes a clean, open space.

This implies two things.

One, you can roughly estimate the location of a pillar from the density of the obstacles.

And two, these obstacles will probably start moving soon.

The reason I can say that is because the 'Pillars' in the Four Pillar War have a specification where, after being destroyed, they respawn at a random location after a waiting period.

In other words, when a new tower rises, it's highly likely that the distribution of the thick black iron web filling the maze will also change. I have no way of knowing exactly how it will behave now, but as time passes, it will likely become a gimmick that affects the course of the battle—and so,

I rattled off my thoughts as a report to my superior.

"—Hmm… At this rate, I could probably just leave the rest to him without any issues, huh?"

In the midst of the explosive phosphorescence scattered by the remnants of the blue pillar—the Northern Faction's 'Pillar'—that I had shattered with a single punch, I watched the ninth beacon rise in the distance. I stopped the legs that had been working at full capacity just seconds before and muttered to myself.

A little over three minutes since the start, the score was six pillars for me, three for Kanata.

I pushed myself to get a double score to maintain my seniority… but the 'Pillars' in the Four Pillar War aren't something you can just snap one after another in a few minutes, conventionally speaking.

In other words, at this point, Kanata has more than proven himself as an exceptional runner to allies, enemies, and spectators alike. To say he made a good first impression would be an understatement.

Furthermore, with the physical and mental endurance he's thoroughly built up, I trust he'll continue to rampage spectacularly.

Excellent. Truly reliable—which means.

"Sorry Goldow, some rough-looking guy picked a fight with me instantly, so I'm taking a break from running."

*"…Well, that's what I figured would happen—so, is it a problem?"*

"Nope."

*"You said it. Don't go making a fool of yourself, Acrobat."*

"Didn't you say that last time too?"

There was no further reply, only the sensation in the back of my mind of the war-time exclusive Telepathy skill being cut. Pretty dismissive of you. I'll take it as a sign of trust.

Now then, if I don't give him some attention soon, a 'spear' might come flying… I turned back to the reason I had stopped—or rather, been forced to stop.

"…Look at that confident face. You've gotten even cheekier than last time, haven't you?"

"Hahaha. As before, I'm choosing my opponents, so please forgive me, senior."

"That's what I'm callin' cheeky, ya baldy."

"I'm not bald. If anything, this avatar has more than enough hair, you damn tiger."

I'm still having trouble getting used to how heavy one side of my head is—but that aside.

In contrast to me, who had cleverly woven through the 'web,' the guy standing before me had clearly charged through, crushing everything in his path. He stood amidst a pile of pulverized rubble.

I was enjoying the high-speed hurdles, so I hadn't tried it myself yet, but I see. Unlike the walls, these can be destroyed by players… but setting that aside as well.

A spiky-haired man with a black and gold tiger-striped crown, wearing a tiger-print jacket and carrying a black cross-spear. Just like a replay of last time, the one who appeared before me first was…

"Still, to come charging in all by yourself… Did you miss me that much, Tora-Lucky?"

"Who's Tora-Lucky?! —It's Tiger Star Lucky, I told ya, ya dumbass!"

Nortalia's Seventh Seat, the Great Tiger, Tora-kichi.

A spear user I faced in my public debut as the Acrobat, and like Irori, a precious guy-friend with whom I can go all out in a fight without holding back.

According to him, his name is 'super cool because he's a Tiger, a Star, and Lucky,' but don't let the silly name fool you; he's a hard-hitting martial artist who's as strong as, if not stronger than, anyone in the East.

"Damn, you're knockin' down pillars left and right again… —So, what's with that? Did you finally go full idiot and learn how to make clones?"

"Full idiot… Well, who knows. If you're that curious, why don't you go see for yourself?"

"Hah, you're right. Then I'll just be on my way."

"…………"

"…………"

The butt of his black spear tapped the maze floor with a *clack*.

The tip of the crimson spear I summoned spun through the air, whistling loudly.

A sharp gaze pierced through me as I met his spear with my own. It was a silent 'You're not lookin' down on me, are ya?'… Ah, of course not.

My title is the Acrobat.

I don't choose my tools. I'll put on a show.

"Come on—whether it's with a sword or a spear, I'm not the same rookie I was back then."

"…Hah, you really are—an incorrigible instigator…!"

It was almost like a ritual, each of us fueling the other's fire.

The smiles that bloomed at the end of our taunts were of the same kind. As if we didn't care about the world broadcast, we both let our vicious fighting spirits show on our faces and—

""—DIE!!""

We pushed off at the same time. The intersecting black and crimson once again,

Announced the official start of the festival with a grand clash and a shower of sparks.



    Chapter 635

    Great Tiger and Acrobat

    —In the first exchange, black won.

The clash, which lasted for less than an instant, was easily torn apart. The cross-spear, swung with an inhuman, ridiculous amount of strength, shattered the crimson blade of the [Demon Horn Spear: Crimson Valor].

And my answer to the merciless blade approaching my throat was—

"—Ngh…!"

To yank hard on the 'shadow' extending from my right arm.

The shadow thread from my [Ninefold Shadow-Woven Gauntlet], which I had thrown at the same time as my spear thrust, was connected to the raging Great Tiger's right ankle. This threw him off balance, inevitably changing the trajectory of the approaching blade.

However, a tug-of-war against a monster of brute force is a losing battle.

With only about 100 STR, relying solely on my equipment, I could only manage to make him stumble slightly. The first spear missed wildly, scattering my white hair, but the second spear followed instantly.

I'm well aware of his technical skill, which belies his character—hence, my second move.

"[Shadow Leaf]!"

Every black shadow extending from my body, down to the finest thread, is judged to be a part of my avatar. This specification has its demerits, but at this moment, it's a huge advantage.

It has, without a doubt, a contact judgment.

"Whoa?!"

The black spear, its trajectory bent at a right angle, slammed into the floor mid-sprint. The characteristic body-shaking impact of hitting an indestructible object with overwhelming force exploded.

Talk about a surprise attack. The scene that unfolded before me was the Great Tiger, left completely and utterly vulnerable.

Now—[Ignition] & [Rocket] activate.

"Ugh…!"

What I slammed into him was the pommel of the Crimson Valor, which I hadn't let go of even after its blade was shattered.

My Strength (STR) may be lacking, but my Agility (AGI) is top-notch. With the double ignition of my super-acceleration skills, the crimson pommel, boosted by a massive inertial force, buried itself in his gut, and a reflexive grunt of pain escaped his lips.

And I clicked my tongue softly, stepping in with Outer Force.

"—'Sextuple'!"

Letting go of the spear, I emptied all rounds of the [Frezon Revolver] into my now-free 'fist' and swung my right arm with all my might.

The power of the fist bullets is calculated as 'STR+AGI' for a physical judgment. Six shots at once is equivalent to a full-power punch with a simple calculation of 600 STR & 1380 AGI.

Add my own stats, skills, and techniques to that, and it becomes a killer punch that could one-shot not just any player, but even a weak boss—…or so it should have been.

"…Damn it, your HP is bugged."

"Guh… —Hah, it ain't bugged. I'm tellin' ya, it ain't workin'…!"

"You say that while dripping with cold sweat."

"Can't ya see this confident face? It's your eyes that are bugged, ya moron."

It was a clean hit, no doubt about it. Even though this avatar's physical attack power is inferior to my main one's, it should have been more than enough damage against a person.

But after being sent flying and slammed hard against the maze wall, the HP bar above his head was only slightly chipped. The cheerful green glow indicating he was safely in the green proved his words weren't a bluff.

As tough as ever—no, even tougher than before.

"Wait, does this mean you…"

"Hmph, don't think you're the only one who can grow."

As if to show me he was perfectly fine, Tiger Lucky quickly recovered from the impact's stun and stood defiantly. On his left hand… was a tiger's eye ring on his thumb.

He had been wearing it before, and there seemed to be no visible change—

"It's not the Fourth Tier, [Tigris Three, Third Star of the Wild Roar] anymore. It's the Fifth Tier, [Tigris Two, Second Star of the Wild Roar]—…so I'm one step away from being the first star. Don't you go lookin' down on me, ya newbie star."

"I told you, I'm not seriously looking down on you…"

The Anima, [Tigris, Star of the Wild Roar]. The information I had was from its past version, the Fourth Tier, or Third Star, but it's a piece of jewelry with an extremely simple and straightforward ability.

That Anima increases his own defense the fewer party members he has, and conversely, increases his allies' attack power the more he has.

He can be a lone wolf—or a lone tiger—or the leader of a pack. It's an enhancement-type with outstanding versatility that can always exert its power without ever becoming useless.

And normally, an Anima's enhancement grants a new ability at every odd-numbered tier. Which means that thing, having reached the heights of the Fifth Tier—

"…You bastard, what kind of crazy ability did you get?"

"Like I'd tell you, idiot. I'll tell ya if you beat me."

He must have a new, unknown power worthy of supporting that infuriatingly smug grin. I had experienced the Great Tiger's solo toughness in the previous Four Pillar War, but… the ridiculous defensive performance I had just witnessed couldn't be explained by a simple increase in enhancement multipliers.

To break through, I first need to figure out his trick. In that case,

"'Recall.'"

"…There it is, that monster gun."

Switching from physical, let's try hitting him with some magic attacks.

I summoned a spear at the beginning for the mood, the fun, and the hype, but I haven't forgotten my stance for this time. From now on, I'll stick to my build and fight with everything I've got, magic and all.

"They can heal me when I get back to base. I don't mind blowing all my MP. I'm gonna smoke you out, so get ready, Tora-Lucky."

"Bring it on, bastard. Do it if you can."

What I summoned was the [Ruby Rabbit Bullet]; what it faced was the glaring black spear of the fierce tiger.

Gun versus spear. In a simple range battle, it would be a mismatch… but don't forget, this virtual world is filled with fantasy.

In a battle between superhumans who can cross dozens, hundreds of meters in a single step, a weapon's range is just one element of strategy. That's why—

Charging a spear user with a gun is also entertaining.

"…—Well,"

With the red gun in my left hand, I charged forward without hesitation, summoning and swinging my star sword, Stella, in my right, only to be blocked by the precisely defended black spear.

And at point-blank range, we exchanged two roars drenched in joy.

"I didn't think for a second you'd fight from a distance!"

"You know me well, Great Tiger!"

Black rages, and white dashes.

As the 'Crown' that manifested the moment we met shows, his special title, 'Great Tiger,' and its enhancement effect, [Cleave Fang], are already active.

So where is that 'invisible great jaw'? The answer is right in front of me.

Tora-kichi, who's swinging his spear with a vicious grin, has been wearing it all along.

"Damn your monstrous strength…!"

"Hah! Don't think a human can beat a tiger, ya fool!"

It's hard to even parry; I can barely deflect it. The Northern Faction's Seventh Seat, the Great Tiger's 'trump card' and the second form of his special title enhancement effect, [Cleave Fang].

'Toragasane'—a magnificent feat of strength where he forcibly compresses the four 'invisible great jaws,' forcibly raises his power, and forcibly attaches them to his limbs, slamming an output of 500 STR into each of them.

I didn't see it last time because it takes time to prepare, but this monstrous incarnation of brute force has a track record of beating me in our later private duels.

And it's coming at me all at once with brilliant spear techniques. It's overwhelming.

Ah, it's truly overwhelming—he's more than a worthy opponent.

"…'Piercing Water Nail.'"

"—!"

"'Halting Hooked Wing'!"

Parallel chanting, possible only because of the ultra-short incantations, weaving into the high-speed close-quarters combat. Just two lines, and one of water magic's most famous 'anti-personnel specialist spells,' Current Haken, activates.

It's a well-known spell that even the most ignorant player would know. So there's no way the Great Tiger, a skilled anti-personnel fighter like the Peerless, wouldn't react—

"————Damn it."

The gun barrel aimed awkwardly from point-blank range. My finger wasn't on the trigger. A layered bluff. A reflexive and meaningless evasive action… and at the enemy who exposed a one-beat opening,

[Ignition]—and then a knee.

The kick, infused with the 'Kai' rotational output I had been building up in parallel with my combat actions, once again found his stomach, and a force greater than even my skill-infused punch erupted.

Another roar, and another separation. And as a follow-up, I unleashed the water nail, Haken.

The Great Tiger, who used his immense strength to stop himself before crashing into the wall this time, swung his spear with impressive reaction speed—but the fangs, compressed and attached, had sacrificed their attack range. One surviving nail slipped past them and hit his shoulder.

Instantly, from the small 'needle' that had pierced him, a torrent of water gushed out. A contest of MID between caster and target… and a chain of binding that had likely won a landslide victory entangled his avatar.

Instantaneous binding magic, Current Haken—once it hits, even a 'ranker' can't easily escape the absurd magic power of 1400 MID!

"Damn it, this thing…!"

…However, against a monster of brute force that might reach a total of 1000 STR, it's a different story. Seeing him start to move within a split second, I figured it would be impressive if it held for even one second.

But still, if the 'target' stops for even an instant, it's more than enough.

"And, boom."

Creating a safety distance by force, I pulled the trigger without hesitation. The red gun barrel shattered into pieces, unleashing a fierce roar and recoil as the bullet was fired.

Distance, roughly ten meters—no way I'd miss, right?

"—"

Immediately after, the brightly glowing reactive round reached its target, and,

As I slid across the floor from the recoil, sparks flying, a grand firework exploded where I was looking.



    Chapter 636

    Gathering to the Bustle

    A flash of crimson magic, a roar, and a blast wave ripped through the air.

The reactive rounds from the [Ruby Rabbit Bullet], a masterpiece engraved with the name of the enemy whose materials it was made from, the 'Playful Fire-Man,' were, without exaggeration, each equivalent to a grand magic spell in cost and firepower.

For a player, just being caught in the aftershock would send their feet sliding; getting caught in the blast would mean taking massive damage; and a direct hit would leave not even ashes behind—or so it should have been.

So then, why is it that despite the solid hit, the pillar of light that marks the defeat of a 'ranker' hasn't appeared…? There's no need to play dumb.

I saw it.

In the instant the crimson bullet exploded—

"Tch… Meddling in my business."

"I can't help it. Protecting my allies is my duty as a Knight."

An armored knight had suddenly appeared in front of the Great Tiger, who had taken a defensive stance, and raised their shield.

"What's with that? It's hard to complain when you bring up your pride… For the record, I could've taken that easily. I'm not just bein' tough."

"Uh-huh, right. …Well, I'm sure you're not just bluffing. You seem to be doing just fine even after getting beaten up so badly."

Full-face, full-body armor is rare in Arcadia—no, it's more than rare; you hardly ever see it even walking around town.

From behind the heavy, unrefined gleam of metal, a bell-like maiden's voice, ill-suited to the armor, rang out. Tora-kichi, who despite being hit twice still had over ninety percent of his HP (doing just fine), twitched his cheek.

"Why were you just watchin'? And you're as cheeky as ever—Aika."

It was as if she had been watching my fight with Tora-kichi from the very beginning… or rather, that's probably what happened. Her tone was less of a taunt and more of a simple statement of fact. She parried his complaint with a cool air, though her expression was hidden—

"—It's a pleasure to finally meet you, Prince. I'm glad to see you at last."

"…Should I have come to greet you first?"

She turned to me, who had been silently watching from a distance.

Southern Faction, Sixth Seat, the Knight, Aika. A rare existence who has risen to the rank of 'ranker' with a tank build, unusual for a female player, and a skilled practitioner known as the 'Guardian.'

Word is that no one has seen her face since she came to prominence, and there are endless debates day and night about the beautiful woman or girl one naturally imagines from her lovely voice… but setting aside her popularity.

In terms of combat, I don't think we're a good match, so she was one of the people I really didn't want to encounter this time. Furthermore, I should add—

"—Well, it'd be weird to come all the way just to say hello, wouldn't it?"

"—If we meet, we introduce ourselves then. Isn't that enough?"

…And so, in a situation where she was with her comrades, I especially didn't want to meet her.

I creaked my neck to turn toward the voices coming from my side, from the path I had just taken. Seeing the two additional figures emerge from the shadows of the web, who could blame me for looking up at the heavens?

Clad in white and ultramarine robes, a petite girl and a slender young man—the Southern Faction's Seventh and Eighth Seats, the Thread-Weaver and the Long Legs.

"Ah… well, this is…………"

Even setting aside the fact that I was engrossed in my fight with Tora-kichi, it was my mistake not to notice such a large force approaching, let alone 'observing.' They might have used some kind of 'spell,' but that's another matter.

I should have at least noticed their gazes, if not their presence—or so a certain samurai would probably scold me. Don't go demanding I have a sixth sense as if it's normal.

But that aside.

"…Goldow."

*"What is it? I didn't see a 'light,' but did you finish?"*

I know he's busy, but I couldn't help but call. The voice of the General Commander, who thankfully connected via Telepathy in seconds, was answered by a voice that, even to me, was filled with deep resignation.

"Not finished. They've multiplied."

*"…………………………How many?"*

"Three."

*"………………………………………………Is it a problem?"*

"Yes…!!!"

*"I see—————Alright, hang in there. You can handle it. Over and out."*

"Wait a minute, that's just cruel—he hung up…………!"

I don't want to think he abandoned me, but if not, then he has way too much faith in me. I cursed at the disconnected call, but I was still on my own.

There's no way, seriously, no way,

I can win a four-on-one, no matter how hard I try—

"…Well, it's a team battle. Can't be helped."

While I was slowly backing away, the Great Tiger, oblivious to my plight, slung his black spear over his shoulder with a sigh and turned to leave.

Naturally, I was stunned, "Huh?" And as I received half-lidded, deadpan, and other gazes from the three, he brushed them all off as if they were nothing—

"I can't really team up right now. I can't coordinate with you guys, and I'd just get in the way, so I'll get outta here before I cause any trouble."

At his declaration, all four of us, myself included, probably understood—that must be the price of his new ability.

I see. So that's why he came charging at me all by himself… While I was deducing that, the situation was such that I couldn't even throw a light-hearted jab.

And as I stood there, surrounded by the seniors, still on high alert and unable to lower my guard, Tora-kichi turned back one last time—

"Well then, Haru, see you later."

With a mischievous grin like a little brat,

He left me with those outrageous words,

And with a roar, he kicked off the ground and disappeared into the distance.

"…………"

"""………………"""

And what was left was a silence of one and three, each of a different quality.

"…Um, you see, seniors. I'm sure that was just, you know—"

"I think that's what he meant."

"That's totally what he meant."

"That's probably what he meant."

"—…I mean, I don't think that's what he meant, maybe…………"

It wasn't anger… but something different.

It was like a great fire that had been fed a large amount of well-burning firewood.

I could see that the three of them, who had been told in no uncertain terms that he was confident I, the Acrobat, would survive, now had a definite heat in their eyes as they stared me down.

This isn't the time to be thinking about how I can't see a single piece of one person's skin, let alone their eyes.

"…Well then, let's introduce ourselves—I am Sotalm's Sixth Seat, the Knight, Aika. There are a mountain of things I want to say, talk about, and convey… but I think I'll save that for later."

The maiden in knight's armor stepped forward.

In her left hand, a slender silver knight's sword; in her right, a kite shield of the same silver, but emitting an informational pressure far exceeding that of the sword, with intricate carvings etched into it.

"Guess I'm next—Sotalm's Seventh Seat, the Thread-Weaver, Natsume. I've seen all your archives and honestly had a blast, but that's that. This time, I'm going all out, so be ready."

Behind the knight, in the middle, stood the white-haired girl.

Her empty hands held no weapons. But if you looked closely, you could see countless lights attending her—extremely fine 'threads.'

"Then I'll be last—Sotalm's Eighth Seat, the Long Legs, Record. As for what I want to say… well, I'll go with the same as the previous two."

And finally, at the rear, the blue-haired young man.

With a calm expression and voice, he raised a staff—a great staff with a complex head that split into four twisted prongs, exuding a somewhat ominous aura.

Three different people, all with one hundred and twenty percent fighting spirit. Fortunately, I couldn't sense any fundamental hostility, dislike, or other negative emotions from their gazes…

Well, that's that, but still,

"…Istia's Fourth Seat, the Acrobat, Haru. Please excuse my appearance for our first meeting."

"Seeing you in person is truly impressive. I can see why they say you're on par with the 'Princess.'"

"You're so ridiculously cute it's starting to annoy me. A complete defeat for us white-haired folk."

"Well, I can see why you'd be popular."

"Ha, haha… Thank you… Um, please go easy on me—"

As a foregone conclusion,

"But for now,"

"I'm going to crush you with all I've got."

"I'm sorry, but let's have a match."

"Tch… —Alright, let's do this! Here I come, you seniors!"

The curtain rising on a hellish three-on-one battle against rankers was an unavoidable future.



    Chapter 637

    III ≦ I?

    “…Yes, this is—”

“—Helena-chan, I’m so sorry! It’s not like I underestimated him, not one bit, but his *monstrousness* is on a whole other level!!! We’ll fight with everything we’ve got and we don’t intend to lose, but for now, the three of us are immobilized, so count us out of your strategy! Really, I’m sorry!”

“……”

The instant she answered the call and connected the telepathy, a voice bursting with palpable desperation unleashed a torrent of words. Though the system had filtered it, the sheer force of the onslaught rattled the [Lady-in-Waiting]’s head. She closed her eyes, silent for several seconds.

After struggling with what to say in response, she finally settled on something.

“……Considering who you’re up against, I suppose the unexpected was bound to happen. Still, if that’s the case, focus on delaying him as much as possible. I won’t permit you to fall for nothing.”

“Okay, roger that!”

“Then, I wish you good luck.”

The connection cut off immediately, the lack of composure on the other end glaringly obvious.

Just what kind of hellscape was unfolding in the depths of the labyrinth right now? It was an opening every bit as boisterous as the last one, and she had to swallow the smile that threatened to escape.

And then,

“—…What is it?”

Beside her, the princess who had been dutifully observing the order to *wait* tilted her head.

“A report from Natsume. She says they’ve engaged Haru-sama in combat.”

“……”

“Even if you make that face, it’s not your turn yet.”

*Twitch*… It was almost enough to make her laugh. As she chided her master, whose expressionless face was now so clearly colored with emotion, she was met with a hastily composed, placid look.

“…Is Natsume alright?”

“She has Aika and Record with her, making it three-on-one, but… I wonder. Against the him of a little while ago, they wouldn’t have fallen behind, but his growth over the last two months is an unknown variable.”

At the very least, he didn’t sound like he was having an easy time over the telepathic link—when she conveyed this,

“……As the leader of a faction, I’m not sure that’s an appropriate reaction.”

Helena admonished Iris with an exasperated tone as the latter’s expression clearly broke from its stoicism, her cheeks blooming into a faint smile. But she shook her head and said, “That’s not it.”

“If Haru is their opponent, I’m sure the three of them can have fun, too.”

“Yes…?”

“‘Fun’ is a wonderful thing, you know.”

“……”

She gazed toward the labyrinth’s entrance, thinking of the one who was deep inside, her garnet eyes filled to the brim with trust… It was the same as always. To her master, who was so openly doting,

“I suppose it’s not quite ‘love is blind’… but from the outside, it looks pretty similar.”

The [Lady-in-Waiting] let out a heavy sigh.

Before the map detailing the state of the battle, she once again began to solemnly command her faction’s forces.



    Chapter 638

    III ≧ I?

    Let’s start with the fundamentals. While we all share the name “Title Holder,” it’s said that, for the most part, each faction excels in different areas.

Take the Northern Faction, Nortalia, for example. They tend to elevate those with specialized anti-enemy capabilities, and among the three combat factions, their interpersonal combat skills are the lowest.

The master-disciple duo of Tiger and Maru II, who love PvP, are exceptions, and there are apparently quite a few players who are explicitly ‘bad’ at it, regardless of their abilities. Rinne, too, while blessed with talent and sense, has said herself that she doesn’t particularly enjoy it.

Next is the Southern Faction, Sotalm. They are rich in versatility, handling both anti-enemy and anti-player combat, and are filled with individuals who possess special abilities that shine in ‘party coordination.’

As expected of the faction of ‘Wealth’ and ‘Cooperation.’ It’s not just their rankers; they have such a track record in large-scale combat that ‘raid’ has become synonymous with Sotalm.

We’ll set aside the fact that there’s one particular member who is the “ultimate one” and deviates from this concept.

We’ll also put aside the non-combat faction, Vestol… which leaves one more.

The Eastern Faction, Istia. Our faction’s special characteristic, said to have the *highest* hurdle for being granted a title among the three combat factions, is… ‘a fighting force complete in a single individual.’

To be blunt, public opinion generally recognizes that the simple combat power of ‘Northern and Southern Rankers < Eastern Rankers.’ In most cases, my seniors from Istia would likely have the strength to snatch victory from rankers of other factions in a one-on-one fight, even overcoming some disadvantageous matchups.

And now, I’ll declare this with full awareness: the same goes for me.

In broader terms, like anti-enemy combat or raid contribution, there are countless people who surpass me. However, when it comes to simple one-on-one combat strength, I find myself in a considerably high tier… It’s daunting, but it’s now a *fact*.

Saying it out loud would be more than just arrogant, so I’ll refrain, but honestly, I don’t intend to lose to most opponents in a one-on-one fight right now.

Excluding my seniors in the Eastern Faction and the exceptional top two, the [Sword Saint] and the [Sword Queen], my current interpersonal rating is, embarrassingly, at the very top tier.

—Now then.

With all that in mind, shall I say it loud and clear?

Ready, set, go!

“Three-on-one is impossible!!!”

Heck, even two-on-one would be impossible.

Isn’t 1+1=∞ a common-sense rule in games that allow for coordination? A skill gap that only lets me think, ‘Well, I can probably win most one-on-one fights,’ is nowhere near enough to overcome a numerical disadvantage!

Threads that are hard to perceive without staring dance toward me.

Water, far more skillfully wielded than my own magic, bursts and closes in.

And,

“You say it’s impossible, but you seem to be having quite a fun time dancing, don’t you?!”

“I’m just… desperately—! Trying to run for my life is all!!!”

An indomitable ‘shield’ that I can’t look away from, and have *no reason* to look away from, corners me.

I have the knowledge. I’ve researched them more than enough—but is this the peak of a ‘Ranker,’ something you can’t fully grasp just by observing their prestige?

Not just the [Knight] before me, who pushes and shoves but never buckles, keeping up with my speed, but every single one of them is beyond troublesome…!

It’s a charge not with a sword, but with a shield. *Once again*, an enemy appeared out of thin air right in front of me, and I couldn’t avoid it. I instantly summoned my [Twaibolt Mirari] and we clashed, but the opponent was just too much for me.

As expected of someone who has mastered the authentic “Shield Aptitude” tree. My “all-purpose arm,” which can approach true mastery but never fully achieve it, is no match when using the same weapon.

Though I avoided taking damage, I was sent flying with ease… I sensed a murderous intent in the empty space ahead and, while still in the air, swung the Stella I had summoned to my right hand, feeling the distinct sensation of cutting through *something*.

Nearly invisible threads. This web, spun like a spider’s, is the biggest obstacle currently robbing me of my ‘full-speed mobility’ option. To put it simply, it’s like the shadow threads produced by my [Nine Tail], and if I carelessly rush in and get entangled, it’s game over.

Both sides are still being methodical and low-key compared to their maximum specs.

Even so, their tactics are proving extremely effective and are causing me a great deal of trouble. But if the [Knight] and the [Thread-Weaver] are dedicating themselves to a *support* role, that means—the attacker currently trying to finish me off is none other than the remaining [Long Legs].

—“‘Piercing water nail, hook-wing that halts might.’”

An incantation for magic, one that I also possess, but the one chanting is not me.

“‘Turn, water vortex; gather, waves; a shield without form resides in the will, a blade without shape wavers in reality.’”

A magic prayer that I don't have, but have actually been seeking, thinking ‘I want that.’

“‘Silence is dew, chaos is rain, rage is a wave; come, come, come, come, my eyes are cannons of still water; shoot them down, pierce and see through, for it is a tranquil, heaven-sent spear.’”

And a rather ominous-sounding long chant I don't quite recognize.

Following the ‘keyword’ my ears picked up, and didn’t want to pick up, the woven, connected ‘song’ brings forth a miracle into the world, accompanied by a roaring torrent of magical power.

And…—and,

—*Piercing water nail, hook-wing that halts might, turn, water vortex; gather, waves; a shield without form resides in the will, a blade without shape wavers in reality, silence is dew, chaos is rain, rage is a wave; come, come, come, come, my eyes are cannons of still water; shoot them down, pierce and see through, for it is a tranquil, heaven-sent spear, piercing water nail, hook-wing that halts might, turn, water vortex; gather, waves; a shield without form resides in the will, a blade without shape wavers in reality, silence is dew, chaos is rain, rage is a wave; come, come, come, come, my eyes are cannons of still water; shoot them down, pierce and see through, for it is a tranquil, heaven-sent spear, piercing water nail, hook-wing that halts might, turn, water vortex; gather, waves; a shield without form resides in the will, a blade without shape wavers in reality, silence is dew, chaos is rain, rage is a wave; come, come, come, come, my eyes are cannons of still water; shoot them down, pierce and see through, for it is a tranquil, heaven-sent spear, piercing water nail, hook-wing that halts might, turn—*

His voice, not his own, follows, continuing to sing an endless song.

The Terror Armament, [Dia-do Resta (True Theory: The Branch Staff that Silences Hymns)].

Its authority, [Endless, Doll of Atonement], brings to reality… an aberrant frenzy where it *automatically repeats the magic its master has cast, speaking and manifesting it endlessly*.

Floating water needles, rings of surging waves, and great spears of raging torrents. Faced with a horde of weapons that endlessly multiply, filling the air at an accelerating rate, I stood stunned, a cold sweat trickling down my face.

“————…Now then, how will you handle this?”

He, Record, offered a cool smile.

“Show us what you’ve got, Prince.”

“W-Wait—”

Without a shred of mercy, pity, or hesitation, he unleashed all of the “water.”



    Chapter 639

    III < I ?

    —The moment the “water” was unleashed, two ‘options’ flashed through my mind.

First, a full-scale retreat.

Since I’m no longer a newcomer but a proper ‘Ranker,’ it would be unthinkable to refuse a fight on the stage of the Four Pillars, a stage that can’t be separated from its role as a spectacle. Especially for us in the Istia faction, who *started* this whole thing by picking a fight in the first place, it would be beyond uncool.

Back when I first joined the ranks, before my first Four Pillar War, Gossan told me, “There’s no shame in running,” but that was only permissible because I was a green newcomer.

After that, I went wild, did whatever I wanted, and made a name for myself. If I were to tuck my tail between my legs and choose a timid retreat now? I can just imagine the public’s disappointment.

So, I at least responded to the *initial clash*. That is, I showed my will to fight back and demonstrated the fact that I could, just barely, ‘hold my own.’

That means if I retreat now, I can justify it as a strategic choice.

Whether I’m actually crying inside, thinking, *‘This is impossible, I want to run away before I get minced,’* is irrelevant. In the end, what matters is how it looks to the spectators.

Second, I could force an Engage and punch a hole through their encirclement.

Engage is a special skill granted to Rankers exclusively during the Four Pillar War. By declaring it against a Ranker from another faction within ten meters, it instantly deploys a field that prevents any outside interference.

If I deploy it, the barrier separating the inside from the outside will completely shut out the [Long Legs]’s barrage. Since his [Endless, Doll of Atonement] continuously summons magic once activated, buying time with an invincibility barrier would be extremely effective.

And I have no intention of allowing my opponent to use Break to escape my Engage. Furthermore, since I’m confident I can successfully land an Engage, this option seems safe and reliable…—or it would, if not for one massive problem.

There is one player here who I absolutely must not target with Engage, and it’s likely by design. Even if I don't directly Engage her, if I manage a one-on-one with either of the other two, she could just use Interrupt and the result would be the same.

The [Knight], Aika. The moment I’m trapped inside that barrier one-on-one with her, my Eleventh Four Pillar War will likely be *over*. To be precise, if my seniors don't come to my rescue, it’s not hard to imagine I’d be pinned down right here.

I’ll say it plainly. I have no intention of losing to her—

—but I have not a shred of confidence that I could finish her off.

In the end, the presence of the [Knight] is what’s robbing me of all my ‘options.’

I’m holding back against her, who has yet to show her true power… or rather, her *true nature*, largely because I’m afraid of her getting serious.

This three-on-one situation, formed by a mix of whim and circumstance, is actually protecting me. The current state of affairs is a product of my three seniors showing ‘interest’ and ‘goodwill’ towards me, and taking advantage of that is likely my only hope.

Thus, the conclusion is—I have no ‘options,’ only one ‘path.’

[Eyes Oculus] activated. I closed my left eye and opened my right. Steeling myself for an *all-out resistance*, I unhesitatingly unleashed my golden eye, which dragged my consciousness into a world of doubled thought acceleration.

Even in this slowed-down view, pellets of water, large and small, closed in at tremendous speed. Faced with a multitude of spells approaching like a tidal wave, I called for only one thing.

With a powerful swing of my right arm, shadow threads reeled in the wreckage of the [Demon Horn Spear: Crimson Valor] that had been left lying on the floor… No. Even with its blade shattered, that spear was not dead.

The life it had devoured from the [Great Tiger] earlier was minuscule, and thus the converted magic power was also scant. The crimson cloth indicating its ‘gauge’ was therefore unreliably small, but if it exists, I can *call* it.

“Rise—[Red Air]!”

The twin crimson blades lit at the spear’s tip, scattering demonic light and swaying like a ‘rabbit’s ears.’

This ‘blade’ is neither physical nor magical; it is an incorporeal blade that cannot touch life (HP). However, the third ability of the [Demon Horn Spear: Crimson Valor], which has had no chance to shine until now, is—

“Witness this, seniors…!”

—the ability to *punch hostile magic*.

The hairpin flashed and twinkled, activating Desperate Crimson. Wielding the crimson-bladed spear and clad in red light, I ignited my now excessive AGI, which had been augmented by referencing my magic stat. My thought speed, already accelerated by my skills, was left in the dust as I bid farewell to the ground and charged at the great spear of water that was closest.

It was likely a grand spell from that unfamiliar long chant. I swung the blade horizontally at the crushing pressure that made a one-hit kill easy to imagine, and the blade—*connected*.

Normally, without enchanting a weapon with an element other than the target’s own to aim for its ‘core,’ physical attacks cannot interfere with magic. The best you can do is block it with a shield or wall that exceeds the magic’s diameter.

However, with this thing that wavers between the physical and the magical,

“You’ve gotta be kidding me, are you crazy!?”

“Haha… Now that’s unexpected.”

“Something new again…!”

It can forcefully interfere with the crystallized magic and even *knock it down*.

The words of praise from the [Thread-Weaver], [Long Legs], and [Knight] were music to my ears—but unfortunately, I had no time to spare. The incorporeal blade, formed from meager resources, was already beginning to fade.

My own [Water Enchant] can't intercept the magic of Record-shi, who shares the same element. Therefore, I need to open a path in the brief time before this [Red Air] dissipates.

And my target is only one person.

Not the [Thread-Weaver] or the [Long Legs] protected by the [Knight], but the [Knight] herself, who grants them *absolute* protection. If I don’t take her down, there is no victory.

Leaping through the air, I knocked down, parried, and sent flying the enemy’s magic, which was also a move to create a diversion and keep them in check. They couldn’t possibly react instantly to the unknown sensation of ‘having their magic punched back at them,’ even if they couldn't have their control wrested away.

They should be at their limit just trying to divert their own magic so it doesn't hit their allies. My assumption proved correct, and I slipped through the momentary ‘gap’ that appeared.

“Hmph… You’re insane, truly!”

“If I wasn’t, I wouldn’t be here right now…!!!”

While Stella’s autonomous function forcibly cut through the threads of a perfectly timed follow-up, I dove in and slammed my fist into the ‘shield.’

As we exchanged playful banter—[Frezon Revolver] fully loaded & [Ignition] & [Rocket] & Matoi and Mawari at maximum output!

Kesshiki Ittoryu Unarmed Style, `Shinden`… revised, Prototype Unarmed Style.

“`Tsuzumi`.”

One strike, two, three, four, five. In a *single instant*, I drove in a series of escalating blows that resonated, mixed together, and became an explosive ‘force’ that shot straight through the enemy’s *core*.

And its power was,

“—Ka, hah…!?”

Whether it received a blade or a fist, the [Knight]’s HP, which had remained completely undamaged until now, was taken down by thirty percent right through her shield—a ridiculous amount of damage.

It’s a technique I魔改造d from a direct-contact, penetration attack taught by my master that ignores simple defense. No matter how incredible *that shield* is, it couldn’t possibly deflect it head-on before its release!

And then,

“Hmph…—*Manif—*”

“Not happening.”

Frankly, the fact that she stopped it at *only* about thirty percent damage is what’s truly surprising, but it seems even that guardian couldn’t escape the super-massive impact effect.

Was it an instinctual reaction, or a pre-set action anticipating a crisis? As she struggled, able *only* to *move her mouth*, I pressed forward. My right hand, having just delivered its blow, summoned a massive bomb of pure mass.

“————h…”

Was she about to spin her next words, or did she reflexively start to say something else…? Well, now that she’s been flattened in an instant under the great warhammer [Gravidon], I’ll never know.

And I have neither the time nor the luxury to listen leisurely. So, pardon me,

—“[Ignition]!”

My finger, pulling the trigger, felt not the slightest mercy or hesitation.



    Chapter 640

    The Spectators' Eyes

    “—‘[Ignition]!’”

“Whoa, geez…! Nozomin shows no mercy…!”

“That guy’s amazing, in more ways than one…”

Along with the footage slammed onto the massive home theater screen, the raw, or rather, truly genuine fighting spirit and thunderous roar blasting from the speakers shook their eardrums.

Starting with a hidden technique he’d mentioned once before, followed by intercepting magic, weaving through countless obstacles with superhuman speed, and closing the distance with a single flash of his fist, he then unveiled a completely unknown and incredible new move.

Furthermore, after силою pinning the [Knight] with a monstrous summoned warhammer, he pulled the trigger without a hint of hesitation in a merciless, murderous combo.

The childhood friend duo, the usual reaction team of the group, let out cries of admiration. It was no wonder that a certain someone, performing the godlike feat of a ‘real-time edited broadcast’ for the Four Pillar War, decided to rewind and replay the scene. The sheer violence of the highlight reel demanded it.

For the average viewer, who could only tilt their head and think, “What on earth just happened?” at the barely-slowed-down footage, the replay was a much-appreciated consideration. Since the speed of time differs between reality and the virtual world, such edits are a common and accepted practice.

That is what a *quasi*-LIVE broadcast is all about.

As the four of them watched the various scenes being picked apart and replayed, they all wore the exact same expression as they followed their friend’s avatar.

Namely—

“When it comes to fighting, he shows no mercy even against girls… I like it.”

“I could never imitate that equal-opportunity murder-punch mentality of his. As expected of the [Sword Saint]’s disciple.”

“It’s one of Nozomi-kun’s strengths that he treats it as a game more than the average person…—Kaede, are you breathing?”

“I am…!”

A face of pure delight, taking pride in the achievements of the young man who was their shared favorite, their comrade, and their friend, and rejoicing without reservation. It was a secret that when he himself wasn’t present, their follower-spirits were unleashed, and things always ended up *like this*.

“I thought he was in trouble against three people, but as expected of the great [Acrobat]. He’s gonna get more fans, I tell ya, more and more fans!”

“And with that appearance, too…”

His transformed body, known as ‘Haru-chan,’ which was lauded for a beauty that rivaled even the [Sword Queen] Iris, had an extremely positive effect on the public image of the [Acrobat], who had been saddled with a number of difficult topics in various senses right after his rise to prominence.

To put it simply, ever since the capture video of the [Shadow-Infested Arena] was uploaded, the number of followers who viewed ‘Haru the Acrobat’ positively had exploded.

Of course, part of that was due to the trust he showed with Iris during their battle, his equal and sincere way of dealing with her, and his brilliant, exhilarating, and outstanding ‘strength’ that captivated all who watched… but still, ‘appearance,’ the gateway to *affection*, is a big deal.

His real appearance… though the public didn’t know it was real, his refreshingly neat and approachable visuals had already garnered a certain level of popularity.

However, it was a fact that he lacked that final push, that impact that could steal one’s heart at first sight—that missing piece was magnificently filled by *that face*.

No, it was more than just filled. A face generated completely at random by the ‘Trance System Alpha’… in other words, a true beauty that was artificial, yet not artificial.

In Arcadia, which is recognized as another reality, that beauty has transcended the frame of a mere game avatar to become something *real*, something worthy of bearing *realistic idol-like qualities*.

In short, the number of people falling in love at first sight skyrocketed.

And once someone develops a fondness for that, his personality—the one that brought a smile to the [Sword Queen] and quickly built friendly relationships with many Rankers—piles on even more positive evaluations.

On top of that, when the ‘Princess,’ in whom the world places its trust, is head over heels for him without a second glance, the idea that he is a man worthy of being liked by multiple women becomes something people can accept with a sense of, ‘Well, of course.’

When that happens, countless people sink into the great swamp of the naturally charming [Acrobat].

And it’s the same for the hearts of those who already liked him. His friends, taking advantage of his absence to praise his achievements to the high heavens, now say it in unison.

—It’s only natural for anyone, man or woman, to fall for him.

“By the way, it’s kinda funny how Nozomin doesn’t really use much magic or his gun in the end.”

“Yeah, I knew it. He just pretends to be smart but he’s a total meathead at his core.”

“His default thought process seems to be ‘just charge in and wreak havoc.’”

““But that’s what’s good about it.””

“I totally get it. Every one of the Acrobat’s fights is just so satisfying to watch.”

“…! …! …!!!”

Leaving the young lady of the Shijo family to stare silently at the replayed footage with sparkling eyes, the usual scene unfolded with the childhood friend pair, Shoko and Toshiki, and Mizuki joining in the lively conversation.

Gazes filled with a mix of admiration and friendship, hotter than any in the world. The hero receiving them all, on the other side of the screen in another world—was, as always.

With a dazzling smile and high spirits, he danced madly across the stage, faster and more nimbly than anyone else.



    Chapter 641

    By the Skin of His Teeth

    “—No way, you’ve got to be kidding…!?”

That [Knight], brought to her knees *without being able to do a single thing*.

Faced with a truly unprecedented and abnormal sight, the “junior” couldn’t help but let her thoughts freeze in astonishment. Who could blame her—that responsibility, of course,

“Don’t stop!”

“Hk…—!”

—was held by the other senior, positioned five steps behind her.

As if jolted by Record’s voice, which could no longer hide its own desperation—no, she was literally struck and jolted by the scolding itself. Shame flushed the girl’s cheeks as she reflected on her own hesitation.

But, even so, she was a Ranker. The time it took to clear her jumbled thoughts and emotions was but an instant, a near-nonexistent moment before her ten fingers were once again flying—

And in another near-nonexistent moment, blue eyes framed by white hair were right before her.

It was an invisible stride, approaching or even surpassing the speed of sound, completely incomparable to his movements from moments before. Despite having been stopped for a split second, the threads that had certainly filled the gap were all slipped through. The [Acrobat] flashed a mischievous grin and,

—“Do-re-mi-fa-so-la-ti-do.”

“————”

He struck at the [Thread-Weaver]’s core, something only a very few knew about, and once again bound Natsume in place.

And then, before she could even blink her stunned eyes, in the twinkling of an eye, the artificial yet masterfully crafted beauty vanished from her sight—

“………………………………………………Well, it can’t be helped.”

Turning around at the gentle… resigned and exasperated voice that struck her back once more, she saw the [Long Legs] standing alone, his great staff put to *sleep* and his magic dispelled.

When she looked forward again… the monstrous warhammer had vanished without a trace, and the [Knight] was sluggishly pushing herself up, perhaps due to the lingering effects of the massive impact.

And the [Acrobat] was nowhere to be seen—

“He got away with a *win*… but the fact that he didn’t press his advantage is proof that he doesn’t underestimate us. Let’s be happy about that.”

With Record’s compromise-like excuse,

“Gyaaaaaaaaaaaah!!! I didn’t get to do anythiiiiing!!! I didn’t get to show off a single cool thing!!! It makes no sense, I couldn’t do anything at aaaaall!!!”

—the cry of the *former newest Title Holder*, exploding with shame, frustration, and a myriad of other emotions, was followed by the voice of the one who had been humiliatingly flattened for failing to react in time.

“Haha, same here. That monster prince, he’s really something else…”

“I feel like I took the most damage here, striking a big pose only to be lightly brushed aside. Is that just my imagination? …Let’s just say it’s my imagination.”

And as the wielder of the great staff soothed his quivering, dissatisfied partner, his sigh—

—brought a poignant end to the encounter that had begun and ended like a storm.

◇◆◇◆◇

“I thought I was going to die!!!!”

“Being surrounded by four of them at one point, I was thinkin’ you might actually bite it… but what’s the deal with you? How in the world did you manage to survive that?”

“Hey, where’d all that trust in me go?!”

There are many kinds of ‘wins,’ and successfully breaking through an encirclement and making a run for it is a magnificent victory in its own right.

The three on the other side weren’t going all out either… The [Thread-Weaver]-senpai was saying things like “full power” and “crush you,” but her tendency to let strong words slip out when she gets carried away is well-known. So, in the end, it was mutual.

It was just a scouting mission disguised as a greeting, and I managed to withdraw without revealing my hidden gems and other trump cards, so I’d say it went swimmingly. That Crimson Valor thing wasn’t a hidden gem, more of a dead card, so it’s fine.

Anyway—

“They’ve completely marked me… Sorry, but it looks like it’s impossible for me to fulfill my role as a runner.”

“With you, even a *side job* will probably be more effective than one person’s full effort, right?”

“I can’t tell if you have a lot of faith in me or not…”

“Despite what you say, I was kinda hopin’ you’d light a signal fire or somethin’.”

“That’s asking way too much, you know?”

He must be talking about the pillar of light that marks the defeat of a Ranker. I shot back a deadpan, calm retort to Gossan’s voice, which sounded neither playful nor joking.

No, seriously, that’s impossible.

I landed a perfectly executed `Tsuzumi` followed by a crush from [Gravidon] and a finishing blow with [Ignition], and she still endured it with just over fifty percent HP remaining. What is up with that [Knight] anyway?

Deciding that I couldn’t push any further and immediately opting for a retreat was, in hindsight, a brilliant decision on my part.

Realistically, if that group came at me seriously, it would be impossible for me to push through even if I fought back with everything I had. The only one I could say I have a decent matchup against is the [Long Legs]; the [Knight] goes without saying, and even the [Thread-Weaver]-senpai is pretty tough.

Especially when I’m in this transformed body, her ‘serious mode’ is just one step short of being the worst possible matchup. The moment the [Knight] showed her intent to get serious, my option to continue the fight vanished.

“*Heh heh, just kiddin’—well, do your best, Senpai.*”

Just as his teasing tone came through the telepathy.

“*You’ve been outscored by your kouhai, you know?*”

“I’m so proud of my excellent student. My nose is so high it might pierce the heavens.”

I looked up at the pillar of light from the destroyed ‘Pillar’ that had just shot up, and retorted with half sincerity, half competitiveness. I had noticed it happening several times since he engaged Tiger, but it seems Kanata is working hard in my place while I was being spectacularly delayed right from the start.

“*Oh? I thought you weren’t gonna be his master or teacher?*”

“Forget I said that. I’m proud of my excellent junior. My nose just pierced the starry sky—Don’t worry about me, Lord [General Commander]. I’ll take a quick breather and then start running again.”

“*Yeah. Go on and raise hell to your heart’s content.*”

In a corner of a passage thick with the ‘web,’ I stopped for a brief moment to calm my mind, which had been considerably drained from the successive battles with Rankers. Realizing I shouldn’t waste the busy commander’s precious time with idle chat, he seemed to sense my consideration and snorted, “Hmph…”

“*Besides, your life this time around will only last until the Princess comes to get you anyway.*”

“You just said something absolutely outrageous, you know that?!”

Whether he was serious or not, he left me with an infinitely unnecessary truth, and our playful banter was abruptly cut short.



    Chapter 642

    The Teachings Are Here

    “————Hah…!”

Unconsciously holding my breath while moving at maximum speed is something I need to work on.

It was a ‘habit’ I hadn’t been very conscious of myself, but it was pointed out to me that it affects my endurance. Unfortunately, I can’t say I’ve completely overcome it yet.

After cleaving the seventh ‘Pillar,’ he was finally forced to stop. In exchange, Kanata resumed normal breathing and, against his will, slumped to the ground.

This is no time to stop—but he’s not arrogant enough to think he can just keep running without rest. Embarrassingly, this is a necessary break.

“*Kanata, are you alright?*”

“I’m sorry… just a little,”

“*I’m not gonna treat you like one of those monsters just yet. It’s fine to take a proper rest. Forget the fatigue, how’s your mental condition?*”

“If it were just about fighting spirit, I feel like I could run forever…!”

“*Hah, that’s good to hear.*”

He was getting used to the flow of conversation with the [General Commander], as daunting as it was. He had no intention of being overly reserved about the fact that the commander was practically glued to him, supporting his every move.

Such things were truly unnecessary. Understanding that the others didn’t need that kind of help, Kanata knew his role was to not waste the ‘unstinting support’ he had been told he would receive beforehand, to live up to expectations, and to simply keep running with dogged determination.

“*It’s been a while since the labyrinth opened. From here on out, players other than the ‘vanguard’ will start pouring in, so be prepared for unexpected battles.*”

“The vanguard…”

“*Your ‘senpai’ and his ‘ilk.’*”

Immediately after the war began, the ‘Rankers,’ moving at speeds unattainable by ordinary players, would forge ahead and encounter each other. It’s a staple of the Four Pillar War for a flashy greeting to occur as a way to liven things up.

Since these are battles between agile runners, they are generally dizzying… in other words, visually impressive, and often become the first major highlight of the Four Pillar War, but—

“Um, my senpai is…”

“*Oh, him? He’s already been having a grand time. A total of four people in this short amount of time.*”

“What did you say?”

In other words, since the last Four Pillar War, this has naturally become a fixed event, the *first encounter* of a *specific individual*. He knew Haru was safe since no pillars of light other than for ‘Pillar’ destructions had been seen, but the casual, absurd words that came back made him let out an incredulous yelp.

And then, the faint hint of a suppressed laugh was transmitted directly into his mind via telepathy…

“*Makes you proud to have such a fun senpai, doesn’t it, kouhai?*”

“……Ah, haha.”

At those words, Kanata, having fully caught his breath, stood up.

“He’s the best in the world.”

“*That kid really has a knack for being loved, doesn’t he?*”

With no falsehood in his own words, he lifted his face, ready to embody his unyielding spirit.

“Goldow-san.”

“*Yeah?*”

And it wasn’t because the commander’s words had moved his heart.

“……—An enemy.”

It was for no other reason than to stand tall and confront the single player who had appeared, their presence emanating undisguised from the depths of the labyrinth, beyond the ‘web’ he was staring at.

Amidst the phosphorescent light of a fallen ‘Pillar’s’ crumbling remains, a tall woman stepped into the empty space where the web had been torn.

Long golden hair and blue eyes. A slender, well-defined face that conveyed not ‘beauty’ but ‘strength.’ A lively smile. A cloth light-armor that could be described as a modified habit with a bold slit, and a monstrous great warhammer. She was a lump of presence, boasting a bizarre and imposing aura.

“[Heroine]… Oume Touri-san.”

“*————…I see.*”

One step, then another, closing the distance, she was now just a *few meters* away. It was as if she was certain Kanata wouldn’t run…—no, as if she had already judged any attempt to escape as futile. Her steps were composed, leisurely, and somehow imperious yet quiet.

She came to a stop right in front of him, *soundlessly*, *while dragging a great warhammer*, and offered another smile—

“Well now, I don’t recognize you. Who might you be?”

—she simply asked, as if to say her own introduction was unnecessary.

“*Kanata, you get it, right? I wouldn’t say you and Oume have a bad matchup, but…*”

“Yes.”

The [General Commander] didn’t voice the rest of his sentence, but even without his concern, Kanata himself understood deeply—the difference in their fundamental strength was too great. He was *no match for her*.

This time, with the help of the field, he was confident he had shown a run that was a step, no, two steps… or maybe five… no, dozens of steps short of the [Acrobat], but that was still his limit.

Even if he had been trained directly by the people he admired, by a Ranker and their partner, that alone wasn't enough to stand on the same level as them. Being ‘special’ in Arcadia isn’t cheap.

That’s why… yes, that’s precisely why.

“…I am Kanata, of the Eastern Faction, Istia. It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance.”

“Is that so. Don’t know that name either.”

The path he must take, as someone who has started running towards that ‘specialness,’ has already been decided.

“*…I won’t stop you, but you can’t win.*”

“I know. But—”

Although he was given the important role of a runner, he was still just a general participant. Even if his HP were to be depleted, it wouldn’t mean game over in the Four Pillar War.

Therefore, the optimal move here would be to ‘disperse honorably without unnecessarily revealing his hand.’ He understood that this was the smart choice, one that everyone, including the commander on the telepathy line, would affirm.

In the first place, for a general participant, an ‘encounter with a Ranker’ is synonymous with a death encounter, an accident with a predetermined outcome of defeat. Whether they struggle or give up, the power of life and death lies with those celestial beings, so there is nothing to be done but curse one’s bad luck.

In Arcadia, that’s what a ‘Ranker’ is when they are your enemy.

Again, that’s precisely why.

“I want to be like my senpai.”

If he is to reach for the admiration he has chosen to look up to.

“If Senpai were in my shoes, he’d never back down, right?”

If he doesn’t chase after the back he sees in his admiration, it would be a lie.

The [Acrobat] he fell for always overcame unbeatable opponents.

“*…I wonder. That guy can be strangely pragmatic in weird ways, you know.*”

“Ahaha. That, too, is part of his charm, a nice gap.”

“*Ahhh, it’s no use. Nothing I say will get through now.*”

The voice echoing in his head was a fifty-fifty mix of exasperation and resignation. However, the owner of that strangely cheerful voice was the leader of Istia, the faction of conflict.

“*Well, if you’re gonna seriously challenge a Ranker, just showing your resolve is impressive enough… Go ahead, your score is more than sufficient. Do as you please.*”

“Hk… Yes!”

“*There’s no spirit in your voice. Don’t you go shrinking now, thinking ‘sorry for being selfish.’—If you admire him, then you better learn from him and throw down a challenge!*”

“Hk—Yes!!”

An inevitable composure.

He looked at his ‘enemy,’ who waited, seemingly amused, without rushing Kanata as he carried on a lengthy conversation with his ‘leader,’ and naturally, without making a move.

He looked, and declared one thing.

“I’ll face you head-on—and I’ll show you that I can *get away*!!!”

“*Alright! Well said—… wait, what did you say?*”

He won’t back down from the challenge, but a getaway win instead of a knockout win is on the table.

That, too, seems like an impossible difficulty, but there are words engraved in his heart. Namely, ‘Things that can be done can be done if you do them, so believe you can do it and try.’

And so, as he unknowingly traced his ‘senpai’s’ line of thinking and put his ‘resolve’ into words… the one who took up a stance, she—the Southern Faction’s tenth-ranked member—deepened her smile even further.

“I like it—Just your spirit alone seems worthy of remembering.”

And toward the boy she had likewise acknowledged as an ‘enemy,’ she took another step forward.



    Chapter 643

    An Immature Nova

    The Southern Faction, Sotalm’s, tenth-ranked member, the [Heroine] Oume Touri.

Brawling Sister, Bare-Knuckle Lady, Rock-Paper-Scissors-Is-Always-Rock, Prayer (Physical)—she has been given many nicknames, but if one were to describe her abilities in a single phrase…

Her name is, the Walking Epicenter.

Taking a single step forward, the [Heroine] effortlessly, far more effortlessly than Kanata could draw and swing his short sword with his right hand, twirled a great warhammer that was much larger than her own body.

Not a hammer… but a mallet. The great mallet, made entirely of jet-black ‘wood’ from its handle to its head, was a simple block of wood, save for the golden pattern carved like a prayer on its head.

The Fifth Tier Anima, [Grace Lucate, Earth-Shaking Root-Flower Vine]—its hidden ability is befitting the name ‘Walking Epicenter,’ a forced vibration impartation to matter that requires no attack power or impact force whatsoever.

The reach of that power,

“Alright, let’s begin.”

—for example, naturally includes even the very ‘earth’ itself.

No sound, no shockwave, nothing that would clearly declare the fact that it had struck the floor occurred. The great mallet, twirled as if she were toying with a pen, *touched* the ground at the [Heroine]’s feet.

“Hk, ngh…!”

The next moment, a massive vertical tremor, so extreme that even an avatar with superhuman physical abilities couldn’t possibly have remained standing without being prepared, assaulted Kanata.

And then,

“—Hoh?”

In the very epicenter of the quake where even walking was difficult, two figures moved. Having dodged a fist that was swung nonchalantly after her form *blurred* and *flew* unnaturally, Oume Touri let out a voice that seemed both amused and intrigued, her eyes keenly tracking her target.

To fulfill the challenge he himself had thrown down, the boy charged head-on, kicking aside instinct, reason, and fear, and swung his right hand.

Charging head-on—and from behind, a position he had gained by tracing an arc at three hundred miles per hour, he drove his blade straight for her neck, casting aside all hesitation and doubt.

To her neck, the blade approached, and,

“—I see, that explains it. No wonder they picked you as a runner.”

“So haaaaaard…?!”

The short sword, which should have perfectly struck a vital point from above her glittering golden hair, was repelled head-on with a high-pitched *metallic sound*.

Though surprised, his mind, which had been hammered into him the ‘courage and grit to never stop thinking, even in a panic’ through endless sparring with a thousand blades, immediately began to work.

Following his left, a right step forward. His avatar, sliding at top speed without being hindered by the lingering tremors, instantly created distance between the monster and Kanata.

What resulted was a scene after their initial exchange of greetings, their faces lit with their respective inner thoughts.

On one side, Kanata. This was the second time he had faced a ‘Ranker’ on the battlefield, and there was no getting used to it. Having received the pressure up close, his resolve didn’t waver, but he couldn’t ignore the shiver that ran through him.

He had only just started running. Though he had the spirit to learn and imitate, he was naturally far from becoming one of them, and he couldn’t possibly put on a fearless smile. He disguised the trembling of his blade, which had nothing to do with the numbness from the feeling of striking steel, by pressing his left hand against his wrist to steady it.

On the other side, the [Heroine], who watched Kanata without giving chase or showing any disturbance.

“You’re good. It’s been a while since someone who isn’t a Ranker got the first hit in on me.”

“…I’m honored.”

As she brushed her hair back with a swish, as if to tidy up the places they had both struck, her tone was so crisp and clear that one could believe there was no hidden meaning behind it.

As if she didn’t mind in the slightest that a deadly weapon had been slammed against her neck a moment ago—and indeed, with not a single scratch on her body or her HP, she smiled brightly.

“I haven’t forgotten, but could you tell me your name one more time?”

“H-Huh… K-Kanata, it is.”

“Alright, Kanata. I like your spirit and your drive. I’ll be sure to remember you.”

She let go of the great mallet that had shaken the earth and flew forward with her bare hands.

The great mallet, which should have been left behind, was, before he knew it, back in her hands. Twirling it once more, the [Heroine] cheerfully spun her words—and in this time and place, that,

“To be honest, I wanted to fight the [Acrobat] one-on-one, so I split off from the others… It seems I didn’t draw the short straw after all. I’m glad.”

“Hk…”

—was nothing less than a declaration that she was raising her *motivation* and, in addition, shifting up a *gear*.

To the small but brave challenger who unconsciously swallowed hard as the pressure of information, which already felt crushing, swelled without limit—

“Once again, I am the Southern Faction’s tenth-ranked member, the [Heroine] Oume Touri. You can call me Oume-san.”

Her face, which would look demure if she were quiet, twisted into a fiendish expression overflowing with fighting spirit.

“Now, come at me—Don’t you go and get crushed so easily, Kanata.”

And though she said to come at her,

The [Heroine] took another step forward herself, as if to say, ‘But I won’t wait.’



    Chapter 644

    Meanwhile, the Former Nova

    By cross-referencing my memory with the pillars of light that rose before the battle started, and the signal fires from the ones Kanata and I destroyed, I can figure out the general locations of the remaining ten or so.

So, despite being hit by various events, there's no problem with resuming my runner duties.

And so, making full use of my frankly broken ‘talent,’ I took a brief rest and then, a mere thirty seconds after starting towards my next objective—

“This is just fan service, right?! That’s what this is!”

“I can die happy, so I shall humbly approach!”

“It’s a battlefield, so it’s totally legal, right?!”

“I watch the arena archives every day!!!”

“Look here! Can I get a look over here, please?!”

“*Oi, Haru, you got a second?*”

“Ahhhhhhh, the real thing, moving, is amaaaaaazing…!!!”

—…and that’s how it was.

I was in a section of the labyrinth near the Northern Faction’s base. I stared, completely repulsed, at the sight of the general participants I had finally encountered—a mob of strange lunatics surging towards me.

What’s with them? They’re creepy. Stay away.

“…Recall.”

I summoned the crimson cylinder, and my finger on the trigger held truly zero hesitation.

“Get blown away, you idiots!”

The light of magic that lit the matchlock struck the flash pan, and the crystal-coated barrel burst as a massive gleaming bullet was fired. Since I wanted this trump card specifically for wiping out groups, this situation was, in all honesty, the perfect opportunity for it to shine, but…—

Being famous is tough, or maybe it’s an unavoidable weakness.

Since it was a trump card I had already revealed, there was no way the elite players strong enough to be participating in the Four Pillar War wouldn't have a ‘counter’ for it.

I had been suspicious of their slow approach compared to their initial excitement, but it was simple—they were running in a tight group, maintaining their formation and matching the pace of the person in the lead.

As my vision spun from the recoil of the shot, I caught sight of a warrior, likely a durability-focused tank with low agility, raising his shield with an ‘I knew it’ expression.

And then, another spin and an instant later, the next thing I saw was a barrier of light, deployed from the shield, stopping the reactive warhead of the [Ruby Rabbit Bullet].

An explosion, a roar—and the result,

“Heh, not bad, you veterans…!”

—was that I saw no figures scattering. I wasn't just seen and known, I was being *studied*. It wasn't just that my tricks were exposed; from my perspective, with my still-lacking knowledge, many of the moves these veterans used were new to me.

What the heck was that? I’ve never seen a shield of light before—Thus, in terms of informational advantage, the enemy had a landslide victory. The thorough surprise attacks of the last war wouldn't work this time.

Then again, back then I was in a state of hopeless ignorance that surpassed even my current self, so it was more like a ‘first encounter vs. first encounter’ situation that has now become a ‘mostly known vs. somewhat new’ one…

Well, if that's the case.

—“[Frezon Revolver].”

I’ll just have to show them the strength I’ve built up, with a little bit of the unknown mixed in.

My deceleration and battle stance were simultaneous. I loaded bullets into my clenched fists without a weapon. Alright, time to make good on that promise from before—this is how you *punch someone from a distance*.

“Hrrr…—yah!”

A flash of six strikes. The fist-bullets fired straight from my alternately swinging fists,

“Guh!” “Bu—” “Beh!” “Ba—” “Oboah?!”

—struck the chins of the approaching enemies one by one, five in total, forcibly halting their advance. I gave the shield-bearer who had blocked the Ruby Bullet and worn a smug look on his face two extra helpings, but that was because he looked tough, not because I was irritated or anything.

The last one at the rear was left unscathed, but the five in front of him were blocking the way, so it shouldn't be a problem—that aside, my next move is this.

“[Aqua].”

Did you think I didn't notice? Using the charge of the melee group as a wall, a quiet incantation was woven, and the ranged artillery that now shot up from behind them was, by my count, from five people.

A simultaneous magic volley is technically quite difficult, and as a basic rule to prevent power diffusion from interference between adjacent spells, it's common to unify the element for each unit if possible.

In other words, it was only natural that the approaching magic was all ‘fire’… I did this the other day, but what happens when explosions and water meet in Arcadia is—

[Rocket] ignition. I swung my right hand and scattered an amount of ‘water’ just shy of a Terra Aqua, and retreated backwards from the impact of the steam explosion caused by its contact with the great spear of flame that led the barrage.

And then, [Rocket] re-ignition, followed by drawing my Rabbit Dagger and using [Water Enchant].

Kesshiki Ittoryu, Fifth Strike.

“`Karehomura`.”

Pseudo `Shukuchi` activation.

I cut through the steam (smokescreen), weaved through the approaching magic, and brushed past the six frontline fighters who, despite having their chins smashed and an explosion going off in front of them, showed the spirit to press forward without flinching—and then a three-hundred-and-sixty-degree spin.

Behind the enemy, I poured all the momentum of my charge into the spin, and as I came to a stop, I unleashed a series of three killing blows aimed at their necks from their blind spot—the murderous, neck-reaping Fifth Strike.

This was the cause of my death in my memorable first match with the [Sword Saint], a three-hit combo that instantly bypassed the death-negation of the [Crimson Rabbit Hairpin]—plus,

—it was a combo move with the extended range from my Water Enchantment, which scales with my swing speed.

Don’t complain about a `Kare-`*`homura`* (Withered *Flame*) having a water enchantment. If it’s strong and it cuts, it’s good—a six-kill in an instant was pretty impressive, wouldn’t you say?

Alright then…

“Ah.”

“Hey, melee group…”

“Isn’t it embarrassing that only Don-chan got a moment to shine?”

“Won’t that be the same for us in the future?”

“YES, he definitely, absolutely made eye contact with me just now! I did it!!!”

“He’s selecting his prey, no doubt about it.”

Let’s go, you guys in the back row. No need to ask if you’re prepared, I assume.

And so, six seconds later.

“—So, what’s up, Gossan?”

“*I know you can hear me. Answer the damn call.*”

“Sorry, I was a little busy dealing with a mob of perverts…”

“*Huh? What kind of nonsense are you spouting now?*”

I’m sorry. I’ll listen properly, so please forgive me.



    Chapter 645

    Peace North

    “—Well, well, look at them all coming back at once.”

At the Nortalia wartime base, [Fugrigand, Castle of Tranquil Garden].

Next to a giant, faintly glowing crystal floating in mid-air—an object that had replaced the stone monument recording the peacetime ‘Ranks’—a man spoke with a somewhat flippant tone as he watched a total of twelve people tumble onto the floor one after another, as if being born from the crystal itself.

“My, my, almost the entire squad got wiped out instantly. How scary.”

“““““We have no excuse…”””””

“Don’t worry, I’m not gonna blame you. So, who got you?”

His manner of speaking was soft, similar to the faction’s ‘Tiger,’ but with a slightly different atmosphere. A slender figure wrapped in a black long coat that resembled traveler’s gear, with sharp yellow eyes and mouse-gray hair tied back in a single ponytail.

“““““It was Haru-chan.”””””

“I figured as much, but why do you all sound so happy about it? You lost, you know?”

“““““We have no excuse…!”””””

His expression was light, his voice was light, his words were light—to an outsider, he might be judged as ‘frivolous,’ ‘two-faced,’ or ‘impossible to read.’ However, he had long since been recognized as a hardworking man with no hidden agenda, the very *conscience of the Northern Faction*.

Nortalia’s second-ranked member, the [Wolf Pack], Gin himself. In place of the extremely free-spirited number one, he, along with his right-hand man, was the one who effectively managed the Northern Faction.

Which meant, to his right—

“Just as expected, yet beyond imagination.”

—was his right-hand man, a former Northern Faction Ranker.

Though he had laid down his crown, his name, [Dog Whistle] Hagi, remained. Having publicly stated that he ‘created his character to look like a perfectly ordinary person,’ he pushed up the glasses on his extremely plain face, a rarity in Arcadia, with his fingertip and…

“As I thought, isn’t it meaningless and pointless to poke at him half-heartedly?”

—he said, not even trying to hide his weary, fed-up expression, drawing a wry smile from Gin, his boss, comrade, and old friend.

“That may be so, but it’s an order from the Princess’s faction. It’s probably better to just obey the ‘Queen’ who’s coordinating everything, right? I think the logic holds up.”

“That’s true, but… for our faction, which specializes in PvE, it’ll be tough to take him on seriously. In fact, our top PvP force just got repelled—Ah, you can all go now. If there are no issues, please return to the front lines promptly.”

If Gin’s role was to oversee the entire faction, Hagi’s role was to oversee the battle itself. Under the command of the man who was, in both name and reality, the ‘General,’ the twelve who had been watching the usual exchange between the top and his right-hand man replied in unison and ran off.

…And, from the direction they ran off in.

The sound of *blatantly* affectionate greetings reached their ears… Hagi, sighing as he decided to let it slide, and Gin were approached by two sets of footsteps.

—“I heard ‘Haru-chan’ and came running…!”

“You didn’t need to. You too, try to show some self-restraint, at least during the war.”

“I’m really sorry, this one’s just an idiot, really, just an idiot…”

She wasn’t the only woman among the Northern Faction’s Rankers, but for *various reasons*, she was the *only player who could be treated as a proper idol*, and thus received the fervent support and gazes of Nortalia’s male members: Rinne, the [Berumail].

And, partly due to his own personality, her childhood friend and partner who often stood out… in other words, the one known as the second-most hardworking person after Gin: Maru II.

Both were generally considered to be within the realm of common sense, and their superiors and seniors, Gin and Hagi, trusted them as reliable juniors.

Trusted, as in past tense. As for what that meant…

“Yeehaw! As expected of Haru-san, he’s in top form! Ahh, my favorite is healthy and happy today, what a wonderful day!”

“It’s not a wonderful day, Rinne-chan. Right now, he’s the enemy, you know?”

“Of course! If I run into him, I’ll go at him with all my might! Hyaaah!”

“Your enthusiasm is great and all, but when our lone flower is getting all starry-eyed over an enemy man, you know? It affects the morale of the guys on our side. …It does affect them, right?”

“Well, I suppose it’s not entirely out of the question…”

In other words, *this is what it meant*.

While not exactly listless, one of them had undergone a strange transformation, stepping out of the bounds of common sense with one foot… or perhaps, with both feet.

She was still reliable, but whether she could be ‘trusted’ in various senses was now a subtle matter.

“Well, it’s pretty much just me, right? In our faction, I’m the only one who has a type advantage against the [Acrobat]. When it’s my turn, I’ll do my best, you know!”

“Is that so?”

“You have your own problems too. Just because it’s been a while since the last Four Pillar War, you’ve gotten too soft.”

“Well, I mean, I don’t really get the whole PvP thing…”

Anyway, for better or for worse… no, in Arcadia’s game design, there was hardly anything ‘bad’ about it, but Nortalia was simply *unfamiliar* with PvP.

The players participating in the Four Pillar War, both Rankers and general members, were basically a fixed roster. Under the philosophy that ‘as the Northern Faction that sings of freedom and adventure, we should prioritize our true calling,’ many of them, aside from the chosen heroes who wished for it, knew nothing of the ABCs of PvP.

Even the second-ranked [Wolf Pack] was no exception… Although he had come at the ‘Queen’s’ order, honestly, he wasn't being very useful at the moment. At best, the presence of a beloved leader on the battlefield was slightly boosting morale.

Therefore, the fact that Rinne, a valuable PvP asset regardless of her personal preferences, was so *fan-struck* was a major headache. It was no wonder Gin wore a wry smile and Hagi let out a sigh—

“You really need to start reining it in, okay? Haru-san even tells me a ton, like, ‘Please, just keep her on a leash.’ Why do I have to be the one holding your leash? I get how you feel, but seriously, calm down a bit—”

“Hmph, there you go again! That’s your problem, Maru, you’re not cute at all! Why are you lecturing me with a face like you’re perfectly in control? When we’re talking together, you’re the one who goes on and on and on! Haven’t you noticed that Haru-san is a little weirded out by you sometimes?”

“Weirded… huh? Huh? There’s no way. I’m not like you, Rinne. I know my limits.”

“Well, I know my limits too!”

“Says the one with a criminal record of chasing him around screaming in the middle of the city!”

“I wasn’t screaming! Don’t make me sound like some crazy person!”

“It’s close enough! What part of that is ‘knowing your limits’?!”

“I’m trying my absolute hardest to hold back, you know!”

“That’s even worse! Keep your otaku spirit in check!”

—…and with a childhood friends’ quarrel breaking out, it was enough to make one look to the heavens. It was, in a way, utterly and completely,

“…………Well, this is kind of a peaceful war we’re having this time.”

“I suppose the new wind that’s blowing has led to things improving overall, but… honestly, it’s a bit anticlimactic. Can I go home now?”

“Of course you can’t. Who’s going to take command?”

“There’s no one but you.”

“I’ve only ever done PvP a handful of times, you know. Either way, I’m nervous, so I need you to stay, Hagi-kun. Don’t leave me alone.”

“I can’t believe the number two Ranker is saying that.”

It was, truly, a scene from a peaceful battlefield.



    Chapter 646

    An Inherited Step

    Excluding a few singularity-like exceptions that aren’t bound by common sense, there are two standard strategies for agility-focused builds in Arcadia’s PvP.

Broadly speaking, it’s either push or pull. Both involve using one’s superior ‘legs’ to run circles around the opponent, but it essentially comes down to either going all-out on offense to overwhelm them in one go, or luring the enemy into a rhythm created by your speed advantage and then methodically and surely chipping away at them.

In short, there is basically no option other than to ‘attack.’ In this world (game) where countless unknown skills are updated every hour, it’s especially crucial for fragile AGI types, who can be taken down by a single minor accident, to ‘not let the opponent do anything.’

Therefore—

“Heh! I like it! Your spirit and your guts seem to be the real deal!”

“Huuu—h…!”

Even if his opponent was a monster from another dimension, there was no path other than to press forward.

How many times had he charged? How many times had he attacked a blind spot? How many times had he attacked? How many times had the dagger wielded in his right hand *struck* her body?

Directly in front of the [Heroine], who had turned to look behind her in reaction to a feint. As if to say that slipping past her vision was meaningless, her left palm flashed out without a look and easily caught the point of his blade, which had been thrust forward with both arms for a full-body blow… and once again, a metallic sound rang out.

While it couldn’t compare to the legendary Uniques, Anima, or other out-of-spec Terror Armaments, Kanata’s beloved sword, [Licorice Muse], was a one-of-a-kind piece crafted by a renowned magic engineer.

Both its base material and its craftsmanship were undeniably first-class. It wasn’t a blade that should be so easily blocked by the ‘skin’ of a player who wasn’t even wearing proper armor—but,

“Hk…!”

“Oops, again?”

Unfortunately, even without external protection, she herself was far from *ordinary*.

The moment Oume Touri, who stood on the battlefield with her HP still untouched, tried to close her left hand, he pulled his blade back and immediately activated his [Rebellion] to retreat seven meters in a super-speed step. Just as she had said, it was a fruitless exchange that had been repeated over and over again.

“Well, I’ll be. Those are some impressive ‘boots’ you’ve got there.”

“…I’m honored.”

He knew the secret to her absurd ‘defense.’ Or rather, it was information she herself had made public, so anyone who wasn’t completely uninterested in the world would know it.

The reward for the first clear of the high-difficulty dungeon, the ‘Otherworldly Plains of the Deep Sky,’ was the special title ‘The Ground.’ Like the ‘names’ of the Rankers, it was a title with a constantly active effect, one that came with both a massive merit and a massive demerit, making it extremely specialized.

Its hidden power was the ‘super-enhancement of the avatar on the ground’ and the ‘super-weakening of the avatar in the air’—in short, as long as her feet were on the ground, her body would be tougher than anyone else’s, and if both feet left the ground, she would become more fragile than anyone else.

On the ground, she becomes a champion who can block even the sword strikes of the [Sword Queen] with her bare hands.

In the air, she becomes a helpless lady who can be injured by a carelessly thrown stone.

“……………”

“You’re thinking, and thinking hard.”

The steel-like hardness was one of the enhancement effects of ‘The Ground.’

An automatic defense that momentarily hardens any part of her body, ‘Iron Body of the Earth Mother’—while it had the limitation of being optional and only able to harden an area the size of her palm, in the hands of a Title Holder with exceptional combat sense and a wealth of experience, its troublesome nature was self-evident.

To break through it, one would either have to launch a surprise attack that surpassed the reads of a top-tier PvP expert—second only to the [Heavy Tank] and excluding the exceptional [Sword Queen]—swallow her in an area-of-effect attack that ignores partial hardening, or slip past her defenses with such super-speed that she wouldn’t even have time to judge when to harden.

“………………”

“Well, that’s a good thing. …But.”

However, once again, unfortunately—Kanata possessed *none* of those options.

“Just thinking all the time gets boring, doesn’t it?”

“Kh…!”

The great mallet touched the ground. A tremor erupted, and the [Heroine] before him vanished.

One of the enhancement effects of ‘The Ground,’ its name was ‘Great Quake Movement.’ Its ability was to enable instantaneous movement by *riding the vibrations* to *slide across the ground*.

It was none other than an ability similar to Kanata’s own ‘Anima.’ Its top speed varied depending on the intensity of the tremor, and on top of the localized great earthquake stirred up by her [Grace Lucate]—

—it became a super-speed that was equal to, if not greater than, the speed of an AGI: 500 build.

The approaching attack was unarmed, a fist raised high.

That great mallet, despite its scale, was a semi-physical object with no attack power. Therefore, her means of attack was, as her many ‘nicknames’ suggested, bare-knuckle brawling.

But do not underestimate it. Her stats, which granted her ‘hardness’ and ‘speed’ through the effects of ‘The Ground,’ were all focused on the one value she lacked for melee combat—

“Alright, let’s enjoy this strange fate!”

“————”

The mighty fist, unleashed by a monstrous strength of *over 700 STR*, would easily shatter objects it struck, and if it struck the ‘unbreakable’ prepared by the gods, it would scatter a shockwave of unimaginable destruction.

[Rebellion] reactivated, retreat—though he could escape thanks to the power of his Anima, which followed its path straightforwardly, ignoring great earthquakes and all else, he couldn’t avoid the shockwave, which was more than just a tremor in the air, and it shook his avatar to the core.

This was, without a doubt, the most powerful attack she had used since their engagement.

Had she grown tired of Kanata’s repeated hit-and-run tactics, or was it a grand demand to ‘show me what you’ve got next’?

It likely wasn’t just a ‘fist’ formed from pure strength stats, but a *serious blow* built upon a myriad of unconventional skills befitting a Ranker—

—*that is what he wanted to believe*.

Because if that were the case… then at this very moment, as she took another step forward and raised her fist towards Kanata, who was truly and hopelessly thrown off balance, it would mean that,

—just as planned, she had leaned forward and stepped right into his trap.

He had given her more than enough information through his repeated, fruitless hit-and-run attacks. In other words, she had likely figured out that Kanata’s [Rebellion] was *poorly suited for offense*.

There was a limitation to the ‘slide’ enabled by his Anima that ‘a trajectory that touches an obstacle cannot be set,’ and there was also a feature that was both a safety function and a weakness: ‘at the end point, a hundred-to-zero stop that ignores inertia is applied.’

Therefore, an action that connects the momentum of the slide into an attack was impossible.

Any attack based on his [Rebellion] would always have a one-beat pause on both the *entry* and the *exit*, and he couldn’t hope for an attack power increase from an inertia boost.

Needless to say, against an opponent outside the norm like a Ranker, a ‘one-beat pause’ was fatal. It was only natural that she would read the direction of his attacks, and it was all according to plan that she had blocked every one of them.

On top of that, she had probably also figured out the left-right alternating pattern and the fact that he couldn’t activate his Anima unless his feet were on the ground—he needed her to have figured it out.

Over and over again, he had stubbornly launched attacks knowing they wouldn’t work, all for that purpose. He needed her to understand, otherwise, at this very moment,

—his next move, from his floating state, wouldn’t land.

His two feet, surely lifted from the floor by the impact, his right hand, whose blade was useless, and his left hand, which had been presented as unarmed ever since he threw down the gauntlet,

—behind his back, finally gripped the *hilt* of a weapon.

In the shadow of the scabbard that sheathed his [Licorice Muse], another scabbard, worn quietly like a charm, held a black-lacquered blade—

“————[Ignition]!”

A flash of light, like red lightning, burst forth.



    Chapter 647

    Two Winds

    A flash of lightning tore through the avatar, robbing it of exactly ten percent of its HP. In exchange, it granted a slight status boost from the 'weapon' and unlocked a single 'skill'—one deeply memorable to both Kanata and the world at large.

Memorable, yet its name had only become widely known a mere four months ago. However, the skill whose name the famed [Acrobat] had shouted time and time again during the last Four Pillar War had left a vivid impression as his signature move.

[Ignition]—the power of this once-unique skill lay in its ability to achieve astonishing zero-to-one-hundred acceleration by eliminating the 'acceleration' phase from any action.

Ever since its existence became known, countless light-armored warriors had tried and failed to acquire it. Now, that very skill propelled Kanata's avatar forward.

No wind-up, no bracing—none of it was necessary.

With no foothold in the air, his right leg flashed out at top speed. Oubai Touri's eyes widened at the crimson lightning—a sight she, too, likely remembered—just as his foot caught the tip of her chin.

*A solid hit.* He felt no sensation of hardness from the tip of his toes as they grazed her, and Kanata’s physical arts didn’t pack the same ridiculous power as his 'senpai's'... but even if the HP damage was minimal, the *impact* was there.

In Arcadia, the universal nemesis of all players was—

"—, —...!"

A critical stun, a forced paralysis from a surprise attack striking a vital point.

The [Heroine]'s fist, its speed dropping sharply, grazed Kanata’s cheek and struck empty air as he used a bizarre aerial maneuver to twist his body after the kick.

And in this fleeting opportunity—what would likely be his *first and last*—

"Hngh—!"

The boy, having inherited a single step that was more than he deserved from the one he admired, desperately reached out.

[Breath Moment] activated. A skill normally used for evasion kicked physical laws to the curb, carrying Kanata's still-airborne body to the ground at maximum speed.

He landed behind her. And the second 'trigger' was pulled; his body was already in motion.

Lightning coursed through him. He wouldn't waste a single instant of the opening he'd earned.

"[Merciless]!"

His trajectory was so low he was practically on the ground—condition met. It was an attack from directly behind, triggering a back-attack bonus—condition met. And the target was afflicted with a status ailment—condition met.

The flashing blade of [Licoris Milles] swept across Oubai Touri's left Achilles tendon, and a dark orange effect burst forth, proving the skill had taken hold.

[Merciless], a high-tier skill in the dagger aptitude category that inflicted a movement-impairing debuff. When its effects were perfectly applied, the maximum duration of incapacitation was—

"...Not bad, kid. Not bad at all."

—a mere three seconds flat.

In other words, more than enough time to escape.

And this prime opportunity.

Third trigger. The moment his blade slashed her tendon, he tossed the sword aside as his right hand flashed out—Kanata reached out and grabbed Oubai Touri's arm just as she was about to break free from the stun.

"[Rebellion]!"

Without hesitation, he went on the offensive.

His Anima, [Rebellion], had three absolute conditions for its sliding activation: contact with the ground, alternating left and right steps, and setting a route with no obstacles.

And for this power, which transported Kanata and whatever he was holding at top speed—

There was no weight limit.

Seven meters—a hair's breadth of distance. The narrow corridor, far from spacious, worked in his favor. His 'boot' ran along the floor and then kicked off the 'wall'.

His perspective shifted from vertical to horizontal. After sliding just two meters up—

His plan to invite the [Heroine] into the air had succeeded.

*Alright, one more time.*

"[Crowly—"

He squeezed the trigger.

"—Rivind]!"

He released his right hand, sheathed his left, and drew anew with his left.

Replacing the black dagger [Panga Fool] was the other half of his [Licoris Milles] pair. Its blade was aimed at the airborne [Heroine]'s left leg.

[Crowly Rivind], the highest-tier assault skill in the dagger aptitude category.

Its initial speed, top speed, and power were all top-class. This was a dagger wielder's 'finishing blow'—a fatal blade imbued with the power to ensure a 'kill' even if it didn't finish the job.

Within the dagger aptitude, which boasted numerous status-effect skills similar to [Merciless], if this technique was used on a body part already afflicted with a foundational debuff...

...the small dagger would become a merciless reaper's scythe, *guaranteed* to cause part destruction.

With three seconds, he probably could have escaped. But that was only if she'd been willing to let him go. If a move like that were enough to truly break through, there would have been no point in fighting her head-on in the first place.

The [Heroine], Oubai Touri, was a ranker—a celestial being of the same 'class' as those Kanata looked up to. There was no way she didn't have one, two, or even three trump cards up her sleeve.

That's why, yes. To ensure he made good on his word—

"—Aaaargh!!"

"—Hah...!"

—he had been prepared to take a leg or two as the *bare minimum*.

A single blade, not two. Thus, the condensed blue light effect that burst from it was intensely brilliant. And so, the desperate strike born of a carefully crafted strategy certainly landed—

"—You did well, Kanata. You're strong. I praise you from the bottom of my heart."

"...I'm honored."

The resulting scene was of a boy on the ground and a lady looking down on him. Their positions, from air to earth, had been reversed, cementing a conclusion that meant defeat for the challenger...

"In spirit, this is my loss. To think I'd be forced to use my *crown* against someone who isn't even a ranker."

But Oubai Touri, the 'proof' of her title now lit above her head, spoke of her own defeat with a bitter yet thoroughly satisfied smile. Her praise was genuine, which was gratifying, but...

...at the same time, it was unbearably frustrating. Kanata could only go limp.

"...In just a little over a minute... all three of them?"

"...What did you say?"

Once, twice, and now a third time. A weak smile crossed his lips as he took in the sight his eyes had been seeing. Oubai Touri voiced her confusion, asking 'what are you talking about,' but it was obvious.

Considering her tendency to lose track of her surroundings when engrossed in a fight, it wasn't surprising she hadn't noticed.

And that meant she had been that focused on him, which was a joyous thing.

Joyous, but still, the frustration—and embarrassment—won out.

Then, a wind blew.

"—Yo, Kanata. Looks like you were giving it your all, huh?"

A wind that had been steadily approaching, raising a cloud of dust with every step.

"You did great. Leave the rest to your senpai."

"...Yes. I'll be sure to learn from this."

Because that wind, with its long, swaying white hair, was smiling right beside him.



    Chapter 648

    The Inherited Hundred Steps

    "*—...Well, it would have been nice if I could have told you this was coming.*"

"Hey, I'm the one who asked you not to talk to me in the middle of a fight. I'll pay for my own mistakes."

It wasn't quite tunnel vision. Her tendency to become completely absorbed in her 'opponent' during combat was something she actively *chose* and *strived for*. It was how she believed she *should be*.

Therefore, the fact that she hadn't noticed the remaining three pillars being broken and the North and South factions being wiped out, or the fact that she hadn't sensed the approach of a major player—it was fine.

Sorry to her allies, but she had no intention of changing her style. If she did, there would have been no point in pushing herself so hard to climb all the way up here to the rankers.

And to proudly stick to that conviction—

"I'll do the bare minimum, at least. Don't you worry, Queeny."

"*...I'd say you've* already *done more than the bare minimum. Therefore—feel free to enjoy yourself as you please from here on.*"

A smile crept onto her face at the reply she received after promising to fulfill her duty.

"This is why I love it 'here.' No matter where I look, everyone gets it... and on top of that—"

That smile, which she was self-aware enough to admit was unbecoming of a lady, remained. She glanced down at the boy on the floor, then at the monster in the form of a young girl standing before him.

"—No matter if I look 'ahead' or 'behind,' there are just too many fun people. I can't get enough of it."

Her blue eyes met theirs directly as she took a step back.

She had been in a dominant position, moments from taking the virtual life of her 'prey,' yet she continued to retreat—two steps, three steps—without stopping. It wasn't that she was being considerate and letting him go.

She was simply acknowledging the impossible and retreating to protect herself.

"...Hah—you're a scary one, [Acrobat], for someone with such a cute face."

"Eh? No, I don't recall projecting an aura so intimidating you'd need to back away?"

Kanata, still on the ground, watched Oubai Touri's retreat with a dazed expression. The monster who had casually strolled up beside him offered a vacant-faced reply.

She almost laughed, wondering what right he had to say that... but in the end, the smile just crept back out.

"Well, I'll be. I don't know if it's because I'm seeing you through rose-colored glasses, or because I'm subconsciously intimidated by the public's and the 'Princess's' opinion of you... but I just don't know."

It was a fear she had felt countless times when facing an overwhelmingly powerful foe in this virtual world.

Troublingly, she had a strong premonition that the warning her 'master' had given her before she deployed would come true.

"...Hmm, well, for now..."

And yet, as if oblivious to the enemy's hidden apprehension—

"Forgive my appearance in this transformed body—Haru, fourth-ranked of Istia, the [Acrobat]. It's a pleasure to finally meet you. My apologies for the late introduction, my esteemed predecessor."

He playfully pinched the sash of his battle garment, offering a peculiar greeting with a bow that was a jumbled mix of gentlemanly and ladylike.

Faced with this elusive figure—this *latecomer who now walked ahead*—

"Oubai Touri, tenth-ranked of Sotalm, the [Heroine]."

—Oubai Touri replied with an unwavering smile.

"You can call me Oume-san, Prince."

"Okay, roger that—but that 'Prince' thing is banned from now on, Oume-san."

As if they had planned it.

The timing with which they each clenched their 'fists' was almost perfectly synchronized.

Gold flashed and white streaked. Less than a tenth of a second passed between Oubai Touri summoning her great maul and shattering the floor with a 'ground-shake,' and the thunderous roar of impact that followed.

One with 'strength,' the other with 'speed,' their perfectly matched point of contact held. And there, the two figures, 'unladylike' in more ways than one, met with vicious smiles.

"—I've been waiting to meet you, [Acrobat]!"

"—The honor's all mine, Lady [Heroine]!"

The moment the battle began, a relentless orchestra of traded and nullified blows filled the stage.

◇◆◇◆◇

[Rocket] & [Ignition] fired up.

I applied a [Water Enchant] to both fists and activated [Nine Tail]. As I stepped forward, I shot out a 'thread' to grab Kanata, tossing him backwards while clenching my fists to open the battle with a furious storm.

Why would I challenge someone who specializes in 'fists' with the same weapon? If someone were to ask, I'm ready to answer them instantly and proudly.

Because if I'm going to be blessed with an inhuman number of cards in my hand—

"I don't mind using a weapon, you know!"

"'These' are perfectly good weapons too, you know!"

—it's only natural to play the card that promises the most fun. Am I sandbagging? Showboating? Don't be ridiculous—this is me going all out, body and soul, full power, full throttle, my *true* form.

My fundamental movements are modeled after the [Sword Saint]. Into that, I've thrown in the hand-to-hand combat techniques I learned from the [Twin Fists] and the [Bell-Mail] to create a magically modified martial art.

So, there's absolutely no reason to call it a flashy, disrespectful move...

"—Raaagh!"

"Gah...!"

—Not a single one.

'Strength' versus 'speed'—in Arcadia, where inertia boosts can provide *over-the-top* damage increases, the answer to the eternal infighter's debate of 'power or quickness' has already been settled. At least, when it comes to PvP.

My single strike, which slipped past her intercepting fist and slammed into the [Heroine]'s stomach with more than double the number of attacks, is proof of that. In close-quarters combat, the one with superior agility holds the absolute advantage.

And what's more, on top of that.

"You...! That... is interesting!"

"I thought you'd think so!"

I have the added bonus of the 'Water' enchant extending the *range of my punches*.

If I can surpass her in reach and speed, and match her in overall power... then overwhelming the [Heroine] on the ground shouldn't be impossible! Probably!

But damn, she's tough!

"What's the deal?! I'm pummeling you, but your health isn't dropping!"

"Hah! All the more reason for us to enjoy this longer...!"

"There's a limit to everything! Are all of you as tough as raid bosses?!"

Tiger, the Knight, and now this Heroine. At this point, I can pretty much guess what's going on. *This encounter, and probably all the others, were deliberately set up.* In fact, it's almost certain that anyone who couldn't easily avoid being checkmated by the [Acrobat] wasn't even sent to the battlefield.

Haha, I can see it now. Helena-san, a monocle glinting in the background behind all the warriors. In other words, they're the vanguard, the scouts.

They're cannon fodder sent to probe my capabilities in preparation for the decisive battle to come.

Well, maybe not cannon fodder, but more like...—

"Lost in thought, are we? We're two of a kind!"

"Hah—well, we are senpai and kouhai, after all...!"

More like giant missiles that, after a massive explosion, have a pretty high chance of returning to their user's hand with a completely unfazed expression. Haha, I'm one to talk now, but...

...seriously, you rankers are a bunch of game-breakers!



    Chapter 649

    A Clash of Tremors

    Oubai Touri’s unique title, `Heroine`, comes with the enhancement effect `Helios Tremblarea`. The detailed specifications remain unknown, as she herself, the one who disclosed the information, kept the explanation extremely brief, saying it was “too complicated.”

From her words and the facts pieced together from various archives, if one were to interpret the power governed by the zigzagging EKG-like `crown`—it would be best described as 'the ability to manipulate the intensity of vibrations affecting oneself and anything one touches.'

Her power extends to her avatar and *every single thing* her body is in contact with.

Simply put, Oubai Touri can freely amplify or dampen the 'vibrations' acting upon anything she touches.

Needless to say, this is a power far too immense to be described with a simple word like 'strong.'

Used offensively, every one of her attacks becomes a defense-piercing vibration strike, akin to a `Shinden` from the Kesshiki style. Used defensively, it dampens the power of enemy attacks and prevents hit-stun by *stripping the vibrational impact away*, making it a truly versatile power that excels in both offense and defense.

Furthermore, for someone whose specs are fully realized only upon a vibrating surface—

"Ugh, I'm getting sick...!"

"It's rough, isn't it? Being in a state of *constant shaking*!"

—by amplifying and maintaining the shaking of the ground beneath her, she creates her own personal stage, which also conveniently eliminates the need to refresh the 'ground-shake' with her Anima.

For her, who is completely accustomed to this as part of her strategy, it's one thing. But for her opponent, it is, from the bottom of my heart, utterly unbearable.

Fortunately, or perhaps with extremely good timing, the resistance function of the [Perdia Eternity] ring now on my left middle finger seems to be working well, allowing me to resist the faint, continuous stun effect that would normally accumulate from the infinite vibrations... but—

*Nope, I can't keep this up.*

Even if my stats aren't affected, the situation itself—being endlessly rocked by an earthquake—is grinding away at my concentration. It's not yet bad enough to throw off the precision of my punches, but that will likely change with the qualifier 'for now.'

They say the easiest path is to face a challenge head-on, but there are limits. I welcome the reckless, but the impossible is a no-go. Which means—!

"Hraaaah!"

"Guh—... You're full of energy, aren't you...!"

A flashing one-two punch at the speed of sound. My punches, enhanced by 'Water'—and thus perfectly cushioning me against the damage from her 'vibration amplification'—parry each of the [Heroine]'s strikes and slam into her gut, forcing a break.

[Desperate Crimson] and [Ignition] activate. A split-second lag appears in our exchange of blows, and I use zero-to-one-hundred acceleration to instantly disengage—then activate [Rocket]. From ground to air, and from air to air, two steps send me soaring back into the fray in an instant, and my fists strike from *above*.

...Well, it just cancels out the height difference, putting us on even ground, I guess.

"—Hey, that's not how you're supposed to dodge, you...!"

"Well, you know, I don't really get a chance to use this much!"

We exchange fists and words again, still floating in mid-air. It's a bizarre motion, different from a grounded stance, that would surely give any observer a strange sense of unease.

[Talaria Record]—its hidden power is自在な空中歩行 (unrestricted flight).

It feels different from the runaway express trains that are `Rocket` and `Sky-Rocket`.

With tension and sheer momentum, I forcefully suppress the profound sense of wrongness as the soles of my feet firmly tread upon the empty air. Forward, forward, ever forward, my legs don't stop and my fists never cease.

The trade-off is an optional effect that cuts my total agility to one-fifth its value, which is actually convenient against a ranker since I can't go full speed anyway to watch out for counters.

In fact, it's just right. Since I can step on the gas without hesitation—

"It means I can focus on our little brawl without any distractions!"

"Hngh...! Don't you—underestimate me!"

This must be some kind of emergency skill. An invisible pressure erupts from a deep step Oubai Touri takes, instantly blasting my body away without allowing any resistance.

No status changes, no damage, no debuffs. I surmise it's a forced knockback that's only possible because of that...—oh, crap.

"*Reca—*"

"Fly away."

She doesn't miss the fleeting opportunity, charging and releasing. Her right fist strikes out into the empty space before her... a brawling punch a bit too unrefined to be called a proper straight, but it strikes the *void without missing*.

`Helios Tremblarea`, the enhancement from her unique title.

Its power is the manipulation of vibrations within herself and *anything she touches*. That power—it's not limited to the earth, but includes the *air itself* as a valid target.

A roaring fist,

A fluttering nun's habit,

And hurtling towards me, a thundering, trembling, invisible wall.

The pressure fills the entire width of the cramped maze passageway, making it truly unavoidable. Yet, if I don't deal with it, it will undoubtedly be a fatal, one-hit kill.

In that case, as a ranker—no, as one who made the great [Heroine] use her ultimate technique without hesitation, I will respond with due gratitude and respect.

"—[Flood]!!!"

I, too, will simply show her a counter worthy of the 'name' I've been given.

In my hands, I summon a greatmaul and a greataxe, no less grand than her own weapon, and the world acknowledges the words of the spell I rapidly chant. Maximum output, faucets wide open, and what gushes forth is a great waterfall.

My absurdly excessive magic power, easily surpassing 1,000 MID, rages uncontrollably. The instant the vast amount of 'water' that floods the passage collides with the [Heroine]'s ultimate attack... a massive 'brawl' between colossal power and immense mass swallows a whole section of the maze.

Five seconds. The water, having dragged the two opposing figures into its depths, rages ceaselessly.

Ten seconds. The water, having consumed the figures, now consumes the impact and vibrations, swirling into a quiet vortex.

Twenty seconds—after a truly magical sight where the water born of this altered reality melts into the void... two figures remain.

And the distance between them has become zero.

"—Shinden, Second Style."

The smaller figure, having transformed the fatal shockwave into a near-fatal torrent with a cushion of unbelievable scale, places both palms on the larger figure's abdomen.

"—...Got ahead of myself. How frustrating."

Both of them, dripping water from their long hair, share matching smiles.

"Yamabiko."

The signal for the final blow resounded, and a pillar of light shot to the heavens.



    Chapter 650

    After the Tremors Pass

    To be honest, even though I had found 'proof' I could count on during our brief but intense exchange of blows, I was still relieved from the bottom of my heart that `Yamabiko` landed safely.

Throwing a vibration attack at an opponent who controls vibrations wasn't a moment of madness. After factoring everything in, I had judged it to be the *most effective move against her*.

Ultimately, the most troublesome part of Oubai Touri—Oume-san's—defensive arts is the instantaneous part-hardening from her unique title, `The Ground`. While her vibration dampening could disperse the power of my strikes, trying to attack with a blade would just be deflected by her steel-like body.

It was better to use blows, impacts, and vibrations that would, at worst, only be dispersed. The fact that they would work, even slightly, was proven by her reactions to my fists, which had landed countless times during our brawl.

The vibration manipulation of her unique title `Heroine`'s `Helios Tremblarea` naturally has a limit to both its amplification and dampening—so I decided to punch right through it from the front.

`Shinden Nishiki: Yamabiko`... and not just that. While clinging to a one-ton-plus anchor to withstand the violent torrent, I added a fully converged `Kai` for a three-hit combo.

On top of that, I didn't forget to reapply [Water Enchant] and the six-shot barrage of [Frezon Revolver], an utterly merciless, instantaneous storm of blows. It was unclear whether the limit of her vibration control depended on 'the magnitude of the force' or 'the number of vibration sources'... and that's precisely why.

To cover all my bases, I unleashed an overwhelming super-power, far too excessive for a single player, in the form of a rapid-fire combo—and then, on top of all that...

...the moment the logic of `Shinden`, which bypasses defenses, pierced the [Heroine]'s steel body, I had the *damage type for all the vibrations and impacts completely overwritten into a slashing type*.

[Reject Sentence]—a massive cheat that overturns the system's rules.

Hahaha... the 'cost' is terrifying, but when weighed against the massive achievement of defeating a ranker, it can't be helped. That said, there's one more thing I need to do first.

And just then, the person I needed to apologize to came running up to me.

"Whoa there... Sorry, Kanata. To be honest, I didn't have the luxury of worrying about you."

"N-no, no, no, not at all...!"

Even if that last one was the only max-output blast, I had clearly overused `Kai` in a short period. As a result, my body naturally crumpled backward, only to be caught by a pair of cool arms.

It was Kanata-kun, completely drenched from head to toe, who must have had a terrible time despite my efforts to shield him.

While juggling a dozen other things, I had instinctively activated [Nine Tail] and shot shadow threads behind me, wrapping him up in a protective cocoon, but it seems it wasn't quite perfect.

Still...

"You protected me...! And that move, you can use it like that...? More importantly, your decision to force a clash with [Flood] was to protect me in the back, wasn't it?! If you hadn't, I would've definitely been hit head-on and crushed—!"

"Calm down, kouhai. Your senpai is pretty wiped out from a series of deathmatches with monsters..."

Even including the exhaustion from before I arrived to help, a quick glance at my HP bar shows it's holding steady at just over fifty percent. Thanks to the magic resistance from my insane MID, I managed to survive the waterfall while deep in the red zone. Compared to me, he could be called unharmed.

And one more thing to tell him... or rather...

"Right, Kanata. Good job. You did well against a ranker. I'm proud of you."

"Huh...? Uh, no, I... you ended up having to save me, and I couldn't even make good on my declaration... I'm rather ashamed, to be honest...—"

"You'd think so, wouldn't you?"

There is one clear, undeniable reason for praise. I need to make sure I put it into words.

"The Lady [Heroine]'s left leg wasn't moving properly, you know."

"What...? Huh?"

"You did something, right? The reason I could go head-to-head with her and hold my own might've been thanks to that. Her footwork was sloppy the entire time, Oume-san's was."

"... ..."

Honestly, how Kanata managed to hold his own against the [Heroine] is something I'll look forward to enjoying in the archives later. But thinking about it logically, I can't imagine anyone other than Kanata, who was in his first encounter with her right from the start, could be the culprit.

I don't know what he did, or if his plan succeeded completely... but Kanata's fangs had certainly reached the great [Heroine].

"So, in effect, this was an unexpected joint takedown. Be proud, Kanata-kun."

"...—!"

His limp back was still being supported. As he tilted his head back to look up at my upside-down face, I offered him a teasing smile—and then, *wham*.

"...Damn you, kouhai. What do you think you're doing?"

"S-s-s-so sorry!?"

Flushing bright red and panicking, the boy pulled away in what I assume was a reflex, abandoning me. My exhausted, near-dead avatar crumpled to the ground in a smooth motion.

...Am I the one at fault here? Ah, I see.

The floor is cold. It might feel just right on this avatar, which is still flushed even after a drenching.

◇◆◇◆◇

"—Now this is a surprise..."

In front of the Southern Faction's wartime base, the [Knight's Royal Castle - El Faria]. Leaning against the outer wall of the red castle, a man with his eyes shut—the [Poet], Yata—let out a voice of genuine astonishment.

"The first one eliminated is from our side, huh?"

"Oume-san... well, it wasn't exactly a favorable matchup for her, so I guess it can't be helped."

Next, Uni and Olin reacted to his murmur, sharing wry smiles of understanding and resignation beside him. And to conclude...

"What did you see?"

The voice of the [Lady-in-Waiting], asking for the details she saw to formulate their ongoing 'plan'. Unlike the somewhat laid-back men, the ever-sharp Queen (Helena) posed the question.

"It was an absolute shocker... My, my, I never thought she'd be taken down in a ground battle, in a straight-up fistfight... I really didn't see that coming."

"Eh?"

"Huh?"

"What did you say?"

And upon hearing Yata's answer, the ones who let out dumbfounded voices were, again, the laid-back men. This time, Fuji, who was next to Olin, joined in, making it a perfect trio.

"There were some strange and tricky moves mixed in, but it was basically a simple brawl. A bare-knuckle slugfest where neither side gave an inch."

And as Yata delivered his report.

"Huh... I heard he's gotten into martial arts recently, but..."

...said Uni.

"His 'walking armory' of skills was one of his strengths, and now he's become dangerous even with his bare hands...? Seriously, this is insane. Isn't his growth rate completely broken?"

...said Olin.

"At this point, I can't even call myself his 'nemesis' anymore. In fact, I don't want to. I just don't want to fight him straight up. Between the sheer number of cards he has and his raw skill, I can only see a future where he instantly kills me and my replicas in a hundred different ways. I give up."

...said Fuji.

As the three who had shared the battlefield with him strung together words that were ten parts exasperation, the [Poet]—who had been by Oubai Touri's side as she was eliminated, *sharing her vision*—however...

"But, well... just as planned, we've found our first promising *hole*. As expected of our top three PvP specialists. She didn't go down for nothing."

...under his hat, his wry smile turned into an amused one.

"And so, Helena-chan. Here's the first chink in the Prince's armor."

"Let's hear it."

He nodded, turning his 'eyes,' which were currently holding multiple scenes, toward the [Lady-in-Waiting].



    Chapter 651

    From the Comments of the 11th Four Pillar War: Screen No. 14

    『 T O O M U C H I N F O 』

『Most of the time I can't even tell what's happening』

『Most? Bruh, I can't understand a single thing from start to finish』

『All I know is that Haru-chan looks good even when soaking wet』

『Here come the new fans』

『All that hair and fabric getting soaked is kinda cute tho』

『Wait, looking at it like this, Haru-chan is surprisingly...』

『Hey, you all know what's up. That's a guy. Don't be looking at him with those thirsty eyes』

『Is there a problem?』

『Back off or you'll get deleted』

『Kanata-kyun is way too close?????』

『What's with the lack of personal space, seriously』

『So what's the deal? Are they master and disciple? Is he Acrobat 2.0?』

『Didn't he use something black that looked kinda familiar?』

『Ignition』

『Should we even be calling him "he"?』

『First-person pronoun is "ore" so it's probably fine』

『Doesn't he have a pretty cute face?』

『And a cute face that does some seriously brutal things』

『Taking even one of Oume-san's legs is just insane』

『It's beyond insane, really』

『Not to mention his runner movements were already broken af』

『I think he's at a level where he could be a ranker if the times were different』

『The problem is all the current Eastern rankers are absolute monsters』

『No way he'd be ranked over Sora-chan』

『Sora-chan, who is still a total mystery in so many ways』

『Where is Sora-chan...? Here...?』

『WHY ISN'T SORA-CHAN IN THE FOUR PILLAR WAR!!!』

『Overwhelming lack of supply』

『Not enough Sorakawa』

『Sorakawa~ (hallucinating)』

『Aren't there too many off-topic comments?』

『You're gonna get shut down by the Acrobat. Rumor is, he's super overprotective』

『HaruSora is precious』

『In the end, I can't talk about what happened because I still don't understand what happened』

『Didn't he just... float in the air at one point?』

『The sudden aerial combo made me laugh in a weird way』

『Wasn't the Acrobat's transformed body supposed to be a full MID build (lol)?』

『 M I D : 1 2 5 0 』

『And that's probably with a ton of gear bonuses and stuff stacked on top』

『Full MID build scam』

『Full MID build (Despair)』

『Full MID build (Resignation)』

『First he breaks the bar for all light warriors, now he's breaking it for all magic warriors...』

『Everything about him is just too much of a cheat. It's like, yup, that's the Acrobat for you』

『Even with VIT:0, he avoided drowning himself with his insane MID magic resist』

『Lmao at the balls to use a max-power [Flood] with over 1000 MID. That's just terrorism』

『Didn't he just tank it with the self-damage stopper from Crown Crown anyway?』

『Does that even count as self-damage?』

『That huge water gush counts as self-damage?』

『Who knows...』

『No idea』

『It's sketchy because Oume-san's vibration cannon was mixed in』

『There hasn't been much research into self-damage skills and stuff, has there』

『Well, it's Arcadia. The number of people who have them is rare, so it can't be helped』

『Considering their stance on protecting ethical standards, their existence is kinda weird』

『It's like, "so *that's* okay?"』

『When you think about it calmly, Haru-kun-chan-san is the personification of self-harm & self-destruct skills』

『He's loaded with skills and gear that have crazy effects and even crazier drawbacks』

『Nobody didn't laugh when they saw the costs for Lightning and Sacrament』

『The kind of stuff you want to try but never want to use』

『Trickster of Zenith is a pretty good guaranteed self-destruct device too』

『Same as always, but it's fun to see so many new moves』

『So many? More like half of them are new moves, or moves I've never seen before...』

『We already knew it, but at this point, isn't Iris-sama the only one who can do anything about this?』

『Is IriHaru happening?』

『Yes, bring it. I'm ready』

『Bring on the romcom』

『Romcom (War)』

『Aren't most romcoms basically war?』

『He even outsmarted the luxury three-man ranker cell...』

『That was definitely because the three of them were just testing the waters』

『That aside, crushing Iris-sama head-on was insane』

『How the hell does he always pull off optimal moves like a TAS run?』

『According to him, it's just "instinct," probably』

『Yup, that's the Acrobat for you』

『How can he see Natsume-chan-sama's threads while flying around at that speed?』

『Possibility that he was sensing her presence and dodging everything without relying on his eyes』

『That's just too monstrous』

『Scary because it's possible』

『He's a monster anyway, so』

『Anyway, how long is Haru-chan gonna be all limp like that?』

『Phantom sense fatigue? That's rar—?!』

『wha』

『Eh?』

『eh』

『wait a sec?』

『Hey, who gave Kanata-kun permission to princess-carry Haru-chan?』

『Haru himself, probably』

『Apparently he requested to be carried like a sack of rice』

『"That's too disrespectful," he says, but isn't a princess carry disrespectful in a whole other way, kid?』

『What is this』

『What, is it HaruKana now? How many factions does this guy need to create before he's satisfied?』

『HaruKana...』

『HaruKana, huh...』

『I still don't get their relationship』

『Well, you can definitely see a clear arrow pointing from Kanata-kun based on his words and actions』

『Isn't it more like respect?』

『They call each other senpai and kouhai』

『That's its own...』

『Wait, if you think of him as a kouhai who loves his senpai, doesn't he just look like a puppy?』

『Is that... okay?』

『Hmm』

『First of all, are we sure Kanata-kun is really a "kun"?』

『Once I started thinking he looks like a puppy, he just seems cute. Is it just me?』

『The way he moves his body is masculine, so I think he's a boy. Probably』

『The way he's holding him so carefully while being super embarrassed is cute』

『The temperature difference with the one being held, who has a completely deadpan face, is amazing』

『Did he say he's going back?』

『Oh, he's leaving』

『A temporary retreat?』

『Well, yeah. The North and South pillars are already wiped out...』

『You wanna talk about how it's only been about ten minutes since the start?』

『What a chaotic mess, lmao, just like last time』

『It's only been ten minutes?!』

『What kind of dense ten minutes was that』

『The density of time always gets weird when the Acrobat is involved』

『This is the main event. And from here on is also the main event』

『And now we have the duty of watching a massive number of perspectives in the archives』

『It's a package deal where watching this one makes you want to rewatch the last one』

『And so the loop continues』

『There goes my free time again』

『But the fact that Haru-chan isn't even in the archives from two events ago is crazy』

『The shocking truth that this is less than half a year since his debut』

『It's been a turbulent four months... (staring into the distance)』

『Yes, more. Give us more, forever』

『At this point, you can watch with peace of mind. You just know it's gonna be fun from here on out』

『The entertainer you can trust』

—... ... ...

—... ...

—... ...

—...



    Chapter 652

    The Acrobat Recovers

    "—And what's this?"

"Eh? Supplying the demand?"

"Are you nuts?"

"Of course the audience is going nuts!"

"So loud... your voice..."

After overusing my external output and ending up with a limp avatar, I was carried back by my kouhai. A mere twenty minutes into the event, I was already making a temporary return to the Eastern base, Ruvalest.

Waiting for me as I collapsed onto the giant, mysterious-material cushion that I'd used before was a pincer attack from the two creators, just as I expected.

One little red idiot was making a racket, repeatedly poking my right cheek with a *muninininini* sound, while one little blue one endlessly poked my left cheek with a *funinininini*.

I know the latter is, as usual, a genuine gesture of appreciation, so I don't really mind—actually, no, I do mind. Even if they're just girls close to my age, and even if one is teasing and the other is showing concern, getting this close on a national broadcast is a big no-no.

"*Sen*."

"Hwaaah!?"

So, let's restrain and release.

If my body won't move, I'll just move something other than my body. I activate [Nine Tail]. Shadow threads burst from the bracelet on my right wrist, instantly wrapping up the two little ones, and I toss them over to their *guardian*.

The red one lets out a rather unladylike scream, while the blue one, completely docile, flies through the air. Both of them land in the arms of a stalwart man, arms that look thick enough to match their entire bodies.

"What's this? You're perfectly fine, aren't you?"

"Perfectly fine. Just a little bug in my control system, it'll be back to normal soon."

"I don't really get what you're saying, but if there's no problem, there's no problem."

I wave my right hand, also controlled by shadow threads—well, I can't manage a delicate wave, so I just flap it around—in response to the voice of their guardian, their father, Goldow-san.

With the little threats dealt with, my priority is a swift and thorough recovery.

I should get my controls back after about ten minutes of rest, and this level of exhaustion shouldn't have any lasting effects. As a matter of fact, there's no problem.

"Well, anyway, you two did great. In terms of threat level in a one-on-one PvP fight, Oume is one of the top five powerhouses in the North-South alliance. This is a major victory, a huge one."

"You hear that, Kanata-kun? Be proud."

"Ah... um, well..."

Receiving praise from the [General Commander], I once again flatter Kanata, who is sitting primly on a different-colored giant cushion next to me. The boy responds with a mix of confusion and embarrassment.

What's with that face? No matter what anyone says, a good chunk—one part, two parts, maybe three or four, let's be generous and say half—of that victory belongs to you, Kanata. Accept it and grow, you rising star.

—And just around that time.

"Alright... let's get down to business."

"A'ight."

"Y-yes, sir...!"

Around us is the defense squad, waiting while maintaining a perfect balance of tension and relaxation to conserve their stamina. At the core of that defense are the two 'Eastern Wings'—and in addition...

"...Being on the defense team is boring, isn't it? Not that I want to be out on the battlefield or anything."

...is the [Undying], gazing at the sky with a face completely devoid of tension.

"Fufu... Saying that, I think you're starting to fit in with the Eastern Faction, Tetra-kun."

...and next to him, the [Heat Gaze] gently teases her self-proclaimed kouhai #1.

Stationing five rankers here is Istia's most defensive posture ever. Well, it can't be helped; for various reasons, it's the natural formation for this time.

"Irori and Genkotsu are in a similar situation, though not as blatant as with you, Haru. Tiger came to mess with both of them and then left. After that, regular troops started gathering."

"Haha, they're making it *so obvious* they're probing us."

"It's more or less going as expected."

That damned Tiger... he managed to survive against both Irori and Gen-san, huh? Setting that thought aside, the reaction of Mi-na and Ri-na, dangling from Goldow-san's hands like scruffed kittens, was likely the consensus of us all.

They're probing, biding their time.

As expected, as predicted, as anticipated... *this time*, just like last time, but with even more conviction—the North-South alliance will undoubtedly aim to capture the Eastern wartime base.

In fact, with all due respect...

"Well, it's their only option. With senpai here, the pillar race is already a lost cause for them."

"Haru-kun is a magnificent game-breaker, after all."

As Tetra and Hina-san said.

Because I, the [Acrobat], am just too compatible with the general game rules of the Four Pillar War, if the North and South want to win, their only option is 'base capture.' With a new star like Kanata joining our ranks, there's not a chance in ten thousand that their assumption will be wrong.

So, in other words, our victory condition is...

"So... Haru, what do you think?"

"Well, it's *impossible*."

We either face the North-South alliance's full-force assault—an estimated force of over ten rankers and a several-hundred-strong over-raid—head-on and defend our base...

...or we launch a *counter-attack and seize their flag*. Goldow-san's question was about the latter, and my instant 'no' was my assessment of its feasibility.

In other words, could I, by myself, rush one of their bases the moment the North and South launch their all-out attack and score a lightning-fast touchdown?

Yeah, no way, that's impossible.

"First, the South is a no-go, as you know. I can't get past the [Castle Lord] alone."

It's not a matter of compatibility; I simply don't have the resources.

Even the great [Sword Queen] couldn't break through her in a one-on-one. If I go alone, I can already see a future where I'm stumped by a lack of absolute firepower. Even if I were to unleash [Lightning Gale], it's highly doubtful I could break through her defenses in thirty seconds.

...Not that I ever want to use a full-duration [Lightning Gale] again. A month-long skill seal is no joke.

"If Irori, Gen-san, or Hina-san were with me, we might manage, but..."

Goldow-san shook his head. The answer was no.

Well, yeah. We're already outnumbered and our counter-forces are stretched thin. Considering Iris will almost certainly be leading the main attack, we can't afford to lose a single one of our key defensive players. Especially since all three of them have specific opponents they need to handle.

We could take a gamble and throw all our forces at one of their camps... but we already decided against that in our pre-op meeting.

A quick, all-or-nothing race would be exciting in its own way—but we are Istians. If the enemy desires an all-out war, avoiding a head-on clash is out of the question.

That's just how it is, right?

Anyway, the South is impossible due to being unable to get past the [Castle Lord].

"The North is tough, too. Tiger Lucky will be defending it, ten to one."

It's not that he was off my radar, but I was honestly shocked by his power-up this time. It's hard to believe it's just from one evolved Anima, so it's safer to assume he's had a dramatic power spike from stacking various other things.

In other words, he's a wild card right now. Plus, since he himself said that 'co-op is impossible right now,' it's likely he won't be participating in the main assault.

Almost certainly, he's been tasked with guarding the North's home base.

And if that's the case...

"He can keep up with my speed in a small area, so if I get caught by [Engage], I probably... no, I definitely won't be allowed to [Break]. If he then stalls for time with his insane durability, it's game over for me."

And it wouldn't be hard for him to catch me with [Engage]. He has a short-burst thought acceleration skill, so I should assume he won't just let me fly by.

On top of that, even if I manage to get past Tiger Lucky, there's the main boss fight... which means, as expected, the North's former ranker, the [Dog Whistle], will be waiting.

And if, as I predict, the current second-rank, the [Wolf Pack], is also participating...

"Yeah, it's impossible. I'm not saying I can't break through, but it would definitely take too long."

And if a quick counter isn't possible, then even the mighty Eastern Faction would inevitably be overwhelmed by the sheer difference in numbers—and so, the conclusion.

"Which means... our only option is an all-out war, isn't it? That's what I think, anyway. What about you?"

"Yeah, that's about right."

Was it a wry smile, or could you call it one of amusement?

The General Commander nodded gravely, stroking his bearded chin. And I, with a completely serious expression, continued to speak while buried in my cushion. As our exchange came to a close—

"...Um, is it okay for me to be here, in the circle of rankers?"

"You're basically a reservist. No one minds."

"Huh? Re... huh!?"

A brief exchange where my kouhai #2 (Kanata), who had been watching breathlessly from the side, murmured a question, and my kouhai #1 (Tetra) gave a casual reply... The scene, playing out in the corner of my eye, was strangely peaceful and, in a good way, helped me relax.



    Chapter 653

    From One Battle to the Next

    —And so, one hour later.

Seriously, the runner phase was a non-stop, chaotic mess, every bit as tumultuous as the explosive opening act. The North and South rankers didn't venture into the maze after that, but the real game of toppling the 'pillars' in the Four Pillar War begins on the second lap.

Sprinting around and racking up easy points is only possible right after the event starts. Once the troops are deployed, enemies are everywhere. Kanata and I were crying for help all over the place... but hey, I'm sure we provided some good entertainment.

In the end, we had to call Irori and Gen-san back, leaving just the two of us as the main forces on the front lines. I feel bad that the cast of characters from the Eastern Faction was so repetitive, but to win for real, it couldn't be helped. You'll just have to forgive my transformed face.

And on top of that...—

"I see. So this is what you call a hellscape."

"You say that, but you're not even trembling. You've grown, kid."

From here on out, we're about to put on what will undoubtedly be the biggest 'great war' in Arcadia's history. So please, look forward to it.

We were in front of the Eastern wartime base, Ruvalest. At the head of all the gathered members—rankers and regular players alike, who had sensed the 'moment'—the second-rank (Goldow-san) and the fourth-rank (me) exchanged words.

And spread out before our eyes was a wall of people—the North-South raid, who had sensed our intent to meet them head-on and had boldly marched right up to our front door.

Total headcount... I wonder how many. At a glance, all I can tell is that there's a lot of them. Three hundred? Four hundred? Five hundred? Something like that, I don't know.

And at their head stands a single figure of silver and blue, radiating a presence that rivals the pressure of the entire super-raid of several hundred players.

""She's smiling...""

Anyone close to her would be able to read it. The 'Princess,' her usual expressionless face tinged ever so slightly with a pleased smile... haha, it's troubling how I can see right through her.

That girl doesn't think she's going to lose, not even for a millimeter.

"Alright... I have a feeling I know how this will go, but I also have a feeling I don't care how it goes. Reminds me of the early days, when there were no strategies or anything."

"Back to basics after coming full circle. It happens."

"The problem is, the individual power levels now are on a completely different scale from back then. Honestly, I don't know if this will be a proper fight, in more ways than one."

"Like everyone unleashes their ultimate moves at once, and then there were none?"

"This ain't a laughing matter. That could totally happen."

"If it does, the 11th Four Pillar War will go down in history as the ultimate gag episode."

"...That might not be so bad, actually."

"Sure, why not? As long as it's fun, anything goes."

Not just Istia, which is waiting in formation, but Sotalm and Nortalia are also motionless. The same goes for their standard-bearer, Iris, and the formidable lineup behind her.

Eight from the South, excluding the [Castle Lord] and the [Heroine], and five from the North, excluding the [Great Tiger], for a total of thirteen. This lineup of rankers, including some I've never even spoken to, is, in a word, terrifying. A strange laugh bubbles up from the pit of my stomach.

Because, you know?

We're about to pick a fight with *that*, head-on. It's so reckless it's hilarious.

And yet, that's precisely why.

"At the very least, right now, I'm honestly a little excited."

"..."

"You've got a grin spreading across your face, [General Commander]."

"Shut up and leave me alone—oi, you! Get fired up, you cannon fodder! Whether you end up being a dinky little pistol or a goddamn cannon will decide pretty much everything!"

"Yeah, yeah, I get it—if I fail after having all these insane expectations heaped on me, I'll go down in history as the ultimate clown. Dammit all."

That too, will be forgiven on account of this face and all that.

Well then.

"Haru."

"Yup."

"I'm counting on you, our special attack captain."

"Can you please stop piling on the pressure?"

Exchanging painfully unfunny jokes, I take a single step forward from the front line, all alone.

My destination is straight ahead.

Smiling in my path is the beautiful princess I now know so, so very well—seriously, I can't stop laughing. Is there any walk to death in this world that can surpass this single step?

No, there isn't. And that is precisely why it is irreplaceable.

"Alriiight...—Here I come, Iris. And all you senpais."

We're still far apart. My voice doesn't reach them, and there is no reply. But, as if she has certainly received my intent, I see a look of amusement on one particular person's face. I bite back a wry smile and...

—*Recall*—I draw [Samidorizuki].

My spirits are high. My condition is perfect. There are some minor concerns about my weapon, but that's just me overthinking it. A blade forged by my master should be more than sharp enough.

Then there is nothing lacking in this step, and no excuses for this sword strike.

Right hand in a standard grip, left in a reverse grip. I lower my hips into a charging stance.

The blade glows with the blue light of a [Water Enchant].

The hands and arms gripping the sword are reinforced with black thread.

My white hair is cloaked in a desperate crimson.

My external output, `Kai`, converges to its critical point.

Perhaps they've decided that this will be the most exciting way to start, and are watching to see what my opening move will be. The stage, in the middle of which both friend and foe have fallen eerily silent...

...has more than enough spectators.

Well then, just like that one time, once more—watch this, world.

"[Shifuu Ittou]... Yui no Tachi."

What I bind together are wind and water, and all the myriad powers I have cultivated in this body.

Come on, I don't care who. If you think you can stop this—

"Seiran."

—then try and stop me.



    Chapter 654

    The Raging Wind Never Ceases

    Later, the words used to describe that 'instant' would be rich with countless colors.

For example—"I was so dumbfounded that everything, my command, everything, just flew out of my head right in the middle of the battlefield," were the words of the [General Commander], who had watched his back from closer than anyone.

For example—"You wouldn't want people to think *that's* the standard for an Eastern ranker, right? Compared to him, I'm at a proper human level, aren't I?" were the words of the [Undying].

For example—"I think he's an idiot," "Feels like he's reached the end of the line," "Being rigorously trained by two samurai probably knocked a few screws loose," were the words of the 'Eastern Wings.'

For example—"Well, I expected at least that much from him," were the words of a certain 'samurai.'

For example—"It was far beyond my expectations... or rather, I think I'll just give up on trying to predict anything about him. I'm done," were the words of the [Lady-in-Waiting].

And for example—"I just laughed," "A literal monster," "If anything, *he's* the nemesis," "Scary," "How is that my only kouhai...?!" "So very Istia," "I'm at a loss because there's nothing to learn from that," "Isn't he basically playing a different game from the rest of us?" "All rankers are playing a different game, period," "You can barely see it even in slow motion, lmao," "Can see it but can't understand it, rofl," "I've come full circle and the grass has withered," "Haru-chan is cute," and so on, an overflow of words from other 'rankers' and regular players alike...

And the one who likely drew the most attention, the *only one who reacted in time* and managed to return a 'sword' strike, the [Sword Queen]... spoke with a mix of joy, frustration, and affection.

—"That's just unfair," was her short and final comment.

And so, of all the opposing forces who spun their thoughts to act—be it through prediction, intuition, or reflex—only a few dozen players even reached the *point just before reacting*.

His figure, which had been holding a sword, vanished in the distance.

Those who moved, those who succeeded, were a mere three people standing at the head of the over-four-hundred-strong North-South alliance raid. And of those, the only one who made it in time...

...was not the [Knight] who *tried to block* it,

...nor the [Heavy Tank] who *tried to bind* it,

"—!"

...but the lone sword princess who had once burned the image of the 'heavenly storm' into her eyes.

In that instant, the divine-speed 'storm' blew past the intercepting silver flash—a boundless 'wind,' accompanied by 'water,' raged forth, outrunning sound itself.

So, what exactly happened?

"""—..."""

The scene they saw when they turned to look back.

The vast amount of 'red phosphorescence' that filled the space, so numerous that they couldn't even be bothered to count how many 'bodies' it had originated from, told the entire story of the event.

◇◆◇◆◇

"—...Dammit, I was off course."

Having walked—no, run—no, *sprinted* through, my first thought.

I'm glad to be alive after that single step, but my faint hope that a whole bunch of light pillars might have shot up by some mistake seems to have been in vain.

On the contrary, I slightly miscalculated my trajectory and veered off course.

I have a feeling that's actually why I'm still alive right now, but considering it was a trade-off for the results I wanted, it's hard to say if I should be happy about it.

I crushed the straight line in an instant and ended up at a wall. Not just the passage leading to the maze at the base, but I flew straight into the dead end. The 'nets' and all the 'people' and 'things' packed tightly into the maze area were *sliced and sent flying*—

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

Hundreds of eyes stared at me as I stood on the wall, unharmed, scattering golden light at the endpoint.

With the obstacles gone, the line of sight is physically clear, but the sheer volume of death effects makes it hard to even see the 'starting point'... I'd say the kill count is around a hundred or so.

Well, what a shame.

Defeating a ranker was asking too much, but honestly, I unleashed that strike with the intention of wiping out all the regular players. My `Yui no Tachi: Seiran` is, in essence, a `Shizuku` that moves at the speed of `Hayate`.

When augmented with [Water Enchant], the maximum range of `Shizuku` is just under ten meters. Imagine something like that spinning at super-high speed and tearing through a long distance in a straight line. In other words, `Seiran` is an *instantaneous straight-line massacre-mixer*.

Let me be clear: if it had hit properly, no 'horde' could have withstood it. That's why it's so frustrating that my course veered upwards and only grazed the *front* of the raid.

As the 'blades' went further back, their density at the lower levels thinned out, eventually becoming mere glancing blows. The casualties were likely concentrated among the vanguard, excluding the rankers.

"I guess you can't expect a spur-of-the-moment move to go perfectly every time..."

Gravity caught me, and my body began to fall.

I twisted in the air and landed on a high pile of rubble. This was none other than the wreckage of the 'nets' I had sliced through along with the victims.

More accurately, it was the wreckage I had sliced up and then forcefully blasted away with my 'shield.'

[Echtulus Aurum]—the sole ability of the battle garment [Sakura Hanaori] crafted by Nia, and a limited-use, instantaneous defensive ability shared with my partner's [Dress of El-Clelia].

It's excellent when used for its intended defensive purpose, but as you can see, it works just as well on offense. In fact, since I can time it perfectly myself, it might even be more user-friendly this way... but if I say that, the creator will probably get mad at me for using it strangely, so I'll keep quiet.

Anyway.

Regardless.

My *second objective was missed*, but my *first objective was completed successfully*.

Just because you got lucky and survived my blunder doesn't mean you can just stand there gawking, you know.

"—And with that, the pincer attack is complete. It's a bit lonely with just me on this side, but... I wonder just how much of a threat you all think I am?"

Hey, you guys in the back, look at my right hand. What I'm taking out is—

"[Ruby Rabbit Bullet]."

"—Sh... this is baaaaaaaad!!?"

""Ah, death...""

""""Wait just a sec—"""""

Like hell I'll wait. Here, boom!




    Chapter 655

    The Declaration

    An explosion, cannon fire—and then, silence.

The reactive warhead of the [Ruby Rabbit Bullet], launched from its shattered barrel and aimed true at the rear guard of the North-South raid, should have unleashed a massive burst of light and sound.

Yet, neither reached the eyes nor ears.

Before the very eyes of the players, who were split between desperately fleeing and preparing for a final stand, the explosive warhead's fury was crushed, as if squeezed by an invisible hand.

So, what exactly happened? That's simple—

"Tch... there she is. Troublesome Fan Number One."

"That's a bit of an exaggeration, don't you think!?"

—though she hadn't managed to counter that first sword strike, someone who had kept their wits about them amidst the rapidly unfolding situation had made a splendid judgment and moved her body accordingly, joining the fray.

Still, to make it in time so perfectly...

"Not bad. As expected of the 'Instructor.'"

"I told you that's forbidden too! Honestly!"

Nortalia's eighth-ranked, [Bell-Mail]—with her trademark ponytail bouncing energetically, she leaped forth. It was none other than one of my own martial arts tutors.

Honestly, I knew it. If they were serious about crushing me, the [Acrobat], there was no way she—my nemesis in *so many ways*—wouldn't show up.

And what's more.

"—Oh my... you're quite the cutie up close."

Appearing smoothly from the crowd after Rinne was a man in a black coat, his voice gentle and his words lacking any sense of tension.

"—I'll say it as many times as necessary: don't be fooled by his atmosphere. 'Behind the scenes' he's a good, normal young man, but in a fight, he's... well, you know."

Finally, joining the two of them... was a familiar face who had calmly restored order to the chaos and was now giving the 'advance' command to the raid, striding forward at a leisurely pace.

[Bell-Mail], [Wolf Pack], and [Full Auto]—ah, I see. I get it now.

"Haaa... so they *really* came to crush me, huh...?"

I was facing another three-man ranker cell for the second time today, but the composition of this one was the major problem. The 'worst case scenario' I had dreamed up beforehand of 'what would be bad if they came at me' had just become a reality right before my eyes—whoops.

"Whoa...! It's started...!?"

"Ahhh... this is a full-on giant monster battle now."

With no choice but to see off the advancing army, I watch from atop the pile of rubble as the great mass of players moves away. A flash from who, a roar from who, a shot from who—a 'commotion' on a scale that could be the end of the world erupts violently.

What the hell, that looks super fun. Unfortunately, it seems I won't be allowed to join in... but hey, in terms of splitting their forces, I guess the pincer attack was effective.

Three rankers, and all of them specialists in 'suppression warfare.' If I could draw them all out by myself, that's more than enough of a victory.

—Anyway, but still...

"*A perfect interpretation. Just as I thought, Princess.*"

I bite back a murmur and a smile inside my mouth, ensuring it doesn't reach the three of them, nor the ears of the great [Bell-Mail].

Goldow-san had said it, whether as a joke or not, and I too had considered the possibility in a corner of my mind. And I was aware that the public was loudly, endlessly hoping for *that*, their expectations swelling as they waited for the moment.

But I thought, 'No, that's not right.' Because, you know?

I know which one the [Sword Queen] I know would prioritize.

She, who had playfully said she was looking forward to a rematch, where would she point herself—that was already decided.

Right now, Iris... Iris is the *king of a defeated army*.

She is the master of a faction that failed to achieve victory, falling to an irregular before the enemy castle.

In other words, the opponent she has sworn a personal revenge against is me, but also not me. The crimson eyes of the king, the master of Sotalm, are fixed on only one thing.

The Eastern Faction, us, who must be brought down.

The 'Princess,' who has become far more willful since rediscovering her forgotten smile... has become far more willful, and precisely because of that, she will never mistake *what she wants*.

What she wants more than anything right now is...

"—The same thing I want. Victory. Right, Iris?"

I knew you wouldn't just come flying at me on a whim. Ah, and that's why it's a completely perfect interpretation, and why I like it from the bottom of my heart.

That part of you that goes all out to win—honestly, I love it, you strongest of all—

"...You two understand, don't you?"

"Ah, ha, ha... of course..."

"Ahh... the 'Queen' did mention it—*if he's smiling, be on high alert*."

Well now, three pairs of eyes are on me. They're looking at me like I'm something dangerous, but I'd appreciate it if you'd let me quietly raise my voltage.

No matter how much I steel my resolve, the odds of victory against a lineup that feels like a three-man 'Haru-killer' squad probably won't improve much.

So, yes—whether I can break through this or not remains at *fifty-fifty*.

Beyond the maze. Beyond the base's passage. Before our castle, a massive silver flash joyfully rends the sky, and I can't stop the smile from deepening... at this point, I figure there's no need to stop it, and I let go.

"[Trance]."

While sensing that, with great regret, a multitude of sighs are likely being directed at me across worlds, I bring the limited-time fan service to a close.

"Hmph... here he comes. Everyone, as we discussed. Rinne-san will be the core of our defense, prevent him from entering the passage at all costs. Gin, you will focus on—"

"Not as a *person*, but as a *small, speed-specialized raid boss*... I get it. Leave the monster to me. It's my specialty."

"I wonder if 'monster' is enough to describe that...!?"

As I listen to the voices of my 'enemies' from ahead, saying whatever they please.

I don my 'hood,' and I chant a song.

"—*'The Red Circle remains in this world.'*"

No, that is not a song.

"—*'The Memory is carved into this soul.'*"

It is a bequeathed, undeserved declaration.

"—*'The Glimmering Crown resides in this body.'*"

The perfectly fitting rabbit ears flicker, and the fluttering white and blue becomes tinged with red.

Alright, Princess, just you wait. I have no intention of playing the part of a 'Prince,' a ridiculous nickname if I ever heard one—

"—*My Name is Rega-Lielta, the King Clad in Red.*"

—but I'm gonna have a blast going all out... and if I can, I'll be right over!



    Chapter 656

    A Name Respun

    —If she were being honest, she wanted to run not forward, but straight back.

He had done something new again. He had shown her a sight she had never seen before.

And once again, he had soared right over her head. Her heart, captivated and unyielding, was held fast. The reason she could stop herself from chasing after that form that had once again stolen her gaze was also thanks to that heart.

She knows what kind of look is being directed at her. She knows what parts of her are looked upon favorably. That is precisely why she won't make a mistake.

To avoid losing to her formidable rivals in love, it would be the height of folly to tarnish the very 'strength' that only she possessed. This isn't an act of endurance; it is what she desires.

Because her unbearable desire for *both* is the same.

In that case, she will simply choose the path that allows her to obtain both. For now, she will endure the urge to run to his side—and win, and in doing so, capture his eyes.

"Guh... Stay back, General! Stop putting the commander on the front lines every single time!"

"Hah!? Then who else is gonna tank this guy, huh!?"

A massive, chaotic battle on a scale she had rarely experienced, even after spending more time on this battlefield than anyone else.

In the midst of a chaos so complete that a single lapse in concentration would make it impossible to even grasp her own situation. With her freewheeling friend who shares the name of her 'sword' absent, she faces the East's second and third ranks, who are the top two on the field.

Golden hair and golden armor. With matching colors, they come at her, exchanging friendly-sounding roars. She parries the 'blade' and the 'fist' with her 'sword' head-on, while also slicing apart the scorching heat-gaze that flies through the gaps in the battlefield.

"—...Fufu."

She can't stop the smile from escaping.

Her ears catch the sounds of her enemies and friends shouting this and that in the corner of her consciousness—but she can't suppress the dance in her heart at the utterly unknown presence that has risen from far behind her.

The blades of a windmill, caught in a sudden gust, begin to spin furiously.

On the stage she had longed for, the once-lonely [Sword Queen] lets out a pure sound. The fire lit by his brilliance is no longer just for 'him'; it has certainly spread.

"You've gotta be kidding me...! How in the world can one sword—"

"Oi, Irori, she's laughing elegantly, like 'ufufu'!? She's seriously got room to spare! She's on a completely different level of strong compared to before—"

Her playmates have grown so numerous.

It's not just her friends, who have cast aside all unnecessary emotions like pity and reservation. The fear in the countless gazes from those around her is now gone, replaced by awe.

Thanks to a certain someone, she was finally able to convey it properly.

That the [Sword Queen], Iris, Alicia White—is just a normal player who falls in love like anyone else and just wants to have fun with everyone.

Just a slight change in the color of their gazes makes the world so much kinder.

So much happier.

So much more—fun. That is why, that is precisely why.

I will probably never have to hate this crown again.

"...It's a race, Haru."

If you can make it in time, then try and catch me.

A single flash to the left. Her sweeping sword strikes away a golden fist and blows away the encroaching ice. In the midst of it all, she spins a small murmur and touches with her free right hand... the black and navy blue hair accessory (lariat) that adorns her silver-blue hair.

[One's Gift]—one of two in this world, a matching item with her beloved prince.

Its hidden power is—

"[Little Braver]."

—a curse transformed into a blessing, its form respun into a 'connection.'

A small yet certain light illuminates a transparent crown that blooms into existence, and the flash of her sword becomes even sharper.

In the heart of the greatest, most chaotic festival the virtual world has ever seen—

—there were no longer any who bore their solitude alone.



    Chapter 657

    One, Two, After the Dawn

    “—————————————…”

When I woke up, the first thing I registered was the heaviness in my head. I didn't even have to look at the sunlight streaming through the high window to know—it was the familiar sluggishness my body protested with after sleeping past noon.

It was far from a refreshing start to the day, and I had no motivation to get up—and it wasn't just because of my physical condition.

“...I’m usually the type to get over things after a good night’s sleep, though…”

However, that trait of mine was limited to 'minor incidents.' When it came to matters that stirred up my emotions this much, there was nothing I could do.

I fumbled around my pillow and grabbed my terminal.

Lately, I'd finally built up a little resistance, enough that I could at least glance at the news as long as it wasn't directly about me.

So, with a few quick swipes of my finger, I brought up the headlines on the screen…

—*"Sotalm & Nortalia Alliance Scores a Resounding Victory! The Invincible 'Princess' Is on Fire!!!"*

“...Dammit. I won't lose next time.”

The ridiculously high-tension, sparkling headline got on my nerves more than I expected—well, maybe just a tiny bit, like the tip of my pinky finger—and I muttered a sore loser’s vow to myself.

Once again, it was a wake-up call that was anything but refreshing.

◇◆◇◆◇

All in all, I think we fought well, and it turned out to be an entertaining match.

First, the invincible samurai was taken down right at the start, followed immediately by the General Commander. Even after losing our top two in the blink of an eye, the remaining members fought hard.

Under Lotta’s command, they used the opening Gen-san created with his sacrifice to push back the offensive, even if only temporarily, with a full-power barrage from Mi-na, Ri-na, and Hina-san. On top of that, the female members put up a valiant effort, creating a wall with a zombie-like assault from the general members.

Tetra-kun also did his part.

While replenishing the faction members' MP, which was being consumed like water—especially by Hina-san—he managed to sneak in and take down one of Nortalia's rankers. It was nothing short of brilliant. The fact that he was immediately taken out by [Ever-Changing] was, well, unavoidable. A truly commendable effort.

After that, however, it wasn't a gradual decline… it was a landslide. The [Sword Queen] herself, supported by [Long Legs] and [Thread-Weaver], single-handedly charged in, sliced, and diced, taking out our female members in a single breath. In less than five minutes, Istia’s rankers were almost completely wiped out.

So, what was I, the main event, doing all this time? Well—I fought hard, okay? I laid bare my secret techniques and trump cards, and if I do say so myself, I went on a wild rampage with the ferocity of a lion.

But come on, it was impossible. I was already at my limit just dealing with the completely savage combination of [Bell-Mail], [Automata], and [Wolf Pack]. The moment they saw I was putting up a fight, the now-free Maru II and Uni came flying at me.

And that was that. Instantly annihilated. There's no way I could win a five-on-one fight. Give me a break.

And so, with our key strategic players utterly destroyed, there was only one outcome for our Istia. The Princess leisurely strolled into our castle, touched the great crystal, and it was game over.

Honestly, there's a lot to reflect on. The only ones who performed their roles flawlessly according to the situation were probably Gen-san, Tetra, and Hina-san.

The two idiots who underestimated Iris’s condition and state of mind, challenging her head-on only to be taken out in seconds, were a lost cause from the start. Then there was Mi-na and Ri-na, who panicked and flubbed their casting against her unexpected frenzy, and me, who got surrounded and crushed without taking down a single person after trying to look cool. The whole thing was just… truly regrettable.

I'm certain we could have put up more of a fight if we had done things differently. That's why it's frustrating, so damn frustrating, frustrating from the bottom of my heart…—but, even so.

Putting aside my inadequacy as a ranker, if I were to give my honest opinion on this war as a single player, it would be this:

“Well, it was fun, so I'll call it good.”

That about sums it up.

However,

“—Hmph. I, too, had fun.”

“Of course Ms. Victor here had a perfectly wonderful time. Just you wait until next time…”

I have no intention of just accepting this loss. And so, I shot a menacing glare at Iris, who had come to visit the loser’s room with a look that said, ‘What’s the problem? It’s only been a day.’

My threat was completely ignored with a very cheerful smile. Two losses in the blink of an eye. I could cry.

“So, what do you want?”

It was far too late to bother with pleasantries before letting her into my room.

It was past noon, a little after two. I asked her as I made coffee, like always, and Iris, who had dropped by unannounced, tilted her head after saying her thanks.

“I had something to discuss, but more than that, I wanted to see you.”

“…”

“Fufu… such a sour face.”

My expression was twenty percent unprocessed frustration, thirty percent an attempt to hide my embarrassment, and fifty percent resignation. Since I couldn't hope to win a war of words, the least I could do was fight back with my expression.

But my resolute desire for no more embarrassing exchanges must have gotten through. Iris hesitated for a moment, weighing whether to continue teasing me… yes, she *showed* me she was hesitating, but she quickly reined it in and gave a small nod.

“About the after-party tonight. If you’d like, how about we hold it jointly with all three factions?”

“Huh? W-Wait… The winners and the losers?”

“Perhaps it isn't my place as the winner to say this, but I am sure no one will mind, will they? In fact, it was your side that proposed it.”

“That party-loving old man…”

The face of our [General Commander] was the only one that came to mind. As always, those two faction leaders were way too friendly with each other.

Is he her uncle or something?

“I guess it's fine… but why are you telling me this?”

“Goldow said you two would be meeting anyway.”

“Is he some meddling uncle or something?”

Stop trying to play matchmaker, it's embarrassing.

“...Did you not want to see me, Haru?”

“What kind of question is that to ask with such a wicked grin on your face?”

“Fufu… It seems my expressions are completely obvious to you now.”

“I wouldn't be so sure. It’s still mostly guesswork, but…—well, you know.”

Considering how frustrated I still was, I honestly didn't want to see her, but,

That aside, there was something I wanted to ask.

“Iris.”

“Yes?”

Since I was already embarrassed, I figured I might as well just ask without hesitation.

“You don’t seem lonely anymore.”

“…”

I still remembered the look on her face when we first met.

It was a face that resembled someone from my hazy memories—someone who was always lonely because they excelled above all others. Because I remembered, I could ask with conviction.

In response, she simply smiled softly.

“...Haru.”

“Yes, I am Haru.”

“Hmph… —Don't run away, okay?”

She placed her cup on the table, stood up, and, as she always did, quietly approached me where I sat on the sofa, maintaining a safe distance.

Quietly, she drew near… and then, just as quietly, without a word.

She closed the distance until I could feel her breath and, ever so naturally, gently kissed me.

“...Thank you. It’s all thanks to you.”

“…………………………”

And so, her movements were so natural that I couldn't even flinch, let alone run. I stood frozen, passively receiving the warmth that had suddenly landed on my forehead.

“..., …A-anyway.”

Her cheeks faintly flushed, Iris stroked the spot she had just touched, as if to brush it away.

“That’s, um, how it is. So, I’ll see you… later, okay?”

She quickly averted her gaze and, just like that, left her half-finished coffee behind.

She hurried away, and the sound of the front door closing echoed with a soft *click*.

So, well, when it comes down to it.

“…………………………*'The Invincible 'Princess' Is on Fire,'* huh… I see, that's certainly true.”

My combined score for yesterday and today was a grand total of three straight losses.



    Chapter 658

    The After-Party (Extra Large)

    After the last Four Pillar War and the battle to defeat the `White Throne`. Then there were other things, like the world event, [Starry Paradise]. Through it all, I've experienced my fair share of "feasts" in the virtual world.

So I was starting to get used to the raucous parties with hundreds of people—or so I thought, but it was the truth that…

“This scale is way beyond what you’d call an ‘after-party,’ isn't it…?”

“It’s, um, a festival, isn’t it…?”

As dusk fell into night. My partner, likely being considerate of my fatigue, called me in the evening. Naturally, I invited her, and we made our way not to a 'castle'—

—but to a city. The soon-to-be-unveiled `Frontier`, built in the area outside the main circle, the 'Outside.' This was the stage for the post-festival celebration of the 11th Four Pillar War, a day late.

Well, of course. No matter how massive each faction's castle was, there was no way their grand entrances could hold nearly a thousand people.

Three hundred from each of the three factions, plus the rankers and invited guests, made for a massive gathering of over nine hundred. The wave of people filling the countless long tables lined up outdoors was just as packed as a real-life festival with its rows of food stalls.

My dumbfounded remark was met with an equally stunned but accurate assessment from Sora-san beside me. As usual, the rankers and general players had separate seating, but the sheer heat and energy of the crowd made any such boundaries meaningless.

It had only been a few minutes since it started… or rather, I had arrived just on time with Sora a few minutes ago, but it seemed like it had been going on for a long time already.

All over the place, ridiculous events were already underway, creating a scene of pandemonium that was almost laughable.

There were no winners or losers, just everyone congratulating each other on a hard-fought battle, animatedly recounting a war that had been more chaotic than any before—it was peaceful, and truly wonderful.

Well then, in that case…

“Sora, I’m gonna have to step away for a bit. You okay?”

I couldn’t very well ignore the countless gazes that had been pouring down on me. I turned to my partner beside me—or rather, the trio—and asked.

“Look at this big brother, playing the guardian again. Just hurry up and show your face already.”

“Leave the bodyguard duty to us.”

The quickest replies came from the little ones who were, as if by right, clinging to Sora. Waving them off with a nonchalant ‘yeah, yeah,’ I sought an answer from the person herself.

“Um, yes. I’ll be with Mi-na-chan and the others, so please don’t worry about me.”

She, too, was on her third feast. Having gotten used to it, Sora-san could display a courage unbefitting of a young girl. I probably didn’t need to worry.

My partner gave me a soft smile, not just putting on a brave face. I smiled back, raised a hand, and said, “See you later,” then turned toward the tables where the ‘rankers’ were gathered. Not Istia’s, but…

“—Well now, the prince has finally arrived.”

“I told you to stop calling me that, Oume-san.”

‘Come on, hurry up, over here,’ they beckoned. From the moment I entered the venue, the top brass of Sotalm had been sending me intense, inviting glares.

And so.

“To put on my ‘public’ face once more. I am Haru, the [Acrobat]. It's a pleasure to finally make your acquain—”

I began my grand greeting—only to be cut short. A hand grabbed me by the scruff of my neck, and I was forcibly invited to a seat with a *thud*. The culprit was, of course.

“We’ve already bashed each other’s heads in, haven’t we? No need for tedious formalities now.”

It was none other than the Heroine, a woman whose豪快ness belied her appearance.

…And, well, I don’t mind that, in fact I kind of like it, but.

“W-Why are you sitting *there*…!”

“Don’t ask me…”

I’d only been slammed down at the end of the long bench, but my senior, who had suddenly found herself in close proximity without my consent, jumped with a start and slid sideways, complaining.

I wonder about this. Natsume-san, the [Thread-Weaver], is glaring at me with extreme caution. I might have gotten the best of her on the battlefield, but did she end up hating me for it—

“—Ah, Haru. Don’t mind her. Nacchan’s just shy around new people.”

“Yeah, yeah. Just ignore her for a bit. She warms up pretty quick to nice folks.”

“She’s basically a cat, a really easy-to-win-over kitten at that. Haru-kun, you could probably get her in one go.”

“Wha—n-what!? Hey, wha—!?”

My minor concern was blown away by the swift, gossip-like teasing from her three friends: Uni the [Heavy Tank], Auerin the [Adamant], and Fuji the [Automata].

Natsume-cha… Natsume-san shot up, slamming her mug on the table in a rage, but a quick glance at her profile told me everything.

*I see, so that’s how it is.*

Alright, I’ll leave Nacchan-senpai be for now. For the time being, I suppose I should finally say something to him—I was starting to feel a little bad for him.

“Hey Kanata, how’s it going? Did you get a good rest?”

“S-So-so, sir…”

He wasn’t mingling with the boisterous general players, nor was he invited to Istia's table as a semi-insider. For some reason, he was cowering at the Sotalm table. I turned my gaze to my junior.

His situation was also easy to guess. After Oume-san threw me into the seat, she naturally sat down next to Kanata… and seeing how close they were, that was probably what it was all about.

“Looks like you’ve taken a liking to my junior?”

“After he played me so brilliantly, of course. Kanata has potential. You’d better train him well.”

“He’s our rising star, after all.”

It was almost certain that Oume-san had abducted him.

“Anyway, you need to do something about your gear, and fast. Your Anima is fine, but your weapon… it’s not bad, but it’s not enough.”

“Y-You think so…? I mean, it’s a Grade 30-plus…”

“You think something like that can get through my defenses? Hurry up and find something suitable.”

“Suitable… um, I’m very grateful for your assessment, but…”

“Still, you’re so much more timid than you were on the battlefield. I don’t dislike that kind of gap, but I prefer the fierce you.”

“W-Well, um, I-I’m honored.”

“By the way, that dagger you used for a moment, was that from Kagura—?”

“...Hmm.”

I’m glad to see they’re getting along.

But Kanata, you’re being cornered by a beautiful woman at point-blank range, yet all you do is act humbled without a hint of a blush. You’ve got skills—

“See, Auerin? When Haru makes that face, he’s usually thinking something stupid.”

“Oh yeah? Like what?”

“Like the kind of stuff you usually think about, Auerin.”

“What’d you say, you bastard, Uni?”

“Ahaha.”

“Don’t you ‘ahaha’ me, you four-eyed schemer.”

…I knew it, but the Sotalm faction gets along really well too. That's a good thing.



    Chapter 659

    Beside the Table

    “Nacchan, how long are you going to be so tense?”

“I-I’m not tense or anything…”

Ignoring the bickering men, a teasing voice rose from the other side of Nacchan-senpai. It was the voice of a maiden, filtered through “steel”—

“...So you really are always in full armor.”

“Well, yes. It has never been an issue.”

It was none other than the [Knight], who was sitting at the table in her usual, fully-armored state. True to her words, it seemed to be ‘no issue,’ as she was sipping from her cup with her helmet on.

“…? …………???”

“Hey, it’s embarrassing when you stare like that.”

“Oh, um, right…”

What is that, how does it work? It’s not like only her mouth is open; the food and drink are vanishing *through* her helmet. This is seriously fantasy.

The rumor that no one has ever seen her face seems to be absolutely true.

“—Oh my, it seems we have a guest.”

As I was captivated by the strange sight, a voice called out from behind me. I turned to see a tall, slender blue figure standing there.

“Ah… uh, hello. Sorry for intruding.”

“Welcome, prince. Good work yesterday.”

“Could everyone please stop calling me that…?”

His expression and voice were fifty percent calmer than what I’d seen and heard on the battlefield. I wonder where Record, the [Long Legs] who had been absent from the table, had been all this time—

“...Look who’s here, the latecomer.”

“The laid-back alien.”

The answer came from the two women who formed his three-person cell. It seems he hadn't even been at the venue until now.

He was right behind me, and tall—no, super tall. In reality, my neck would be hurting in an instant. Looking up at him, Record wore a friendly smile.

“A family man is a busy man, you know. Give me a break.”

“Oh, wow, you have a family—”

““That’s a lie.””

“Huh? …What?”

Nacchan-senpai and Aika-san immediately shot down his casual remark. As I stared blankly, he just smiled with that same friendly look.

“...That one is usually a liar mage. Be careful he doesn't tease you.”

“Less of a liar and more of a flake. He has a clever face but he’s even more of a free spirit than Oume.”

“R-Right…”

I see… maybe? Aika-san’s words seemed more on the mark. I’ve met people who change what they say on a whim depending on the mood, but I’ve never seen someone do it with such a convincing air of sincerity.

And that wasn’t in any of the profiles I found online.

“Haha, my bad. Just think of it as part of my character.”

“You’re just gonna say that yourself…?”

“There’s no ill will behind it. It’s just a habit.”

“What a troublesome habit…”

A weary complaint slipped out from my neighbor. I get it now; she’s probably been teased by his wisecracks countless times in the past. I can vividly picture it.

“Anyway, let’s get along. Is Haru okay?”

“Ah, yes. Anything but ‘prince’.”

There was no reason not to take his offered hand. I shook it, and he smiled again.

He seems like a fundamentally gentle and nice person. Just with a few odd habits… though among the rankers, who are all full of quirks in their own right, he doesn't exactly stand out.

—Now then. Would it be alright if I finally asked about what I’ve been wondering about this whole time?

“Um… is she seriously sleeping?”

“Hm? Oh yeah, she's out cold.”

“She's our second princess, the sleeping one.”

“Completely dead to the world.”

“Don’t bother trying to wake her up. She won’t budge no matter how loud it gets.”

“You’d be something special if you could disturb her sleep.”

“Honestly, I think she’s the bigger problem child here.”

That was the machine-gun response from the Sotalm rankers, minus Oume-san who was engrossed in her chat with Kanata.

On a bed floating beside the long table. The other person who had been silent this whole time, Iris, was sitting on it, which was also a point of interest, but in the center was a single girl in what looked like a negligee.

Long, pale violet hair. Her eyes were closed, so I couldn’t tell their color. Perhaps because of her innocent sleeping face, she looked even younger than our Mi-na and Ri-na. This must be…

Mei, the [Castle Lord]. Third seat of the Southern Faction and, according to the unofficial Anima rankings, the undisputed number one in the defensive equipment category for her [Fairy Tale, Castle of Chalk and Blackwood].

Setting aside the time I outsmarted her cautious stance, she, along with the [Knight] at full power… was the second guardian I believed could definitely stop me in my tracks.

“Hmm………… I suppose I’ll greet her when she wakes up.”

“...Probably fine. I don't think she's going to wake up, though.”

Just as my still-shy senior beside me said, she seemed to be in such a blissful, deep sleep that I was convinced she would continue slumbering on for an eternity.

She was the very picture of tranquility, completely oblivious to the raucous festival noise reaching her.

“Hmm………… hmmm.”

I see. So it’s true.

It seems that every single ranker, regardless of faction, is a person with strong quirks.



    Chapter 660

    A Cry of Grief

    In any case, with that, I could say I had successfully greeted the current rankers of the Southern Faction.

It wasn't a perfect round of introductions, since the third-seat girl showed no signs of waking up and the eighth-seat, the [Poet], was nowhere to be seen, but I had at least made the effort to go to them, so I should have made a decent impression.

Alright then, putting aside the still-silent Iris for now, who I was also curious about. My next destination was automatically decided—

Which is why I was planning on showing my face anyway, even if I wasn't dragged there.

“—And with that, I present to you my favorite, BOOM!!!!!”

…And just like that, with a BOOM, the table changed from South to North.

The troublesome fan who had been making her presence known in the corner of my vision while I was mingling with the Southern members caught me the instant I stood up to answer her appeal.

My arm was grabbed, and I was shoved from behind… once again slammed into a seat just like Oume-san had done. I found myself face-to-face with five people.

One familiar friend, two I had seen the night before, one I had fought head-on, and one I was meeting for the first time.

Including Rinne, who had rolled me over here, that made six in total.

Absent was the [Great Tiger], who had probably gone to join the general players' ruckus. These were the current and former rankers who had participated in the 11th Four Pillar War.

“...I am so, so sorry. Every single time, this idiot of ours…”

“No, well, yeah. I’m honestly starting to get used to it all, so, yeah…”

As expected, the first to speak was my friend from the last Four Pillar War and a fellow practitioner of a 'similar playstyle that uses countless weapons,' Maru II of [Ever-Changing].

Lately, it had become a routine for him to apologize for Rinne’s unrestrained fan behavior every time we met. But as I said, I was getting used to it, so he didn’t need to worry too much about it—well, maybe. Just a little, perhaps.

It would be nice if he could rein her in a bit, if possible.

Anyway, that aside.

“Good evening, Acrobat-kun. We both had a rough time yesterday, eh?”

“Ah, hello. Good work to you too.”

Next to speak was, again, as expected, the de facto leader who held the Northern Faction together in place of the number one problem child and free spirit, the second seat herself.

I mean, wow, she’s even more laid-back than she was on the battlefield. It’s hard to believe this is the same person who cornered me with a hellish assault in the final phase of last night’s battle.

…Well, now that the de facto leader has spoken, it’s time for greetings, Part 2.

“It’s been a while since I became a ranker, but allow me to formally introduce myself… My name is Haru, the [Acrobat], a newcomer to the East. I’ve only been playing Arcadia for less than half a year, so I would be grateful for any guidance you seniors could offer—”

“Ahaha, that’s a good one. What could we possibly guide you on at this point?”

“If anything, I’m the one always learning from him…”

“The fact that it’s been less than half a year is a joke in itself!!!”

My sincere, bowing junior routine, honed by part-time jobs, was naturally cut short. The [Wolf Pack]’s cheerful laughter was followed by Maru II’s wry smile and Rinne’s energetic voice.

Is it just me, or is this energetic girl even more energetic than usual? Maybe I'm imagining things.

…………And, putting that aside as well.

“—Jin. He's greeting you, it's polite to respond.”

“Oh, right you are. My apologies, Acrobat-kun.”

“Not at all… oh, and. Haru is fine.”

The one who smoothly interjected into the relaxed atmosphere was the former ranker, Hagi of [Dog Whistle].

It’s not that he lacks dignity, but he does have a bit of a laid-back character vibe to him. The reputation of him being the one to ‘keep things in line’ for the acting representative seems to be accurate.

“Alright, Haru-kun. Then let’s start with me—I’m Jin, second seat of Nortalia, the [Wolf Pack]. You can call me whatever you like, but make it friendly, yeah?”

“Ah, right. Then, Jin-san it is.”

“And this here is my right-hand man, Hagi-kun. Call him Hagi-kun, with affection.”

“Why did you hijack my introduction?”

“What? You were just gonna stand there in the shadows thinking ‘I’m not a ranker anymore,’ weren't you? If I didn’t push you, you would’ve just kept quiet, right?”

“I was going to introduce myself. Your meddling is unnecessary.”

—And just like that, the prior information that this wolf-dog pair was close seemed to be correct as well. They have a unique vibe, but I’m glad they seem to be having fun.

……………………And, putting all of that aside for now.

The problem zone…—that is, the single gaze that has been fixed on me, glaring, ever since Rinne pushed me to the Northern table.

A glare that seems on the verge of shedding tears of blood, openly hostile. And next to him, another person trying to placate him.

Wondering what to do, I cautiously shifted my gaze toward them…

“……………………Tenth seat, [Cloud-Hiding]… Rickey.”

That was the one glaring. He had the air of a wanderer in well-worn, earth-colored traveling clothes, with a trademark faded white scarf that also seemed to have seen many years.

He was short by Arcadia's standards, where most men were tall, but his face was not that of a boy or a young man. Beneath his short, black-and-brown marbled hair was a handsome, dandyish face that suited a light beard.

“Whoops—um, I’m Tonic. Tonic of [Dispersion], sixth seat.”

And that was the one placating him. He was dressed in what looked less like a bodysuit and more like a hero suit, a sleek black-and-white outfit. His black-and-brown marbled hair, matching Rickey of [Cloud-Hiding], was styled into a slightly longer, handsome cut. He looked just like someone out of a live-action superhero movie.

Both were opponents I had only briefly seen last night, so this was effectively our first meeting.

Therefore, while Tonic seemed friendly enough, I couldn’t think of any reason for Rickey to be glaring at me like this—

“………………………………Hey, Acrobat.”

“Y-Yes!”

—…I couldn’t, but.

Hearing his low, rumbling voice, like the earth itself was shaking, I couldn’t help but feel a pang of anxiety that I had unknowingly done something wrong.

That’s how heavy his voice was, packed with some kind of emotion.

As I unconsciously straightened my back under the handsome man’s intense gaze… the words that spilled from Rickey’s lips, as if a dam of emotion had broken, were—

“Aren’t you… a little *too* popular?”

“— — — — — — — — — — — — — — — —……………Excuse me?”

Honestly, I couldn’t process the meaning right away.

“Uh, uh… Rickey? I’m telling you for your own good, you should probably stop right there.”

“Not content with a love quadrangle, you even have my, *our* Rinne-chan…!”

“Um, I’m not exactly your Rinne-chan, though.”

“And you seemed so friendly with Nacchan and Aika-san, and even Oume-nesan…!”

“Actually, I thought he seemed friendlier with the guys, but okay.”

Ignoring me, who had frozen in thought, and undeterred by the retorts from Tonic, Rinne, and Maru II, Rickey’s “emotions” continued to simmer.

I glanced over. Jin-san was stifling a laugh and quickly looked away, while Hagi-kun-san looked down with an expression of pure ‘shame’ and let out a heavy sigh. Seeing them both,

I more or less understood what was about to happen… and in the next moment.

“— — — YOU BASTARD, [ACROBAT]! WHY IS IT ALWAYS YOU!?”

Without hesitation, I relaxed, closed my eyes, and silently received the shouted torrent of his heart.

“Is it your face!? Your personality!? That Crown Smile!? Or is it your strength!? If it’s that, then I’m a ‘ranker’ too! I may not be at the top, but being in the top 30 should be good enough! Where is my heroine!? Huh!?”

I think, well, I think I at least managed to restrain myself.

From making a face that said, *what the hell is this guy talking about…*



    Chapter 661

    Meanwhile, Two Sins

    “—…and, well, we just heard what sounds like the lament of a man with no luck in love, but what’s your take on that, Sora-chan, honestly?”

“What are you talking about…!?”

“...I won't force you, but I'd like to hear as well.”

“Ri-na-chan, you too…!? I’m telling you, what in the world are you…!”

At the Eastern table, a short distance from the commotion—or rather, at a separate table a little way off. A single girl, having been escorted away for what was declared a secret maiden’s chat, found herself surrounded by two little women.

After months of proactive get-togethers, their bond had grown quite strong. Add to that the carte blanche of a post-battle feast, and once the question was out, there was no stopping it.

“Ehh, you know what we mean.”

“Big brother is popular with everyone, boys and girls alike.”

“I mean, it makes sense with his character, and I get it, right? But he also keeps getting results that draw attention, so it's kinda deserved.”

“But, honestly.”

“From your perspective, Sora-chan… or rather, as someone who’s seriously making a move on him.”

“We can't help but think you might have some thoughts on the matter.”

“We’re trying to be? Moderately? Meddlesomely worried about you here.”

“Please don’t talk in turns…! It feels like you’re ganging up on me, it’s scary…!”

And so it went, on their little isolated island.

From a nearby table, a young man in formal samurai attire shot them a look that said, ‘What in the world are you doing?’ Mi-na glared back with a ‘Don’t look over here,’ but even Ri-na, who was surprisingly proactive in these kinds of conversations, showed no signs of stopping.

Furthermore, the sight of a girl who was, in a sense, a ‘rarer character than the rankers’ in the current Istia, being playfully swarmed by the twins (who weren't twins) who were among the most popular of the rankers, was literally the center of attention.

These were elite players, whose manners were as refined as their combat skills, so no brazen, tactless stares were directed their way. However, the occasional glance was neither preventable nor punishable.

And so, the girl who was apparently called ‘The Maiden of the Scales,’ ‘The Priestess of a Thousand Blades,’ or ‘The Golden Angel’ by the public, could only blush in shame—

“...Ugh…, ...”

Without being told, she recalled her ‘debt’ to them. Coupled with their words, “we’re worried,” which she knew were likely not a joke, she dutifully sealed her own escape route.

“……………………—W-…”

““W?””

Hearing the sound that was barely a word, one girl grinned with a look of victory. The other, expressionless, also declared victory and pressed closer to her sides. Averting her face from the girls clinging to her,

Sora said,

“I, too… am, you could say, one of them, you know…?”

““Oh?””

“I—… I understand why people would develop feelings for him. And his personality, the very parts that make people fall for him, are what I—um, that’s why, so…?”

““Hmm.””

“Um, so… telling him not to be liked, that would be strange, wouldn't it? Haru doesn't, with his words and actions, consciously or unconsciously try to flirt with people… at least, not recently. He doesn’t do that.”

““Uh-huh.””

“H-He doesn't…! It’s just that, depending on the situation, or the image people have of him, he can seem to shine to some people, or so I think.”

““Well.””

“So, so… uhm.”

In small, broken fragments, she desperately strung together a surprisingly long explanation.

Her entire exposed skin was flushed crimson. A faint wisp of steam, not seen in a while, rose from the top of her head.

“I’m, personally, fine with it so………… no, I mean, it’s not that I’m fine…”

““…””

Under their silent prompting, she desperately averted her eyes, which were glistening with the heat of her shame.

“I-I want him to stay just the way he is, so…”

She took a short, sharp breath.

“...I’ll be right next to him, holding on tight, so it’s okay.”

One second, two, three… four, five, six seconds ticked by.

“O-Ohh…”

“Wow…”

Mi-na and Ri-na, having been hit with a surprisingly high-powered love confession from point-blank range, could only let out awestruck voices, their own cheeks flushing. Having used up all her strength—

Sora covered her face with both hands and summarily collapsed at the separate table.

◇◆◇◆◇

“—…and, well, we just heard what sounds like the pained cry of a man with no luck in love, but what’s your take on that, Princess, honestly?”

At the Southern table, near the commotion. One guest had moved to the North, and another had hastily departed, saying, “Well, I should probably get going…” leaving only the insiders at the feast. The [Thread-Weaver], no longer having to be shy, posed a question to her master, who had been unusually quiet.

Her direct choice of words was half her own personality, and half born from a trusting resignation toward the ‘Princess,’ who never tried to hide her own feelings about love.

And so, in a place where members of the opposite sex were present,

Iris, who had suddenly been addressed, blinked her garnet eyes… but it seemed that even though she appeared to be lost in thought, she had been fully aware of her surroundings.

Furthermore, she accurately read the mix of intentions, concerns, and worries that Natsume had packed into her words, similar to a certain pair, and answered.

“What my take is? I find that a difficult question.”

Her words alone might suggest an attempt to evade the question. But the invincible Princess, at a calm and steady pace that allowed no one to interrupt, continued as if it were the most natural thing in the world,

“He is the one I fell in love with, after all.”

She declared it proudly—in a manner befitting a monarch.

“Is it not only natural that the most charming person in the world would attract a great deal of affection?”

“““““““Oof, wow…”””””””

She returned the direct question with a direct confession of her own, completely overwhelming everyone present.



    Chapter 662

    What's in the Cup is Grape-Colored

    “—So you see, if you wanna be popular with girls, ‘effort’ is absolutely necessary. This probably applies the other way around too; I think it’s an ironclad rule of romance.”

“Y-Yes…”

“Sure, I’m sure there are plenty of ‘exceptions,’ right? But I’d bet the overwhelming majority of cases where someone gets another person to like them are because they’re consciously making an effort.”

“I see…?”

“Take Haru-san, for example. He pays an incredible amount of attention to other people. He watches, listens, and thinks, really carefully, and then he does what he can to fulfill the ‘other person’s ideals within his own capabilities.’ Of course he’s going to be liked, not just by girls, but by guys too.”

“Th-That is… amazing, yeah…”

“It is. It’s amazing—honestly, I think it’s on the level of being a weirdo, but he’s undeniably ‘charming.’ He’s the exception to the exception, the type who’s popular without even trying. I believe you should assume that people like that have gone through struggles that non-exceptions can’t even comprehend. You should be directing awe and respect at him, not jealousy.”

“A-Awe…”

“I mean, it doesn’t make sense, right? Hitting all the right notes with someone from the moment you meet them. Just how much heart does he put into observing people? It’s insane, isn’t it?”

“Well, yeah. I guess so…”

“I’ve gotten sidetracked, but Haru-san doesn’t matter here. Rickey-san, if you want to be popular, you need to put in the effort. There’s a world of difference between ‘someone who just wants to be popular’ and ‘someone who is seriously trying to be popular.’ It’s like the moon and a turtle, or the virtual world and the real world.”

“I don't really get that last one, but…”

“Your demeanor, your consideration, your choice of words. Start being mindful of those things little by little, and first aim to become a trustworthy base model. We can talk after that.”

“A trustworthy base model.”

“Right now, if I were to list your ‘attributes,’ I’d probably say things like ‘energetic,’ ‘loud,’ and ‘unpopular.’”

“Hold on a second. Aren't you saying some pretty terrible things about me?”

“I don’t think those things are inherently negative. In the end, attributes can be positive or negative depending on who has them.”

“Rinne-chan? Are you listening?”

“So, let’s build a ‘base model’ that makes those additional attributes shine. Not just by yourself, okay? You have to create that self between you and the person you want to show it to.”

“R-Rinne-chan?”

“It’s because you build it together that an ‘attachment’ is born, don’t you think? ‘Like’ and ‘love’… I think that’s what they are—”

…………………………And so, about ten minutes must have passed.

Stunned and bewildered. At the side of the scene where the poor victim, Rickey, was cowering in the face of Rinne’s ‘lecture on popularity’—a passionate monologue that was truly a no-holds-barred dissertation—

“...Didn’t some of that ricochet over to me?”

While Jin-san watched the scene with amusement, Hagi-kun-san stood up and walked off somewhere, and Tonic oddly took a seat next to Rickey to earnestly listen to the lecture, I turned to Maru II beside me with a wry smile—and.

“………………”

My partner, who had been looking at Rinne with a grim… or rather, a suspicious ‘don’t tell me’ expression, snatched the cup that was sitting on the table in front of her, as she chattered on with even more unrestrained vigor than usual.

Then, next to me, who tilted my head in a silent ‘what are you doing,’ he examined the little bit of liquid left inside………… and a few seconds later, let out an enormous sigh.

“Ah… honestly, this is so embarrassing, but—she’s drunk, this idiot.”

“Say what???”

Again, I thought, *what are you talking about*, but thinking back on it, her behavior did seem like that from the start.

Plus, it was hard to tell with the night darkness and lamplight combo, but her cheeks… no, her entire skin seemed to be flushed red.

And as I accepted that, a question arose.

“I thought you couldn’t get drunk in the virtual world?”

I’d asked the General Commander about it before when he was chugging what looked like beer at a feast, and the common knowledge in Arcadia was that ‘players cannot get drunk.’

Alcohol itself exists, but something about the makeup of ‘our’ avatars automatically removes the feeling of intoxication… or, to put it bluntly, that’s the setting.

“That’s true, but there are exceptions… or rather, you can’t get drunk because it’s a virtual world, but you can get drunk because it’s a virtual world. That kind of thing.”

“…? —Ah.”

He said something that sounded like a riddle, and I was about to tilt my head again, but I quickly understood.

“You mean, through the power of suggestion?”

“Exactly. It’s not just that, but you could call it a constitutional thing… well, it’s a rare case that happens when this and that individual difference come into play.”

“Huh…”

In this virtual world, thoughts and emotions affect the body far more strongly than in the real world. To the point where you can even move your limbs with a single thought.

So, it must be something similar to that—anyway,

“Uh, is she okay?”

“As you can see.”

“Is that a YES or a NO…?”

Well, I could tell from his expression and gaze rather than his words.

Meaning, ‘NO’—letting out another sigh, Maru II stood up, saying, “So, if you’ll excuse me…” and I saw him off with nothing but a wry smile.

“—…and, so, in the first place, all the guys in our Northern Faction are totally uncute and lacking in moe… Hey, what, what are you doing Maru, stop pulling—”

“Alright, alright, shut up, you idiot Rinne. Log out and sober up already. How many times do I have to tell you not to drink something if you can’t tell if it’s juice or alcohol… I’m so sorry, everyone. Well then.”

“Yeah, yeah. See you later.”

Controlling his grumbling partner’s hand, he half-forcibly logged Rinne out. Then, Maru II disappeared as well, presumably to accompany or take care of her.

I gave a little wave to see them off. While Jin-san smiled fondly, saying, “They get along as always,” I happened to glance over and meet Rickey’s eyes.

“……………………Can you just say I was drunk too?”

“Haha… Shall we try our greetings again?”

Feeling a sense of pathos for the apologetically shrinking man, I returned his look with a relaxed, wry smile, knowing he probably wasn’t a bad person after all.



    Chapter 663

    Beside the Feast

    The time that flows in the virtual world of Arcadia is 1.5 times faster than in reality.

Naturally, events like feasts and after-parties are often allotted a hefty amount of time… but perhaps because this non-ordinary world is so rich in variety compared to reality, they always feel like they’re over in a flash.

After that, my thorough junior routine must have worked, as I managed to get along with Rickey to some extent, and even got to hear about his ‘rotten luck’ episodes with Tonic.

Then, Maru II returned with a mortified Rinne, only for both of them to be grabbed by the scruff of the neck by a raiding Tora-kichi and forced to participate in an event called the ‘Stardust Beast Race.’

After putting on a one-man show where Sapphire was the clear and undisputed winner, I was treated horribly, being forcibly entered only to be banned from future events.

Next came perfectly normal things like an a cappella karaoke contest, followed by a completely insane tournament hosted by Istia called [Human Strikeout: I’m the Ball, You’re the Target]. I was, of course, dragged around half-forcibly to all sorts of events—

“Good work.”

“‘Good work,’ my ass. You watched the whole thing from the safety zone with a cool look on your face from start to finish. Must be nice, you blond samurai bastard…”

My now-trained virtual body and mind don’t get tired so easily, but it’s a different story when it comes to the ultimate end-game content common to all humanity: socializing.

Answering the enthusiastic calls to join in, I was shuttled back and forth until I finally returned to the Eastern table.

The massive commotion from the thousand-strong crowd showed no signs of quieting down. Several hours had passed since it started, and the energy was still going strong… but there was one thing I shouldn’t forget.

For someone like me, who’s an introvert at heart, partying hard for hours in this kind of festive atmosphere consumes mental energy on the level of taking on a raid boss solo.

Of course, I was enjoying myself from the bottom of my heart. But that’s that, and this is this. When it comes to combat, a switch flips, so it’s a different story, but this is who I am normally.

And while the outside world may be one thing, this nature of mine is more or less known among my comrades-in-arms… not just the top-tier players like the rankers, but also the elite players present here—and so,

“Aaaargh………………………………”

“...If your fans… especially your ‘underground’ devotees… were to hear that old-man groan, I wonder what kind of faces they’d make.”

Thus, I wasn’t particularly concerned about appearances as I slumped over the table. But there was one person who had been sitting quietly at the Eastern table, which was now mostly empty as everyone else had gone out to join the festivities.

It wasn’t quite a rebuke, and it was too weak to be teasing. Irori simply let the words float out, as if talking to himself, just to engage me.

I glanced over, my cheek squashed against the table. The samurai, holding his cup without drinking, had his blue eyes fixed on the distant ‘commotion.’

“…………Hah.”

After a few seconds of thought, I decided ‘what the hell’ and kicked my consideration into the trash.

We were two idiots who had bared our pride and everything else to fight each other. There was no need for reservations.

“What, you still down about it? Lasting thirty seconds against *her* at full power in a head-on fight is pretty damn good. Don’t be so dep—”

“Silence, junior.”

“Mffble mff…”

As I teased him, my senior’s hand shot out, grabbed a mysterious dish from the table, and shoved it into my mouth like a cork. It was one of the delicacies prepared by the top chefs of the virtual world, including Tetsu-san of Ittetsu. My mouth was in paradise, but a complaint was unavoidable.

“What the hell was that for…!”

“That’s my line. Don’t go casually provoking a loser.”

“I figured it was fine since we’re both losers.”

“...Neither the public nor I recognize what you did as a ‘loss,’ you know.”

“I went in expecting to be outnumbered from the start, so getting ganged up on is still a loss.”

“Why are you so strangely stoic about things like that?”

“Look who’s talking, the literal embodiment of stoicism. Seriously, I’ve never met anyone in my life who embodies ‘strict with myself, strict with others’ on your level.”

“I don’t need a lecture on life from a youngster.”

“Hey, watch it. You may be my senior, but we’re almost the same age. Don’t you dare laugh off my (lol) corporate-slave life, honed by countless part-time jobs, as if I were just some ordinary part-timer.”

“You can’t say that when you’re laughing yourself.”

“Wouldn’t it be super cringe if I said it seriously?”

“I suppose. Though a clown who willingly makes a joke of his own life is something else entirely.”

“Speaking of which, Irori, you’ve had a part-time job before, right? What did you do?”

“What kind of topic change is that… Well, let’s see. I was at a kendo dojo, giving technical guidance to elementary and middle school students, and supporting the professional instructors.”

“That’s not what I was expecting at all… Huh? As a high school student?”

“An acquaintance of mine, an instructor, heard I was looking for a job and insisted on offering me the position. I initially refused, saying I couldn't compromise on the pay since I was saving up for a specific goal, but…”

“He ‘insisted’ on covering that too?”

“...Well, something like that.”

“How popular are you? You must have been a real prodigy…”

“…………It was also a form of encouragement, I think.”

“Haha… That’s nice, something like that. Makes you happy, doesn't it—oh, what’s with that face? Stop staring at me like that, it’s creepy.”

“I was just thinking you’re the same as a certain someone.”

“I agree. We’re both blessed with good people.”

“...Yeah, almost too blessed.”

“…”

“…”

“...You know.”

“Don’t say it.”

“Two young guys, sitting in the corner of a feast, getting all sentimental about life is also pretty cri—”

“I told you not to say it.”

And with that, he finally cracked a half-smile.

He slid his cup across the table and scored a clean hit on my forehead—an act of violence only permissible because of the incredibly durable avatars of the virtual world. A dull *thud* echoed, but a Lv.100 virtual body wouldn’t lose any HP from something like that.

Even with a ridiculous stat like VIT: 0.

Anyway, now that the overly serious samurai’s expression had finally softened…

“I’ve got somewhere to be after this.”

“Yeah, I know.”

“You wanna come? It’s been a while for both of us.”

“Do you really think I would do something so tactless?”

“I’m saying it because with you, it wouldn't be tactless.”

“In that case, you’re the tactless one for suggesting it.”

“You have an answer for everything…—Just make sure you show your face soon. It’s not really my place to say, but I’m sure she wants to see and talk to you too.”

It was a bit of meddling that only I, who was directly involved in their relationship, could offer. As I said, he probably already knew, even without me saying it.

But that’s precisely why I had to say it.

“I know. I’m just letting you go first.”

“Yeah, yeah. What a kind senior you are.”

Whether that was the right answer or not… well, you know.

I’ll just have to guess from the not-so-displeased wry smile of the senior looking at his impudent junior.



    Chapter 664

    A Visit to a Gentle Place

    —This is old news by now, but the game systems that make up the virtual world of the VR device [Arcadia] are, in many ways, completely off the rails.

To say you can ‘do anything’ in a game is a common marketing phrase, but in most cases, it’s a deceptive claim that ultimately leads to the disappointment of “it wasn’t as great as they said.”

But here lies the exception. While the list of examples is endless, in Arcadia, there is nothing that cannot be done by those who play the game.

As long as it doesn’t violate ethics or denigrate the ‘game’ itself, this virtual world tolerates any and all forms of ‘creativity.’ While those two restrictions can be chains, it’s still an insane level of freedom incomparable to existing games.

For example, building bridges called portals across a vast world.

Many games can do that, but there aren't many online games where players can assign an administrator to a facility used by all players, and where players—not the management or developers—are allowed to take control of the game’s systems.

Currently, there are countless portals in Arcadia’s main field, the [Garden of Divine Creation], limited to a hundred-kilometer radius around the initial Great Bell Tower.

And the vast majority of them, practically all of them, are open to all players without any restrictions… but the truth is, it’s in a ridiculous state where they could all be frozen and made unusable at any moment at the sole discretion of the ‘administrator.’

So who is this ‘administrator’? It’s none other than the representatives of Arcadia’s players, their heroes, idols, and charismatic leaders—the ones who bear the title of ‘ranker.’

It’s a great responsibility, but considering the current state of the rankers, it’s just one of many. Iris currently lends her name as the [Sword Queen] to serve as the representative, while the actual management is handled by [General Commander] Goldow and [Lady-in-Waiting] Helena.

In any case, that’s why the primary means of long-distance travel in Arcadia, the portals, are in the hands of the faction tops, the ‘rankers.’ Of course, as representatives, they manage them in a way that contributes to the general player base, never betraying the trust placed in them…

—Well, you could call it a privilege in exchange for shouldering the trouble and responsibility.

At the proposal of the former third seat of the Eastern Faction, Goldow, a secret mechanism was implemented. A small number of exceptions—twelve locations, to be precise—had ‘keys’ with specific conditions attached. By teleporting through them in a short, sequential order, a path to a linked location would open.

This was done for no other reason than to hide the dwelling of the secluded [Sword Saint].

The reason this became necessary in the first place… is that no matter how much of a moral paragon Arcadians may be, there are limits to self-control for any human.

It’s a famous story in the virtual world that the [Sword Saint] Ui once opened her dojo and created a place of learning. Even after she closed its gates, there was no end to the players who would visit, thinking, ‘It wouldn’t hurt to just get a quick piece of advice.’

Honestly, you can’t blame them.

Those who wished to meet her, to seek her guidance, had no ill will. And the [Sword Saint] herself didn’t think poorly of those who came out of admiration and respect—but,

It was simply, hopelessly, a matter of too many people.

Well, it couldn’t be helped. The pitfalls of overwhelming fame.

One, two, three, four… a total of twelve times. Starting from the first portal in the main player district, the [Safe Area], I repeated the sequence of teleports, arriving at a bamboo forest.

By now, I can reach this place as easily as breathing, but back when I was still getting used to it… back when I wasn't consciously aware of my ‘memory’ gift, I messed up a few times and had to start over from the beginning. The teleport sickness was awful.

“—Still, I never would have thought the final destination would be a place that doesn't exist.”

I muttered to myself as I took in the scenery, unchanged since my master’s departure.

The sound of bamboo leaves rustling in the gentle breeze. Ah, even after just a month, how nostalgic, this castle of my efforts… and again, I never imagined this whole place was an entirely different world.

One of the secrets known only to a select few.

Kagura-san mentioned there were four in the world, or five including me, but that must have been with the caveat of ‘only those that have been confirmed’—…

“…, ……”

……………….

…………………….

…………………………—So, are we good to go now?

“...Um, I thought this might be my first welcome back, but am I mistaken? Is this actually ‘hide-and-seek’? A training method to follow up ‘tag,’ maybe?”

I was pretending to talk to myself, but that was a direct question.

And the person playfully hiding in the shadows of the bamboo grove knew that I knew they were there… and knew that I knew that they knew, but still, they sent me an amused gaze without revealing themselves.

However, she was not one to ignore a direct question.

“—Fufu… I wanted to surprise you, but it’s a shame.”

A small footstep rustled the fallen leaves, and a gray figure emerged in the darkness.

Giving in gracefully, the figure that stepped forward was, as always, petite—yet, once in my line of sight, she exuded a serene and overwhelming presence.

“I was surprised, though. I was just wondering if you’d acquired that kind of playful side.”

“Oh? I feel as though I have shown you this side of me many times before…”

“Hmm… I feel like it was about twenty percent more… childish, maybe?”

“That… yes, perhaps. I got into a bit of mischief on this long journey, so I may be afflicted with an unbecoming childishness right now.”

“It’s not unbecoming. No, it’s not unbecoming.”

“...Why did you repeat and emphasize that twice? In what sense is ‘childishness’ not unbecoming for me? May I ask for a reason? Could it be that your perception of my—”

“My revered master is the embodiment of gap moe, a perfect fusion of invincible maturity and innocent childishness, with no contradiction or awkwardness whatsoever. Yes.”

“You said that very quickly…?”

And the fact that she sounded genuinely impressed by that is yet another reason why she is my revered master—and with that.

“Welcome back. You must be tired from your long journey, Ui-san.”

“Yes. I am home, Haru-kun.”

The woman who looked like a young girl, dressed in travelling clothes different from her familiar do-gi, let her gray hair sway and her gray eyes crinkle in a gentle smile.

And so, the question I had prepared to ask her the moment she returned safely,

“By the way, my master, how did you get back?”

“...A-chan seems to have told you something undesirable, has she not?”

I asked without hesitation, overflowing with affection.



    Chapter 665

    Together

    “Is Sora-chan already asleep?”

“She is. It’s time for good kids to be in bed.”

“Fufu… She will scold you again for treating her like a child, you know.”

Master and disciple, walking side-by-side on the moonlit forest path.

Although the bamboo forest was part of her ‘domain,’ seeing her outside the grounds of her actual home, the dojo… come to think of it, this might be the first time.

Coupled with her unfamiliar appearance, just walking beside her made me feel slightly nervous.

Instead of the simple blue hakama do-gi that looked like a shrine maiden's uniform at first glance, she wore a splendid robe with a black and scarlet haori. I had thought she was indifferent to armaments, given that she herself called her usual katana a ‘mass-produced item,’ but perhaps that wasn't the case.

…………I feel like I recognize this design, or this style, or this atmosphere. A Japanese-style outfit with a sublime purity coexisting within its splendor. It’s none other than Kagu—

“...? What is it? You are staring.”

“No, I was just thinking you look beautiful.”

“..., ...”

“…………”

“...Haru-kun?”

“...Um, I was just thinking it suits you. Your usual simple do-gi has a very ‘Ui-san’ feel to it that’s comforting, but seeing you all dressed up has a very ‘Sword Saint-sama’ feel that’s just…”

“It seems your overly honest mouth has not changed.”

I tried to cover up the honest thought that slipped out while I was preoccupied by talking quickly, but her soft laughter only accelerated my embarrassment.

My praise was basically a direct confession that I was captivated by her, and she responded with immediate composure after a moment of surprise. That’s my master for you.

“...Actually, this is the first time I have properly used it.”

“Hm, ah, yes?”

After gracing me with her characteristic, graceful smile for a moment, she continued in a different tone. I turned to see Ui-san clutching the collar of her haori… with a somewhat embarrassed look on her face.

“It is not just ‘skills’; I have also avoided relying on ‘equipment’ like this. ...No, it is not so much that I avoided it, but that I simply never thought to use it.”

“Well, that sounds like you, Ui-san.”

She doesn't wield a sword because she wants to become strong. She wields a sword because she wants to wield a sword. To put it extremely, her sword is a ‘sword with no target,’ and there is no need to enhance it with skills or equipment, so it's only natural.

In fact, in her case, she has continuously achieved her grand goal of ‘wielding a sword with her body alone,’ so skills and equipment could even be a hindrance.

“I was told, ‘You can just keep it as a decoration,’ when I received it… Come to think of it, I have been quite rude for a long time. I have finally given it a chance to be worn.”

From the sound of it, it was a veritable offering. The fact that it looks like ‘something worthy of her’ at a glance suggests that whoever sent it must be a considerably high-ranking artisan.

I have a vague idea of who that someone might be, but I decided it wasn’t worth probing into, and saved the confirmation for another time. For now, more importantly…

“Are you sure about this?”

“Yes, I am sure.”

—It must be something different from a conviction.

But when I threw a soft question at her for breaking with her long-held way of being, she affirmed it gently with her words and expression.

She affirmed it, and continued.

“I do not like to fight.”

“I imagine so.”

“I am not good at competition. Anything that involves winning and losing feels suffocating.”

“I understand.”

“...Do you really?”

“Please don’t look so utterly surprised.”

After fighting Irori with everything I had, I realized once again that I’m better suited to fighting with everyone (PvE) than fighting against someone (PvP). The words I said were from the heart.

…Or rather, this is just my personal take on it, but—

“I don’t think I’ve ever approached a PvP fight in Arcadia thinking of it as a ‘battle.’ I mean, I thought I did, but deep down, I think I was unconsciously enjoying it with a different mindset…”

That was probably the place I reached after frantically climbing my way up. The people there, every single one of them, accepted me not as an ‘enemy’ but as ‘one of them.’

Those who stood by my side, those who stood against me… the ‘winning and losing’ that Ui-san mentioned was certainly there, but in the end, my awareness of having fought an enemy was remarkably faint. Looking back, all my PvP battles are more aptly described as ‘playing together to the fullest.’

That must be why I was so scared before my serious battle with Irori.

“—…And well, that’s why I understand how you feel, to some extent. Oh, but this is limited to PvP; when it comes to enemies, they’re my favorite.”

“...I see… yes. Then, that is what it is.”

“Huh? What is what?”

As I rambled on about my perspective, my master nodded in understanding as I finished. But I couldn't quite follow the flow of the conversation and tilted my head, asking for clarification.

We certainly have a connection as master and disciple, but in a way, she is the one whose heart is the most difficult to read. That’s why, in order to understand her heart, I tend to ask her more questions than anyone else.

I ask so many honest, direct questions that she once teased me with a fond smile, saying, “You’re like a child,” which was quite embarrassing… but that’s beside the point.

“In the end, it is a matter of perspective—I realized that from watching you, Haru-kun. The face I saw in the footage, over and over again… did not look like the face of someone engaged in a contest.”

“Should I be embarrassed that you watched me over and over again, or should I be embarrassed by the possibility that you understand me better than I understand myself?”

“And so, I began to think. Haru-kun is surely not trying to compete, but is simply playing together with everyone… without overthinking, just freely. And that is why you are able to leap forward with a smile on your face, more than anyone else.”

“Whether that’s true or not, depending on how you look at it, doesn’t that make me a natural-born battle junkie…?”

In any case, I generally understood the flow of the conversation. That’s why, though I feel it’s somewhat presumptuous, I think this is what she’s trying to say.

“It is the same as taking on a disciple—if you are to wield a sword that can be crossed with another, it would be a waste not to cross it with someone. There are landscapes you can only see with another person.”

She took a breath.

“And if I am to step forward, this time of my own volition, to desire and face ‘it’… I have reconsidered and thought it would be rude not to prepare my appearance as well as my heart.”

As always, more than always.

Her profile, as she spoke without hesitation, seemed to shine brilliantly in the moonlight.

“You desire it?”

“Yes, I desire it—it is your fault, you and the others, you know?”

Passing through the bamboo forest, we arrived at the gate.

Pushing open the closed door with one hand, the [Sword Saint] turned to me.

“It looked so, so fun… that I found myself wanting to go there, too.”

She smiled shyly, like a child asking, “Can I join in?”



    Chapter 666

    Tying and Opening

    There was one unavoidable problem I had while my master was away.

It wasn't something emotional, like being lonely or anything… well, to be honest, there might have been a little bit of that, a hint of it here and there, but it was more in a practical sense.

Namely,

“...? This is quite different from the state I had imagined.”

It was about the maintenance of [Samidorizuki], which was now being inspected on her small lap for the first time in a month, from my special seat on the dojo’s veranda.

Of course, it wasn't as if it was completely impossible to maintain just because Ui-san was away. I am now a novice magitech engineer… or rather, a novice of a novice, so I have no problem with restoring the durability of my equipment. And if not, I could just ask Kagura-san.

—But, however.

“Haru-kun?”

“Well… um…”

*It's different from the state I had imagined.* Murmuring this, my master tilted her head curiously, then turned to me sitting beside her with a rare, scolding half-glare.

Of course she would. After all, the sword's durability had barely decreased from the state it was in when she had maintained it the day before her departure, and there were no signs of any additional maintenance.

Well, I don't know if 'signs of maintenance' are something that even remain, but if her eyes could see them, I wouldn't be surprised at this point.

You know, they say top-class artisans can read steel. Anyway—

““………………””

Whether she was asking for the true meaning or something else, I couldn't escape the gaze of the [Sword Saint]. As much as I hated to admit it, even to her, this was something I'd rather not say, so I remained silent, fidgeting…

“…………Haa. How should I put this?”

“N-No, it’s fine. Please don't worry about it.”

“I suppose it is not so unexpected—you are quite the spoiled child, aren't you, Haru-kun?”

“I am so, so sorry, please have mercy…!!!”

No, I knew.

I was prepared for it.

I knew she would see right through me.

Upon her departure, she, who had monopolized the right to maintain it until now, had lectured me on how to care for [Samidorizuki], saying, “It can’t be helped.” She had also said it was fine to ask my trusted 'personal magitech engineer.'

So, the reason I had been semi-consciously treating [Samidorizuki] as an even more ‘precious thing’ lately, and not using it except in crucial moments…

And the reason I hadn't entrusted the sword’s maintenance to my own hands or anyone else’s… was all, well, that is to say, it was my disciple’s spoiled, selfish whim—

“Honestly… what is a swordsman to do, hoarding his sword away?”

“I am ashamed from the bottom of my heart.”

Her words sounded like a lecture, but her fond and slightly teasing gaze pierced my entire body like needles of shame. There was nothing I could do.

If I tried to make an excuse, it would be death.

There’s no way I could say that I didn’t even want to entrust this jade blade to my own hands.

*Do I love my master that much?* To be so childish at eighteen is pathetic, and I’m well aware that it’s a thought that could even warrant being pushed away.

So, there was only one path left for me.

“—………Heh, fufu…!”

I pulled on my hood, turned away, and assumed a defensive stance. And what echoed was my master’s soft laughter. There was no winning, so I could only try to minimize the damage.

I feel like I'm only getting hurt more, but I don't care. In this situation, there’s no escaping the label of ‘spoiled disciple,’ so they might as well just kill me.

“My, my, this child…”

Her not-so-displeased voice from beside me was my only salvation and my greatest weapon. As she spoke, her hands never stopped, and she continued the restoration work smoothly.

“There, it is done.”

With a soft *clink*, she placed the sheathed sword on the lap of my pouting, childish self.

She placed it there, and then, without a sound.

“? —Hk…………”

Of course, I wouldn't neglect my manners. Just as I raised my head to turn sideways, my master was no longer there. I only realized her presence was behind me when I felt warmth against my back.

Through my hood, I felt a soft bump, probably her forehead against mine. I saw her small hands clasp tightly as her arms wrapped around my neck.

As I held my breath, her own breath was nothing but calm.

“—Please decide whether you are being uncute or cute.”

As if chiding, as if praising, as if complaining, as if prompting. My master, who always spoils her disciple rotten, said with a troubled… yet amused tone.

“If you toy with my heart so much, I too may lose my self-control.”

“..., …………Ui-san, you’re not really the type to restrain yourself in the first place, are you?”

“That is true, but.”

“So that is true…”

The words I managed to squeeze out in my confusion were met with a soft giggle, and that was that.

Uh, what, what am I supposed to do here—and while I was truly frozen solid, a few seconds later, her hands unclasped, and the warmth departed.

And so, the ‘what do I do here’ continued. I can’t move, I can’t turn around, there’s no way I can turn around. As I embodied ‘perfectly still’ more than ever before,

“...When you blush that much, I too feel a little, embarrassed.”

“That comment included is a total overkill, so please, I’m begging you, have mercy…”

Even between a close master and disciple, we were still of the opposite sex.

Confessing such a thing would be terrifyingly impossible, but as I swore an oath of atonement to the three faces that appeared in my mind as a matter of penance, I raised my head.

And when I did, the face of the [Sword Saint] who had moved to stand in front of me… was, contrary to her words, simply serene. Honestly, I was relieved from the bottom of my heart.

I couldn't quite put into words what I was relieved about, unfortunately.

“...Well then, now that the sword’s maintenance is finished—shall we go?”

“...Understood. As you wish.”

I was also mysteriously relieved that I could naturally take her offered hand. Led by her, I stood up, and together, we walked through the familiar interior.

We turned around at the same time. We slowly looked around at the same time. As if by unspoken agreement, our movements synchronized, as if to burn the scene into our minds.

“I feel a little sad, to be honest.”

“Fufu… We can come back anytime, you know.”

As I made another childish remark, deciding it was too late to stop now, my master by my side smiled once more.

“Open forth—[Yueltemis, Cradle of the Divine Hall]”

What appeared in her hand was a single ‘key’ that shone with a light so brilliant I hesitated to look at it directly.

She gently pressed it against her own chest—

And the world vanished, and a new world opened.

The wind that caressed my cheek was slightly cooler than a moment ago. In the distance was the unmistakable great forest surrounding the [Safe Area]. We were standing on fresh earth.

The other world was closed, and we had returned to the stage of our adventures.

“Now then, Haru-kun. I leave the escort to you.”

“Haha… I have been entrusted with a great responsibility.”

Side-by-side… no. With the great honor of showing my master the way.

My feet moved forward, toward our ‘home.’”



    Chapter 667

    Atop the Tower of Reality

    I'm not exactly great with heights.

I can already hear the torrent of retorts—*what's the one and only user of a perfect aerial mobility skill in the entire virtual world talking about?*—but the virtual is the virtual, and reality is reality. While I wouldn't go so far as to say I have acrophobia, I harbor a normal person's level of instinctual fear when the ground is a distant memory below.

It's probably just a matter of familiarity. Growing up in the countryside, I never had a reason to fly in a plane, so I've almost never been up in the sky, let alone in a tall building.

Which means that right now, having been welcomed to the upper floors of a certain skyscraper, the reason for my own very obvious lack of mental tranquility is, nine times out of ten, due to that.

What is this, dozens of floors above ground? If by some mistake I fell out a window, wouldn't I burn up from aerodynamic heating before I even hit the pavement? The thought, born from a desire to escape reality, spins uselessly in my mind. It's all because of the subtle terror that comes from being in an unfamiliar high place.

Yes, that's all it is…

"Let's go with white today. Ah, juice, of course."

"I'll leave it to you…"

I am *not* trembling from a level of nervousness greater than I'd anticipated, sitting before my partner's family member, a doting father to his beloved daughter, and the man whose own daughter has feelings for me, whom I haven't seen in ages.

Even though we hadn't had a chance to meet, we'd exchanged a few messages through Kazue-san and Itsuki-san. But how many months has it been since we last saw each other face-to-face?

The last time we were supposed to meet, it was canceled due to his busy schedule. Another two months have passed since then. We've finally managed to arrange another opportunity, but in the end, I was never told the 'purpose' of this meeting.

I have a feeling it's not the kind of situation where he'd thunder, 'YOU CAN'T HAVE MY DAUGHTER!!!!' If that were the case, there's no way Mr. Togo would have approved the invitation to the Yotsuya residence and everything else after Sora and I decided to move our relationship forward.

This is all based on the premise that there was not a single falsehood in a certain maid's statement: "I have already received the master's cheerful consent."

This is also based on the premise that there was not a single falsehood in a certain maid's statement: "In fact, he seemed to be saying, *'By all means,' ufufu*."

If those words were lies, then today I will meet a fitting end for a fool caught in a maid's scheme…

"...Haha, no need to be so tense. It's you and me, after all."

As I sat there, trying my best to maintain a poker face while piling one foolish thought atop another, a glass that made me want to point and call it 'the expensive kind' was placed before me.

The liquid inside was a clear, brilliant yellowish-green. Following the red wine-style grape juice from last time, it seemed today's choice was the "white."

"The relationship between a client and a contractor… perhaps?"

After preparing the drinks for our chat, he naturally took the seat across from me. Yotsuya Togo—the head of the global 'Yotsuya Development'—sat down, wearing the same friendly smile as always.

"On your side of things, I would like to add the prefix 'outstanding' to your role as a client. Your ever-growing list of accomplishments is, in a word, magnificent. You, the Acrobat, have been working tirelessly on the request we desired more than anything: 'spearheading the game's progress.'"

"I-I'm honored…"

From my perspective, his words were excessive praise.

Not that the praise itself was excessive, but the flowery language was. If I could strip away the ornamentation myself, I'd just say I wish he'd stop because it's embarrassing.

Whether he read my inner thoughts or not, Mr. Togo's smile never faltered.

"In addition, you are the one my beloved daughter has feelings for. Furthermore, you are also the one my other 'exceedingly outstanding contractor' has feelings for. I have a mountain of reasons to want to be on good terms with you."

"*Ngh*…!?"

With a verbal blade that, from my point of view, was a fatal blow, he delivered a surprise waterboarding attack on my throat as I took a sip of the drink he had motioned for me to have.

Five seconds, ten seconds… I took a moment to let my coughing subside.

"…………………………"

But the difficulty of choosing my words was too high, so I could only remain silent with a conflicted expression. In response, he calmly watched me, a man in an incredibly weak position from every conceivable angle, and then...

Mr. Togo let out a soft chuckle and spoke.

"Kasuga-kun. Knowing your knack for remembering things, I'm sure you haven't forgotten—"

"Well, uh, my memory here in reality isn't exactly a superpower, you know…"

When I added a note about my real-world performance, which is a common misconception, Mr. Togo gave an ambiguous smile that could be read as either 'I suppose you're right' or 'Spare me the unnecessary modesty.'

"In any case, you must remember—how I was allowed to follow your adventures… the adventures of you, Haru, and my daughter, Sora, as an observer for a long time since your meeting."

"……………Has your daughter forgiven you?"

"Permission for the trip three months ago, permission to prepare a 'room' for you in our home… subtract those two, and I'd say the remaining debt is just over seventy percent."

"Oh, dear…"

Well, yeah, I get it.

Judging from his expression, Mr. Togo doesn't seem to have any objections to the verdict on his own crime, but it appears the anger of a teenage daughter whose privacy was invaded by her father was immense.

And rightfully so. Even considering the circumstances that he apparently wasn't peeping by choice, I don't sympathize, but it is rather pitiful.

"Setting that aside," he said with a single cough.

"In short, for me, you were never 'some stranger from who-knows-where,' even from the first time we met in reality. Through my sin, my eyes, which were turned toward you both without permission, have burned into them the entire path you and my daughter walked, supporting each other… In other words…"

"..., …………I-In other words?"

Every single word he strung together was terrifying, but his expression as he spoke… was at least not the kind that should inspire terror.

"Normally, this would be the point where I would ask you to convince me with a full explanation, but I have used a cheat unavailable to the average 'father' to *proactively* and *unilaterally* come to an understanding."

"Uh, huh…"

"Don't you understand? I'm saying this—please, take care of my daughter."

"………………"

"What it was about you that resonated with her, what part of you she was drawn to—I know that a hundred, a thousand, ten thousand times better than anyone in the world buzzing about 'HaruSora.' In that case, what else can I do but trust the you that my beloved daughter trusted and entrust her to you?"

"Th-..., ………………"

"Haha, take your time to let it sink in. Furthermore, I have no intention of putting pressure on you with an impossible demand like 'don't make her cry,' given your current situation."

"………………"

"Things like 'romance' or 'love,' no matter how far they go, are ultimately a matter of personal responsibility between the two people involved. Whatever the outcome, whatever the answer, as long as you can look back on it all when it's over and remember it fondly… it is neither a waste nor a mistake."

"…………………………I don't intend to make her regret it—no, I won't."

A single, trivial piece of my true feelings was all I could squeeze out.

It was nothing more than a simple conviction. In response to the words of a young man with no guarantees, Mr. Togo looked satisfied, as if to say, 'See? I told you so.'

"…Indeed. That's right. The man I know so well would say just that."

He nodded magnanimously and leisurely tilted his glass.

—And then, a few seconds later.

"Now then… *setting all that aside*, shall we get to the main topic?"

"Wasn't that the main topic, in a manner of speaking!?"

At the very moment I'd exchanged a considerable amount of mental energy for a sense of relief and slumped in my chair.

My retort to the father, who looked as if he was thinking, *'What are you talking about this for now?'* with a tone of, *'Are you really okay with that?'* was, of course, laughed off.

<hr>

In a way, he's like an Arcadia reader, so of course he's thinking, *what's the big deal now?* Note: The talk with his father-in... er, father, will not continue next chapter (Epel).

With that said, Happy New Year. I will strive to spin a good story this year as well, so thank you for your support.

Wait until tonight for your New Year's gift.



    Chapter 668

    Welcome Home

    "Heh heh, you've come back looking quite tired."

"If I came back full of energy, that would be its own problem, wouldn't it…"

The underground parking lot of the Yotsuya Development Headquarters. After getting off the guest-only direct elevator and unreservedly climbing into the all-too-familiar shuttle car, those were our first words to each other.

Receiving a teasing (and typical) glance through the rearview mirror, I tumbled into the back seat, not quite dead, but one step away from collapsing from mental exhaustion.

It's not that I dislike or have a problem with Mr. Togo; in fact, I genuinely respect him as a person and as a man, but that's not the issue. When you're dealing with the father of a girl you're close to, as a man, you must steel your heart with a sense of awe and courtesy.

"He's taken a liking to you, so there's no need to be so formal."

"No, it's not like that, it's a matter of sincerity… I mean, come on, being told 'don't be so formal' by the head of Yotsuya Development himself is a bit of a stretch."

"What's the famous Acrobat, Crown, saying at this point?"

As he started the engine, the Director's aide—Kazuharu Chigusa, or Kazu-san—laughed jokingly. I shot him a half-lidded glance and said, "Seriously, stop," but he just brushed it off, completely ineffective.

I always think this, but it's kind of sad how little 'presence' I seem to have. Not that I have any desire to be an intimidating person, though…

"Anyway, what was the 'business' in the end?"

"Why wouldn't the Director's aide know…"

He asked as if just throwing out a topic while driving, and I couldn't help but feel suspicious of Yotsuya Development's internal workings, whose chains of command and communication I still didn't fully understand.

Ultimately, if I were to summarize my one-hour talk with Mr. Togo as 'business' and answer Kazu-san's question—

"Well, all in all… I guess it was just a '*how've you been?*' kind of thing."

"..., *pfft*, haha. I see."

It started with praise and appreciation for the long-overdue successful subjugation of the White Throne, continued with concern for me as I was getting used to my activities as a ranker, and included his thoughts on the arena clear footage from the month before last.

Overall, our conversation from beginning to end was dominated by him showing consideration for my current self after all the various events, or rather, him being concerned about my current situation.

So, yes. Rather than it being about 'business'…

"It seems he simply wanted to take the time to meet and talk…"

"I can understand how he feels. You are, after all, the one his precious daughter has feelings for."

"Stop teasing me like that too."

I knew it, and he even said it himself, but the one-sided favorability he developed from watching me is so high that it's creating an opposite kind of pressure.

"Well, it's good, isn't it? Putting aside the difficult stuff, being liked by your important partner's family can't be all that bad, right?"

"That's true, I guess."

"And it seems you're on good terms with the maid, too."

"That's, umm…"

I wouldn't say we're on bad terms, but I still can't shake the feeling that I'm being treated like a toy by Itsuki-san (the maid)… In a way, since she's Sora's absolute ally, she's someone I trust more than anyone in the world—but still, it's true.

"…For now, at least one task is off my plate, so, yeah."

That's one step closer to peace of mind. Not that there have been any complicated matters disturbing my peace recently… but as for what's coming later today, a rather massive 'who-knows-what'll-happen' event is waiting for me.

"…Hmm."

And with that thought.

From my expression in the rearview mirror, Kazu-san seemed to have guessed something.

"It's a good time. Shall we go eat something delicious on the way back?"

"Sushi."

To his suggestion of an energy refill, I nodded without hesitation.

◇◆◇◆◇

And so that night, a few minutes after all the actors had gathered on stage.

In the virtual world, inside our Azure Sky clan home, the shared space—which has become a place of relaxation mostly thanks to me not making good use of my own room—was filled with silence.

Everything that needed to be said had been said, but that was precisely the reason for the quiet. It was also natural that the expressions on everyone's faces were clearly divided 1:1:3.

As for me, who belongs to one of the '1's, I wore a poker face tinged with resignation. What was I resigning myself to? The certainty, based on a premonition, that somehow or other, this would turn into a situation where I'd have to put my heart and soul into running around in circles.

"…………………Um, Haru?"

"Yes, this is Haru."

One of the '3's, and the nominal Clan Master of Azure Sky, my partner Sora-san, raised her hand with a tremble, her face a concoction of bewilderment, confusion, and shock that had been boiled down, flipped over, and kicked, and asked a question with a quivering voice.

"C-Could you please explain that one more time?"

It was less of a question and more of a plea.

The girl's amber eyes were directed not at me, but at my side. At the other '1', a woman shorter than her who wore a supremely gentle smile.

So, I too glanced in that direction.

"Alright, one more time… This is the famous Sword Saint."

I gestured with a flick of my hand toward Ui-san, who was standing beside me with a grin.

"She said that as part of her rehabilitation to return to the world, for the convenience of continuing my training, and for various other reasons, she'd like to join our clan, Azure Sky."

It's a 'what are you even talking about' situation in so many ways, but a month ago… when she first proposed the idea before she left on her journey, I also had a deadpan expression and said, "What are you talking about?" so the reaction of the three people before me is only natural.

And then,

"Then I, too, shall reintroduce myself… I am Ui, the Sword Saint. I have decided that this time, with a fresh start, I will try to reach out for various things without fear or hesitation. As such, for my first step, I would be grateful if you would allow me to join your 'clan.'"

"W-Whoa… stop. Wait a minute."

One of the '3's interrupted her as she spun her thoughts into gentle, flowing words. The small, black-clad boy, for once, couldn't hide his obvious panic.

"H-How did this happen? I heard something about soul-searching, but how in the world did that lead to the bizarre development of joining a clan?"

"Whoa… Tetra's genuinely panicking. That's rare."

"Fufu… He was like this when I first met him, right after he became a ranker."

"You laid-back master and disciple…!"

I, having come full circle to a state of natural calm (resignation). And Ui-san, who is naturally calm without having come full circle (always). Tetra glared at the both of us for our relaxed remarks, but unfortunately, it wasn't scary.

He was like a threatening kitten. Meanwhile, the pressure from Sora-san, staring intently at me from his side, was another story.

"You ask how it happened, but it's just as Ui-san said… In short, she decided to stop being a shut-in and come out into the open."

"…'Shut-in' is a slightly uncharitable way to put it, don't you think?"

"So she closed her other world and came to the city, but, you know. If the Sword Saint started using some random inn as her base of operations, it would obviously cause a huge uproar, right?"

"Haru-kun?"

"That's… well… I guess so."

"And that's where the clan home comes in."

"Haru-kun?"

Ui-san keeps saying something, but convincing the three in front of me is the priority right now. Besides, there's nothing shady about this decision, so all I need to do is keep speaking frankly.

"To put it simply, it's basically a substitute for a house. And if she's going to join a clan, ours is convenient—it's a small group that was just formed, and our name isn't known to the public."

In other words, it won't cause a stir, and besides one member, everyone is an acquaintance of hers, or in my case, practically family. It's a perfect fit.

"……………Now that you mention it, I guess that makes sense…"

"For the record, I was completely floored when she first asked me, too."

"I'll bet… Okay, I get it. I wasn't going to object from the start anyway, but now I'm convinced, so you don't have to worry about me."

And with that, the incarnation of understanding, my junior (not really junior) number one, was successfully won over.

"It's a pleasure to have you, Tetra-kun."

"Ah, yeah, right. A pleasure… to meet you."

A boy's hand, a size larger yet still small, met the small hand offered to him with some hesitation. Tetra using polite language—another subtly rare point.

And so, the remaining two—or rather, the one whose approval was needed. Sora-san, who had been utterly dumbfounded from the moment we gathered, through the introductions and explanations…

"*Gasp*… S-So…! I-I'm not objecting either! It's just that, I-I was just… s-so, so, surprised…!"

"Alright, I get it. Let's start by taking a deep breath, Sora-san."

"I'm sorry for surprising you… Please calm down, Sora-chan."

"I know how you feel, but calm down, Sora-senpai."

And so, she displayed a level of panic far beyond Tetra's, finding herself in the middle of a three-person support effort. In any case, without the approval of the Clan Master, Ui-san's entry cannot be finalized.

But well, as she herself says while panicking.

"…………"

"..., …………*gasp*…"

The hardcore Sword Saint fan-girl, whose face flushes and eyes spin just from a quiet glance, might hesitate out of reverence, but there's no way she would ultimately shake her head no.

"A-At… at the very least—can't we change the master…?"

"Nope."

"Not happening."

"I think Sora-chan is the perfect 'master.'"

"Whyyyy…!!!"

With a de facto majority approval, the Sword Saint's entry into the clan was decided.

—And then, in addition to her, one more person.

"What's wrong, Kanata, you're just staring blankly. You'll be one of us from now on, too."

"Eh, um… eh…?"

The second new member of the Azure Sky clan.

After various twists and turns, or perhaps none at all, the junior (not really junior) number two, whom I'd managed to reel in without letting him get away, just kept staring blankly with a 'is this really happening…?' look on his face.
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    Iiiii

    "Alright, so there you have it. Now that we're officially a five-member team, I'd like to briefly align our future direction as the Azure Sky clan."

For now, the discussion had settled down. So, moving on to the next topic, I took the liberty of taking the lead, and one, two, three, four pairs of eyes turned toward me.

Including the not-tiny-but-still-small Kanata, the four members lined up on the sofa were, for some reason, all quite petite. Yet, with an innocent young lady, a strangely mature boy, the Sword Saint (?), and a serious junior (dog), their types were all over the place.

Add to that me, apparently known as the 'Acrobat-brain' out there, in my transformed body, and you have the makings of a compact clan rich in personality.

…Somehow, we've gathered a group with a high concentration of feel-good vibes.

As for our total combat power, though. This is way beyond just a small, elite force… I thought, swallowing a smile as I looked at the four members packed so compactly onto the sofa.

"…See, I still think you should be the leader, Haru."

"Well, it's not unusual for the head and the facilitator to be different people."

Sora-san's complaint, accompanied by a fixed stare, was fielded by Tetra, who, with his surprisingly caring nature, smoothly mediated the situation. It was a familiar and heartwarming sight.

"Anyway, with Tetra leading the charge, we've kind of become a 'gathering of solo players.' So, the basic direction is that everyone is free to do as they please, and we won't be calling for frequent clan gatherings. But, any objections, raise your hand."

Hmm, no hands raised. Excellent.

"That said, we've come together by chance. It would be lonely for me if we were just members in name only, so I'll be actively reaching out to you all, not as a clan, but as me. So be prepared. Of course, you all shouldn't hesitate either… At least when it comes to me, anytime—Ui-san, what is it?"

As I continued speaking, my eyes fell on the Sword Saint, who had a hand to her mouth and was letting out a seemingly amused smile. She smiled gently and said,

"Oh, I'm sorry. I know it's not directed at me personally, but it's just so novel to hear you speak so casually to me, Haru-kun, that I couldn't help it…"

"ALRIGHT, FROM NOW ON IT'S POLITE SPEECH ONLY."

"Oh my… what a shame."

"What kind of flirting are we being shown here?"

With Tetra's tired retort as a closing remark, I brought the conversation back on track.

"Ahem, so, feel free to contact me anytime. As for everyone else, let's keep our communication switches ON, though you don't need to make a special effort. Again, it's a precious connection, and I'd like for us to get along if possible."

And so, that was the policy, or rather, the mindset.

"Next up, it's not something we'll be involved in as a clan, but it's a topic that concerns the majority of our members… about the upcoming event."

The people involved were three, including myself. The topic shifted to the semi-official real-life event that has been held in mid-September for the past two years, the 'Triangle Duo.'

So, without further ado, I passed the baton.

"Alright, Tetra-kun, please explain the overview."

"Why me?"

Well, you see, I thought it would be more effective to have someone with actual experience explain it rather than someone who just has the knowledge… It's not because I'm embarrassed to speak with only a vague understanding, of course.

"Sheesh… Even if you say that, it's pretty much what everyone already knows—it's a fighting tournament held at an indoor arena in the real world, with a live audience. The ranker participants from the three factions, excluding the West, are randomly paired up to put on a show. That's all there is to it."

"You've participated, right, Tetra?"

"Just once last year. And I was out in the first round."

"Who was your partner, by the way?"

"The North's 'Cloud-Hider.'"

"A ninja pair, huh."

It sounds like they could pull off some crazy stuff if they clicked, but against other rankers, they'd probably struggle with a lack of firepower… which is likely why they were unfortunately eliminated in the first round.

"Sigh… From that question, I can tell you really only know the basics. Well, I guess I'll have to continue. Basically, the Tri-Duo is considered just for fun. Not just for us who are actually fighting, but the audience probably isn't expecting a serious battle like in the Four Pillar War either."

"It was originally requested to be held for that purpose, after all."

The voice of the Sword Saint, sitting across from Tetra and next to Sora-san, chimed in. Completely unrelated, but the sight of Ui-san sitting on a sofa is so out of place it's amusing.

"Ui-san, you participated the first time, right? I know that much."

"Yes. I made it to the semifinals, but I lost there."

It goes without saying who she lost to.

"The 'rankers' continue to achieve remarkable feats, most notably in the Four Pillar War… In response to the wish to see their brilliant figures up close, Yotsuya Development prepared the stage and held the *triangle duo*. Therefore—"

"""...triangle... duo..."""

I managed to hold it in, but her hiragana pronunciation was just too much. Hearing the slow-paced repetition, the Sword Saint, with a slight blush on her cheeks, cleared her throat once.

It, too, was a small and cute 'ahem.'

"Thinking that it was just for fun, I participated back then as well… but at that time, I hadn't yet reached the mindset I have now."

It didn't suit her, is what she meant.

However,

"So, now that you've reached it?"

"Yes—I am thinking of participating."

Next to me, Sora-san expressed her感動 with a silent tremor, but I felt much the same way. It's a feeling that can't be expressed with simple words like 'happy.'

"…………If the Sword Saint is participating, she'll probably be subject to special regulations, just like the Princess. As expected, even among rankers, her level is just too far apart."

"I will leave that matter to the event staff."

Whether she knew the feelings of those around her or not, she stated her intentions calmly and concluded. In any case, this means that all three rankers of Azure Sky will be participating.

What kind of clan has a majority of its members as rankers?

"But I see. If we can really approach it with a casual 'just for fun' mindset, then there's no need to spend extra time on special training or adjustments, right?"

"Wouldn't that be counterproductive? If anything, it seems like an event where people want to see the natural, individual styles of players without the responsibility of a team. And the random pairing regardless of faction is a plan completely geared towards entertainment, right?"

"That's certainly true."

So they just want to see something interesting. And all we have to do is have fun—excellent, that's my specialty.

So, as for the Tri-Duo, we'll just take it easy, in a *good* way…

"Okay, then one more thing. The massive event scheduled for September—"

Come to think of it, the time has finally come.

"Let's start discussing how we, as a clan, will move to conquer 'Green Connect.'"

With our eyes set on the second—no, the third Colored Monster.



    Chapter 670

    Types of Sweetness

    One of the three great festivals of the year has passed, yet one or two more are just around the corner. The endless onslaught of events never waits, and with the relentless march of time, they are surely approaching.

I'm starting to get used to this environment where there's no end to such things, but is that a good thing or a bad thing? It feels like my common-person mentality is steadily shrinking… but still, my sensibilities as a commoner are alive and well compared to the heavenly beings.

Therefore—…though whether she is someone a commoner should sympathize with is questionable.

"Uuuuugh—…………"

"That's a loooong whine."

Here we are at the beginning of September, and I can wholeheartedly understand the feelings of my partner, who is groaning in a manner that is dissatisfied, listless, and discontented, as someone who belongs to the same category of 'student,' albeit on a different level.

Even to my teasing words mixed with a wry smile, Sora-san, who is occupying my back, doesn't react. It's been several minutes since the welcome party for Ui-san and Kanata disbanded… and I accepted her request with a sharp exchange of glances, inviting her into my room in the clan home.

My room is too bare, which is my fault, but the only thing to sit on is the bed, which is set as my respawn point for logging in and out.

So, if a third party were to see this, it would be a rather compromising scene.

I'm sitting on the edge. Sora-san is on the bed without hesitation, pressing her forehead against my back. The time, the place, the situation—all are completely and utterly inappropriate.

Alright, I've decided. Even if I don't use them, I'll at least get a table and chairs. This is the result of my lazy thinking, telling myself I wouldn't be inviting anyone over anyway. In the first place, a similar situation occurred before—

"—Being a university student is unfair…"

"Oh? Ah… haha, yeah. I've thought that too."

Finally, as if some quota had been met, Sora, who had stopped her strange cry that was somewhere between a threat and a scream, mumbled against my back.

And I, having perfectly understood the meaning of her grumbling, could only offer a faint smile.

"A two-month summer vacation is crazy, isn't it… I mean, normally you'd be packed with things to do for your future and all that. But still, the impact of the words themselves, a two-month break."

It probably depends on the school, but the university I attend has long breaks of two months each in the summer and spring. I've already used up half of it, but on the other hand, it's only the halfway point.

In other words, I'm free until the end of September—and for her, today is the last day of her summer vacation, so it's only natural she'd say it's 'unfair.'

But still…

"Uuuuuugh—…………!"

"And here comes round two…"

Sora probably isn't lamenting the end of her summer vacation and the resumption of school. If that's the case, then why? I can figure that much out without needing telepathy.

"—Every time you meet, every single time, aren't you getting closer…!"

"I won't deny that."

What is she talking about? It's about my relationship with my master. It's a plain and simple confirmation of a fact that can't be disguised, so a no-time affirmation is unavoidable.

So, that's what it is.

She used to be jealous of *me* for receiving tutelage from the Sword Saint…

"I probably shouldn't say this, but…!"

"I'm the only one listening, so it's fine. Probably, most likely, surely."

"To be honest, more than Nia-san or Iris-san…!!"

"A little bit of anxiety is creeping in, huh? Maybe it's something I shouldn't hear either."

"When it comes to this, Ui-san seems like the most formidable rival by far…!!!"

And so it is.

Now that the relationships have become more complex, her jealousy seems to have shifted to the girl who is close to *me*.

It's a mix of happiness, embarrassment, and apology—considering Sora's inner turmoil, feeling a little self-loathing for being jealous of her idol… well, the third one is probably a bit heavier.

In the end, it's likely a case of unavoidable frustration towards a woman who has grown closer to me due to joining the clan, while her own time with me will decrease.

It's not a matter of who is with whom; it's a natural emotional response for any human being.

In that case, there's only one thing to do.

"Alright, I understand your anxiety—so I'll do this."

"Wha—*heh*!?"

Activating [Flash Traveler]. It's a ridiculous waste of a skill, to a level that I myself find amusing… but hey, it's getting late.

If I keep testing the waters with slow jabs, it might affect my partner's tomorrow, so I have no choice but to get her to accept with a single, all-out uppercut of will and compromise.

"Wh-what… wh-…!?"

"Well, you know. We haven't had our thirty seconds for today yet."

Short-range teleport behind Sora-san, and then a *grab*.

It's not like I did anything improper—I can't quite declare myself completely innocent, but at least, considering our relationship, I haven't done anything that would get me reported.

I just swapped places with my partner who was playfully clinging to my back, grabbed her as she lost sight of me, and invited her to sit on my loosely crossed legs.

What in the world am I even doing?

"It's something I'd never be able to do, or even think of doing, with my master. How's this?"

I demonstrated with my actions that we are in completely different categories.

Furthermore, it's something I'd only have the courage to do with Sora-san, with whom I share a heart-to-heart partner relationship.

…And so, there's only one thing to do.

"I know it's a ridiculously complex situation where telling you to 'not worry' is impossible. So at the very least, I'll show you that I'm willing to do everything in my power to ease your anxiety."

So, you should feel free to come at me with all you've got. I'll handle it as best I can—or so I continued to say.

The petite avatar, light as a feather, didn't turn around. Sora swayed a couple of times on my lap before letting out a single word.

"…………Today, thirty seconds isn't enough."

"…Alright, alright. One minute, then."

"About five minutes."

"From double to another five times the demand…?"

"And pat my head, please."

"I didn't hear any additional orders???"

It seems my surprisingly resilient partner was more energetic than I thought.

For nearly ten minutes after that, I worked to please the young lady, all the while endlessly regretting my decision with a sense of 'you've gone and done it now, you fool,' driven by a sense of duty.

Throughout it all, I struggled to not be too conscious of the warmth transmitted through her avatar.



    Chapter 671

    The Linked Name Returns

    "—'Come again?'"

Not the next morning, but the next afternoon. In the real world, at the private restaurant of the Yotsuya dormitory, our go-to dining spot, one voice and one set of written words overlapped.

Nia and Ashe. The two, famous in the virtual world as the crowned [Milmarinus] and [Sword Queen], both turned their gazes toward me. In response to their expected reaction, I calmly savored my rolled omelet with a mix of resignation and nonchalance.

Mmm, this Japanese-style meal is delicious too. Our chef is truly amazing.

Anyway, let me repeat the 'report' in response to their questions and confusion—

"After a series of events, the Sword Saint, Ui-san, has joined our clan. Starting with the Tri-Duo in two weeks, she plans to actively show her face in public from now on, so please give her your regards."

She did say she would greet them herself if she had the chance to meet them—as I laid out the information for the second time… Nia was looking dazed, but as for the other one...

"………………………………I see. …Yes, I think I understand now."

Ashe, who seemed to have 'understood' something, quietly put down her coffee cup and sighed, her face showing a rare, genuine surprise.

As for her meal, it goes without saying she was the first to finish.

"Her way of thinking hasn't changed… rather, her perspective has shifted. And the reason for that is obvious, I suppose."

And just like that, the speed of her mind was as sharp as ever. Or maybe it's not so much speed as her comprehension being frighteningly high.

"Well, something like that. She also mentioned wanting to participate in the Four Pillar War from next time, so including that, we'll be focusing on 'practice' and self-strengthening for a while."

"Teamwork training for when Ui joins a group, I see."

"Exactly. As for the latter, it'll mainly be me, Sora-san, and Kanata."

Nia, sitting diagonally across from me, gave me a look of exasperation, as if to say, 'Are you still planning on getting stronger?' But let's not forget.

I've only been in the virtual world for less than six months, okay?

"So, for now, we're planning to start moving with 'Green Connect' in mind… The schedule is still the same, right?"

"It is. The assault will be one week after the 'Triangle Duo.' The next meeting will be the day after the event ends, at the southern castle."

We've had discussions about 'Green Connect'—the subjugation of [Jehatreglie of Green Connect]—countless times over the past two months or more.

Unlike the other 'Colored Monsters,' or the 'Five Colored Pillars,' [Tsarkalv of the White Throne] and [Rieltahelia of the Red Circle]… no, it seems to be fundamentally different from any other existing raid boss. A special exploration-type raid.

With its overall direction, limited number of participants, and even the unique nature of the 'slots,' the highly specialized 'Green Connect' can be simply described as an ultra-massive gimmick boss.

It's not the type where 'solving the gimmick makes it easier to defeat or possible to defeat,' but rather, it's speculated to be the type where, without exaggeration, 'solving the gimmick completes the conquest.' Well, that's only natural.

A colossal body that even the word 'several kilometers in diameter' doesn't do justice to. Furthermore, if even a strike from an [Extra] doesn't leave a single scratch on its eyeball, one can surmise that even if it's weakened by some gimmick, it's not an entity that can be defeated head-on.

Well, in a way, its conquest method is even more unknown than the 'White Throne,' so no matter how much we rack our brains, it's all just speculation. To be frank, a one-shot clear is unlikely, but this time, we're determined to at least find a clue.

And the revolutionary new element to achieve that is the [Stardust Beast (Lim)]—or more precisely, the existence of tamers who have mastered the beasts that can serve as a means of high-speed travel.

An exploratory journey across a stage of unknown total area.

For the conquest of 'Green Connect,' the appearance of tamed beasts that can serve as 'legs' for everyone, regardless of whether they are agility-based or not, was nothing short of a ray of hope.

This is especially true when it's an absolute condition for not only those who are not confident in their own legs, but also for players who are not even combat classes to participate. Tamed beasts that can be ridden are, in the truest sense, an essential element.

Anyway—or rather, not setting it aside at all.

"What's with that innocent face, pretending you have nothing to do with this???"

As soon as the topic shifted to 'Green Connect,' Nia-chan, who flinched and conspicuously tried to vanish, caught my eye. Even though her color is different from her virtual world self, her restless movements make her 'blue' self overlap. She started whistling a silent tune…

"I'm sorry, but we'll have to ask all the current rankers of the West to participate."

With Ashe's merciless words, even that whistling came to a pathetic, whimpering halt.

And so, the blue-haired girl, Nia-chan, a.k.a. Liliania Vruberri, a.k.a. my exclusive artisan, a.k.a.—the current Sixth Seat of the Western Faction Vestol, [Milmarinus],

"—……………………………………"

"Even if you look at me like that…"

"No means no. Please give up and lend us your strength."

With a look that screamed 'give me a break,' she listlessly took a bite of her omelet.



    Chapter 672

    The Unavoidable Offer

    In the end, the detailed mechanism for how the 'Ranks' are determined for all four factions—East, West, North, and South—remains a mystery. All that's known are the general selection criteria for each faction, plus the unique timing of the rank updates for the Western Faction.

The blessing of 'Peace' benefits all skills except those directly related to combat. The faction that upholds it, Vestol, is naturally a gathering place for players who aspire to production activities.

Many players choose other factions and then give up on 'Combat' to end up in production classes, but the reverse pattern, while not rare, is not common either.

Thus, the West, which has become a non-combat faction in both name and reality, is treated specially in many ways compared to the other three factions, and the system has also assigned it special specifications.

The prime example of this is the ranking system.

If the East, North, and South ask for 'value as a warrior,' the West asks for 'value as an artisan.' The criterion for being granted a crown… or rather, a 'mark,' is based solely on how magnificent a work one has created within the season.

The timeframe of this 'season' is simple: the great festival that was so lively the other day, the 'Four Pillar War,' serves as the milestone. The war is held at the end of April, August, and December, and the ranks are updated the following day—that is, at 9 PM on the first day of May, September, and January.

Because the rankings and members change regularly, to be frank, the rankers of Vestol are seen as less significant compared to the other three factions.

—But it's crucial not to mistake this for anything other than a relative comparison.

They are still an extremely small group of ten people chosen from among millions. From a common person's perspective, they are undoubtedly heavenly beings, and just because their titles carry slightly 'less' weight doesn't mean they are looked down upon or taken lightly.

That's precisely why…

"Just accept it already. Even I'm a full-fledged celebrity now."

"*Nnghheeehhhhhh…*"

"Long, long, long."

This term, she's been newly… or rather, once again, listed on the Western ranks. My exclusive artisan is throwing a tantrum, whining that she doesn't want to stand out.

I shouldn't retort with something like, 'It's too late for that in so many ways.' I of all people know that in times like these, logical arguments are not what's needed.

Nia, collapsed over her desk in the atelier, is still, with sheer professionalism, continuing to weave a formula with one hand. As someone who has dabbled in magic craft, I can't help but feel a surge of admiration for this feat that coexists with her lazy posture, but setting that aside for a moment.

Why is the already famous [Milmarinus] so reluctant to return to the ranks? Well, it's simply a matter of bad timing.

The 'Green Connect' assault is imminent. And for that, the cooperation of the Western Faction rankers is essential. Which means Nia has to participate.

In other words—this has sealed the deal for her, who until now was only known by 'name,' to finally have her 'appearance' revealed to the world in the clear footage, something she cannot avoid.

In Arcadia, there is a system support feature called 'Privacy Settings.' By default, this is set to 'ON,' and as long as it's not changed, a player's appearance will not be captured in any footage, be it screenshots or videos.

It's not that they're not captured, but rather, if a player with privacy ON is present, the video function simply doesn't work. It's the kind of ultimate privacy protection that, in this day and age, you'd wish was implemented in reality.

On the flip side, this also means that there is no such thing as unauthorized filming in Arcadia.

Those who have their privacy settings set to 'OFF' are considered to have consented to their appearance being recorded at any time. In other words, even if you were to secretly snap a picture of a famous person walking by, if the function worked, it wouldn't be considered 'voyeurism.'

This is a point that is carefully warned about when ordering [Arcadia]. Along with agreeing to the right of the developer, Yotsuya Development, to collect player activity records as data, it's a matter of controlling one's own presence correctly.

In other words, even if your 'appearance' is being discussed in places you're unaware of, it's all entirely your own fault.

It's not a difficult or unreasonable concept; it's quite natural, when you think about it.

By the way, for events like the Four Pillar War, your settings are forcibly switched to 'OFF' upon participation. This includes the 'Colored Monster' conquests, which are held with the premise of being publicly released. The message is clear: if you want to come to the front lines, be prepared to show your face.

And so, for that reason.

Nia-chan, who has never once turned her privacy settings off since her debut in the virtual world, is a sheltered maiden whose detailed appearance has yet to be revealed to the public.

At most, she's rumored to be 'cute,' 'super cute,' 'an angel to both men and women,' 'no, a fairy,' 'has a nice voice,' 'a multiple-type beautiful girl,' 'a natural man-killer,' 'has a nice voice,' 'moves around a lot,' 'but that's fine too,' and various other characteristics, but she has no experience showing her face.

Considering my own mental state just before the last Four Pillar War, I can understand her feelings of not being able to just swallow it and say, 'I'll just hide my face.'

That's not the issue. Whether she hides her face or not, she can't escape the awareness that 'my appearance is being broadcast to the whole world.'

However. However—

"……………Alright, I get it. I'm usually hesitant to do this kind of thing, but desperate times call for desperate measures. I'll offer a trade. Please accept it."

To be precise, I want her to change her mood and cooperate willingly. With that in mind, I dangled the proposal while sinking into the sofa that has become my designated seat…

"…………What?"

Still pouting, but unable to resist her curiosity and expectations, Nia turned her blue eyes toward me from her collapsed position. I returned her gaze with a sincere look.

"For the rest of this month, I'll lower my guard regarding skinship just a little—"

"—DEAL!"

Without waiting for me to finish my proposal, she threw the 'work' she had just completed with a flash of light from her formula, and at the same time, with splendid agility, she vaulted over the desk in a straight line.

With a motion that seemed to be the limit of her frail stats, and looking down at the blue blur buried in my stomach, I thought, 'Did I act too rashly?' and let out a sigh at my unteachable self, just a day after the last time.

"Just a little, okay? Don't forget that I have the final say… Hey, are you even listening?"

"Ahhh, can't be helped, if you're gonna ask me so desperately like that, I guess I have no choice, hehehe. Guess I'll have to make a cloak that hides my face perfectly. Can't be helped."

"What a refreshingly greedy person you are…"

Well, yeah. It can't be helped on my end either. To find a clue to conquering 'Green Connect'—I have high expectations for her 'eyes.'

Setting that aside, if there's a chance for us to stand on the same stage together…

My true feelings, well, I'll tell her when the opportunity arises.



    Chapter 673

    The Arrival of the Party

    "—Alright, everyone, good evening and hello!"

"Yes, good evening."

"Good evening!"

"…Do we need that deliberately formal greeting every time?"

After killing time in the atelier with eighty percent magic craft training and twenty percent dealing with Nia, and then finishing up my studies and dinner in the real world, the time flew by to just before 8 PM.

As usual, we weren't at the clan home. Under the cover of the long night's darkness in the virtual world, the full roster of the Azure Sky clan gathered at the southern end of the city, our meeting spot.

To my casual greeting that served as a starter, I received polite and cheerful replies from my master and junior number two, followed by a single annoyed mutter from a low-energy Tetra, who may or may not have just woken up. Plus one wry smile from Sora-san next to me, who saw through my half-heartedness.

Such a variety of personalities, it's quite wonderful. No matter where we go, there's no way a journey with these members could be anything but fun. And in terms of combat power, we can go anywhere without a problem.

And so, by process of elimination, I'll be taking on the role of facilitator.

I'll leave the in-combat command to our Clan Master, Sora-san. Tetra would flat-out refuse, leaving it to Ui-san would result in so much feel-good vibes that time would melt away, and telling the remaining Kanata, "Alright, you're up," would be too much of a killer pass. So, it's really a one-man race.

They're a seriously impressive group, but hey, they're practically all family. To show my own commitment to this circle, I'll gladly take the lead and keep things lighthearted.

"Alright, we don't have much time to waste, so let's get going—hey, no need to look unnecessarily apologetic. Just having you make time to come is worthy of three cheers and a big welcome, so stand tall—and with that, let's head out!"

"Okay!"

"Fufu… okay."

"What's with this energy…"

"Ah, haha………… Before an adventure, he's pretty much, uh, like this."

Setting aside the low-energy, black-clad boy who still seemed a bit sleepy, the time I can take the high schooler, whose classes have resumed, out to play is limited.

Apparently, a ridiculous common sense is spreading in the world where top-tier players prioritize Arcadia over their studies or work, but Sora-san and I have chosen the path of the warrior, balancing both our daily lives.

We have no intention of grinding away the time we have for reality. Therefore, time is precious.

—In that case, it's your turn, my 'wings.'

"W-Whoa…………"

Only one person here hasn't seen the already-publicly-revealed tamed beast, Sapphire, the Stardust Dragon. While enjoying the harmony from Kanata, who was staring blankly at the massive body that emerged from the shadows and spread its great wings…

"Alright, let's go—it's the Azure Sky clan's memorable first expedition."

Next to the shining 'blue' on its neck, I invited my comrades from atop its back.

As for the several hundred-kilometer journey, we'll be skipping it at超-high speed, a super express that kicks the common sense of 'expeditions' to the curb.

◇◆◇◆◇

In Arcadia, 'gimmick dungeons' are rare. To put it another way, most dungeons in this game are simply 'proceed down the path and defeat the enemies.'

In a normal game, this design would likely be met with harsh criticism like 'monotonous,' 'lacks variety,' or 'lazy,' but this is a god-tier game, this is Arcadia.

First of all, the sheer impact of directly seeing the magnificent landscapes creates an adventure that you never tire of, and the variety of enemies, including bosses, is limitless, so there's infinite variation without needing to overcomplicate things with gimmicks.

Besides, when I say gimmick dungeons are rare, that's only in comparison to the total number of 'dungeons,' which easily exceeds several thousand. There's no room for complaints.

Anyway, the prime examples of such rare gimmick dungeons are none other than the lairs of the 'Great Spirits.' To be precise, they're not instance-based dungeons but environments on the field, secret places collectively called 'Domains' based on their scale and difficulty.

Previously, the place I challenged, the stronghold of [Epel, Great Ice Spirit Guardian], the [Eternal Ice Peaks of Extreme White], was also one of these 'Domains' with a gimmick related to its traversal.

A fool who went on a solo突撃 without any research was left dumbfounded, thinking, 'What is this human-rejecting domain?' but as it turns out, the one to be dumbfounded at was not the environment but the fool himself.

And so, about seven hundred kilometers south-southeast of the player city, the 'Safe Area.' After a journey of just over an hour on the Sapphire Express at full speed, we arrived here—

The lair of [Rafan, Great Spirit of Sudden Water], is also one of these 'Domains.'

"—Whoooa………… What is this… what. The epitome of mystical."

At the bottom of a river flowing through a certain small forest.

This was the height of unrealistic (fantasy), yet it didn't feel unnatural. Diving into a 'fissure' that opened up in the water, we found ourselves in a limestone cave, separated by a wall of air.

There was no apparent light source, yet a faint blue light illuminated the space, and thanks to the super-vision unique to virtual world avatars, we had no trouble seeing. The only difficulty in proceeding at the moment would be the countless branching paths visible right from the entrance.

Ah, there was another difficulty, or rather, two of them.

"Uh, um… you guys okay?"

When I turned around, I saw four people standing there, just as drenched as I was—no, correction.

"N-Not okay…"

"Doesn't look like it."

""………………""

Only two were standing there looking fine; the other two were currently down for the count. They didn't even have the energy to answer my question, and were lying on the ground together.

Haha, they've split neatly by gender. And Kanata is presumed to be a boy.

What happened was simple. After a non-stop, no-brakes aerial journey at over five or six hundred kilometers per hour, they were probably done in by various things, and then finally gave out after going from the air to the water.

I had connected a convenient 'shadow thread' that could also generate a transport effect along with a contact effect, and brought all four of them under the protection of [Luna Nobody, Guardian of the Shimmering Moon], but… well, it can't be helped for their first time.

By the way, Sora-san, who is completely used to all this, is fine, but the Sword Saint, who has mastered superhuman mobility on her own, is completely unscathed. As expected of her.

Well, anyway.

"Hmm… can't be helped. Let's take a short break before exploring."

"Could you have perhaps come to that conclusion before heroically diving into the river?"

And so, as I muttered while observing the two groggy members—as soon as we arrived at one of the points marked on the map data, the payment received from the one and only Screen, I gave in to my curiosity and threw myself into the water almost instantly. Now, a rather chilly gaze pierced me.

I'm sorry. I confirmed it wasn't that deep and didn't see any fish in the clear water, and at that point, the excitement that had built up during the long journey just burst—

"…Haru."

"Yes."

"You're excited, aren't you."

Yes, absolutely.

It's an adventure with my own party. It would be a lie to say I'm not completely hyped.



    Chapter 674

    The Secret Cave at the Water's Bottom

    "Somehow, even though it's a cave, it doesn't really have a cave-like atmosphere."

"It's probably because of what's under our feet."

"These characters… I believe the players are working hard to decipher them…"

"Yup, Arcadian script. As expected of Sora-senpai, you're knowledgeable, unlike your partner."

"Fufu… I imagine Sora-chan is more knowledgeable than I am."

Brushing off the suspected diss, we proceed in a line in the order of the voices, cheerfully making our way.

With me and Kanata at the lead, and the gentle, smiling, and cheerful Ui-san bringing up the rear, we've been walking through the 'Domain' for several minutes now. Given the members, this is an adventure that's as far removed from a sense of crisis as possible, but more importantly, the sweet, sweet sound of 'a party of close friends' is right here.

Anyone who has ever enjoyed a game has surely dreamed of it. The ultimate environment where you can embark on an unknown conquest, side-by-side with friends you can truly be yourself with.

And what's more, the lineup starts with the partner I trust more than anyone in the world, includes a senior who is my self-proclaimed junior number one, curt but caring and reliable, a self-proclaimed junior number two who adores me to a slightly problematic degree, and even my revered and great master.

What is this party? It's literally a utopia; I can't help but laugh.

"…………What is it? You're making a creepy face."

"Ah, haha… He seems to be excited, so please don't mind him."

I had intended to give a nonchalant glance with a poker face, but perhaps my inner feelings were showing on my expression. Tetra, whose eyes met mine, threw his usual sass at me, but I, floating on cloud nine and with an invincible mentality thanks to Sora-san's words, took no damage.

Ah, nothing has happened yet, but this is so much fun.

"That being said… aside from what's underfoot, it looks like a limestone cave, but for some reason, I don't see a single drop of water. The humidity isn't that noticeable either."

The Sword Saint at the rear seems to have no knowledge of this place. Well, that's to be expected; I'm in the same boat—

"I completely agree… but now that I think about it, has anyone here been here before?"

 piggybacking on Ui-san's words, I posed the question to the party. To my surprise, not a single hand went up. However, two pairs of eyes met mine, likely for a different reason than affirmation.

"Yes, um… I haven't been here, but I have a vague idea of the basics."

"Same here. I've only seen a glimpse of it in the archives."

Indicating they had some knowledge were the two boys, Kanata and Tetra. I see. In that case, if we get stuck, I can just ask them for the way. Excellent.

And considering they only revealed this now that I've asked, I probably don't need to be selfish and ask them to refrain from spoilers.

Excellent consideration, juniors (not really juniors) one and two.

Well then, it's about time—to switch my focus to 'conquest' in earnest.

This place, the first part of the lair of [Rafan, Great Spirit of Sudden Water], a.k.a. the [Secret Cave of Dry Water], as my two juniors know, is one half of the part that is generally known.

My prior research stops there; I haven't touched on the details of how to conquer the interior, which has become a dungeon-like 'labyrinth.'

To proceed on the correct path, it seems we need to solve some kind of gimmick… Now, what could it be? The most prominent clue is what's been coming up in conversation: what's underfoot.

It feels similar to the alphabet, but I don't think I can read a single character of this mysterious symbol—the so-called 'Arcadian script' is written in a continuous line, forming a 'path' that follows the cave.

"They wouldn't ask us to solve a maze by reading this, would they…"

"P-Probably not, I think…"

Sora-san, right behind me, followed up on my muttered words. Further back, my master also had a thoughtful look on her face, but it seems she has no knowledge of the 'script' either.

"By the way. A few patterns or rules have been discovered, but as for the characters themselves, not a single one has been deciphered yet."

"To begin with, there have been very few discoveries of objects or places where this script is inscribed…"

Tetra and Kanata provided some additional supplementary knowledge, making it clear that we don't need to rack our brains over it. This level of support is genuinely helpful, so I'm grateful.

Hmm… so what should we do? We walk and walk, and occasionally a fork in the road appears, but there's no sign of any event happening. From experience, in times like these, the players are often required to take some kind of action…

"…………………………………Hmm?"

"*Gah, woah*…!?"

Is it my fault for suddenly stopping in the dim light, or is it Sora-san's fault for being so close in a place where there are other people, albeit close friends?

As she bumped into my back and stumbled, I swiftly turned and supported her, all the while pursuing the tail of a conjecture that had faintly surfaced in my mind.

This place is the secret abode of a Great Spirit.

And the characteristic of the four identical beings hidden in the world is… upon defeating all of them, one is granted a special skill that enhances the attribute they govern.

Governing attribute, that is, water.

Which means, what is deeply related to the blessing here is… a user of <Water Magic Aptitude>.

—Despite being a limestone cave, there isn't a single drop of water to be found.

I see, that is indeed extremely unnatural. Combined with the situation of being at the bottom of a river, it's strange not to feel even a millimeter of moisture.

The incongruity has been presented… In that case, yes. It's worth a try.

"Is it okay if I try flooding this place just once?"

My partner, who had been reflexively covering her nose and looking embarrassed, though there was likely no pain.

And my master, who had been tilting her head endlessly and thinking with a gentle expression, perhaps because she's not very good at reasoning out things like conquest.

The blank look I received from both of them, as if to say, 'What are you suddenly talking about?' was only natural; I'm aware that I'm saying something outrageous.

However, the logic and basis are all here in my thoughts, so it can't be helped.

And on top of that—

"Haha, as expected of you."

"You're as quick on the uptake as ever."

With two praises from the knowledgeable ones, my deduction was proven correct.

Alright then. After exchanging glances with my partner, whom I supported with one arm, and my master, who looked at me with impressed eyes, and receiving a nod of agreement from each… I activate [Nine Tail].

To ensure we don't get separated, I connect everyone's avatars with 'shadow threads'—

"[Flood]."

Without hesitation, I chanted the name that manifests a waterfall.



    Chapter 675

    Incidentally, Things That Come Onto Land Don't Count as Objects of Fear

    The law of magic is established, and water emerges.

In a flash, it swallowed the limestone cave, which was by no means spacious in any direction, and as the space filled with water—an immense sense of wrongness immediately surfaced in my mind.

It wasn't about my avatar being amazing for taking zero damage despite being buffeted by the spectacular force of the [Flood] torrent I had unleashed without reservation after getting my party members' consent.

Unless there was some kind of shockwave interference from a certain 'Heroine' or some other plus-alpha factor like a poison swamp nearby, a Level 100 body wouldn't lose to a mere intense water current.

No, the true source of this wrongness was…

"—This isn't… water…?"

Even though I should be facing restrictions far more exaggerated than in reality, being completely submerged in water has only resulted in a slight hindrance to my movements.

There's a world of difference compared to the river I dived into on the way to this limestone cave. Furthermore, there's no discomfort of clothing sticking to my body whatsoever.

To top it off, the murmur I let out, half in doubt, was clearly released as a 'voice.' Seeing the surprised expression on Sora-san's face, whose long golden hair is being combed by the water right next to me, it's probably not just my imagination.

No, I don't know for sure. I don't know, but I'm almost certain.

The [Flood] spell I activated didn't actually cast; it feels like my magic power was just taken to activate something else—that chilling sensation a moment ago, like something invisible being pulled out of my body, was probably something like that.

I glanced over and my eyes met Tetra's, who gave a faint smile.

"You can talk, and you can breathe too."

He casually revealed the answer to the three of us who, apart from the knowledgeable Kanata, were in the dark. He probably figured that not just me, who had looked at him, but also Sora and Ui-san, who were floating nearby, had already realized it before he said anything.

That's all well and good, but what in the world happened here?

Was it something like, activating any kind of water magic triggers a conquest event? If so, maybe a little splash of [Aqua] would have been better than a gushing [Flood].

No matter how much of a nuisance my grand waterfall summoning art is, it couldn't possibly have flooded the entire surrounding area, let alone the end of the visible passage. In that case, it's more natural to think that some kind of gimmick caused the entire maze to become like this.

But still…

"This is fantasy at its finest…"

"H-How strange………… W-Wow, I can really talk…!"

From various sensations, I can tell it's not 'water,' but if asked what it is, I'd have trouble answering with anything other than 'water.' Therefore, even though my reason understands it's different, my instincts perceive that I'm in water. My head is about to short-circuit.

Sora-san is getting hyped up with a mix of curiosity and fear, but as for me… well, as for me, it's not a problem.

It's just that, you know, it's only the sea that's the problem. As long as it's not teeming with vibrant, poisonous seaweed, or infested with fish with crazed eyes,

just being underwater is fine, it's really—dammit, I just thought if I splashed some water around, some random gimmick might activate, I never thought it would actually turn into a full underwater field like this—

"…………Haru-kun? Are you alright?"

"I'm fine. Are you alright?"

"Y-Yes…? I am, yes. I'm perfectly fine…"

My master, who must have seen through my poker face with something other than my partner's telepathy, came floating over to me in this space that felt more like low gravity than underwater, and offered words of concern.

And in response, I reflexively said I was fine, but I was too quick and cut her off. Her puzzled expression is only natural. Calm down, me, this is inside a game.

…And among us, the only one who could possibly understand the reason for my strange behavior.

Sora-san, who must have remembered the 'thalassophobia episode' I shared at the Yotsuya residence dinner table once, opened her mouth with a realization of "Ah…"—and at that moment.

Just a minute or so after the unknown water-submersion gimmick activated.

So, what happens from here?—as if to shut down any impatient player's retort, two new changes occurred.

First, a new icon lit up under the status bars of all five of us, displayed at the edge of our vision. It's a difficult shape to describe, but if I'm not mistaken… it's probably a depiction of a pursed mouth with bubbles escaping from it.

What that means can be easily inferred from the MP bar, which began to slowly decrease at the same time the icon lit up. I can't help but think, 'Why MP instead of HP?' but I can ponder the settings and other complicated things later.

And the second change, this is the main one. The 'path' that had been laid out continuously in the maze. The 'script' inscribed on it began to glow faintly, then brightly…

—Oh, thank God.

"Alright, if it's not fish, I'm not scared…!"

"Huh… what are you talking about?"

"Fish…?"

"Haru-kun?"

"Ah, haha…"

Three question marks were thrown at the sigh of relief and honest words that escaped my mouth, and one conflicted gaze that seemed to say, 'Good for you.'

From the moment I decided to come here, the lair of the Great Spirit of Water, I had braced myself to power through even if 'hell' awaited… but alas, I am relieved.

The glowing characters rose one after another from the water, forming bodies that contained the transparent scenery within them. These beings, with various characters as their cores, were unmistakably… birds.

Their forms were composed of only the bare minimum parts—a head, torso, tail, and wings—making it difficult to guess their motif at a glance. They vaguely resembled seagulls, but the seagulls I know are not monsters approaching two meters in length, so I'll classify them as a different species of bird.

I won't ask why about the various details.

In fact, please, stay that way until the end.

"Well now, this must be part of the puzzle too…"

The enemy's name, [Ripis Aquia (Aqueous Spirit of Separation)]—a name that sounds vaguely familiar—appeared. Not just in front of us, but from both front and back, about twenty of them surrounded us.

The full picture of the gimmick is still unknown. But if an enemy has appeared, then,

"Alright, I'll leave the command to you, Clan Master."

"………………Is that necessary?"

Of course it is.

Let's clear them out quickly and get off to a flying start.



    Chapter 676

    Excessive Overkill

    Even if I say 'battle command,' with members of this caliber, detailed instructions aren't necessary. My partner, who let out a reluctant and resigned sigh, naturally understands this.

Therefore,

"Sigh…—Kanata-kun."

It took her only a moment to process and switch gears. Sora-san, with a composed expression and tone, spoke just that one phrase. After letting out a call that wasn't even an instruction,

"'The rising, scorching sun, the setting evening moon, the chain of constellations that dyes the darkness—'"

She abruptly began to chant a song.

And the 'command' was more than sufficient. In a party where each member can think and make their own decisions, and where there's trust that they can read intentions from brief actions.

The most straightforward 'command' is to let them act freely.

"Senpai!"

"Got it."

As Kanata, whose name was called, crouched down, I, who received the voice, turned around. Facing front and back respectively—

"[Fire Enchant]."

"[Shadow Enchant]."

With the final signal being the glow of different colored magic on the pair of daggers and the single short sword drawn from their respective waists, our feet took a step forward.

Leaving my junior, who had activated his Anima and entered his signature gliding maneuver, I, too, prepared to unleash my own signature [Rock—…et Step], but I managed to restrain myself at the last second. In this still unfamiliar and strange sensation, I kicked off the floor with all my might.

My newly acquired aerial walking ability is, after all, an optional additional skill. The mysterious power known as 'Critical Jump,' which I've been familiar with since the days of [Fataless Jumper] and [Land Insulate], lives on in [Talaria Record].

Furthermore, upon evolving to its grandiose name, the jump action enhancement from [Rega-Lielta] has been boosted even more than in the past.

Add to that my own techniques to push various boosts, and… I can kick away any minor resistance and lightly touch the tail of the speed of sound.

"Hah!"

Up, down, left, right, there's no shortage of footholds on the ceiling or walls. As I soar through the 'underwater' that offers far less resistance than the real thing, I become a pinball with a blade in hand.

Behind me, I count eleven. As if testing each other, I haphazardly and carelessly slice through the gently swaying [Ripis Aquia], passing by them—

"…Isn't that cheating?"

No feedback. I turn around to find that the traces of my blade are already gone, and all that remains are the figures of the water spirits, their bodies slightly disturbed and swaying, completely unharmed.

I understand that physical attacks are likely ineffective or nullified against this fluid existence, and that this magic attack would be effective, based on the behavior of Kanata, who knows the basics, and Tetra, who enchanted my rabbit short sword. And the same goes for its weakness.

Just like the [Ripis Aisia] I encountered on the snowy mountain governed by the Great Ice Spirit, it's not hard to imagine that the glowing script (core) within its body is the weak point.

So, it's only natural that I, who swung my blade aiming for the core, would declare, "Cheating." Why? Because the weak point moved at high speed.

Within the body of the nearly two-meter-long seagull-like creature, a piece of script zipped around randomly at a speed that made its original shape impossible to discern. The light spread throughout its body, improving visibility, but faced with this extremely annoying trick, I held back a wry smile.

"'—Stakes of heaven, rain of light, the judgment that falls fills the holy grail.'"

I've bought a few seconds for a test hit. Now, let's see if the main, second attack will get through.

The moment the song ended.

A brilliance that couldn't be compared to that of the dimly glowing water spirits was born, and the magic that formed its body created a distinct current in the water with its pressure.

Intermediate Light Magic Aptitude spell, [Geo-Stake]—a short distance ahead, with the water spirits in between. What manifested in the hands of the girl, protected by the excessive bodyguards of the Sword Saint and the Undying, was not a great spear of light that rivaled the size of the giant water birds.

No, what was unleashed without hesitation after a moment of aiming was,

"—!"

A collective body of countless stakes of light, designed to pierce the enemy at the caster's will.

From one, then two. The light split in two, flying forward and backward, and as it reached the center of the water spirits, it scattered in response to Sora's action of clenching both her fists.

Needless to say, she's a master of controlling swarms. The shrunken, divided stakes found all their targets without fail—and as the light burst, an explosion without fire was born.

Her precision was so perfect it was terrifying. I understand that it's not a big deal compared to over a thousand magic swords, but to say I can comprehend it is impossible.

I've checked the archives for a standard [Geo-Stake] before, and it's supposed to be a carpet-bombing spell that you just scatter around…

"Oh, more than I expected…"

The light cleared, revealing the figures of the enemies, their bodies partially collapsed.

Their HP bars above their heads showed that all of them had about thirty percent remaining. As I confirmed the results of the battle while enduring the blast wave, or rather, the water current, I was about to express my admiration with a still-lackadaisical tone.

"Tough, huh…—"

As the words left my mouth, at that very moment.

Not her familiar greatsword, but a short sword, easy to handle for adventuring.

However, in her small hands, it looked like a reasonably long katana… the moment I saw the Sword Saint draw it.

The moment I saw her unique stance, shouldering the blade she had drawn with her right hand on her right shoulder, letting the edge flow down her back—at that moment, I instinctively tried to shout for her to stop.

"—Thirteenth Blade."

"*Gah*…!?"

Realizing I couldn't stop her, I ducked with a scream.

"[Uminari (Ocean's Roar)]."

Three hundred and sixty degrees, all around. A blade that traveled through the water, released from her as the origin point, raced around, tearing apart the water spirits that had survived the explosive light stakes.



    Chapter 677

    Seiza Underwater

    "—Alright, let's begin this emergency reflection meeting."

"O-Okay…"

After a scene that must have looked like a spectacular, instantaneous slaughter to any outside observer, we were still in the water, same as ever.

While the younger members (?) swam about leisurely, letting their bodies acclimate to the environment, my master and I sat facing each other in a neat seiza posture.

It was a surreal and rather awe-inspiring sight, but it was all to respect her wishes. She had asked me beforehand to *'not hesitate if I see anything lacking.'* In that case, unworthy disciple though I may be, I had to steel myself for this lecture.

Incidentally…

"That was some ridiculous gimmick-breaking through sheer force…"

"Tetra-kun, are you okay?"

"I'm fine. As long as we're in contact, I don't need to release it."

As for the continuous MP drain, which seemed to be a time-attack mechanic, we were currently nullifying it with what Kanata called 'sheer force.' It was an illegal-among-illegal techniques, a no-risk MP regeneration made possible by the combined power of my [Nine Tail] and Tetra's armament, [True Theory: Shadow Cloth Looking Up to Black Wings (Per-fe Grim)].

In other words, there was no need to worry about time. We could talk slowly and deliberately.

"Now then, to begin… I'm not here to point out things that are lacking, but rather things that are… a bit too much. In any case, I don't plan on just criticizing you, so please don't look so down. Your cute partner has been glaring daggers at me for a while now."

"I-I'm not glaring!"

Lies. Sora-san was staring at me with the most intense, narrowed eyes—she needn't worry. There's no way a disciple could ever seriously blame his master.

"With that said, Master."

"Yes."

"Could you please explain your intentions for stepping out of your position as 'primarily Sora's bodyguard' to carry out that god-like massacre?"

"Well, that's… I thought that simply doing the job I was assigned wouldn't be a sufficient contribution to the party…"

"Why did you suddenly start thinking like an over-eager office worker? It's fine, really. You're a beginner at party play, so don't push yourself too hard at the start."

"But—"

"No buts, ifs, or ands about it."

"Haru-kun, the expression is 'cats and dogs,' not 'buts, ifs, or ands'."

*I know that. I'm just flustered from being in the incredibly stressful situation of lecturing my revered master—* Agh, I won't be drawn into her invincible, fluffy world.

Besides, the other three, who don't know the circumstances, are giving me looks that say, *'Was there really anything worth having a reflection meeting over?'* I need to get to the main point quickly, or I'll be falsely accused of being a nag.

"Ui-san. That *Uminari* from before… You've never used it in a real battle, have you?"

"…"

As expected of my master, her expression remained calm, her eyes not wavering.

However, I didn't miss the unnatural way she blinked—it wasn't quite a habit, but it was a telltale sign she was just a little troubled.

Furthermore, as her disciple in the Kesshiki style, I have perfectly 'memorized' all thirty-something techniques she's shown me, including the unnumbered ones.

I remember every single one of her explanations, annotations, and everything else, without missing a single word. That's why I can say with conviction:

"At the very least, you've never used it with allies nearby, have you???"

"…………W-Well, that's true, but I am, for better or worse, known as the [Sword Saint]. I have confidence and pride in the precision of my techniques—"

"Ah, so that's why… I mean, I was wondering what that was when it grazed my cheek, but for a technique you've never used before, that was some incredible skill… I mean, it was."

"…, ………………"

The first mutter was likely an unintentional thought spoken aloud. The words Tetra offered after she looked at him were probably half honest and half an attempt to smooth things over… but the result was that the [Sword Saint] froze solid, a blush slowly creeping up her cheeks.

"…I, too, am still inexperienced. How embarrassing."

And so, I had merely advised her, *'Don't get overeager and do something reckless.'*

In the end, she showed the world an incredibly adorable side they'd likely never seen before, sending her relatability and favorability sky-high. I guess you could call it a win-win.

Well, I already knew she was quite the character, but still…

Meanwhile, nearby, a certain individual was squirming.

As her partner, her senior, and a gentleman, I decided to pretend I didn't see the young lady, a true [Sword Saint] fan, writhing elegantly as she floated there.



    Chapter 678

    The End of the Secret Cave

    I learned this later, but the gimmick for the Secret Cave of Withered Water, the abode of the Great Water Spirit—as well as the three other secret locations—was remarkably simple.

You find and defeat the Riepis Aquia that contain each of the twenty-six Arcadia letters. Once that condition is met, the 'true path' through the maze lights up, guiding you to the deepest chamber where the 'master' resides.

It's a common enough trope. And because it's so classic, when combined with the time limit, it *should* have been an enjoyable experience with just the right amount of tension.

Yes, it should have been. Which is to say—it wasn't designed for an outlandish group that would kick aside the threat of the water spirits who command the unique underwater environment, the pressure of the looming time limit, and everything else, all while humming a tune.

"I still don't really get what that gimmick was…"

"I wonder what the condition was for the path to start glowing…"

"It just felt like we were defeating whatever appeared and moving forward…"

"…The three of you should watch an archive from some normal players later."

At the entrance to the final chamber.

Tetra tossed out an exasperated comment as he and Kanata, who was smiling wryly beside him, watched me, Sora, and Ui-san tilt our heads and mutter our questions.

We had basically gone with a search-and-destroy, or rather, a go-go-and-destroy strategy, and the whole trek took us just under thirty minutes.

As for the water spirits that stood in our way… their ranks were eventually joined by small sparrow-like creatures and large hawk or eagle-like ones, adding some variety to the seagull-like ones we'd seen before. But aside from slight changes in their swimming patterns, their threat level remained negligible (as usual).

After cutting them down one after another, the path Sora mentioned began to glow, and after following its 'guidance' for a while, we had arrived at our destination.

I didn't know what exactly had been so strange about our approach, but I was at least aware that our party was strange in every sense of the word. Judging by the two boys' reactions, I could easily imagine our entire run had been anything but normal.

Well, I suppose I should just accept it and puff out my chest with resignation—just as that thought crossed my mind.

"Anyway, I have to ask… are all 'Great Spirits' basically like… that?"

"You know the ice one, right, senpai? Yeah, they're pretty much all like that."

At the end of the path of light was our destination. It wasn't a perfect circle… but a perfect sphere. There were several 'mouths' opening here and there on the surface, including where we stood, which were probably the exits of various routes. Other than that, the space was a beautiful, smooth curve.

Covering the walls was a vast number of Arcadia letters, so many that they almost looked like they formed a giant mural. The light they emitted illuminated not the water that filled the space, but the spiraling pillars floating within it… and,

At the center of the nine objects arranged at equal intervals, releasing a pressure befitting its status and glaring down at the intruders, was an enormous, otherworldly body—Rapharn, the Great Water Spirit.

In a word, its form could only be described as a 'whale.'

However, its entire body was covered in feathers, its pectoral fins had become 'wings,' and its head was a gaping void containing a glowing blue core. This bizarre form… was certainly kin to Epel, the ice spirit.

A fusion of the grotesque and the divine. It seemed that 'spirits' in this world tended to lean in that direction. A far cry from the fairy I knew.

As for Sora-san, who was looking up at this rather peculiar and imposing sight… hmm, it seems she's fine with it. Perhaps her resistance grew after our encounter with the 'mole' the other day.

In any case, after a quick glance at her, I turned back to my partner and said one thing.

"Alright, Clan Master. What should we do?"

"Eh… W-What do you mean, what should we do…"

If I were a veteran leading the way, it'd be one thing, but both Sora and I were seeing this for the first time. Furthermore, the practice included 'exchanging opinions and figuring out how to deal with the unknown,' so Tetra and Kanata were, as usual, keeping their mouths shut…

"Ui-san, what do you think?"

"Hmm… It's a bit too large to cleave in two, I'm afraid."

"That's not exactly what I was getting at, but that's a very [Sword Saint]-like opinion, so I'll give it a pass. Yes, it is a *bit* too large."

"…Haru-kun, your eyes aren't smiling."

"No, no, I just find it endearing—Sora-san, please don't pinch my side."

"Don't just ask questions, Haru. Give your own opinion."

"I was just about to… Yes, I'll state it immediately. Yes, ma'am."

With our master joining in, we animatedly exchanged opinions right before the boss fight.

This, too, was part of the fun of cooperative play, so I tried to maneuver things so that they could enjoy the entire process… and as they watched me do so.

"…Hey."

"Ah, yes."

"Are we going to have to watch this flirting every single time?"

"M-Maybe we should just try to enjoy it, you know, as part of the experience…"

"You've been doing that from the start, Kanata—*sigh*… There are five of us, and I'm the only normal one."

I overheard the two boys' amusing conversation…

But I decided to play dumb and give it a masterful ignore, lest I stir up a hornet's nest.



    Chapter 679

    The Faceless Water Wings

    —And so, after about five minutes of discussion and deliberation, allow me to introduce the formation of Clan Azure Sky for our battle against Rapharn, the Great Water Spirit.

Tetra in the rear. Sora-san on all-guard. Everyone else in the front.

There you have it. A perfect strategy with absolutely no room for criticism.

Our only model, our only reference, was Epel, the Great Ice Spirit I knew. As such, Sora's and Ui-san's knowledge, gleaned from my stories, was the same.

We had to speculate on various things, assuming that similar appearances meant similar basic combat styles, but in the end, we concluded that simple is best.

When it comes down to it, the individual specs of our party members are just too high.

Therefore, we reached the conclusion that it would be a waste to adopt some clever, organized tactic. It would be better for each of us to go all out while coordinating on the fly.

"—So, you ready, Kanata-kun?"

"I'm not quite sure I follow the 'so,' but…"

The clan's two agility powerhouses stood side-by-side, ready to launch the opening attack, just like in the Four Pillar War the other day.

In terms of instantaneous speed, the [Sword Saint] had the upper hand, but for sustained high-speed maneuvering, Kanata had the advantage. Therefore, a two-man evasion tank setup with me and Kanata seemed like the safest bet. The very idea of an 'evasion tank' being safe is questionable, but I couldn't care less about that.

Never mind the fact that not a single person in our clan is a high-durability type—in any case.

While calling out to my junior, I glanced back over my shoulder. Our amber eyes met, and she blinked twice. Her cute face, now filled with a dignified and reliable expression, gave a single nod.

That was the go-ahead from our Clan Master. So then… shall we begin?

"Alright—I'm going first!"

Kanata, who they say is being called 'Acrobat No. 2' or 'Acrobat-in-training' not just by me but around town, couldn't just charge in a straight line against a floating enemy in the water.

In that case, the first spear falls to me, the one with 'legs' that defy both heaven and earth.

I activated *Desperate Crimson* and ignited all my mobility skills, starting with *[Rocket]*. Tearing through the slight resistance of the water, I took a single step, crossing the vast space.

Weaving past the nine floating pillars, my vision was filled with a massive, translucent body that reflected the water. I could feel a definite 'gaze' on me, whether it originated from the core that shone with a tranquil light or not.

"Now then, I wonder if your weakness is similar too."

I drew my blade, a flash of jade—Kesshiki Ittoryu, First Strike.

"*[Hisui]*!"

The pseudo-*Shukuchi*, a combination of *[Rocket]*, *[Ignition]*, and *Matoi*, was complete, and an output surpassing a player's limits surged through my blade.

I don't know if it intended to take evasive action or if it was the type to stand its ground, fitting its sluggish appearance… but the moment the jade flash of my [Samidorizuki] split the water and carved a deep gash into the core, just as I'd aimed,

*—…*

A roar, like a deep, heavy rumbling that shook the world, echoed through the chamber. I see. I knew that their personalities and dispositions varied by type, but—at the very least.

Judging by the intense killing intent that filled its voice, this didn't seem to be a gentle type of whale.

◇◆◇◆◇

—And so, ten minutes after the battle began.

"—Sora!"

"Yes…!"

I was getting seriously, honestly, stumped.

While effortlessly shredding the endlessly spawning Aquia with one hand, I called out to my partner and dashed through the water. Simultaneously, I activated [Nine Tail], sending out a couple of 'shadow threads.' The moment Kanata and Ui-san grabbed hold, I reeled them in at full speed—

"*[Vier Riesig]*!"

With the two of them secured in my arms, I retreated behind my partner. The next moment, an immense pressure caused the 'shield' formed by Sora's four giant, interlinked swords to creak.

The source of the threat was none other than Rapharn, the Great Water Spirit—a whale that was still rampaging through the vast space, its HP bar barely scratched.

It periodically unleashed an aqua version of Epel's indiscriminate, wide-range, super-thick destruction beam, a mix of targeted and scattered shots. It was a monstrous ultimate attack that would undoubtedly be fatal if it grazed you and instant death if it hit directly, but this was still just a break time.

What was truly getting to me was…

"Seriously… what do we do about that? Nothing we do puts more than a scratch on it."

"No matter where I cut, I don't feel any real impact… What should we do?"

"Physical and magical attacks don't seem to make much of a difference…"

While this was almost certainly not the designer's intention, as long as we could secure a safe spot, the deadly zone where this vicious, all-out attack raged provided a few dozen seconds of downtime.

This made it possible to have these sorts of in-battle consultations. However, though this was our third time doing so, all we could exchange were question marks.

It was clear things weren't going well, so I knew we had to be fundamentally wrong about our strategy—and just as I was racking my brain yet again, I met Tetra's eyes.

"Senpai. Can I give you a hint, or some advice?"

Perhaps he couldn't bear to watch anymore, or perhaps he foresaw us being slowly ground down in the near future. I glanced at the women on either side of me, and they both nodded in agreement with the boy's proposal.

Well, it's not like we were bound by some iron will to refuse information.

Rapharn's combat patterns were, as predicted, largely similar to Epel's. The current attack was one, as were the summoning of minions (Aquia), the barrage of water magic, and even the overwhelming physical attacks using its massive body. It seemed to be the standard for Great Spirits.

It was a more difficult opponent than the ice one due to the unique underwater environment and the terrible visibility of enemy water magic in the water, but that was about the extent of it.

We were tackling it for the first time in an unfamiliar environment and had managed to handle most of its attacks with almost no damage or exhaustion. So, accepting some advice to speed things up was fine.

With that, I nodded after the other two, and Tetra replied with a simple, "Okay."

"Alright, simply put—senpai, I think you're getting too hung up on its appearance and forgetting something. It's the same as the small fry, the Aquia. I mean, they're from the same source, right?"

"……………………I see… I see?"

Hmm… the same, from the same source… It was true that, like Epel, the swarming Riepis Aquia were apparently offshoots from Rapharn's body, but…

"…—Ah, Haru. Could it be…"

"Time's up. Well, figure it out between the two of you."

Just as Tetra's words cut her off, Sora, who seemed to have had a realization, was in the middle of saying 'Could it be' when our time was up. Sensing new pressure building from beyond the shield of woven swords, everyone who had gathered scattered at once.

The next moment, the colossal body arrived.

And then, after a clash that lasted less than an instant, the giant towers shattered, but elsewhere…

"—So, what were you saying?"

"Y-Yes. Um, well…"

As instructed, I snatched Sora up and dashed through the water so we could think together. Effortlessly outrunning the diligently chasing Aquia, I asked the girl in my arms.

Perhaps she was embarrassed about having lost track of the situation for a moment, distracted by her epiphany. Hiding her cheeks, which were faintly flushed even in the dim light, she said,

"Water. It's the same as the small Aquia… so maybe water magic is effective?"

Sora's 'epiphany,' however, made me tilt my head.

"But I've already tried *Water Enchant*."

I'd beaten both its core and body to a pulp, but it had no effect at all—

"That's why I think the *amount* wasn't enough."

"The amount?"

"Yes. Um… as you can see, it's very big."

"…"

At her words, I looked up. I looked at the 'whale,' which was still energetically chasing Kanata, getting its back slashed to pieces by Ui-san, yet as lively as ever.

Haha… Hah-hah, I see…

I get it now. 'Fooled by its appearance'—a perfect description.

Because it looked so similar to Epel, and because its obviously weak-looking core was exposed, I had assumed that a straightforward beatdown would work…

But if the Riepis Aquia, its offshoots, were like that, then it was no surprise—in fact, it was only natural—that the main body would have the same properties, wasn't it?

And if I added some meta-gaming logic to it…

"So this was designed specifically for someone with Water Magic Aptitude to have an advantage…"

"That's what I… thought, maybe."

Hahaha, she's still so modest in that regard.

So, as her partner, I'll confidently declare it for her.

"Sora-san, that's the right answer."

I activated *[Trance]*. Driving my shrunken body, my white hair trailing behind me, I headed for a single point.

"Ah, you got it?"

"Got it—Sora, I need you to provide support!"

Leaving Sora with Tetra, who was floating leisurely surrounded by a huge number of motionless Aquia, I took a step (*Rocket*) towards Rapharn, which Kanata was dragging around.

The familiar sensation of my vision vanishing and being replaced by a completely different scene the next moment.

My boots landed squarely on the whale's back, just as I'd aimed. Stomping on its massive body, like a living, moving continent, I summoned the [Alv Stella] to my right hand and thrust it down like a harpoon.

At the same time, I placed my left hand on its watery skin. And then,

"Now, drink up—*[Flood]*!"

I loudly called forth my own magic water.

It was an impromptu action based on prediction and a whim. If this didn't work, I was prepared to resign myself to jumping into its mouth… but as it turned out, it was just as I thought.

Normally, the coordinates for summoning the waterfall could only be set in a nearby 'space,' but this time it passed through the whale's outer skin and into its interior. See, I told you so—

*—, —…———!—*

It was the perfect answer. As expected of my partner.

I left the swarming Aquia entirely to the magic swords and 'shadows' flying around me and unleashed a barrage of *[Flood]*. And the volume of this Tera Aqua is proportional to the caster's MID.

Including the double bonus from [Perdia Eternity, Star of the Earthly Vow that Dreams of the Azure Sky] when we fight together, my transformed body's actual MID value is a whopping 1550. After being force-fed a volume of water that could fill a huge pool and then some with each cast, even a whale couldn't avoid getting its fill.

And so, the Great Spirit, clearly beginning to writhe in agony, finally reached—the bottom.

Rapharn crashed to the floor with a magnificent tremor. Its body's transparency seemed to have clouded over, and it was clearly suffering from some abnormal condition.

And then,

"—Oh my…"

My master, who had been riding on its back with me, let out a curious voice as she delivered yet another slash, the impact of which must have been different from all the others before.

*It's not your imagination, Master. As expected of you. That took off a huge chunk of its HP.*

And with that.

"Revising my assessment. Epel is stronger than this."

Less than a minute until the end. The fate of the Great Water Spirit was sealed in that moment.



    Chapter 680

    Total Result

    —And so, after a battle that was perhaps not intense enough to be called a fierce struggle, but satisfying enough in the progress it showed in our cooperative連携, the colossal body before us collapsed.

Losing its strength, it fell through the water, its body slowly dissolving into light… and after a perfectly dramatic pause for effect, it hit the bottom. The great spirit dissipated, and a brilliant phosphorescence filled the chamber.

And then, a small window of light appeared in my vision.

◇ You have defeated Rapharn, the Great Water Spirit ◇

◇ Skills Acquired ◇
・[Maelstrom]
・[Laevateinn, Ten Thousand Calamities]

◇ You have defeated *all* individuals of Rapharn, the Great Water Spirit ◇

◇ Titles Acquired ◇
・'One Charmed by the Water Spirit'
・'Pilgrimage to the Four Seals'

◇ Skill Acquired ◇
・[Water Spirit's Blessing]

…And so, there you have it.

"Whoa…! That was a real sense of accomplishment…!!!"

I was completely used to the feeling of being in water that wasn't water.

Looking at the result screen, a mix of things I'd been waiting for, I sheathed my rabbit dagger, which had done its job, and threw myself back, floating in the water.

"Ahaha… Good work, everyone."

Beside me, the Clan Master laughed as if a weight had been lifted. The other four of us replied in kind, though only my master's voice showed no trace of fatigue.

—Four days have passed since we began our conquest with the first one.

In total, our five-day pilgrimage to defeat the water spirits has now come to a safe conclusion. As expected, we encountered no real struggles and progressed at a smooth pace.

So why were we—well, Sora, who hasn't quite reached the level of an exceptional player in terms of stamina and endurance in this virtual world, gets a pass—but why were the three guys relatively exhausted? The reason is simply—

"Man, consecutive long expeditions are tiring…"

"Haha… The sheer size of the fields is the greatest enemy in conquering Arcadia, isn't it?"

Just as Tetra and Kanata said.

Simply put, the 'domains' where the second and subsequent water spirits existed were far from any town, so even on the Sapphire Express, the ultra-long-distance travel, which took hours, had worn us out.

Well, anyway.

"Alright—once again, thank you for your cooperation."

My white hair, which had been tied back in a compact braid because it was even more of a nuisance in the water, swayed as I spoke. As the one who had benefited the most from this expedition, I made sure to express my gratitude.

I straightened my posture and gave an underwater bow, and they all replied again.

"You got it. How'd it go?"

"This is beyond perfect."

Answering Tetra's question, I gave a thumbs-up with my right hand and quickly summoned my status window with my left.

—
◇Status / Trance◇
Title: Acrobat
Name: Haru
Lv: 110
STR: 0 (+100)
AGI: 0 (+250)
DEX: 0
VIT: 0 (+100)
MID: 1250 (+250)
LUC: 0

◇Skill◇
・[Naraka Gandharva]
《[Mistlurade]》
《[Lumina Raygust]》
《[Frezon Revolver]》
《[Exchange Implode]》
《Basket of Greed》

・Water Magic Aptitude
《Aqua》
《Flood》
《Current Haken》
《[Maelstrom]》 New!
《[Laevateinn, Ten Thousand Calamities]》 New!
《[Water Enchant]》

・Active
《[Reflect Explode]》
《[Flash Traveler]》
《Shadow Leaf》
《[Eyes Oculus]》

・Passive
《White Dragon's Blessing》
《[Rega-Lielta]》
《[Attentive Limit]》
《[Gigant Figure]》
《[Goma Soten]》
《[Talaria Record]》
《[Floating Star]》
《[Trickster of Zenith]》
《Dangerous Light, Fast Recovery》
《Unfaltering Retribution》
《[Luna Nobody]》
《[Master of Magic]》

《Reject Sentence》
《Shadow-Surpassing Slayer》
《[Water Spirit's Blessing]》 New!
《[Four-Sided Blessing]》

◇Arts◇
【Kesshiki Ittoryu】
《[Hisui (Flying Water)]》
《[Striking Iron]》
《[Amayuki (Heavenly Snow)]》
《[Karehomura (Withered Flame)]》
《[Ekou (Overlapping Light)]》
《[Nanahoshi (Seven Stars)]》
《[Hourai (Blade Thunder)]》
　Oral Tradition: 《[Yuikaze (Bound Wind)]》

【Shifuu Ittoryu】
《[Hayate (Gale)]》
《[Shizuku (Droplet)]》
—

Not only did I get the blessing skill from the great spirit, which was my main objective, but also two new magic spells, including one I had wanted after studying up as a *Water Magic Aptitude* user.

As I said, it was a perfect result, even beyond my expectations.

By the way, this other one, the one I didn't want. I don't recall the name, but if a magic skill has a kanji name with a phonetic reading…

"Finally, a proper 'grand magic' for me…!"

Judging by the naming conventions for magic in Arcadia, it was a sure thing.

"Eh, really? …I mean, what do you mean finally? You've only had water magic for about three months, senpai."

"Even for a pure mage, it usually takes at least half a year to acquire one from scratch…"

"W-What's it like?"

Amusement, admiration, curiosity. While feeling a warmth from the younger members (?) who were all peering at my screen with different colors in their eyes, I turned on the window's visibility.

By the way, my [Sword Saint] master was watching with an extremely calm, smiling expression. But as her disciple, I didn't miss the fleeting moment her feet fidgeted—

"Laevateinn…?"

"Not Laevatein?"

"Hmm… has anyone heard of it?"

While I was fending off the Sword Saint's smile that seemed to say 'What is it?', the three curious onlookers were happily exchanging knowledge. With my transformed body, our heights are reversed, so all I can see are the back of their gold, black, and brown heads.

Hahaha, calm down, everyone. There's no need to rack your brains.

"Alright, alright. Since we're here, let's do a test fire as a celebratory cannon shot."

"""Ooh!"""

This is a vast, open space filled with post-battle peace. It's the perfect environment for a test shot without causing any trouble or commotion.

Normally, water magic has the unexpected restriction of being difficult to control in fully submerged conditions, but that rule doesn't apply here, as we've already established.

There might be a visibility issue with firing water in water, but after spending days in this environment and getting my eyes used to it, I should be fine.

"Well then… ahem."

With that, I took a step out of the circle, ready to sing out with gusto.

"—'It is not a sword forged by gods.'"

Let's see what this new power, born from another great achievement and dwelling within my virtual body, can do…!!!

And so, one minute later.

"…………Haru, you must *never* use that casually or on a whim, okay?"

"Is there even a use for it? In your case, senpai, wouldn't it be better to just do it manually without the risk?"

"U-Um, it was definitely like a grand magic! It's just that… you'll need to be very careful with safety checks and all that…!"

"Why are all the skills that come my way like this…!!!!!"

Looking back calmly, it was the expected outcome, the usual. The dream of a proper, straightforward, easy-to-use, reliable grand magic shattered, and while the disciple was dejected on the watery floor,

"What magnificent sharpness…"

Through four challenges, the Aquia 'pillars' that never fulfilled their role as a gimmick—now lay as countless divided remnants, floating with their smooth, shining cross-sections exposed for all to see. While gazing at them peacefully,

The master's deeply impressed murmur echoed and swayed in the tranquil water.



    Chapter 681

    Interlude: The Way Home

    "—Thank you for everything these past few days. I'm sorry for making you stay up so late."

"Please don't worry about it. A disciple shouldn't hold back with their master."

This final expedition, the fourth one, took a little over six hours round trip.

Counting from our usual meeting time of 9:00 PM real time, it was now half past one in the morning… We had landed on Sapphire's back in a forest near the [Safe Area] to avoid unnecessary attention, and there were two passengers.

Namely, me and Ui-san. The other three had already logged out.

Sora and Kanata logged out simply because of the time, and Tetra left the virtual world saying, "I'm tired"—their empty avatars now resided in the 'other world' held by the [Sword Saint].

Her Terror Armament, [True Name: Rear Truffles, Secret Key of the Divine Hall Loving the Outer Heavens]… My master has been coy, telling me, "The details are a secret," but I've managed to figure out a rough outline, including its name.

Simply put, it's like a portable pocket dimension. She has free reign over the creation of the world inside and its rules. Furthermore, it's not an instance, a temporarily generated space, but a persistent 'other world,' so she can even store players inside and carry them around.

Needless to say, it's a game-breaking concept, a ridiculously overpowered privilege for a single player to possess. I can understand why she's keeping it a secret.

It's best to use it discreetly, quietly, and modestly. Just like now, to reduce the burden on the younger members.

Even so,

"We're incredibly compatible as master and disciple, aren't we? Even if I go ridiculously far with my 'legs' and can't get back, in the worst-case scenario, you can just whip out your inviolable 'home' as a safe zone."

I learned more about Ui-san's Terror Armament after she joined the clan. That is to say, I wasn't aware beforehand of the advantages it would bring to our group activities.

That's precisely why our seemingly tailor-made compatibility made me laugh now.

"Fufu… That's two things that make me happy, then."

"Hm? Two things?"

It was a short journey to the bustling city. Listening to the sounds of a forest different from the bamboo grove surrounding her residence, I turned to my master, whose eye level was the same as mine in my transformed body—

"One is that I can be of use to the clan. The other… is a secret."

"Then I won't ask."

*This disciple, too, finds it 'joyful' that his travels with his master are so compatible.*

"—Haru-kun."

It wasn't quite embarrassment.

Feeling a ticklish sensation, I turned my gaze forward, but then my name was called again. Before, I could only see her profile, but this time, my eyes met her gray ones…

Two seconds, three seconds passed, but no words came, so I opened my mouth.

"…Well, where should we go tomorrow or the day after? Sora was excited about the weekend finally being here, so I'd like to go somewhere fun and lively."

"…You're right. This time, I'd prefer a place where my hair and clothes don't get soaked."

"Haha. Even with the special specs, it was a bit of a nuisance, wasn't it?"

"Fufu, Sora-chan seemed to have a particularly hard time."

"It's the volume of her hair, though not as much as my transformed body. Looking back, she should have braided her own, not just mine."

"Perhaps… she was too shy to have matching hairstyles?"

"How cute is that. Let's assume that was the case."

"Sora-chan is truly adorable, isn't she?"

I didn't think I needed to receive any formal words. That would be too much to bear… and above all, too embarrassing.



    Chapter 682

    The Flame is Always Higher

    Ashe—I conquered the [Shadow-Infested Arena] with the [Sword Queen].

The day I released the footage of that event to the world two months ago was undoubtedly the 'final blow' that cemented the scale of my, the 'Acrobat's', fame and all that.

I'm fine with that… or rather, I made the decision to just give up and go for it, so I have no regrets. I still feel hesitant, and it doesn't quite feel real, but I'm slowly coming to accept the 'now' that I've chosen and arrived at.

So, my situation is fine. Well, if I'm being honest, I haven't completely come to terms with everything, but my sentiment of not having any regrets is genuine.

…However. Even so,

"This place is packed day in and day out…"

"Is 'packed' the right word for this…?"

When I see the reality of how my actions are affecting 'others,' I can't help but feel a sense of guilt.

This is a district in a certain city. The Safe Area branch of the [Mirage Workshop], a place I'm so familiar with it's practically a second home.

It was always a lively place with a constant stream of people, but since a certain someone's rise to prominence, its popularity has been steadily growing. The 'final blow' from two months ago also had an effect here, resulting in the current situation where it's overflowing with players.

The name value that has seen an explosive resurgence. At its foundation, of course, shines the name of—

"…I don't really mind what happens to her, since it's the result of her answering orders, but I feel bad for the office staff who are overwhelmed and foaming at the mouth every day…"

"Haha… She seems to be having a hard time herself, though."

None other than my exclusive magic artisan.

Alongside Nia… no, not alongside, I suppose. The prestige of Kagura-san, the sub-master also known as the 'Firecrafter,' who returned to the second seat in the latest ranking update.

This is the workshop of the developer of the 'Alpha Timart,' the first concept of its kind in Arcadia's history, a joint creation with the immovable first seat, the [Crimson Arm].

That's more than enough of a huge topic and achievement to draw a crowd.

Not everyone who comes here can get an audience with her, but the visitors know that. However, even if not directly, their hope to at least touch a piece of the new technology is perfectly normal.

Because this is a craftsman's workshop for players. It's a place that has never turned away those who seek it, so visiting is not a nuisance in any way.

It's just that the hype has gone a bit too far, and the place has plunged both feet into chaos.

"I don't have any particular hobbies like that, but… as a guy, as a human, if I were to just yank off my hood right now, I can't help but imagine what kind of hell would break loose, and it makes me… well, it gives me shivers. Is this what they call a sense of immorality?"

"I don't think that's it…"

And so, I stood with my junior (Kanata) in the shadow of the crowd. With my stealth cloak pulled down low, I muttered some nonsense as if to escape reality and slipped through the clamor towards a certain room.

At the 'checkpoint' separating the lobby and the corridor, which wasn't there before, I briefly lifted my hood, and a familiar female staff member gave me a smile and a pass—

""…………"

—or rather, she did.

But I couldn't help but feel a hint of 'You've done it now, haven't you, fufu' in the depths of her eyes, which couldn't hide their deep fatigue. I couldn't help but bow my head deeply in reflex.

◇◆◇◆◇

"Are you sure? Are the people at the workshop not holding a grudge against me?"

"Who knows. You probably have more fans than you can count."

And so I arrived at a private workshop, cut off from the clamor of the lobby. Facing me was Kagura-san, the beautiful woman in a kimono with hair as radiant as flames.

It wasn't as familiar as Nia's atelier, where I've been holed up on countless occasions, but I've grown quite used to this space as well. It's as sparse and tidy as ever.

"We can chat later. Just hand over what you've got."

"Yes, yes, as you wish."

And this, as always.

Despite her textbook bluntness, she doesn't give off an ounce of an unfriendly or cold vibe. It's a rare and wonderful talent.

In any case, I complied with her request and handed over the data listing the various materials I'd acquired on my recent adventures. The main items were from the four water spirit hunts, plus a large amount of materials from the dungeons I'd cleared over the weekend.

Well, that was to be expected. I was supposed to have gone through some 'high-difficulty' dungeons, but our combat power was so ridiculous that we ended up steamrolling everything…

"…………What is this, a receipt from a wholesale supermarket?"

"Well, everywhere we went, our progress was so fast it was like an express train, so we never stopped…"

Her muttered comment, a mix of exasperation and something else, was probably directed at the endlessly long scrollbar, which was proportional to the number of materials. I scratched my cheek and glanced to the side.

Hmm. He doesn't seem nervous, but he hasn't completely opened up yet.

The puppy-dog face that Kanata-kun frequently shows in front of his family… or rather, in front of me and Sora, with whom he trained, was nowhere to be seen. He had a crisp, composed expression. I still can't say that we've come to a complete mutual understanding with this junior of mine—

"Right, Kanata."

"Ah, yes!"

Just as I was thinking that, Kagura-san called out to Kanata while her eyes scanned the list. In response, the boy didn't seem nervous in front of the 'Firecrafter.' His reply was natural and unforced.

"I saw the video, and it looked fine, but how's the knife? Your hands are a different size from Haru's, so without any adjustments, it must be—"

"No! Not at all! It's perfectly fine!"

"…I mean, adjusting the grip would take a second—"

"It's fine!!!"

"…………I-I see."

Well, even if you look at me like that, Kagura-san. If he says it's fine, then it's fine, isn't it? Yeah.

As a perfectionist, she probably has some thoughts about the hand-me-down [Panga Fool] that I gave to Kanata without any adjustments… but you should just give up.

Even I can't control Kanata-kun when he's in Acrobat-fan-mode.

"Ahem…—Alright, I think I've got the gist of it."

After that slightly awkward exchange, Kagura-san, who had finished checking the list, nodded once or twice and began to speak as she moved her hands.

"First of all, for you, I have no new weapon ideas."

"Aww."

"Don't 'aww' me. You have too many options, and lately, you haven't been able to handle them all. I know you sometimes play your cards carelessly and then regret it later."

"Aww… you know…"

My initial proposal was shot down, and I was completely refuted and silenced in seconds. As expected of the person who sends me into battle, she seems to see right through me.

"For a while, you'll have to bear with what you have until you're completely used to your current hand. …What's with that gloomy face? I may not have any new ideas, but I do have some improvement ideas. We'll talk about them later, so just wait."

"Yes! As expected of my dear sis—*thwack*!"

She made good on her promise from six months ago. As I spouted some lighthearted nonsense, she knocked me down with a chair thrown from across the desk. Ignoring the fool lying on the floor—

"Kanata, show me that."

"Y-Yes…"

Without a moment's hesitation, she made her request to the other, less cheeky customer.

While intimidated by the 'Firecrafter' who had just decked the 'Acrobat,' the cheeky one looked up from the floor to see Kanata unbuckling his sword belt.

And then, Kagura-san, who had taken it, drew the dagger from its sheath without hesitation.

"Hmm… I had a general idea from watching the Four Pillar archives, but this is indeed Jazz's work. He's the same as ever."

"Wow… you can tell?"

"Despite its simple, rugged, and practical design, it has a stylish inscription. At this grade, any of us craftsmen in the workshop would know. Well, it's not a bad piece."

"Wow…"

Above my head, a somewhat stylish 'craftsman and customer' conversation was unfolding. How unfair. I want to join in too.

"Anyway, since you brought this to me, I assume you're not an exclusive client of Jazz—so, it's fine, right?"

"Then…!"

Rising to my feet along with my chair, I sat down beside them with a grunt. I glanced over and saw my junior's face light up at Kagura-san's words.

Well, that was to be expected.

It's an incredibly luxurious thing to say, but for me, she's still the 'first craftsman I met,' so I feel a sense of familiarity with her first and foremost… but the correct public perception should be one of respect.

In reality,

"You're not quite on someone's level yet, but you're pretty interesting yourself. So, alright—I'll forge a piece for you… no, two pieces."

"…! Yes, please, I'd be honored!"

Just how much her words could make any player's heart tremble.

"Now… if you call me 'sis' again, there will be no improvement ideas for you either."

"I'm really sorry, I got carried away, please forgive me."

Well, something like that. In terms of the pecking order, it's been set in stone from the beginning to the present.



    Chapter 683

    Under the Same Roof

    "—It's a bit late to say this, but maybe it would have been a good idea to bring her along?"

"No, not a chance. Non-combatants don't need the Great Spirit's blessing."

In one of the rooms under the same roof as a 'neighbor.'

After leaving Kanata, who had entered into discussions with the now-motivated Kagura-san about his request, I had moved to the other exclusive artisan's place a while ago.

It wasn't so much a belated idea as it was just random chatter to fill the silence. The master of the atelier responded to my words with a sigh, as if to say, "What are you talking about?"

"If anything, it would have been more of a demerit than anything else. No, thank you."

Her technical skills were as impressive as ever. Nia's words, as she effortlessly conversed while working on her magic craft, seemed to be her true feelings, judging by her expression.

Since we both have *Water Magic Aptitude*, she would have benefited from joining the Great Spirit hunt the other day… but I see.

The blessing skill in question not only increases output but also comes with the negative side effect of worsening fuel efficiency. While the benefits far outweigh the MP consumption increase, it would be useless for someone who only uses it for convenient, non-combat purposes.

It could also cause control issues until she got used to it, making it even more unnecessary.

"More importantly, I haven't heard your thoughts on *that* yet."

And so the topic shifted abruptly, and Nia pointed to my left shoulder as I sat on the sofa.

My transformed body's formal wear, the [Sakura Hanaori], had a quirky asymmetrical design, a result of a sense of style that was not kind to me. The left arm, which was short-sleeved in contrast to the long-sleeved right, was covered by a single-sided cape (peris)… and as a clasp, a single jewel shone.

Until a little while ago, a yellow jewel (Golden Sapphire) had been embedded there, just like on Sora's [Dress of El-Clelia]. But the color now emanating from the current occupant was not the red of passion—but,

"…Everything but the color is perfect."

"Why? It's cute, isn't it? It's perfect!"

The color of love, kindness, and compassion—pink. In my opinion, and generally speaking, it's not a color a man would wear.

Well, there were cherry blossom decorations scattered all over it from the beginning, but those cherry blossoms have a connection to the Japanese spirit, so they feel cool and are in a different category…

The 'work of art' that was tossed at me on a whim the other day. In terms of performance, it's perfect, as I said, with no complaints whatsoever, but the appearance is just too cute, and wearing it makes my skin crawl.

The name of the work—or rather, its name as a gemstone is [Rampagelight Tourmaline]. Despite its rather dangerous name, it has a very gentle color, but its inherent nature is a born problem child that could never be described as 'gentle.'

It was one of the spoils of war we brought back from the [Mole's Bed], along with the special unique material, the [Novemheart Diamond], which became the new rings for me and Sora.

By the way, this was the No. 2 of the three we brought back.

The third one had some tricky properties, so it's currently sealed away pending Nia's ideas, but the best one is already set in Sora-san's [Dress of El-Clelia].

And so, on our expedition, we each completed our test runs.

In other words, my main reason for sliding from Kagura-san's workshop to Nia's atelier was to convey the feedback Nia had mentioned from the start.

*She's online, so I'll just pop in,* my feet had naturally moved, or maybe I was worried she'd complain later, asking, "Why didn't you come see me when you were so close?"

As for those thoughts and feelings, I'll keep them to myself as an afterthought.

"Anyway, both mine and Sora's are working perfectly. I'll be sure to use this as a new surprise first-time killer at the Tri-Duo. Want me to advertise the maker (Milmarinus) while I'm at it?"

"I'll slap you if you do."

Just as I received her glare, the multiple magic circles that had been shining in Nia's hands subsided and vanished. The jewel she placed on the desk… was probably a commission from someone I didn't know.

Though Kagura-san and I both call ourselves 'exclusive,' it's not like we have a rigid contract that says 'we won't work with anyone else.'

It's more of a verbal agreement to 'prioritize each other above all else,' and I think both Nia and I were just swept along by Kagura-san, who probably used the term because it sounded cool.

Besides, the top artisans in Arcadia aren't people who should be monopolized by individuals. Please, feel free to showcase your skills widely and help with the game's progress.

…That's what I said to Nia once, and she sulked magnificently.

I'm not going to play dumb and ask why or what's wrong, but I'm not the type of person to get possessive over something like that, so she'll just have to forgive me.

—Now then, with that said.

"If you're done with work, shall we go?"

"Yup!"

As we chatted, the real-world time hit 7:00 PM on the dot. Just in time for dinner, and thus, time for those of us living in the same dormitory to head to our usual restaurant.

Today is Sunday, the weekend. Normally, I would go to the Yotsuya residence, but today is an exception for various reasons.

And I could just log out quickly, but for some reason… well, I won't go into that either, but I accepted the body that had launched itself at the sofa without dodging, partly because of a promise from the other day.

While my other hand was busy preparing for a forced logout, I endured, thinking, *'Ten more seconds, hold on, my reason,'* and patted the cheerful indigo head rather casually.

"Huh, by the way, Sora-chan's here. That's rare."

Whether it was a habit right after logging in and right before logging out, Nia, who seemed to have glanced at her friend list, let out a curious voice.

Then she gave me a mysterious look. She was probably asking why we were acting separately when we were both logged in, which was extremely rare.

"Ah… well, it's like this. There's a little event after dinner, so she's making an appointment and having a meeting beforehand, sort of."

The shock of having the assumption that it was natural for us to always be together thrown at me by this person of all people made up about 80% of my reaction. I ended up giving a roundabout answer in my distraction, but it wasn't something I needed to keep secret from my inner circle.

Therefore,

"If you're free after this, Nia, would you like to witness it too? —The very moment our partner evolves into something even more broken."

"…Huh?"

I decided to invite her on the spot, and naturally, the indigo-haired girl tilted her head again as if to say, 'What are you talking about?' I just let out a rough laugh.

I could accurately foresee a future where everyone who would witness the event, including us, would have the same expression—a wry smile composed mainly of awe and resignation.



    Chapter 684

    Imbuing the Serene Light

    There were two reasons why we chose a Great Spirit hunting tour for Azure Sky's first expedition.

First, it simply offered the most outstanding return among the information and options we had. For me, who was guaranteed a significant power-up, it was a given, but defeating the formidable Great Spirits benefits all players.

They provide a vast amount of experience points, rare materials, and a large sum of currency (Luna). While the latter might not be a huge draw for everyone, the former certainly is.

In fact, the [Water Spirit's Blessing] wasn't something only I acquired; all the clan members who journeyed with me received it. And while the skill has a special effect on those with *Water Magic Aptitude*, it also provides a general blessing to those without.

Specifically, a permanent increase in water magic resistance and an adaptation bonus for underwater movement. Whether it's frequently useful or not, it's not the kind of thing you'd mind having.

And in parallel with that, there was another reason.

The Great Spirits are, in Arcadia, representative 'incarnations of elements'—in other words, things that are particularly 'deeply connected to magic'… which meant,

They would provide the perfect 'nourishment' for my partner's [Anima].

"Seriously, Third Tier in about six months…"

"…Huh, are you at a loss for words?"

And so, after dinner, I brought Nia, who had accepted my invitation, to the same pure white room as last time. In the training room inside the Istia wartime base, the underground castle, a total of five people had gathered.

Me, Nia, and Sora-san. And the remaining two were, of course—

"Woooah! Hey there, Nia-chan! It's beeeen sooooo long!"

"Whoa, wait a sec, sto—!"

One was a flash of red who had started dashing the moment we appeared via teleportation, snatching Nia from my side with an unhesitating, brakeless charge.

And,

"Good evening."

"Hey, good evening. We're counting on you again, senpais."

"Mm."

The other was a spot of blue who had toddled over, as good a girl as ever today.

Well, we'll have endless things to talk about later, so for now…

"Have you worked everything out?"

"Yes!"

I confirmed Sora-san's eager response as I turned my gaze and question to her, seeing her for the first time since our meeting. I also confirmed that the ring, which was already placed on the 'pedestal,' was emitting a faint light.

Alright then, 'Eastern Wings,' let the weaving begin.

Let them chant the incantation for the ritual to imbue the third attribute into the otherworldly vessel, an Anima that has accumulated numerous great 'nourishments,' including the subjugation of the 'White Throne,' and has now reached the Third Tier.

◇◆◇◆◇

"'One.'" "'Two.'" "'Three.'" "'Four.'"

"'Linked.'"

"'Layered.'"

""'Weaving the Truth.'""

I've only heard it a handful of times. Each time, my impression is always the same: an indescribable sense of wonder… and along with it, an equally indescribable sense of slight dread.

A single giant crown formed by two people. Great wings shining red and blue.

More than those visual effects,

"'A crown of thorns that swallows light.'"

"'A severe frost that bites and tears.'"

""'The mingled breath is the ripple of the starry sea.'""

""'World, hold your breath, and burn the moon and snow.'""

It was their voices, so different from their usual selves,

That brought down a heavy, profound mystery, a sound that had melted together.

"'One of life, zero of demise, a kiss without warmth ignites meaning.'"

"'The distant, sacred throne is a hollow sky, so where is the lost death?'"

""'If there is no answer, then shine thus—to the beyond that never freezes over.'""

"With these twin wings,"

"We draw forth here… so, alright, nobody move for a bit!"

"It's going to get a little chilly—ready, set, go."

And it's the gap with parts like this that makes me feel like I'm going to catch a cold.

Thus,

""*[Zero Absolute, Star Sapphire - Breath of Icy Eternity]*!""

What manifested was a subtle chill that filled the space. However, as Mi-na had warned, it was a binding field of forced stillness that brought 'death' to anything that moved.

And the dazzling blue star, the core of the spell, pulsed at the center of the field, directly above the [Cradle of Sword-Craft] resting on the pedestal…

"—Hmph…"

The moment Ri-na's slightly clumsy finger snap echoed, the star, after scattering an eerie presence that devoured all nearby life (energy), vanished without a sound.

Among the grand magics of the 'Eastern Wings,' it was by far the quietest. Yet, my impression from seeing it firsthand was one of overwhelming power, nothing short of 'breathtaking.'

As I, Sora, and Nia watched from the side in silence,

"…So, that's the kind of magic it is. You think it worked?"

"Was it… imbued…?"

Though they were confident in the execution of the spell itself, the two little ones turned to us, clearly unsure about the success of the ritual.

The reason was that the grand ice magic was an area-of-effect type, so it was uncertain whether it could directly perform the task of 'imbuing power'…

"Sora."

"Wh-Ah, yes…!"

I nudged my dazed partner's shoulder, and Sora, startled, pattered over. After a quick, "Is it okay?" to the two little ones to confirm she could step into the former domain, the girl who reached her Anima—

"…, ……"

As if savoring the moment, she gently picked it up, slipped it on her finger, and,

"—*[Erde Kreis, Ice Sword Ring]*."

 The moment she chanted the words,

Dazzling 'white snow' swirled around her, as if countless flowers were dancing in the air. Then, with a slightly dramatic flair, Sora-san turned to face us,

"Ehehe… —The third one. I've received it."

With a smile that could melt the lingering chill, she declared the ritual a 'success'.



    Chapter 685

    The Third Magic Sword

    "—Sooo? How've you been lately, Nia-chan? You've been getting a lot of attention because of your big brother and you're back in the rankings, so you must be busy, right?"

"Uh, well, so-so…"

"Don't overdo it! You can just brush off what the world thinks. Let the un-cute boys from the East stand in the line of fire, and we girls can take it easy, take it easy!"

"Wh-What, who are you talking ab—"

"Oh, by the way, I was holding back because I thought you must be super busy, but since we've met, I've got a few requests I'd like to ask of you, if that's okay?"

"Seriously, you never let me talk, as usual…!!!"

"They get along so well."

"You call this getting along…!"

From the usual red-and-blue pair, one color has changed to red-and-indigo.

As I watched Nia, who was being completely overwhelmed by the little one who had taken over her lap, I let out a carefree comment, only to be met with a glare and a voice that screamed, "Hurry up and help me."

Even with those eyes, there's not much I can do. Their connection seems to predate my involvement, and this is pretty much how it goes every time they meet.

Ri-na isn't so bad, but Mi-na basically latches onto Nia with the energy of someone who's found their soulmate. It's a mystery whether she sees a big-sister figure in her, but she goes into full-on close-friend mode, clinging to her in a way that's different from Sora, who tends to act like the younger one.

And Nia-chan, who tends to be assertive herself, gets flustered when others come on strong. It was the same with Nonomi-chan-san, also known as 'Colorful Beauty,' who moved from third to fourth seat this term. She's a weak creature who just lets it happen.

I can tell she's troubled, but I can also tell she's not exactly hating it. Apparently, Nia also considers them friends, so it's probably fine to leave them be.

By the way, their relationship apparently started as craftsman and customer.

She said she tailored their outfits without her usual personal 'quirks,' so it's no wonder I didn't notice until she told me. The school-uniform-like outfits of Mi-na and Ri-na are none other than the work of the [Milmarinus].

—Well, leaving the affectionate pair next to me aside.

I pushed myself up from the wall and crossed the training room, which was filled with a chilly air, towards the center. Waiting for me were Ri-na, who was diligently helping with data collection as she had last time, and my partner, who was attended by her new magic sword.

"So… it doesn't seem as difficult to handle as the flame sword (Flam), does it?"

"Yeah. It's well-behaved and reserved."

"Um, I don't think it's reserved at all…"

One deadpan expression and one wry smile came back in response to my question.

After a few months together, I've started to be able to read Ri-na just a little. That was probably her idea of a joke. The third magic sword—the ice sword (Glacis), which is packed with all sorts of features—is anything but reserved.

Ah, well, I guess its 'simple firepower' is reserved compared to the other two. Anyway,

"It's well-behaved… yes. It's lighter than not just the 'flame' but also the 'sand.'"

And as if to prove her words, the sword flew around its master…—though it was a sword, it had no hilt or guard, just a blade of transparent, snowy white.

In a word, it was a palm-sized, sharp snowflake.

Unlike the flame sword (Flam), which was limited to nine blades when she first acquired it at the Second Tier, Sora-san, who could freely control hundreds from the very beginning, still looked completely at ease even after more than ten minutes of testing.

Lighter, meaning the control load for each one is extremely low.

"What's the max you think you can summon?"

"The max… Hmm, well…………… Around five thousand, maybe…?"

"Bwah."

And so I asked out of curiosity, and the answer was so ridiculous that a strange laugh escaped me. Sora immediately started waving her hands in a panic.

"W-Well, that's just to summon them, you know? I might be able to just shoot them all out at once, but I definitely can't control them properly!"

"…You can just shoot them all out at once, huh?"

"Maybe…!"

Sora-san, who also reacted to Ri-na's mutter, was trying hard to appeal to her humanity, but for someone who's been commanding a thousand blades for a long time, it's a bit too late. Give it up, my dear partner.

"A-Anyway…! It doesn't seem like it'll be as much trouble as the flame, but I need to practice to be able to use this ice one properly too…! Haru, you have to help me, okay?"

Sora-san tends to get embarrassed and try to change the subject whenever I talk about her as if she's on 'this side' of things, even though I don't mean to tease her.

*I get it, so stop swinging those hundred-odd ice swords around. The room temperature is dropping.*

—Well, to begin with. In addition to the ice sword (Glacis), her [Cradle of Sword-Craft] has reached the Third Tier, an odd-numbered tier, and gained new capabilities, so a review of its operation is essential.

Therefore, I had intended to help from the start.

…However, if there was one concern.

"As a practice partner playing the role of a virtual enemy, I wonder how long my mental state will hold up, knowing I'm guaranteed to be beaten to a pulp over and over…"

"…About two days?"

"You think it'll even last two days?"

"Do your best."

"I-I wouldn't… beat you to a pulp…!!!"

Haha, don't be ridiculous.

As expected, my partner, who has obtained a magic sword that inherited the properties of Mi-na and Ri-na's 'ice,' just like the 'flame,' has now become a perfect counter to me. Standing before her, no matter how much I struggle, my spirit will inevitably be meticulously broken.

Alright, let's set a tentative mental endurance goal of two days.

And while I'm at it, let's train hard, as if I'm tempering my spirit.



    Chapter 686

    At the Princess's Whim

    "…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………And with that, why doesn't she join the rankings?"

"A mystery."

The weekend was over. Monday afternoon, in my room in the real world.

While indulging in baking, which wasn't quite a hobby, my assistant next to me muttered a word after a long, long period of thought. Unfortunately, all I could offer in return was a question mark of my own.

"In a way, she has a more unique status than anyone else. I can only imagine there are all sorts of circumstances we don't know about… Oh, stop. That's enough."

"Mm."

What the [Sword Queen] held in her right hand was not a sword, but a hand mixer, a league above the one at my parents' house in terms of quietness. The egg whites in the bowl she held with her left hand had transformed into a stiff meringue, and she had successfully completed the task I had given her.

I had heard several times that she wasn't used to it due to a lack of opportunity, but when I actually entrusted her with the task, her dexterity and efficiency were, as expected, superhuman. It seems nothing is impossible for the invincible princess.

In any case. The topic of conversation, which had begun when Ashe had casually dropped by my room and sparked an impromptu joint cooking session, was about my partner (Sora), who had rampaged until she fell asleep last night.

"To be serious, could it be because she's not good at PvP?"

"That might be a factor for the Eastern faction's selection criteria, but… your partner's value is not so small as to be excluded for that reason alone."

"Right? I think so too."

I added about a third of the meringue to another bowl with the egg yolk batter and mixed it in, then added the rest and folded it in with a spatula, cutting through the mixture.

When the time was right, I poured it all at once into a pan shaped like a giant donut maker. All that was left was to bake it, and in a few dozen minutes, a delicious chiffon cake would be ready.

"…Hey, Haru."

"Yes, this is Haru."

"Is it normal for boys to be able to bake cakes?"

"I think anyone can do it if they try. You can find recipes online in an instant now."

"I see… So you can make chiffon cake at home."

"It's much easier than a sponge cake, so in the Kasuga household, it's more of a home-style cake."

And so the work was safely done. While exchanging relaxed words befitting a leisurely afternoon, the oven beeped to signal that preheating was complete as I quickly cleaned up the utensils.

Now, it was time for its journey. Off you go, and become delicious.

"Anyway, in the end, there's no answer other than 'it's a mystery,' right? It's impossible for Togo-shi and Nagomi-san, who can only operate on the outside, to pull any strings… so if there is something going on, it must be the 'gods'' intention."

"But even so, it's inconsistent. If they just wanted to give her special power, there's no reason not to make her a ranker, which would grant her a 'title,' a special unique ability. And the demerit of becoming a ranker, standing out, is—"

"She's already got the [Cradle of Sword-Craft], a super-special [Anima] that's guaranteed to break the balance and go on a rampage. If they were trying to restrain her, they've failed."

In any case, my partner is too far from the norm in too many ways.

But in the end, in a virtual world where many 'special' things exist, the alternative answer of 'her own talent' always comes up, making it impossible to narrow down any theories.

So,

"…Let's drop it. It's not a very pleasant topic anyway."

"I agree. Sora is Sora, and that's all that matters."

"That being said, I wish she'd tone down the absurdity a bit. I'm envious. I want to be able to freely control multicolored magic swords too."

"In the whole wide world, Sora is probably the only one the [Sword Queen] looks up to."

It's best to leave lighthearted topics as they are. It's a part of me that can't help but be curious… but well, Sora is Sora.

My cute and reliable partner, and that's good enough.

"In terms of combat power, it's a huge blessing that she's not a ranker. It's fine for her to remain 'nameless' for now… at least until we've conquered all the 'Colored' monsters."

"She's a super-special asset that doesn't take up a slot…"

In fact, she'll be a great help in the 'Green Connect' conquest scheduled for next weekend… or will she? It's not even certain if we'll encounter direct combat in that one—

"That aside. How are your preparations for this weekend?"

And so, Ashe shifted the conversation to a point one week before the future I was looking at. This Sunday, the 'Triangle Duo' was just six days away.

"Hmm… well, so-so? Tetra and Goldow told me not to worry too much about it, and I plan to participate just for fun, as they said."

The estimated audience size—the AR dome built near the Tokyo bay area, nicknamed the 'Yotsuya Dome' or 'Stupid Technology Building,' is the size of the Tokyo Dome, so the number of 'gazes' will be in the tens of thousands at a minimum.

Even though we won't actually be going to the venue, appearing before 'true civilians' in a crossover with the real world… well, it's not hard to imagine that the tension will be of a different kind and on a different level than before.

But you know, I've given up on all that.

"So, no problem. Once the real thing starts and I focus on my opponent, I'm sure I won't notice what's going on around me, as usual… I believe… I will… so it's fine."

"…Are you really okay?"

"Your eyes aren't smiling."

And her voice didn't sound worried at all. I averted my gaze from the skillfully smirking, expressionless Ashe—well, I've had my gaze averted for a while now, so I thought she hadn't noticed, but—

"Haru."

"Yes."

"When are you going to look at me properly?"

She noticed. She totally noticed. I'm dead.

The refreshments were still in the oven, but the coffee I had brewed and served as a distraction wasn't enough to fool her. Ashe closed the distance, and I turned my face away.

But, as always, she wouldn't let me escape.

She grabbed my head and forced my neck to turn, and what jumped into my vision was—the princess in her casual, dorm-only clothes, with an apron on top.

And whose apron is it? It's my apron, of course. Are you kidding me?

"…Does it not suit me?"

"I-It's hard to put into words…"

To be blunt, it doesn't suit you. It doesn't suit you at all.

And because it doesn't suit you, it suits you perfectly. Give me a break.

The overwhelming feeling is that she's not used to wearing it, and that it doesn't match her. And since it's my personal item, it's too big, so it's baggy, and that's just… you know…

You know…!!!!!

"…………Which is better?"

"Stop changing the color, I don't need a variety show, I've had enough…!"

And so, for the next few dozen minutes until the oven timer went off.

Ashe, who had begun to seriously tease me by putting on and taking off the 'bracelet' that surpassed the 'Yotsuya Dome' in technology, and messing with her hairstyle,

It goes without saying that I was utterly helpless and made a complete fool of myself.



    Chapter 687

    On the Phone

    The Triangle Duo—a one-of-a-kind real-world event that projects the dreams woven by the world's only VR device, Arcadia, into reality. It is an extraordinary banquet where the stars of the virtual world gather.

At the impassioned request of the public, Yotsuya Development prepared the stage, giving birth to a grand annual festival of entertainment backed by renowned corporate sponsors from the virtual world.

As the masters of the technology, Yotsuya Development has little to do with the actual operation of the festival, which is why it's considered a semi-official real-world event. Since the dome's construction, the official channels have remained silent, taking no action. In a way, it’s a festival colored entirely by the fans, for both the organizers and the participants.

The ones who stand on the stage of combat are the pinnacles of the virtual world: the Title Holders. The rankers from the Northern, Southern, and Eastern factions—excluding the non-combat-oriented Western Faction, Vestol—are invited to participate. While it’s not mandatory… well, it’s basically an unspoken agreement that everyone attends.

Of course, there are some exceptions. Those with no personal combat ability or those whose skills are completely ineffective in a duo are excluded, but most everyone else shows their faces.

The only other absentees are those like the Sword Saint until recently, who simply dislike fighting.

Again, it's not compulsory. In the real world, who could possibly force the hand of the Title Holders, a privileged class backed by the fervent support of the masses?

Besides, at their core, every Title Holder is just another player enjoying their hobby. If anyone were to try and force them into something, Yotsuya Development itself would likely have something to say about it.

Anyway, the main event of this Triangle Duo is a tag-team tournament held in a real-world dome filled with spectators.

With the help of the developers, who graciously pave the way, the participants send only their consciousness from their respective pods, gathering at the venue on the day of the event. They descend into the stadium using avatar data pulled from Arcadia and take part in the festival.

The pairings are completely random and decided on the spot, leaving no room for pre-arranged strategies or discussions. This can sometimes lead to some unfortunate matchups… like last year’s firepower-lacking pair of the East’s Undying and the North’s Cloud-Hidden.

But that, too, is part of the fun of the Triangle Duo. In fact, accidents and happenings are more than welcome; the fans long to see the stars in a more relaxed, approachable light.

So the tournament is the main attraction… but there are other things, too. There’s a “Spectator Banter Slot” where two Title Holders, chosen by a poll, are asked to liven up each match in place of formal commentary. There’s also a terrifying segment called the “Fan Mail Corner.”

All in all, the vibe is basically, *let’s just get up close and have a blast*—

"—…and, well, that's the gist of it."

"It’s not like you’re the only one who knows this stuff. Your father and I know all about it, you know."

As I finished what I considered a concise and remarkably clear explanation, a single, exasperated voice came through the speaker.

That’s my mom for you. As always, her voice was crisp and assertive, and I could practically picture her back, straight as a board.

"My apologies… So, anyway, the thing is, for some reason, I’m participating this time. And since the developers are backing me, I have a decent number of invitation slots…"

"…"

"Um… S-So, would you, like to, c-come…?"

In any case, while we’d been keeping in touch with brief messages, it had been a while since our last call. After greetings and catching up, I’d finally gotten to the main topic.

But my dear mother was silent. I could tell from her presence that she wasn’t angry or anything, but since the topic was guaranteed to be a source of constant worry for both her and my dad, a strange tension filled the air.

*I get it, but please don't pause like that.*

This was just a formal confirmation over the phone; I’d already told them via text at the beginning of the month, so it wasn’t a sudden invitation out of the blue—

"I talked it over with your father."

"Ah, yes."

I perked up my ears, ready for her answer, but my mother paused again for a moment.

"We decided not to go this time. We’ll be cheering for you from home, through the TV, so do your best."

"Oh, okay. Is that so…"

Honestly, I had no idea which way it would go, so I wasn't particularly surprised. I was just kind of fumbling for the right response when she added,

"It's not that we can't make the time. It's just, if we go all the way to Tokyo… well, you know—"

My mother, too, hesitated slightly.

"We'd want to at least see your face, and… if that happens, there’s a chance we’d run into… *them*, right? You know, the people you’re with."

"…R-Right… Th-That… might… happen, I guess…"

"…"

"…"

"…"

"…"

For the record, my parents are fully and completely aware of my “current situation.” Unlike a certain idiot who rejected all media offers out of pure conviction, it’s only natural they would be.

"From what I hear, they seem to be supporting you in all sorts of ways, and I… to be honest, I’d like to meet them, to thank them as well."

"I-Is that so…"

"But your father… you know. He looks like he’d collapse, don’t you think?"

"Y-Yeah, I guess so…"

"He’d probably faint just hearing you have a girlfriend."

"Um, Mom, that's not it. No one is, not yet, right."

"And if it turns out to be three of them, all young ladies from a different world… well. It just doesn’t feel real. Even I’m honestly not sure what I’d do."

"S-Sorry…"

And for the record, asありがたい as it is,

"You haven’t reported much about *that*, but I trust you’re handling things properly?"

"Of course. I am approaching the matter with the utmost seriousness and sincerity…"

For various reasons, my parents can't exactly lecture me on my love life. After learning almost everything, they were shocked and exasperated, but they've been genuinely supportive of my current situation.

I have received various threats from my mother, like “Don’t you dare make them cry, as much as possible,” and “If you’re unfaithful in any half-hearted way, I’ll string you up,” but… well, that’s just how it is.

"So, yes… that’s right. We’re not quite mentally prepared yet, so we’ll pass this time—but, and this might be a little premature,"

"Yes, what is it?"

"Around the end of the year, if the young ladies are willing and it works for their schedules…"

"…"

"One way or another, as parents. I think we should at least bow our heads and apologize for the unbelievable situation our stupid son has created. So, I want you to bring them here for a visit."

"…"

"Nozomi, your answer."

I never really had a rebellious phase, and it’s been this way since I was a kid, but,

"…R-Roger… that, ma'am."

More than ever before, I found myself completely unable to defy my mother.



    Chapter 688

    In the Midst of Youth

    —And so, when it comes to inviting family, my parents are naturally followed by them.

"So, I have four tickets right here."

"A god is among us…"

"Nozomin, you're a true saint…"

"…If you tried to get these legitimately, the odds would be way worse than dozens to one…"

"A-Are you sure about this…?"

As usual, we were at the Shijo residence. Even though I’d told them about this beforehand, now that the actual tickets were in front of them, my friends were trembling, whether in jest or seriousness.

With my parents passing, Nagomi-san had told me to invite as many people as I wanted, but in the end, I only invited a total of six.

This group from university… actually, all of them are from the university.

The others were the university's own chairman, Kunori-san. Figuring I owed him for all his support, I brought him the tickets and my story, and he accepted them with pure, unadulterated joy.

I was a bit concerned about whether it was appropriate for him to accept something like this from a student, but he quickly replied with utter conviction, saying, "On the contrary, it would be a grave offense to refuse a kindness from *you*."

As always… it’s in moments like these, when I’m dealing with that madam, that I’m most aware of how ridiculous my standing in the world has become. I hope he and his husband, who is also a huge fan of the virtual world, have a wonderful time.

Incidentally, Nia refused the invitation with a classic shut-in move, insisting, "Too many people. Impossible." Her friend, Mitsueda-san, declined with a classic guardian move, stating, "I have to stay home and watch with the shut-in." To be honest, I saw that coming. It was the expected outcome.

—Anyway, back to the matter at hand.

"Alright, here you go. Don’t lose them before the event."

""Okay!""

"Thank you."

"Whoa… Wow… So this is the legendary…"

My childhood friends replied with the pure, energetic spirit of elementary schoolers. Mizuki took hers with a hand that trembled ever so slightly despite her calm voice. And the young lady of the Shijo house accepted hers with her voice and hands shaking in reverent awe.

It’s the same every time, but am I just imagining things, or is Kaede by far the most down-to-earth and, well, *normal* one in this group?

Or perhaps, precisely because she wasn't raised in a sheltered bubble, she understands the value of things more deeply than others.

Either way, she has a wonderful personality. I hope she stays just the way she is. At the same time, a mischievous thought bubbled up, but I held it back—

"By the way, the Sword Saint-sama will be there, so look forward to it."

—Or I tried to, but my mouth had other plans. What a shame.

Well, it wasn't exactly a secret, and I was planning on telling them anyway, trusting in this group's discretion and considering the… *various risks*.

But dropping it on them so suddenly was probably a bit too much of a prank.

"…Huh—?"

"Nozomi-kun?"

"Sorry, it just sort of… slipped out…"

Next to Kaede, who had let out a mosquito-like squeak before shutting down completely, her best friend sighed and shot me a glare. Well, in for a penny, in for a pound.

"So, uh, I’ve already told this group about the Azure Sky Clan, so I’ll just say it… My master joined our clan a little while ago."

"""What???"""

Whoa, a three-person sync.

As for the unresponsive Kaede… it's fine. She's probably, most likely, definitely still breathing.

"She'll be making more public appearances from now on. There’s a chance I might ask you to help with editing videos featuring Ui-san, so just be prepared for that."

"What do you mean, ‘be prepared’? Seriously?"

"Seriously. We've already gone on a few adventures together as a clan."

"No way… Seriously…?"

Though not to the same extent as Kaede… then again, it’s no exaggeration to say that every Arcadia otaku is a fan of the Sword Saint to some degree. Seeing Toshiki and Shoko’s reactions, I cautiously glanced over at the *true fan*—

"…Sh-She's crying…"

"…The shock was too strong. It’ll take her a little while to recover."

As her best friend started to cry beautiful tears while still frozen, Mizuki-san naturally pulled her into an embrace. Witnessing this beautiful display of friendship between two lovely university students, I felt a pang of guilt, but when our eyes met through her glasses, she offered me a wry smile instead of a reproachful look.

"As you can guess, it's her usual condition—tears of joy. Don't worry about it. As for the videos, I'll be waiting in anticipation. With very, very high expectations."

"…I’ve actually already recorded a few, so I’ll check with Ui-san and the others."

"Please do."

I have no intention of publicizing the clan, but a few videos could probably be passed off as a collaboration between members of the same faction. The plan was always to release the “private party” videos eventually.

I’ll have to think about the timing, but saying “yes” now wouldn’t be a lie.

And so,

"Well… it can't be helped. If you hadn't told her beforehand, Kaede-chan might have actually fainted from the surprise at the venue."

"Ah, I see… Yeah, you're right. A little preventative medicine was probably necessary."

That was exactly it.

Toshiki and Shoko were being pretty blunt, but this particular quirk of the young Shijo lady was a well-known fact within the group, so she wouldn't object even if she heard them.

Thus, the ticket distribution ended… well, not without incident. After a break of a few dozen minutes for the hardcore fan to recover, it was time for tea.

The table for five was adorned with the usual fragrant tea and sweets. However, the latter wasn't the usual high-end confectionary found at the Shijo residence…

"Seriously, Nozomin. Seriously, aren't your specs a little too high?"

"You're the first guy friend I've had who just casually bakes a cake. What is up with you?"

"It looks professional… Did you learn this at your part-time job, too?"

"Nah, this one's my dad's hobby. I got infected after helping him out since I was a kid."

It was none other than the chiffon cake I baked yesterday. One of the two I made had already been devoured by the residents of the Yotsuya dorm; this was the other one.

"Really…? You were so skilled. You looked like a pro."

That was from Kaede-san, who had been watching me prepare the whipped cream in the kitchen earlier.

I was just whipping it with a whisk, but she stared at me with such impressed eyes that my back started to itch.

"Anyway, stop talking and just eat. It's embarrassing and uncomfortable when you build up the expectations like this. Super embarrassing."

""Okay!""

"You guys are really close, huh?"

I made a perfunctory jab at the ever-energetic pair and took a bite from my own plate… Yep, it’s… good. A very familiar taste.

My friends started to eat one after another. Their reactions were…

"Ngh… A guy our age made this? Seriously…?"

"This is so good it's starting to make me angry…"

"Delicious. This is the kind of thing you'd want to eat regularly."

"…Are you sure you're not a professional?"

It seemed to be well-received by everyone. All's well that ends well—

"Oh, Nozomin! I have a question. My curiosity is killing me, can I ask one thing?"

"Hm?"

Just as I was about to completely relax, Shoko, who had been trembling in a way that made it hard to tell if she was moved or crushed, shot her hand up.

When I turned to her, she steeled herself as if about to say something difficult, biding her time… and then—

"They say you get prize money at the Triangle Duo, right?"

She dropped a topic that was, indeed, probably difficult to bring up with a friend—or perhaps, precisely because we were friends.

"Ah…"

I instantly understood the direction of the conversation and let out a noncommittal sound. Looking around, I saw no blaming voices or gazes, only a shared expression of awkwardness and curiosity.

Yeah, I get it.

If our roles were reversed, I'm not sure I could've suppressed my own curiosity. For Shoko, the group's number one curiosity connoisseur, holding back was probably impossible.

"Hey, uh, it's not like I want to know the exact amount or anything gross like that! It's just, you know, like a social studies field trip, wondering about the scale of it all."

"I get it, I get it. I totally understand how you feel, so don't worry. You don't have to panic like that."

Again, I’m the same way.

So… I guess whispering the *scale* of it wouldn't hurt.

"Oh, uh, yes!"

I beckoned her over. She scurried closer, looking surprisingly startled, and I gave her a wry smile. As a reward for the hero who bravely trampled over awkwardness in her martyrdom for curiosity, I whispered a rough summary of the very real “reward” into her ear—

And a few dozen seconds later.

"…H-Hey, what's going on? Just how much—"

"You're better off not knowing. You won't be able to come back."

"…I think I get the picture. Well, no, I don't get it at all, but I get the picture."

"Ahaha…"

And so, a stunned Shoko and three other horrified friends were born. The whole scene was so absurd it was almost amusing… Ah, right, one more thing.

That cake you’re all eating? It was made, in small part, with meringue personally whipped by the one and only Sword Queen.

Well, it's probably best to keep that little surprise to myself.



    Chapter 689

    Entry

    And so, with only five days left until the main event—that much of a grace period vanishes in a flash when you’re constantly jumping between the real and virtual worlds, becoming nothing but dust in the wind.

If anything, having a major event on the horizon, combined with the long-vacation magic where a single blink can make a day disappear, made time feel like it was accelerating beyond all reason.

In other words, before I knew it…

"…You okay?"

"W-Well, I’m fine, probably, I think, maybe…"

"You don't sound fine."

Mid-September. It was just before ten o'clock on a Sunday morning, a perfect day for the end of the world.

Less than ten minutes remained until the assembly time. Alicia, who had come to my room to check on me, had a keen eye as always. Just as she’d guessed, I was a complete mess, my nerves shot right before the main event.

The moment I opened the door, she gave me a little smile, but I was in no mood to laugh.

I mean, it was inevitable. I knew this was coming. I’d been pushing it to the back of my mind until today, but this time was different.

In a moment, I would be heading out—not in the flesh, but as a projection of my consciousness—onto a real-world stage where tens of thousands of people were waiting… Just thinking about it… really.

How could I *not* be nervous?

"It might not be much of a comfort, but it’s like that for everyone. Even among the oddballs in the Title Holders, there’s no one who can step onto a grand stage for the first time without fear."

"…Do you get nervous too, Alicia? Like a normal person?"

"Of course. Before a big event, I’m always trembling."

*Want to find out?* she asked, spreading her arms playfully. I returned the gesture with a wry smile.

"And you're sure more than half of that isn't just a warrior's thrill?"

"*Pretending* it is should be your specialty—here."

As I resigned myself to just brushing things off and letting time take its course, Alicia’s arms captured me. To my dismay, in my weakened state, I had no option to evade.

She firmly pulled my head in.

"I can't lie next to you, but I'll be right beside you the whole time. Doesn't that make you feel stronger?"

A gentle warmth whispered in my ear, as if to soothe me.

"My mind’s on an away field, but my body’s at home, huh? I guess that’s true, but still…"

Her heartfelt encouragement, coupled with a mounting sense of embarrassment, helped me find at least a sliver of resolve, even if it was born of desperation.

I was teetering on the edge of a mental state that could be described as either resolute or just plain high, but at this point, maybe letting go would be easier.

"Besides, on my other side, I’ll have a cheering squad of a lively shut-in and her guardian."

I forced out a lighthearted remark. A strained smile formed on my face, while a faint, expressionless one appeared on Alicia's. Even now, my mental state was far from stable…

"It’s almost time—if you’re still feeling anxious, I can give you a little good luck charm."

"…I’m terrified of what might come flying my way, so I’ll pass."

"Hehe, a shame."

As much as I wanted to procrastinate forever, time, unfortunately, waits for no one.

It was impossible to calm a heart that I hadn’t been able to settle for days, weeks, or even months, in just a few minutes at the last second.

So, I just had to brace myself.

"Well then, I’ll see you over there, Haru."

"Yeah, see you there."

I saw Alicia off as she returned to her room. The moment I closed the door, I slapped both my cheeks with all my might—ow, I put too much force into that. It really hurts.

Aware of my extremely fuzzy mental state, I cursed myself as a fool, crossed the living room, walked down the hall, and arrived at the bedroom. I snatched my phone from the bed.

`Good luck.`

With a single word of encouragement from my partner, who was staying home, tucked away in my heart,

"Huuuuuh—haaaaaah… *Personal Sequence*."

Lying down in the mechanical ark, I whispered the activation key for the special mode.

Thus, as the lid of the Arcadia pod closed without a sound, a familiar string of text flickered to life.

"Drive On."

My consciousness fell asleep in the real world, my home.

—And the place where I awoke was,

"Haven't seen this in half a year…"

A world of pure white, as far as the eye could see.

It was an even starker white than the training rooms at the war bases. The sight would have instantly hurt my eyes if I were in my physical body. It was the same scene I saw when I first dived into the virtual world.

This was a virtual space like a waystation, accessible only by using the key phrase during startup, a place one normally had no business visiting. Looking down, I saw the clothes I was wearing in the real world before I went to sleep. I was here as Haru Kasuga, not Haru.

And besides me, who had arrived in this space between dreams, there was one other thing in the white void.

It wasn't the large full-length mirror from the initial startup… but a small, elegantly designed envelope, floating in the air before me.

Well now, just as I’d been told.

If that’s the case… then that’s the case!

"Bring it on, you pumpkins, potatoes, and what have you…!"

Steeling my resolve, hyping myself up, I grabbed the envelope with enough force to crush it. As I did, it unsealed itself, and a light, serving as a letter, spilled forth—

A tickling sensation at my neck clearly told me that I had changed from myself into Haru.

And then, I glanced down at my own “attire” and muttered a single thought.

"—…Hah, this… looks absolutely ridiculous on me, doesn't it?"

The next moment, the white filling the space broke open, and,

"—Welcome! To the stage where reality and the virtual world intersect!!!"

As countless presences appeared nearby, and a vast number more in the distance, a familiar, high-energy voice announced my “welcome” and the “opening.”

Fighting back the urge to stop breathing, I bathed in the dazzling lights and the thunderous cheers. As I awkwardly looked around… I found myself at the center of the stage.

I, along with the other men in suits and women in dresses, all dolled up for the real world, were surrounded by a giant stadium and a great wave of people.

"—…"

Wait, not just about to stop breathing, I actually, seriously, can't—

"—Hey, youngster. Even you're trembling, huh?"

"—Stand up straight. Don’t make a fool of yourself right at the start."

"Oof?!"

—The instant I started to break out in a cold sweat, thinking I couldn’t breathe, WHAM! BAM! My back was slapped and punched from both sides, forcing the air back into my lungs.

As for who was responsible… there was no need to ask.

"*Cough*… Hey, you...! Why did you have to punch me instead of just slapping…!"

"I figured it wouldn’t be balanced with just Goldow and me."

"Your STR is over 500, higher than the General Commander's, you bastard!!!"

Two men, both with golden hair of different shades. One was a strapping man with a lion's mane of golden hair, and the other a young man with impeccably styled blond hair so silky it was annoying.

They were my fellow Eastern Faction members, the General Commander and Peerless—two seniors who somehow managed to look impossibly good in suits.

"Ahaha, the boys are being dumb again. Never gets old."

"They’re so close."

Next, the tiny duo of the Left Wing and Right Wing appeared from nowhere and delivered a series of gut punches that didn’t hurt in the slightest.

"I was like that last year, too. But you're a senpai, so you'll get used to it in no time."

My junior, Undying, appeared without a sound and patted my shoulder. His nonchalant demeanor made me want to retort, *Are you sure about that?*

"Hehe… That kind of reaction is actually seen more favorably, you know."

"…Well, all we have to do is fight. Don’t worry so much."

As always, the older sister figure, Scorching Gaze, exuded an exemplary adult composure. And from the martial arts instructor, Twin Fists, who was unusually wide-eyed, I received their support as well.

With heartfelt encouragement from my seniors—everyone except for Screen, who stood aloof in the distance, and the Sword Saint, who had yet to appear on stage.

The friendship and concern they showed me was enough to bring a tear to my eye. And…

And, more than that… what is this feeling?

The cheers, which had grown exponentially in pressure and heat since my seniors started interacting with me, were now starting to sound like a grand chorus from an army of hardcore fans, which was just confusing.

"…Ah, well, I guess so. It’s like that, huh…"

Maybe I don’t need to think of this as a “different world” more than necessary.

Like watching a sports game, or attending a concert, the people gathered at this chaotic stage, though not all of them, are… at least the vast majority are,

"The virtual world and the real world… they’re not so different, are they…"

At least, here in this place.

They’re all just like me, having pushed aside all the boring stuff to gather for the single purpose of having a blast.



    Chapter 690

    Opening

    The stage of the Triangle Duo, where I had descended in a virtual body, my consciousness sent from afar. The vast, domed space was shaped not like a baseball field, but a rectangular soccer pitch.

The surrounding spectator seats were large enough to easily swallow tens of thousands of people, and on the massive screens installed on the four walls above them, magnified images of the performers were displayed.

These were, of course, projections from an augmented reality (AR) field created with extraordinary technology. Furthermore, our voices were picked up without the need for microphones and delivered to the audience with crystal-clear quality, which meant they surely heard our earlier playful banter.

So embarrassing. But it was precisely because I felt such immense tension and shame under the public gaze that—

"…Nono-san is amazing."

Her energetic voice, a perfect embodiment of vigor, echoed throughout the vast space, leaving me in awe.

Unafraid of the thousands of people or the atmosphere of the venue, she hopped around in the middle of us newly logged-in participants, a microphone in hand—whether for necessity or just for show. 

She was none other than my friend and Nia's mentor, Nono-san, also known as Nonomi, the Vibrant Beauty.

With a cheerful voice, she playfully worked the crowd, skillfully drawing them into her high-energy vibe, all while explaining the proceedings in a clear, lively manner.

Her attire wasn't her usual casual wear, but a stunning kimono—likely one of her own creations—that exuded an aura befitting a Western Faction ranker. Combined with her masterful stage presence, it was no wonder she had been so completely accepted by the audience.

…Ah, we made eye contact. Her winks are on a whole other level.

"—Well, duh, she's *our* senpai, you know?"

My quiet thought was overheard. As the opening ceremony progressed, one of the little ones who had been freely mingling with our friends returned.

The red one (Ri-na) popped her head out and gave me a smug look, as if to say, “Of course she is,” but I understood what she meant.

She was, after all, Mikan Nonomiya—a former idol.

Apparently, they weren't from the same agency, but they had known each other for a long time within the same industry. In a surprise origin story, it was she who had invited the twins (who aren’t twins) to start playing Arcadia in the first place.

And their first meeting with Nia was connected through that path as well.

The world is big, yet small. I couldn't help but feel a strange sense of admiration at how everything was connected.

"Hey, hey, you’re so stiff, mister. Take a cue from Nono-chan and relax, will ya?"

"The person I'm supposed to be taking cues from is a little too exceptional."

Though a small measure of understanding and composure had settled in my heart, it was too little to completely blow everything away. My weak resolve was seen through by Mi-na, who approached me with a suspicious hand gesture and started massaging my bicep, her超技術 accurately recreating the muscle tension in my virtual avatar.

I managed a lighthearted retort, but all I could do was desperately take deep breaths internally.

"The opening will be over soon, then we’ll be in the waiting room. Just hang in there a little longer."

"I appreciate the concern…"

A few seconds later, the blue one (Ri-na) appeared on my other side. She had been dragged around by her partner, wearing her usual downcast expression, but she too seemed unfazed by the tension.

Being in the public eye was their profession, after all. It was impressive for their age.

Of course, the age I knew for them was from their public profiles as idols in the real world—Mina Saikado and Rina Amahane—which listed them as “seventeen.” If that was true, they were just a year younger than me.

Incidentally, in the real world, they’ve grown up quite a bit and are a little taller, though still petite. Their avatars are stuck at their forms from three years ago, which is why seeing them dote on the actually younger Sora is so… jarring.

"Ah, this is that look."

"The one where he’s thinking about random stuff to escape reality."

"Normally, he wouldn’t just let two cute girls cling to him under the public eye like this."

"He’s seriously nervous."

"Well, can’t be helped. By the way, mister, that suit doesn't look good on you at all."

"The fact that he’s not used to wearing it might actually be in demand, though."

"I see, so that's what you were going for. How cunning of you, mister, so cunning."

"I wasn't going for anything! Now let go of me already…!"

*Normally*, I would have used my status or “shadow” to toss them aside, but right now, all I could manage was to weakly push their arms away and beg them to give me some space.

I could tell they were trying to help me get back on track by acting as they usually did, but for now, I just needed a moment to calm down.

And so, all I could do was endure. My only hope was that the final event of the opening ceremony would come quickly, sooner, now—

"—Alright, now that we've gotten all the boring script stuff out of the way! Let's get to what you've all been waiting for, the random pair selection!"

…And just like that, either my prayers were answered or time had simply flown by while I was overwhelmed. Nono-san, who was hyping up the crowd with an energy that made me worry about her voice, shot a hand high into the air—and in the void above us appeared,

"…They really can do whatever they want with this tech."

"It's amazing, isn't it?"

"This feels like it’s more than a few hundred years ahead of its time."

Coming from us, that was a bit rich, but I couldn't help but make the comment upon seeing the giant bingo machine floating in the air, looking as real as anything.

To think that this was just a projection in the real world was completely baffling.

"Alright everyone, on the count of three—who will be first!!!"

And then, as was apparently tradition by the third time this event was held,

A chorus of tens of thousands joined Nono-san's lead in a super-enthusiastic “who will it be” chant. The lottery machine began to spin, not with a clatter, but with a light, pleasant chime like ringing bells.

A few seconds later, a ball—no, a dazzling star—shot out of the machine's mouth, burst in mid-air, and gathered in her raised left hand.

"Our first contestant in this third event is…—Peerless!!!"

The moment she read out the glowing nameplate with dramatic flair, the crowd erupted in cheers for what felt like the umpteenth time. I could understand their excitement, but being in the middle of it all was honestly overwhelming.

How were all my friends and acquaintances able to keep such cool expressions? I had thought I was getting used to this, but their mental fortitude was clearly on a different level—

"…"

As I thought this, I looked around again. In the distance… where the Northern Faction rankers were gathered, I saw a friend of mine, standing stock-still with his arms crossed, his face pale.

*Wait a minute, I think I really like you right now.*

The way his two disciples and juniors were fussing over him seemed to confirm it. He always acted like he didn’t care about big stages or crowds, especially during the Four Pillar War… but what a surprise. The suspicion that he was on my side when it came to real-life stages had suddenly surfaced.

I feel a little saved. Let’s be friends, Tiger.

"Our second contestant is…—Castle Lord!!!"

"Whoa…"

"That’s a nasty combination right off the bat."

While I was busy finding a kindred spirit and gaining a small measure of peace, the pairings had determined their first team.

Words of complaint escaped from my left and right, and I couldn't agree more.

The number three rankers from the East and South. A combination of high-ranking players, and frankly, a pair that shouldn't be allowed to team up—a prime example of perfect, or rather, *overpowered* synergy.

A genius who perfects defense to turn it into offense, and a sleeping princess with the ultimate defense.

In other words, the birth of an invincible fortress armed with an extraordinary spear—no, a *katana*. I couldn't even begin to imagine how one would break through their guard—

"Alright, alright, let's keep the energy up! Our third contestant is!—Wolf Pack!!!"

And now, a third high-ranking player in a row.

In the distance, Gin-san, the number two ranker and leader of the Northern Faction, scratched his cheek. He’s publicly stated that he’s only fought in a handful of PvP battles, but since that “handful” was the Triangle Duo, he was, of course, participating.

As for their number one… well, I knew they wouldn’t come.

"And our fourth contestant is…—Ah… n-number… Heavy Tank!!!"

"Hey now."

"Seriously…"

"Is the lottery machine bugged or something???"

I wasn't the only one to point out that a pair of number twos was following a pair of number threes. Even the chosen participants themselves were looking at each other as if to say, “Are you kidding me?” but unfortunately, complaints against a random script are futile.

"I-Is this okay…? Well, I guess it is! Alright, our fifth contestant is!!!"

Isn't the MC getting a little desperate? Is this really—

"—! And here he is—Acrobat!!!"

—…It was not okay. In that moment.

It probably wasn't a matter of my popularity compared to the previous four. It was simply the reaction to the troublemaker who had been stirring up the world recently.

The roar was so loud it felt like the sound had been erased from the world. I honestly thought I was going to pass out.

I have some complaints about them being stuck to me this whole time, but in this moment, I'm grateful. If they hadn't been supporting me, I probably would have collapsed.

"The trickster everyone’s been waiting for!!! And our rising star’s partner will be…!"

And please stop, you don’t have to add blatant煽り文句, just proceed with the—

"Oh, and it’s a fellow faction member—an older sister—Scorching Gaze!!!"

"Well hello, Hina-chan."

"…This is also nasty."

And so, amidst a stunned voice and a complaint from my left and right,

As my numb brain blankly registered that same-faction pairs were also possible, a presence approached with the light tapping of shoes. When I turned around, it was, of course,

"Hehe… It's a pleasure to work with you, Haru-kun."

The older sister from my faction, clad in a formal dress different from her usual brilliant gardenia color, exuding her usual charm and the alluring smile of an older woman.

"Now then… will it be third time’s the charm, or will what happens twice, happen thrice? I wonder which it will be."

"…Perhaps you’re still holding a bit of a grudge?"

As I shook hands with the woman who was teasing me with complete composure, another wave of cheers washed over us—and here, my Triangle Duo had officially begun.



    Chapter 691

    Loading

    "—And this is as far as I go…"

"Oh, come on. Pull yourself together, will you?"

And so, ten minutes later, in the waiting room.

After the pairings concluded amidst the unending cheers and Nono-san wrapped things up with a professional “Let’s have fun!!!”

As soon as the randomly generated tournament bracket was created, we were all sent to our own instance spaces—spacious, comfortable rooms filled with lavish amenities.

Naturally, my thread of tension snapped.

I staggered towards a bed-like sofa and collapsed, reciting my last words, only to receive a gentle scolding from my tag-team partner.

I know. I know.

But please, just for a moment, let me relax, onee-sama… And so,

"—Ahaha. We both got some fresh-faced partners, didn't we, onee-sama?"

The presence that came with me was not alone.

As I lay there, thoroughly deceased, and she watched her own partner collapse onto another sofa, a familiar voice called out to Hina-san, addressing her as “onee-sama.”

"Yes, we did. It might be an interesting setup for the audience, but as for the participants themselves… well, I suppose we should offer them our support—Rinne-chan."

"Of course!"

It was none other than the number one energetic girl, Rinne, the eighth-ranked member of the Southern Faction, Bell-Mail. Along with Genkotsu, or Gen-san, of Twin Fists, she was one of the instructors who had taught me martial arts.

And she was our opponent in the first match.

As for her partner…

"—Everyone is absolutely insane, I don’t get it… How is everyone just shrugging that off with a straight face, I don’t get it… I don’t get it…"

On the other side of the table, which was laden with real-world-style hors d'oeuvres, sweets, and drinks, unlike our Arcadia after-parties,

was Natsume, the seventh-ranked member of the South, Thread-Weaver, collapsed on a sofa just like me.

She was exactly the same as me. Having become a ranker just this year, she was, of course, a newcomer to the Triangle Duo, which is held every September.

In other words, a fellow first-timer at a real-world event. I don’t know her detailed history, but not everyone can be a former idol like Mi-na, Ri-na, or Nono-san.

So, it made perfect sense.

I had noticed her panicking just like me during the opening, but seeing a kindred spirit in the same state didn’t bring me any sense of relief.

I wonder if Nacchan-senpai noticed the state of the veteran ranker, Great Tiger. If she had, her affection for him would have skyrocketed, just like mine did.

"There, there, Natsume-chan. It’s okay, your senpai is here for you. Good girl, good girl."

"Don't just casually pat my head…"

As Rinne started to fuss over the kitten-like senpai, who was letting out a weak protest that could have been a complaint, embarrassment, or a cry for help, 

"Hm… should I follow her example?"

"Please don’t… Hup, alright."

With a teasing joke, I forced my dead body upright.

I was the only guy thrown into a waiting room full of women. If I didn’t pull myself together, I wouldn’t be able to face the people back in my thoughts.

That’s it. As Gen-san said, all that’s left is to fight. I’ll just have to hope my tendency to tune out the surrounding chaos once the real thing starts kicks in. Please, seriously, I’m begging you.

"But man… this festival really is all about being casual, huh?"

"Yes. So, you don’t have to worry about the fight itself at all."

The two of them didn't seem to be particularly close friends. Rinne, with her invincible communication skills, was pushing forward, and Nacchan-senpai, completely overwhelmed, was protesting in a mosquito-like voice.

To be thrown into the same waiting room as our opponents… well.

"Is this basically them telling us to discuss how to make the fight more exciting with the enemy?"

"It’s more like ‘do as you please.’ But, you’re right… it might be important, in the interest of excitement, for us to decide on our ‘NGs’—things we won't do."

"NGs?"

"It means the moves that would make it so the other team can't do anything at all."

In other words, an agreement to avoid an instant, decisive victory.

That did seem important. From the audience's perspective, it would be a tragedy for a match they’d anticipated so eagerly to end in seconds.

With that in mind, we needed to draw a line to ensure a fun fight.

"That’s the idea. So, do you two have any?"

Being this close, we could naturally hear each other’s conversations. Rinne, who had somehow managed to get her junior into a lap pillow position with an air of regal confidence, called out to us…

""Hmm…""

"…Thought so. Geez, you Easterners are all the same."

A pair of Bell-Mail and Thread-Weaver. In terms of compatibility, they both possessed dangerous abilities that could give them an advantage over me, but I couldn't think of anything that would be instantly fatal.

That wasn’t out of arrogance, thinking I could handle them on my own, but based on the premise that I was teamed up with the overly reliable older sister next to me.

As Ri-na had said, the combination of me and Hina-san was quite good—or rather, a nasty combination. So, it couldn’t be helped. To be honest—

"Ah, well…"

"Nyufufu. You can just say it, you know? That you don’t feel like you can lose."

They too were strong warriors standing on the battlefield. It was impossible for them not to have analyzed our comparative strengths. Rinne said it nonchalantly with a laugh, and I returned it with a troubled smile… and then,

"—Seriously, the fact that *this* is my only junior has to be a bug…"

Whether she’d found her resolve or simply reached a state of resignation, the girl who had lifted her head from her senpai’s lap shot me a sideways glare.

"You’re not cute at all. Give me back my expectations for a ‘junior.’"

"Seriously…"

I didn’t know how to respond to such a sudden comment… but, well, yeah.

Now, I think I understand how she feels. Now that I’ve been blessed with the good fortune of being admired by a “cute junior” like Kanata.

So, yeah, I guess that’s it—alright.

"Come on, don't say that. Let's get along, Natsume-senpai."

"What, don't just call me by my name so casually."

"Alright, Nacchan-senpai."

"Why did you get even more familiar!"

I’ll do my best to try and be the cute junior she’s looking for.

—…And, is it about that time?

As we were deepening our friendship through playful banter, a screen suddenly lit up in the empty space.

A display floated in the air at a comfortable distance from the table, showing the now-empty dome stadium after we had retreated to the waiting rooms.

The time was mid-ten in the morning. With half an hour left until the first match at eleven, it was too early for the waiting room’s viewing window to open.

"…Huh? What’s this?"

Nacchan-senpai tilted her head, not because she hadn’t been told about the viewing system beforehand, but because Rinne and Hina-san, who had experienced the Triangle Duo once or twice before, had tilted their heads first.

Why had the display lit up before the first match?

It was a surprise—one that I, a certain someone’s disciple, already knew about. As for the kitten senpai who was panicking along with me, well, the other two must have noticed, right?

The hints were there.

So, now… the Sword Queen and the Sword Saint, two who bear the name of “sword,” the “strongest” and the “supreme.” Why did they not appear at the opening?

The answer would come in a few seconds, on the screen.



    Chapter 692

    Ceremony

    —It was, in a way, a classic piece of staging.

The lights slowly began to dim. As the dome, with its perfect light-blocking capabilities, filled with a daytime twilight, the eagerly waiting audience stirred with a great murmur.

After the murmur came silence.

It was likely the result of the crowd being drawn into the silence of the majority, who instinctively knew the rule of theater and cinema: “The show is starting, please be quiet.”

And so, those gathered knew. They knew there was still some time before the scheduled start of the event.

And so, the majority of them knew. They knew that the pre-released cast list included the name of the “Princess” again this year.

And so—more than half of them had noticed and deduced. From her absence at the opening ceremony and the lack of any announcement about her since, they knew that some kind of surprise project involving her was underway.

Therefore,

"""—!!!"""

The moment a single beam of light shot out,

And a shimmering silver-blue figure appeared at the center of the stadium, the crowd, which had been waiting with bated breath, erupted in unison, a tremendous roar of cheers that seemed to threaten to blow the building apart from the inside.

And the “Princess” who had descended into the real world… unlike a certain someone’s fresh reaction, she didn’t flinch or frown.

"—…"

She simply, silently, raised her index finger to her lips.

It was an almost ridiculously masterful display of control. The wave of people, who had instantly fallen into line, created another silence, and the sound vanished from the dome.

"…Mm, thank you."

An even voice, and a simple word of thanks.

With just that, Alicia White, who had already achieved “world domination,” easily captured the hearts of everyone in the venue—

"Welcome, again. To our stage."

With a slightly shy smile, she pulled them deeper into her swamp.

And so, once, twice, sporadic cheers spread as individuals couldn’t hold back their passion, echoing through the stadium… and then, understanding her silent request, the stage returned to silence for the umpteenth time.

"…A little while ago, I made a new friend."

She began her story abruptly.

"We were acquaintances before. But when I invited her to hang out, we got along surprisingly well…"

Her performance was flawless, betraying no hint of nervousness, her expression natural.

"…Though I have a feeling I was just being dragged around by her the whole time."

Her voice was like the sweet chime of a bell.

And within it, something rarely heard before—or more accurately, something they had never seen in their blind adoration until a certain point—the innocent girlishness of a young woman.

"Anyway. I got a message from that selfish friend of mine that she was finally returning to the stage, so,"

To all those captivated by her sight and sound, the Princess offered a genuinely natural smile.

"Now…—I'd like to introduce her."

Straight ahead. She extended her hand, guiding another spotlight to its destination.

And then, a “gray” figure descended, first met with confusion. A few seconds later, as question marks surely flooded everyone’s minds, a mixture of excitement and chaos washed them away.

"…I'm ho—"

Was she nervous or not?

Before “she” could finish her fluffy announcement of her return, the crowd, reacting with an almost fanatical fervor to the true surprise, annihilated all silence.

"…You okay?"

Perhaps it was the long break. The “enemy” who, in past Four Pillar Wars, had shown not a hint of nervousness, now jumped in surprise, her shoulders visibly flinching. Seeing her dazed expression,

I felt a surge of various emotions, just like the audience. One of them—a playful jab at a friend—surfaced as a faint smile as I called out to her.

And so, the one who had thrown the venue into true chaos, the performer on par with the “Princess,” the Sword Queen—the small Yamato Nadeshiko who bore the name of Sword Saint, replied,

"…My ears are numb."

As expected, she wasn't particularly nervous.

Her reaction was likely just a reflex to the cheers and heat she hadn't experienced in a while. Her voice and way of speaking were completely unchanged. Looking slightly embarrassed by her own reaction, she rubbed her earlobes with her free hands as if to soothe the numbness.

Then, as if in consideration for her, as if handling something fragile, as if watching over a precious, unexpected miracle to keep it from disappearing,

"You're popular."

"Hehe, not as much as you, Iris-san."

Clearly, it was for her. The volume of the cheers was politely turned down. Amidst the quieted roar, she was teased once more, and the Sword Saint let out a graceful smile.

"Now then…—To all of you in attendance."

Unlike her “friend,” who was also a skilled actress, she faced the tens of thousands of spectators with her natural composure and leisurely pace.

"I am Ui, the Sword Saint. As introduced, my ‘selfishness’ has come to an end, and I have now returned to the stage… But, as you all know,"

Her slow, deliberate speech, which almost made every word sound like it was written in hiragana, drew many into her unique atmosphere.

"I am not a silver-tongued entertainer—so, instead of telling, I would like to show… my greetings for my return."

And so, one second, two seconds, three seconds.

In the air that changed with each passing count—an air she changed with her own presence—she slowly closed her eyes, then slowly opened them to look at her friend.

Late, so very late.

Looking back, she had missed everything, not making it in time for anything.

As she said—no, even more than she said. With the full awareness that she was more “selfish” than anyone in the virtual world, having followed that path for her own sake,

Having lived in seclusion, the Sword Saint smiled selfishly.

"Alicia-chan."

"Mm."

To the friend she had spent time with, talked with, and grown close to on their playful journey, she said.

"I have no intention of apologizing or anything of the sort."

"…Mm. I don't need that, and it's not necessary."

Understanding the loneliness she had carried, she affirmed her own selfishness.

"I won't say I'm late, or that I kept you waiting. But that is why—with the ‘blade’ I have sharpened at the end of my self-centered indulgence,"

The unarmed Sword Saint placed a hand on her chest and looked forward.

"I would like to announce myself as your ‘friend.’"

"…Yes. —I accept your challenge."

In that instant, the stage transformed.

The lights flared, and glowing boundary lines shot across the floor, illuminating the field. And in the air of the stadium, and on the giant screens above the spectator seats, it appeared.

 The names and status bars of the Sword Queen and the Sword Saint, displayed opposite each other, announced the contents of the massive surprise.

This was the true opening ceremony.

Like a certain “star” who had once kicked the world aside, following the example of the scene that had thrown both players and spectators into a frenzy, to turn a playful tournament into a “serious, playful arena.”

The one who had waited, and the one who had kept her waiting, now faced each other.

There was no one who could give the starting signal for their dialogue.

"—Ui."

"Yes."

"I won't hold back."

"…Hehe, yes."

As the stage transformed into a battlefield, the Sword Queen, who had instantly changed from her dress into her battle attire, took up her sword. And to the gaze directed at her,

The Sword Saint simply smiled gracefully and,

"I, too—with everything that I am, will be your opponent."

Returning the words that a certain girl had wished for without being able to wish for them,

"—Cocoon Phantom, Release."

A light ignited on her chest where her hand rested.

And then,

"Conceal and hide—Yueltemis, Cradle of the Divine Hall."

She intoned a name unknown to the world.

"—!"

Beyond expectations, an unforeseen move.

It wasn't a matter of equipment or skills. Iris held her breath at the sight of her unhesitatingly taking up her “special” power, and was swallowed by her world as it manifested.

It was not the familiar secluded dwelling… but a familiar ring of bamboo fencing.

A perfect circle, approximately thirty meters in diameter, a boundary line for their battle.

And… and.

"Now then…—First, let us do without skills or magic."

"…?!"

"Next, second… let us also suppress our stats a little."

"…"

"Third. The match is for a single point. The first to have their weapon touch their opponent’s body wins."

"…"

"Fourth. …Fourth, let’s see… Ah, from this point on, all special effects of equipment will be prohibited. Let us fight with a single sword and a single katana each."

One after another, she declared her truly “selfish” terms. Watching her, listening to her words, Iris thought in silence—and upon reaching the answer, her eyes widened slightly.

"…Is that even allowed?"

She asked, sounding troubled, almost complaining.

"Hehe… I apologize, but it is."

She replied, her smile never wavering, upon the rules she herself had laid out.

"Just as you said, Alicia-chan—a fitting armament for a selfish person like myself, wouldn't you say?"

She played her part with a mischievous, unapologetic air.

"And now, one last thing."

And, and, and, the game was not yet over.

"Let us make our weapons equal as well."

A light manifested from the depths of her chest.

The Sword Saint’s hand grasped the dazzling “key” that appeared through her ornate haori.

"—‘O sacred form swaying between dream and reality, moonlit one, I who was given the name of Sword Saint beseech you.’"

She chanted the prayer.

"—‘I pledge to know no fear. I pledge to never halt my steps. I pledge to be a blade.’"

Words of pact, from the heart.

"—‘With these three pledges, I pray. Grant me a single sword, worthy of the path I walk. This I declare.’"

And with the promise that swore her to step forward,

"—‘Hear my plea, I humbly, humbly declare.’—"

Her hand grasped,

"Blade of Manifested Will."

The momentary birth of a single spirit katana.

With the authority to create a world, she now drew a blade shaped from her own heart with a resounding ring,

"Harenomurakumo."

Called its name, and commanded it—the Sword Saint advanced.

"Come, renowned Sword Queen…—Let us duel to our hearts’ content."

As if to say that no one, not even herself, could stop her now.



    Chapter 693

    Interlude

    """—…"""

The waiting room was filled with silence.

Ten minutes, six hundred seconds. The “match” had colored every last second with the clang of swordplay, captivating not just the venue, but the entire world to which the scene was broadcast.

After witnessing the “supreme” ceremony between the Strongest and the Supreme.

Even I, who had been informed beforehand and was prepared for it, felt this way in my heart. One minute passed, then two, then three, and still my three seniors were speechless, lost in the afterglow. I couldn't even begin to imagine what a state their hearts were in.

"—…Haaah, wow."

And so, it was the white kitten who broke the silence with a faint voice. She murmured, more a cry than a word, in a voice as fluffy as could be, and sank into the sofa.

"Yeah… that was… insane…"

Next to her, Rinne agreed with her junior's sentiment in a dazed voice.

"…Haru-kun. You knew, didn’t you?"

While witnessing her own master’s grand performance, Hina-san, who had managed to maintain at least a semblance of composure, turned a rare, half-lidded gaze on me.

Well, of course.

After three years, the dance of “sword” and “katana,” exchanged between two who were finally giving their all, had surely scrambled their brains…

No, not just the three of them, but everyone in the other waiting rooms who had witnessed that scene,

"—Can’t say ‘let’s just have fun’ anymore…"

"—This isn’t a situation where we can just say ‘let’s just have fun’…"

"—We can’t just say ‘let’s have fun’ anymore, can we…"

Their minds had been thoroughly blown, and the stage they were about to step onto had completely transformed from its traditional “casual, fun event.”

The purpose hadn't changed. No one was so clueless as to disrupt the flow of a major event with their own whims and feelings… well, aside from a few exceptions who would intentionally do so.

So, just as in previous years, they would undoubtedly stick to the main theme of entertaining the audience, pursuing a “fun stage” to the very end.

It was just that. The “casual, fun event” had merely turned into a “serious, fun event.”

That was all. And because that was all.

"—Yes. Well then, we have a little over ten minutes left. Once the matches start, we can focus on watching, but for now… let’s have a proper meeting."

I’m sure that if Hina-san, the most senior among us, hadn’t been the first to suggest it, someone else… perhaps even Nacchan-senpai… would have spoken up without hesitation.

"The stage of those two, where skills, magic, and even stats were likely all restricted… We can't afford to lose to that in terms of excitement."

"We can’t."

"We certainly cannot."

"Haha…—Yeah, we can't, can we?"

Of course, that meant,

To the supreme pair who had captivated the world with nothing more than the pure, unadulterated clash of their blades.

They would not readily admit defeat. The players who had surely reached their own heights and were gathered here, who, without exception, held a more-than-average amount of pride to protect,

With a passion that would surely far surpass that of the audience,

There was not a single reason why their hearts would not be stirred to excitement.
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    The Crown is Here

    "—Heeey! Alright, alright, alright, so with that, I’m sure none of you in the audience have been able to process what just happened, but!!!"

*"You’re energetic."

"And so, the two at the top did whatever the heck they wanted, and the heat they left on the stage is still smoldering! They don’t give a damn whether we’ve been able to swallow that super-thick steak of an appetizer, and the Triangle Duo is mercilessly continuing!!!"

*"It's very lively, isn't it?"

"So, our usual guest MC spot is starting off with the most luxurious version ever! The two of them are so calm and composed it’s almost moving! But to be honest, it’s way too much for me to lead them, so I just want to disappear and become a wall!!!"

*"Do your best."

*"Nonomi-san, how long has it been since we last met? Have you been well?"

*"I think you can see for yourself."

*"That… hehe, it seems so. I’m glad."

"Honestly, as a fan, I just want to listen to them talk forever!!! But I’m also a thing, and I have a job to do! So I have to work for my pay, and reluctantly I shall insert myself, so please don’t call me an impurity, I’ll cry!!!"

◇◆◇◆◇

Not on the four giant displays—but projected countless times, floating in the air throughout the stage and spectator seats, were small, translucent, intangible screens.

On those broadcast screens were the commentators, or rather, the hype-squad: one person times two.

The former was none other than the former idol MC. And the latter two were the guest slots, nominated from the roster of ranker players for each match, based on a pre-event audience poll.

It was a fan-favorite event of every Triangle Duo, and a public execution for the less talkative members. And so, for the third tournament, the top batters were, without question, the Sword Queen and the Sword Saint…

"—…Hah, this is just… a total mess."

"Well, can’t be helped. Just like the Four Pillars two years ago, this is an exception. We’ve got no choice but to go wild."

"I get that, but…"

Of course, it was only natural. They were acting so laid-back, you’d never guess they were the ones who had just performed that heart-pounding dance of blades at the summit. Just like the main MC, my heart was screaming *keep it up forever*. 

The roaring crowd was so ecstatic, I had to wonder if they were even watching us as we entered… well, I suppose it couldn’t be helped.

After all, we felt the same way they did.

Following the mind-blowing, absurd opening act, the first round of the main event began. The boy who had re-descended onto the stage—Tetra, the Undying—exchanged a wry smile with his partner.

"We’re allowed to complain about this, right? I already can’t stand fighting in front of people, and now the atmosphere is all weird. This is impossible."

"I wholeheartedly agree. As much as they’re the Princess and the Sword Saint, they’d better at least apologize later for making us feel so awkward."

"Totally. So, make sure you give them a piece of your mind for me, Auerin-senpai."

"Yeah, you got it… wait, why did you just casually push that all on me?"

And so, while exchanging nonchalant, half-hearted banter,

They threw playful complaints at the two who had mercilessly stolen the spotlight and the passion with their captivating power.

As they faced their opponents—the two from Poet & Cloud-Hidden who had been transferred to the stage with them—they exchanged a look of mutual understanding and muttered their shared resolve with a hint of desperation.

""""—Just you watch.""""

The opening act was the opening act. Leaving behind a heat that would carry on to the next stage was more than enough. It wouldn't do to let them hold onto the spotlight and the audience's hearts forever.

That, the Sword Saint had likely considered out of kindness.

She had sealed away all excessive power and colored the opening with a pure, unparalleled exchange of skill. In other words, there was still plenty of room.

Room to paint the stage in a spectacular fashion and win even greater excitement.

Adamant, Undying, Poet, Cloud-Hidden—all of them had completely thrown their original plans and moods out the window to stand here.

Four men. As much as they acknowledged the Strongest and the Supreme from the bottom of their hearts… in an arena of combat, they couldn't just quietly lose to two beautiful women.

And so, out of passion, they declared.

To the crowd, who looked on, their hearts still captured.

To the crowd, who expected much, but had already set a limit.

To the crowd, who somewhere in their hearts, already felt the satisfaction of “I’m glad I came.”

—Don’t be ridiculous, it starts now.

As the interface floating in the void signaled the start of the match.

"—Zel-Ex Destra, Body of Severance."

Adamant.

"—Epitaphate Dark, Innocent King Enthroned in Shadow."

Undying.

"—Re-Jester, Singing, Playing Hollow."

Poet.

"—Orcamulus, Omnipresent Void."

Cloud-Hidden.

Each raised their own crown, and so declared their names.

To embody the simple fact that they, too, stood at the summit.



    Chapter 695

    Flashing Cross, Biting Darkness

    One was a crown fashioned from countless blades. One, a crown that seemed to be cast from wavering shadow. One, a crown of green and red leaves woven into a circlet. One, a shapeless crown of billowing white clouds.

The four who stood at the summit, heralding the start of battle with their brilliance, had, in that instant, already cast aside such trivial concerns as the gazes and hearts of the audience.

Capturing their hearts was a foregone conclusion, a mere prerequisite for their actions.

""—Vanguard, on you!""

""—Leave it to us!""

With a nod to the words of the two rearguards, Undying and Poet, who both considered themselves supporters, the warriors kicked off the ground in unison.

In the hands of Auerin the Adamant was a greatsword, like a cursed object sealed in ominous black cloth. And in the hands of Ricky the Cloud-Hidden was—an extremely rare weapon in Arcadia, a curiosity among game armaments.

These weapons, the two men, swept up in the heat of battle,

""Let's go!!!""

Threw at each other with all their might, without a shred of hesitation.

On one side, a greatsword. A throw from Auerin, one of the foremost muscleheads, or rather, strength-focused builds in the virtual world, was like a cannonball that surely packed explosive power.

On the other side, a curiosity. A throw from Ricky, a balanced strength-and-agility type who often complained about his style being “plain” or “unflashy”—a style that no one else would dare call plain or unflashy—was like a flash of light that tore through the air, leaving sound itself behind.

And so, the two opposing weapons, “great mass” and “light mass,” spectacularly collided head-on in mid-air. The one to win the momentary struggle was—the latter.

It was a future that not just they, but everyone, knew was an anomaly. The greatsword, rivaling the warrior’s own height, was struck by a mere palm-sized “weight,” however fast it was, with a light *clink* and sent flying through the air like a pebble… and no one even spared its trajectory a glance.

Neither was an agility-focused build, but their steps were superhuman compared to reality. With a speed that would blur their forms to a normal person not paying close attention, the two shadows closed the distance in mere seconds.

And at the moment of their crossing, the one who struck first was,

"Floating Cloud Style, Fourth Form!"

The curiosity, a chain-weight with two weights at either end. The wielder, a master of the fine chain that was far from a long weapon, dangled it from the sleeve of his wanderer-like attire—the founder of the Floating Cloud Style.

"Ignorant Strike!!!"

In an instant, the tips of the weights extending from both sleeves vanished.

The super-acceleration unique to the “end” of a swinging arc. With a momentum that left not just sound but even image behind, the sweeping Arts, which not only struck but tore, crossed at the neck of the approaching enemy—

"—Still sharp as ever, aren't ya!"

"Wouldn’t look cool if you dodged it, though…!"

A combination of instinct and experience. Perfectly reading the movement of the twin strikes, which boasted a speed that was difficult to see, he leaned back, letting the lethal blow pass before his eyes with a cool expression.

Exchanging praise for his junior and a bashful retort for his senior,

"—"

One, using the momentum of leaning back, swung his right leg high into the air.

"—"

One, having his opening feint dodged as expected, immediately switched his footing.

And in the next instant.

"Hraaaaaaaaah!!!"

The martial artist who casually carried a greatsword on his back.

The full-powered heel drop from Auerin, the “Top Melee DPS,” landed on the field. As it struck the indestructible floor with a great crash,

"You should know this already,"

He called out to the “cloud” that had ridden the blast wave of his impromptu evasion amidst the raging, extraordinary shockwave.

"But the aftershock is part of the attack."

The special effect of the unique title, “Adamant”—Zel-Ex Destra, Body of Severance. One of its hidden powers was to grant a slashing attribute to attacks made with his own limbs.

For example, even the wind pressure created by his punches and kicks. As long as it was considered an “attack” that had some effect on the opponent, it would apply without exception.

Therefore,

"—Ow, that hurts…!"

A shockwave strong enough to push a body back was more than enough to become a blade. And as the roaring wind enveloped Ricky’s avatar, damage effects burst from all over…

"Ouch…—Well, you should know this too,"

The red phosphorescence of the effects did not appear.

Staggering, but landing safely, the Cloud-Hidden, with thin white smoke—no, literal “clouds”—trailing from his body,

"Physical attacks don't work on me, senpai."

"*Almost* don't, junior. Don't exaggerate, you idiot."

He grinned, and the exasperated, teasing retort came instantly.

Both had shown off “skill” and “power” befitting their status as “summits,” and had exchanged their opening greetings. Naturally, what came next was,

"—I’m not very good at doing things the proper way, you know."

"—It’s the children who feign such things that are the scariest to face."

As the vanguards charged ahead, the two rearguards, who had taken in the rhythm and immediately constructed the flow of battle in their minds, playfully exchanged words through the system assist, which carried even their whispers to their opponents…

Both were attended by the color black.

"Yorukami, Night Shadow-Sewing."

As the boy caught the shadow that rose and fell from his feet, a short bow of the night sky materialized in his left hand.

"Bardenhorde, Dreaming Storyteller."

In the poet’s right hand, held to the heavens, fell a lute of black wood that had seeped down from the void above.

Clad in black, commanding black. As the two who shared this trait summoned their soul-bound weapons… everyone watching knew what color would stain the scene that followed.

And that is why,

"Here I come."

"Yes—I shall be in your care, Lord of Darkness."

Without fear, they unleashed a dark, murky torrent of darkness from their hands.



    Chapter 696

    A Celestial's Norm

    "—Whoa, everyone's super serious."

"Well, it's four guys, so this was bound to happen… Speaking of which, the next match is probably going to be just as intense."

"Hehe. Genkotsu aside, I'm sure Goldow is egging everyone on."

"Oh man, Yata's on the back foot. I wonder how long he can keep up that cool act."

In the waiting room, our viewing seats.

Watching the stadium on the floating screen—the “great war between monsters” that had erupted a minute into the match—we exchanged carefree comments.

A fascinating weapon, the chain-weight, zipped around the stage at high speed; every single move of the fists and feet sent roars echoing through the venue; and the storyteller’s endless arsenal, which told of heroes and claimed their names, was continuously swallowed by the bottomless darkness of the black-clad shadow.

Thanks in part to Ui-san's “consideration,” the flashy, full-throttle battle that followed the initial reveal of the “crowns” had successfully recaptured the wavering passion of the audience.

The Sword Queen and the Sword Saint were indeed in a league of their own in the current Arcadia, but from a normal person’s perspective, the other rankers were no different from celestial beings.

The four currently rampaging on stage were each stars with countless fans. There was no way anyone wouldn't be captivated by the sight of these bona fide stars fighting for real.

So, well, I guess…

It’s us, who have calmed down watching this, that are a little strange.

I mean, we’re used to seeing this, or rather, used to *being* in it… you know? Ui-san and Alicia's sword dance was overwhelmingly impressive with its terrifying skill, but a colossal war between monsters is just a part of our daily lives as Title Holders.

"But man, this is the first time I've seen Tetra fight for real. He uses a bow? …Wait, is that even a bow…?"

"Of course it’s a bow."

"Just as you see."

I'm sorry, but even if you all look at me like you already know, this is the first time I'm seeing it. I've never seen a “bow” that fires a torrent of darkness like that.

And, you know.

"No, he's just a straight-up monster… What is that insane attack range? That's terrifying."

"…Could it be, Haru-kun, that this is the first time you've seen it?"

"Yes."

"Don't just say ‘yes.’ You don't know the armament of a senior from your own faction?"

"Y-Yes. I'm quite ashamed…—"

"Natsume-chan, Natsume-chan, Haru-san is the type of person who feels bad about looking up his friends’ profiles online. Besides, he became a ranker just two months after his virtual world debut, and with all the stuff that happened, he's been super busy and hasn't had a chance, so please overlook his lack of knowledge, okay? Please?"

"S-So… O-Okay. I understand."

"Rinne-chan, you really do love Haru-kun, don't you…"

"This is less love and more of a hardcore fan… Nacchan-senpai, don't worry about it. This is something I could have just asked about whenever."

That said, I don't really talk about this kind of stuff with my virtual world friends. Other than my fellow jack-of-all-trades, Ever-Changing… Maru II, who was my partner and just gave that surprisingly fast follow-up, the only people I consult with about equipment are artisans like Kagura-san and Nia.

And while what Rinne said is true, I have looked through the information on the Title Holders, including those in my own faction—but because we fought together so often, I might have just assumed I knew everything about Tetra.

"…What does he mean, ‘I’m not good at fighting’?"

It’s too late to admit my negligence in gathering information. But, I had to honestly reflect on Nacchan-senpai’s comment…

"Every Istian who acts humble is untrustworthy…"

"…What are you muttering about? That's creepy."

The senior, my junior, rampaging in the video was a completely different person from the one I knew.

◇◆◇◆◇

Three minutes remaining until the end of the match.

"—Damn it, you’re as stubborn as ever!"

"Not giving up is my specialty!"

"A man who doesn't know when to back down isn't popular, Ricky!"

"That's it, you crossed the line! I'll never forgive you! Die!"

The two vanguards, their bodies finally warmed up, drove themselves on with boundless energy, their tension rising endlessly as they scattered aftershocks from their infinite clashes.

Deepening their friendship with their sharp tongues, they continued to chip away at each other with their fists and weapons… Both had just over fifty percent of their HP remaining.

The battle was at a stalemate. And so, in this situation, the one with the advantage was—

"Damn it…—You’re as strong as ever, old-timer…!"

The one who parried every assault from Ricky, who held the absolute advantage of superior agility (AGI) in PvP, and forced an even exchange to cover the unavoidable cost of his disadvantage.

Auerin the Adamant. A veteran who had held his number since the very beginning of the Rank.

In the dense few minutes of battle, he had displayed the master's techniques time and time again. Without flinching at the lethal weapon that grazed not just his cheek but his eyeball,

Without even blinking, with the absolute confidence born of instinct and experience, he took a step forward.

Amidst their playful taunts, the Cloud-Hidden let slip a word of praise—and the amber-eyed warrior who had leapt into his guard roared, his fist howling.

"—Tear him apart!!!"

The left fist, the fourth blow in a sequence. Following the right fist, left leg, and right leg, the mighty fist, having found its mark, unleashed its hidden power and became a slash.

Condition met. Zel-Ex Destra, Body of Severance special effect, activated.

A combined, four-hit follow-up slash erupted.

"—!"

A merciless blow to the face. The avatar, struck in a critical point with inhuman strength, was sent flying like a piece of paper, and at the same time, the power infused within detonated, a force that could sever even a giant beast tearing through the small human body.

And Ricky, sent flying without even a cry,

"—I thought I was going to die…!!!"

His body, which had been scattered to pieces, reassembled, and he denied death by declaring it, his still-intact legs about to touch the ground—but he couldn't quite make it.

"—Whoa, that was close!"

"He’s really strong, our number five…!"

The one who caught his partner, who had nearly stumbled into the shadow that had instantly filled his landing spot, was the storyteller and deceiver, the Poet, who controlled his partner’s body with his own strings.

Furthermore, as the torrent of shadow reared its head like a snake, ready to strike,

"No, no, that's scary…—Peerless."

He uttered the name and waved his right hand. At the same time, a torrent of ice overflowed from the illusion of a blue sword that had appeared in his hand, swallowing the materialized tsunami of darkness in a single breath and sealing it away.

And so, a reset for the umpteenth time.

"Thanks…!"

"Yeah, but there won't be a next time. I've used up most of my viable counters."

"No way, seriously…!!!"

As a supporter… or rather, as a true all-rounder capable of handling any situation.

He had managed to fend off the fierce assault from Undying and Adamant with his partner so far, but he was not suited for a full-on frontal battle against monsters due to resource issues.

Although the “Duel System” rules allowed for his abilities to be reused between matches, if he played too many cards in a single match, he would inevitably run out of steam.

And that is why,

"So, I think it’s about time we made our move. We can’t let the excitement die down in the first match by letting it end with a whimper as we run out of steam, can we?"

"You’ve got a point… Can I count on you?"

"Absolutely. It’s the grand debut of my trump card, after all. The only problem is whether it will work on them… especially on Tetra-kun, who’s rumored to be good friends with that problematic ‘him’…"

Under his hat, his black eyes turned to the boy, whose own black eyes were glowing.

He knew that he wasn’t actually as cool-headed as he seemed, but… what with the Four Pillars the other day, and now this, he seemed to be in a particularly good mood lately.

Therefore, as terrifying as it was to use his newly acquired “borrowed name” on him,

"My, my, this is fun—I don’t dislike this kind of thing, you know."

It was also, childishly, as a man, something to look forward to. At the smile that betrayed his inner thoughts, his partner returned a tired-looking smile.

"Either way, neither of us plans on losing. Let's give it our all."

"It doesn't look like they're just going to wait for us, after all."

As they faced each other after a brief pause, behind the guarding Auerin, he couldn't take his eyes off the figure of the Undying, whose informational pressure was increasing by the second. It wasn't just his imagination.

Something was coming. So, they had to go too, or it would be unrefined.

"Then, let us go, Ricky-kun—Let’s end this with a bang."

Yata, the ninth-ranked member of the Southern Faction, the Poet. The weapon he wielded was a unique, special-grade existence.

The Fifth Tier Anima, Bardenhorde, Dreaming Storyteller… Its hidden power was,

"—Acrobat."

The limited projection of a being of the same rank.



    Chapter 697

    Lord of Darkness

    He was a being on par with the [Poet] who held a place in the rankings—in other words, a current ranker. The ebony lute, unanimously described as a *“horribly overpowered Anima”* by all who learned of its true power, allowed its master, the storyteller, to borrow the form and strength of heroes using their “names” as a medium.

Of course, it came with numerous restrictions. The projection time for each “name” was limited to a few, or at most, a dozen seconds. Furthermore, once used, the cooldown time was, without exception, a uniform one month.

However, even with these and other extreme limitations, the assessment of others remained unchanged.

[Bardenhode (The Storytelling Dreamer)]—an ability that allowed one to temporarily inhabit the “power” of a summoned “name,” right down to their very knowledge. It was, in truth, an unfair advantage of the highest order, nothing short of a top-tier cheat.

“Nine seconds! I’m going in, Ricky-kun!”

“Got it!”

In that instant, the black-clad figure vanished. Leaving only his voice behind, he disappeared without another sound. The [Adamant] warrior who saw his colleague vanish gaped in shock—no, he didn’t even have time to be shocked.

“Guh—agh, are you serious…?!”

It was a purely reflexive defensive action. Following a premonition that shot down his spine, he activated a damage-reduction skill, only to be sliced to ribbons right through it. He let out a cry of astonishment as a shower of damage effects erupted from his body.

The only thing his eyes barely caught was a trail of red light hanging in the air. He had seen it with his own eyes several times, and countless more through recordings—a flash that always appeared in the heat of battle.

It was *his* trademark: the phantom of the Rabbit Blade.

Then, another premonition shot through him. Casting aside any sense of composure, he instantly chose to counterattack the presence bearing down on him from behind. Even in his shock, he spun around without a fraction of a second’s delay—

“Geh…?!”

…and in that moment.

*That damn Acrobat*, Auerin cursed from the bottom of his heart.

He and his fists were met by a massive warhammer that seemed to fill his entire vision. With the rather shocking sound of an iron mass striking a human body, he was sent flying at tremendous speed, utterly unable to hold his ground.

“Sorry, Auerin, I can’t exactly hold back…!”

*All I have to do is follow the user manual for the [Acrobat] temporarily installed in my head—my virtual brain—but this “name’s” powers are just too wild.*

He was a top-tier wild horse, in a different league from the [Sword Queen] or the [Sword Saint]. It was better than those two since he could at least handle it, but honestly, it was the kind of power he’d rather not use if he could help it.

Every single step was utterly absurd. To think that the man himself controlled this manually… it gave one a profound understanding of just how exceptional he was.

In other words, to be frank…

“Let’s just wrap this up quick… shall we?!”

*I want to stop this blind melee jet as fast as possible. This isn’t something a normal person can endure, so I have to finish off the enemy, even one second sooner.*

And fortunately, with the power of this “name” at my disposal…

“Hmph…!”

Reaching a distant enemy won’t even take a full sec—

“—Too bad.”

“…You’ve got to be kidding me, kid.”

And so, less than a second later.

The future he had envisioned—closing the distance in a straight line and slamming the tip of a dagger, summoned through borrowed power, into his opponent’s throat—never came to pass.

His body, which had been moving at near-sonic speeds, was bound by countless *shadows*. The phantom blade wouldn’t budge an inch, no matter how hard he pushed or pulled.

He wasn’t surprised that he had been caught—he was stunned that he had been caught by *him*, who had clearly *reacted* to his movements, rather than by a pre-laid trap.

“…I hate to ask, but did you actually see that?”

A veteran of countless battles, a speed that even the fifth-ranked of the Southern Faction couldn’t react to. With a wry smile caught between bewilderment and admiration, he couldn’t help but ask the boy, who stood there leisurely without even taking a stance.

“No way. Even if you’re slower than the real thing, there’s no way I could see that.”

The [Undying], clad in a black even deeper than the [Poet]’s, let out an amused smile.

“It’s just… I’ve been spending a lot of time with him lately.”

As he dispelled the *bow* in his left hand, he continued.

“I *know his movements*, so if I’m on guard, I can at least react.”

“…………As expected of a ranker from the East.”

To Tetra, who had declared it so casually, Yata returned a smile that was now one hundred percent pure admiration—and that was the time limit.

The ground beneath them was black.

Before he knew it, the *darkness* that had filled the entire field stirred softly.

“*Embrace and kill.*”

The *King*, having captured his enemy, brandished a small dagger that appeared from nowhere in his left hand… and gently, just slightly, *cut his own skin*.

And then, as a faint crimson trickled from his right arm, the [Undying] spoke.

“—[Erebus].”

In that instant.

Upon the *shadow* that had turned to *darkness*. All those within the domain… which is to say, *friend and foe alike*, all three save for the boy-king himself, were met with the same fate: death.

A staggering number of debuff icons appeared simultaneously beneath each of their status bars, robbing their avatars of all freedom. At the same time, countless status effect damage instances triggered, instantly wiping out their remaining HP—and the bell signaling the end of the match rang out.

Thus, the first round of the Third Triangle Duo was decided.

“…………A flashy finale isn’t really my style, so give me a break.”

“…I’d say that was more than overwhelmingly and spectacularly flashy, wouldn’t you?”

The victory went to [Adamant & Undying]… or rather, it was a solo victory for the [Undying], who had annihilated everyone, including his own teammate.

<hr>

So, what was Ricky doing, you ask? He was trying to finish off the blasted-away Auerin, only to get counter-attacked and defeated.



    Chapter 698

    Carrying the Torch

    “—And it’s over! Seizing victory in a split-second exchange that was too fast for us mere mortals to follow, the first win of the day goes to the tag team of [Adamant & Undying]!!!”

A professional voice, raised to be heard over the cheering crowd yet never devolving into an unseemly shout, colored the overwhelming conclusion. And so, the audience that had just witnessed a brutal display of shadow and darkness…

“—Whoa, Tetra-kun is terrifying. That was insane.”

“S-Seeing it live… the sheer impact is on another level…!”

“‘Erebus’… I’ve never heard that skill name before. Is it an ability and not a skill? Does it come from his Narrator's Armament, his Anima, or a combination of both…?”

“So *he’s* on the same level as *that guy*… or in the public eye, maybe even higher… incredible…”

Among the general admission crowd, a group of four invited guests sat, completely struck by the unreality of their first live fantasy experience. They voiced their own impressions and astonishment, each face flushed with an excitement that showed no signs of cooling.

One of them had come close to fainting from the sheer intensity, but thanks to the preemptive measures taken the day before, he managed to stay on his feet and avoid a trip to the infirmary.

Now, all that was left was to surrender to the fever pitch alongside the other virtual world fans around them.

And then…

“To you both, and to Tet-kun—ahem. Lord of Darkness, could you perhaps provide some commentary on that final move you just showed us? Even *I* am not quite familiar with that one!”

“…I don’t know. I’ve never seen anything like that. Ui?”

“No, I am not familiar with it either.”

“I see. Perhaps I’ll ask *someone* about it later.”

“Yes. Let us inquire about it afterward.”

“You guys are so chill! Can you please just do this forever?!”

“…………To think he’s friends with this star-studded cast of commentators, and is *their* disciple, and is in a romantic relationship with *them*…”

“Feeling it in person like this, the lack of reality is so insane it’s almost funny, don’t you think?”

“The Sword Saint… is happily… chatting… with the Princess…!!!”

“…I really feel like I’ve used up a lifetime’s worth of luck to be here. Kaede, breathe.”

“I am breathing…! Stop talking like I’m some weirdo who’s always holding their breath!”

The incredible fortune of being able to view this fantastical stage from a truly special perspective, a privilege unattainable for most. They could only hold it close to their hearts and savor the moment.

◇◆◇◆◇

““““—Huh…?””””

That was the first word uttered in the waiting room after the memorable opening match came to a shocking conclusion. The four voices that rose were, by a strange coincidence, all filled with utter bewilderment.

“…Why are *you* so confused? Aren’t you in the same clan?”

“I am, but I’ve never seen anything like that. What was that, Hina-san?”

“You’re asking me? That was the first time I’ve seen it, too… What exactly did he do?”

“Tetra-kun’s abilities were always a mystery, but… still, I had no idea he was actually that strong. A three-person wipe is pretty incredible, wouldn’t you say?”

The reason was simple: none of them had a clue what the [Undying] had actually done. Shadows filled the field, Tetra suddenly cut himself, and then the other three simultaneously suffered an insane number of debuffs and died instantly.

They could grasp the phenomenon that occurred, but they couldn’t immediately comprehend the trick behind it.

Naturally, they all thought the same thing.

“Yikes, that’s terrifying. I do not want to deal with that.”

“Worst case, it’s an instant, incomprehensible kill…”

“Was he hiding it, or has he *changed*… Ohoho, how frightening.”

“Oh, no… I’m not good at dealing with special or conceptual types…”

Purely and simply: *“I don’t want to fight that.”*

◇◆◇◆◇

—And now, for the next set of actors.

A few minutes after the two teams from the first match left the stage to the sound of thunderous applause, and after an incredibly short interval that offered no time for the excitement to cool, the next to descend upon the stage were, one and all:

“Alright… no way we can lose now, Mar-bo. Let’s put on a show for them, too.”

The [General Commander], who had witnessed the boy—usually so cool and unconcerned with such things—show his fighting spirit and deliver a magnificent opening victory for their faction.

“Right. I may not be much, but I’ll do my absolute best to assist you.”

The [Amorphous], standing alongside his larger-than-life partner, ready to respond with respect and solidarity, his spirit kindled by the same natural heat.

“…Alright, no need for a strategy, Gen-san.”

The [Great Tiger], *pretending* to be swept up in the excitement. By focusing his gaze intently on his opponents, he was pushing the real-world audience out of his conscious mind.

“Yeah—all we have to do is fight.”

And the [Twin Fists], standing with his usual quiet, simple, and unadulterated fighting spirit.

The only thing they brought to the stage was the fever pitch passed down from the *best* opening act to the *greatest* first match, a fervor for this “serious game.”

And so, for the second match in a row, it was four men.

“Alright. Well then… let’s do this, boys.”

“Let’s.”

“Time to fight.”

“Yeah.”

A simple smile from each was more than enough to bring on the brawl.



    Chapter 699

    The Spinning Heat Ignites

    —And so, after a bout that lasted the full ten minutes.

“The second round is decided!!! The winners are the [Great Tiger & Twin Fists] pair!!!”

The closing call that echoed through the arena confirmed the outcome that *most people had expected*.

The four men, who had continued to unleash a roaring symphony of fists and blades so intense it went beyond heated to sweltering for the entire 600-second time limit… all wore satisfied expressions, though each was different in its own way.

“Man, oh man. Trying to keep up with these young punks is exhausting. Every last one of ‘em just runs wild with the energy of youth. No way an old man like me can keep up.”

“Says the one who was running wilder than anyone else…”

On one side, the [General Commander & Amorphous] pair, who had suffered a narrow defeat after a truly serious brawl. There was Goldow, who, despite losing, was beaming with a豪快な laugh more joyous than anyone’s, and Maru II, who looked more exhausted than anyone as he retorted.

“What’s the deal with your general…? Is he serious, putting out only *thirty percent* of his power?”

“…Well, he is *our* [General Commander]. It’s only natural.”

On the other side, the [Great Tiger & Twin Fists] pair, who had snatched a narrow victory after a desperate brawl. There was Tiger Lucky, who let out a sigh of exasperation at the unchanging monstrousness of the titan he hadn’t fought in a long time, and Genkotsu, who replied quietly with a single word and a nod.

Fists flew, blades flew, points flew, and *other things* flew… after spreading a heat no less intense than the first match, the contest reached a conclusion that satisfied both sides.

“Alright… let’s get the hell out of here, you guys. The audience has gotta be sick of looking at men’s faces by now. Let’s hurry up and let the beauties bring some *elegance* to the stage.”

He surveyed the audience with a magnanimous air, his performance punctuated by practiced gestures.

His words, meant for his friends, reached not just the four of them but everyone watching… His demeanor, born of a deep understanding of his own public persona, effortlessly drew laughter.

Facing tens of thousands of eyes, he showed not a hint of nervousness, his presence completely natural.

The fact that he was, at this moment, the ‘loser’ was not enough to cast even the slightest shadow on his imposing figure. The overflowing confidence he naturally projected spread to others, planting seeds of both *relief* and *anticipation* in the hearts of all who saw him, all who heard him—

He was like a mischievous gang leader.

“Well then, keep on enjoying the show.”

With a bright, joyful grin.

Leaving behind words as if casually chatting with friends.

He departed with the comrades he had played his heart out with, passing the baton to those who would follow.

And the four shadows that appeared in their place… or more accurately, the one particularly small shadow among the four, though the person themselves would likely look away and feign ignorance… Upon seeing it.

The audience, hit with the second surprise of the day, erupted in an explosion of cheers.

◇◆◇◆◇

“—They’re cheering *that* much…?”

“Of course they are. You’re the hottest topic right now.”

“Haaah… even compared to my public persona, I’m an overwhelmingly hot topic, I suppose…”

Still in a suit. However, unlike a short while ago, this was a suit that he could now say with confidence he was ‘wearing to death.’

This stylish suit automatically adjusted to his avatar’s physique, which meant, in turn, that it would naturally look sharp and perfect on him—and the result of it being *too* perfect was this.

“It fits this body better than my male one. I will never, ever be okay with that…”

“Fufu. It really does look wonderful on you, surprisingly so.”

“‘Not happy’ wins by a narrow margin, so please stop.”

His swaying white hair was styled elegantly, not swept to the side as usual, but tied back behind his neck. And so, the ‘Transformed Body’ adorned in formal wear he was unaccustomed to in both the real and virtual worlds…

“—Haaah, so, so, so cute and cool, it’s insane, what is that, I can’t, I really can’t, I need Sora-chan to get dressed up and stand next to him…!!!”

“I knew it, but it’s still so annoying… Why is the guy the biggest ‘beauty’ here? It makes no sense.”

…had apparently turned out so well that one person across the stage was glitching out, and another was openly glaring at me. So, yeah, this is my life now.

The reason I came out in this form wasn’t for fan service or as a surprise, but whatever I say now would be pointless. No one would be willing to listen anyway.

I think I can hear the voice of some former idol commentator yelling something in the distance, but I’ll calmly ignore it. Ignore it.

I think I can hear the entire venue chanting some nickname like ‘Something-chan’, but I’ll empty my mind and shut it out.

*Narrow your vision. Just become completely tunnel-visioned.*

Trying to play to the crowd like Goldow is an impossible task for me. So, at the very least, I’ll do what I can to carry on the heat from my predecessors.

“Suuuu… Okay, I can do this.”

“Mm, fufu… doesn’t look like it.”

No, I really can’t. So let’s just get this started already, senpais…!

Let me run wild, so wild that I don’t have the slightest leeway to worry about my surroundings—and as if sensing my wish, my *enemy* smiled.

One, joyfully. The other, as if exasperated… but in truth, just like me, desperately psyching herself up amidst extreme tension.

All four of us took a step forward in unison, and dresses and suits transitioned into battle attire.

“Are you alright?”

“—I’m fine. As planned, I’m counting on you to keep Rinne in check.”

“Of course. You can count on me.”

Walking beside me was the [Heat Gaze] in her gardenia-colored dress. Exchanging words with my partner, who radiated her usual brilliance, I forced myself to calm my heart and took a deep breath.

Facing us were two girls. One was the familiar incarnation of energy, [Bell-Mail]. The other was the still-unfamiliar white cat, Nacchan-senpai.

In the third round, the opening match for the [Acrobat & Heat Gaze] team, my main opponent would be—the latter. The senior who commanded infinite *threads*, one rank above me.

“Please don’t get taken out and leave me all alone, Rinne-senpai.”

“I’ll do my best! To protect my dignity as a senpai!”

“I’m not exactly filled with confidence… Well then.”

Coincidentally both white-haired, our gazes and fighting spirits met and connected.

After our first contact in the Four Pillar War, our battle record stands at one draw. They say discretion is the better part of valor, but even I’m not foolish enough to declare a ‘win’ for simply escaping an opponent who wasn’t serious.

The seventh rank of the Southern Faction, [Thread-Weaver]—also known as the *natural enemy of all MID-focused players*.

“I learned the hard way that you’re ridiculously strong, but that’s beside the point.”

A confident voice reached my ears, and the flash of ten slender fingers entered my sight. It seemed she had quite a lot to say to her not-so-cute junior.

“If you underestimate me, you’ll get more than just a little *burned*—[Ember Kitty].”

Above her white hair, two small crowns of fire flickered like a cat’s ears.

Her attendant *threads* were now imbued with silently raging *black flames*.

There are currently eight confirmed users. In a way, it’s an ultra-rare attribute that surpasses even ‘Star Magic,’ and in a different sense from that specialty, it’s an extremely difficult magic to handle.

The special attribute, “Darkness”—not the kind that resides in an *item* like that of its poster child, the [Undying], but the power of the *only player* who has perfectly mastered the darkness that resides within her own body.

“…I’ve never once underestimated you predecessors. Seriously.”

“Are you sure…? Well, fine. In that case…”

The *threads*, clad in burning darkness and soaring through the air, looked like the writhing bodies of countless dragons, their heads reared back.

“Come at me with everything you’ve got, my not-so-cute junior.”

The trembling kitten I saw in her gaze was no longer there.



    Chapter 700

    A Single Exchange as a Greeting

    What does it even mean to go ‘all out’? For someone like me with too many cards up his sleeve, drawing the line is difficult, but for now, I know which one I need to play.

“—As you wish, feel free.”

[Desperate Crimson], activate.

My hair returned to its usual style, and the [Aquamarine Rabbit Heart] shone in its usual spot, releasing one of its powers. My avatar was now clad in the crimson phosphorescence that has become widely known as my signature.

The appearance of the black flames, glowing with the color of darkness, had already signaled the start of the battle. Naturally, the *enemy’s* response to me taking a battle stance would be—

“No warm-ups, let’s go!”

A merciless, all-out attack.

A surface-suppressing assault by the *threads*, imbued with a dark glow, soaring through the air and closing in all at once. Under normal circumstances it might be different, but those things are clad in an enchantment of the special Dark Magic attribute. *Touching them is a game-over*.

In other words, trying to parry them like I did during the Four Pillar War would be a bad move.

So, I’ll do *this*.

“Kesshiki Ittoryu, Sixth Strike—”

I summon a single blade.

Through the combined, parallel activation of `Matoi`, `[Rocket]`, `[Ignition]`, and all other mobility options, I achieve a pseudo-`Shukuchi`. With power refined through system assistance, I unleash an unsheathed strike.

“`[Ekou]`.”

A ranged, invisible slashing wave that cuts down my foe by slicing through the very *air*.

The ‘Black Flame’ of the Dark attribute is a *flame of plunder that devours and consumes all magic*. That encroaching fire extends not just to simple magic, but to any creation of a Magic Crafter.

In other words, magic, the primary ranged option for players in Arcadia, is useless as a countermeasure… worse, it’s instantly consumed, only adding to the enemy’s firepower.

Even if I were to throw a weapon as a physical counter, if it were a masterpiece capable of resisting the [Thread-Weaver]’s *threads*, it would be instantly devoured and become a one-way trip.

Such a difficult-to-intercept threat attacking from all directions, a combination of perfect freedom and endless quantity. It’s a simple and brutal power, but not without a solution.

Namely—as long as I use a *force* woven without magic and cut them down without touching them, it’s fine.

“Impressive.”

“Thanks!”

Four slashes in a single breath. The blades of `[Ekou]`, released in a square pattern, chewed through the black-flame-clad *threads* with sheer physical force, and the burning embers, their connection to their master severed, dissolved in mid-air.

But this isn’t the time to be grinning from a senior’s praise. Even those scattered remnants are dangerous goods that will inflict a nasty *burn* if touched—however,

I don’t have to push myself to handle everything alone.

A light *click* echoed.

It was obvious who the finger snap from behind belonged to. As I envisioned her in a ridiculously cool pose that surely sent her female fans who call her ‘Onee-sama’ into a frenzy,

a brilliant crimson flame was born in the center of the dancing dark fire—

“—*Bang*.”

With a playful word that sent the crowd into a further frenzy and even startled me, her own partner—“Are you for real with that?!”—the crimson light burst, and a blast wave raged.

Her Anima, the twin pistols of the fifth-tier [Nova Rescellerate], produces heat that is entirely magical in nature. Therefore, by all rights, its crimson glow should not be able to overcome its natural enemy, the black flame—but she is the [Heat Gaze], a ranker of the Eastern Faction.

Putting out the pilot light with mere *aftershocks* is something she does as a matter of course.

“Haru-kun!”

“I’m on it!”

I activate `[Eyes Oculus]` and `[Rocket]`, breaking through the massive hole in their formation before it can close. Following the attack predictions from my silver eyes, I weave through the difficult-to-see *threads* that are mixed in *without* the black flame enchantment. My goal is a single point.

“Y-You monsters of Istia…!”

A phantom musical scale echoes in my head. As if… no, exactly like playing a piano, the [Thread-Weaver] manipulates countless *threads* with her ten lightly dancing fingers.

Again, she is the natural enemy of players who rely on their mental stats. Thus, while I, with my MID of 1500, at least have a way to deal with her head-on, it would be fatal for Hina-san, a pure magic attacker who only has trick-based methods of survival, to be targeted by her.

The power of the black flame varies depending on the target’s mana pool—if that’s the case, it wouldn’t be strange if my transformed body were to die instantly from a single graze, but so what.

Getting hit means it’s over. That’s business as usual for me!

And so, right in front of me, having slipped through the threads and everything else, I’m now on the ground, close enough to reach her in one more step. As I step towards my senior, who shows a look of both shock and ‘I knew it,’—

“Don’t you forget about m—”

“—Like I ever would!”

…I’ll postpone that step for a moment. An interception from this troublesome fan, who had been diligently placing *obstacles* in my path alongside her partner, was an obvious eventuality, not even something I needed to predict.

Therefore, my expression is not ‘You’re here,’ but ‘Welcome.’

—Now then, Instructor. Grit your teeth!

“Eeek…?!”

The area filled by the *sound* of a *soundless* fatal attack was now empty. It took less than a moment for Rinne to realize her prey had escaped her grasp, but that was more than enough.

Letting out a rather rude shriek, she instantly tracked my presence and turned, her impressive reaction speed allowing her to solidify her defenses with both her arms and the invisible sound armor that embodies her “name,” [Bell-Mail]. Right before her eyes.

Equip: `[An=Ru Galta (Hypothesis: Armor Singing of the King's Road)]`—and of course, the ammunition is already loaded.

“`[Sextuple]`.”

A flash of my left fist, a roar splitting the air.

As if to say ‘who cares about STR values,’ my absurdly high AGI generates *power* with a roar, backed by a host of skills, and makes the stage tremble.

And so, the [Bell-Mail], sent flying like a ball at high speed—

“W-Wait—an instant kill?!”

“You’re not dead, but I’m sorrrryyyy…!!!”

Just as I suspected from the feeling of hitting an elastic ball, she survived with no damage. Regretting not using a penetrating attack, I watched as she flew off. Her junior partner, who had to hastily open a hole in the black flame encirclement to avoid burning her teammate, yelled a retort, to which I yelled back an apology.

She flew past the wall of darkness, letting out a cheerful scream.

With that, my plan was a爆速 complete success. My reliable Onee-sama will handle things over there. Isolating one opponent for a one-on-one is a perfectly valid tag-team tactic.

It’s not like Hina-san has a good matchup with Rinne either… but then again, that [Bell-Mail] is *fundamentally* without weaknesses, so it can’t be helped.

That ‘Sound’ power is just too versatile. She has the advantage against most opponents and has no unfavorable matchups. She’s second only to Sora in terms of broken abilities.

Anyway, putting the invincible nuisance fan aside… I turn my eyes back to my opponent, and our gazes meet. Her yellow eyes narrow in annoyance. “Ugh.”

“Well then, that’s that.”

“…, …”

Don’t make that face. This is what you wanted, isn’t it, senpai?

“As you wished, I’ll be coming at you with everything I’ve got.”

“…A true one-on-one is, honestly, something I’d rather avoid.”

Hahaha—I’m in the same boat.

I had her sent away because the chances of an accident with Rinne’s support were through the roof. It’s not like I have any guarantee of winning now that it’s a duel.

Again, and again, from the bottom of my heart.

“Aah, fine… I’ll brace myself, you little…!”

“Heh, that’s the spirit. As expected of Nacchan-senpai.”

“I told you not to call me Nacchan-senpai!”

When facing these dazzling predecessors, there’s no room for underestimation.



    Chapter 701

    A Bout of Bragging

    “—Aaargh, nooo! It’s the situation I was afraid of, or something! I can’t possibly commentate on this, I can’t even follow it with my eyes…!!!”

“Kahahaha!”

“No, this is no time for ‘kahahaha’! You two, please take over the commentary for the combat side of things for me, a mere civilian in that department! I’m begging you!!!”

And so, the sounds of a match colored by such cheerful voices echoed through the waiting room. Compared to the ones assigned to the pairs awaiting their matches, this space was far more spacious—a special room where all the rankers whose roles were finished, either by being eliminated from the tournament or otherwise, could gather.

Thus, the defeated pairs from the first and second rounds—along with the [Sword Queen] and the [Sword Saint] who had performed the surprise ceremony—were gathered to watch the remaining matches.

Currently, aside from [General Commander] Goldow and [Sword Queen] Iris, who were serving as chatterboxes alongside the main commentator, the other four were all focused on the large screen floating in the air.

“Well, well. This is about as flashy as a match can get, isn’t it?”

“Fufu… they look like they’re having fun.”

On the wide stage, two separate duels were unfolding. Amidst a chaotic storm of red and black flames, two dancing shadows continued to stun the audience with every passing second in an extraordinary spectacle.

Four men, then four men, followed by three flowers and one extra. The visual appeal of the contestants was one thing, but this was a matchup of individuals who all possessed abilities that were clearly powerful and flashy.

Presented with such a textbook example of an unreal dance… it was no wonder the cheers were endless and the excitement continued to build, even though the audience likely couldn’t grasp the details of what was happening.

“Nonomi-san has it rough… but honestly, even we can’t possibly commentate on that.”

“Well, we can’t really follow it with our eyes either, so it’s all the same.”

That much was already a given.

It was as clear as day that this would happen when the [Acrobat] got serious on a live stage for a real-world event.

The fact that even the [Sword Queen] looked troubled when asked for commentary was the most telling example.

It might be a different story if one were facing him on the battlefield, able to *feel* everything that was happening. But when simply watching from the sidelines, even the eyes of a ranker could only catch glimpses of the white rabbit’s form.

There was no one who could possibly explain the movements of a boy who kicked off at the speed of sound—

“……By the way, Ricky-kun, aren’t you going to come over here?”

“Oh, uh, no, I’m fine… right here…”

At the edge of the table where the [Sword Saint], the [Poet], and the [Amorphous] were chatting cheerfully, Yata called out to the fidgeting [Cloud-Hider] who was keeping a slight distance, but the response was a timid voice and words uncharacteristic of him.

The [Poet] tilted his head, as did the [Sword Saint], looking just as puzzled—and seeing the latter’s reaction, the senior cowered even further. With a wry smile,

“……It’s because of that. Ricky-san is a huge fan of the [Sword Saint].”

“Aha, I see…”

Maru II whispered the ‘why’ into his ear. Yata, understanding, laughed cheerfully and decided on a generous course of action—leaving him be.

“……Well now, Sword Saint-sama. Your disciple is one thing, but what are your thoughts? Do you have any impressions or opinions on my cute Natsume-chan, for instance?”

“Yes…? Hmm… let’s see.”

He stopped the tiny titan, who had naturally been about to get up and voice her concern, while also trying to foster a more casual rapport with the venerable figure he himself had only met a handful of times.

Though an adult, she was still young. She was more than a decade his junior, yet he couldn’t bring himself to drop the honorifics. Such was her commanding presence—

“—She is magnificent.”

“Oh… is that so?”

As he found himself captivated by her calm yet flawless profile, the answer he received was a joyous one for a ‘senior’—more than that, it was pure praise that would surely delight her if she heard it.

“Yata-san, are you familiar with Sora-chan?”

“Oh yes, everything that’s publicly known, I know it all.”

“Fufu, I see…. The thing is, when I first met her… when I first met Sora-chan, she reminded me of none other than Natsume-chan.”

And so, her gray eyes were fixed intently on the screen.

On the form of the [Thread-Weaver], freely manipulating countless *threads* clad in black flame, constantly dominating the space and forcing the [Acrobat] to halt his advance and resort to pure defense.

“As expected of a ‘genius’… She was said to be the one closest to awakening a second ‘Gift,’ wasn’t she? Her spatial control and parallel processing abilities are simply terrifying.”

“Haha. Unfortunately, she’s now aiming for a third, I suppose.”

“The order is a trivial matter.”

I really wish I could record this moment and show it to her. She’d probably explode with embarrassment and have a wonderfully—and adorably—entertaining reaction.

“Yeah, Natsume-chan is insane. The precision of her thread control is on another level… no, it’s more than that. It’s gotten so nasty I seriously wouldn’t want to fight her now.”

“Indeed. I haven’t seen her in action for some time, but… it seems she has improved a great deal in my absence. You must be proud as her senior, are you not?”

And so, showered with praise from members of other factions.

“Well now, really… perhaps, just perhaps.”

It wasn’t his usual jesting, but a bit of bragging about his junior that just slipped out.

“She might even beat your disciple, you know.”

But that playful jab, which was in fact backed by a certain degree of seriousness… ended with Yata, who had misjudged—or rather, simply *didn’t know*—being left dumbfounded a few seconds later.

Because the [Sword Saint], who had been cheerfully watching her disciple’s match,

“I wonder about that—my beloved disciple is very strong, you know.”

—had returned his boast about her student with an undeniably massive one of her own.



    Chapter 702

    Flame and Blaze Dance

    “—Whyyy won’t you go down already?!”

“—For various reasons, I’m used to opponents with spatial control, you see…!”

From beyond the curtain woven by the ceaselessly attacking black flame threads, a retort filled with a mixture of impatience, exasperation, and anger shot back, to which I yelled a random reply.

It wasn’t that I was just saying whatever came to mind; I simply didn’t have the spare resources for conscious thought. I was constantly maintaining the pseudo-`Shukuchi` technique, selecting the precise points to strike to disrupt the encirclement, determining the limit of how long I could stay put, and calculating the timing to reposition… I had absolutely no leeway.

The lethal *threads* clad in black flame—the fourth-tier Anima, [Little Snow Besen]—are semi-physical, semi-magical puppet strings that pour forth until their master Natsume’s mana runs out.
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Damn it, I can’t find an opening to counterattack.

“Hey! Seriously, for real…! She’s like five times stronger than I expected!”

“—You seem to have had a pretty low estimate of me, didn’t you!”

“That wasn’t my intention at all—!”

Seventy percent prediction, twenty percent intuition. I instantly ducked my head, and just as I did, an invisible *thread*, mixed in with the conspicuous black glow, danced through the void and constricted the air.

If I had been caught, it’s easy to guess what fate my head would have met. Of course, it didn’t end there—the darkness, my true foe, swarmed the prey that had lost its rhythm.

Separate from the attacking threads, there were no holes in the black flame prison completely surrounding me.

In other words, there was no escape route. If I were to attempt an evasion, the minimum requirement would be a precision pinball maneuver through a closed space where lethal embers danced like crazy.

Ha—like hell I can do that.

“Hah, a second strike…!”

External rotation output ‘Spin,’ converging at the critical point.

“`[Shizuku]`!”

I unleash the trajectory of my blade, tracing countless circles in an instant. A flash of pure wind, devoid of magic, tears apart the imminent death approaching from all sides, and the black flame dragons crumble in mid-air.

But it’s not over yet.

The remnants raining down like black snow are also a ridiculously lethal touch-and-you’re-out hazard. To hope for a break time, I need one more thing—[Reject Sentence].

I summon the crimson tube, the [Ruby Rabbit Bullet]. The barrel, sprouting a staggering number of crimson crystals, is a custom large-bore version, far exceeding its usual matchlock rifle size.

“Matchlock Linked Twelve-Style Spread Warhead—‘Sparrow’.”

“W-Wait—”

Beyond the torn curtain, I can see the [Thread-Weaver] about fifteen meters away. It’s a shame she’s out of range, but at the very least, I can threaten her with a deafening roar.

“[Mayhem Bunny]!”

The muzzle is aimed at the floor, the trigger pulled without hesitation.

Thanks to a rule-bending skill that selectively tricks the system, the hit detection *on me* has been nullified. Thus, the blast wave from the unleashed chain-exploding warhead blows away only the surrounding flames.

The explosive wave from the [Ruby Rabbit Bullet]’s warhead is a pure mass of mana. Normally, it would be nothing more than a snack for the black flames, but the absurd aftershock from the twelve-linked grand cannon doesn’t give them time to grow.

And so, for a single moment.

I activate `[Rocket]` before the forcibly blasted-apart prison can reform. Catching a glimpse of the frenzied red flames kicking up a storm on the other side, I make a bold move and create a large gap…

“…Hey, didn’t you just blow yourself up? Why are you still alive? Give me a break.”

“Well, I’ve got a few tricks up my sleeve…”

A senior, looking utterly exasperated, complains as she glances at my HP bar, which is still at full.

I was forced to play a card I had been pre-charging in hopes of landing a shot, just to reset the situation. But it can’t be helped; better than dying.

That aside… man, this is tough.

“But still, that felt a little refreshing—you don’t look so confident anymore.”

“Damn it, you look like you’re having fun…”

This person is seriously strong.

To begin with, powerful individuals with ‘placement skills’ like Sora and Rinne are my ultimate natural enemies.

The public might be skeptical, but I lose almost all my vision during my signature high-speed maneuvers. Plus, it’s impossible to perform near-sonic actions *on the fly*, so any movement I make without thought acceleration is entirely a pre-set routine.

Once I commit, I can’t stop until the route I’ve laid out is finished. In other words, if someone trips me up mid-way, I can’t react.

It’s like an un-cancellable macro. It’s not automated, I’m doing it myself, but it’s impossible to make detailed adjustments to my movements based on the situation.

That’s why dealing with this type of opponent is so incredibly tough.

The black flame threads, obstacles that are fatal on contact, are inexhaustible. They dance freely, of course soaring through the air, blocking my path at every turn. On top of that, she lays traps with her hard-to-see plain white threads… It’s literally a checkmate from all sides.

“…Alright, what should I do now?”

But it’s not like I’m completely out of options. If I’m going to mercilessly snatch victory, I just need to draw the *sword* that possesses the same ‘magic-slaying’ power as her black flames.

The blade of the [Atiomart -Sakura=Memento-] would likely rival the darkness, or even overpower it, and easily reach and sever her *threads*.

But, you know. That feels kind of… eh?

Against an enemy mob, it’s fine.

Equipment is a legitimate form of *power* that a player has honed, and a victory won by mercilessly unleashing it on the *enemies of players* is something to be proud of.

But in Arcadia, a game that originally has no need for PvP; in a simple friendly match for fun, or entertainment for an audience, or a brawl with pride on the line…

Or even in a dialogue where we exchange our full power to deepen our bond… winning by relying solely on a single tool feels like it misses the point, don’t you think?

Even if I use a tool, it should at least be something—fun.

“Tch… that’s why…!”

Reacting to who knows what, the girl’s cheek twitched as she manipulated her threads.

“*That’s* what I mean when I say you’re not cute, you little punk!!!”

She sent a manifested dragon of black flame hurtling towards me without mercy—while letting a smile that wasn’t entirely honest show through, she yelled her complaint at the junior who was, in her heart of hearts, probably not cute at all.

Now, now, don’t say that. Please forgive me.

When faced with an absurdly strong opponent, a smile just naturally creeps onto my face.

“—Shine.”

It’s an undeniable instinct for every boy.

“[Hellgread Ignis].”

In that moment, betraying the crowd’s expectations, the shadow stood its ground and accepted the attack. The black flame swallowed it whole—and from its center, a brilliance that passed through pink and deep crimson to reach a colorless, pure white…

…let out a *birth cry*, along with a *wildly blooming* inferno.



    Chapter 703

    The Thread-Weaver and the Acrobat

    The gem that was the source of that light was the [Rampagelight Tourmaline]. Among the treasures brought back from the dragon’s lair, it was ranked second in quality, excluding the exceptional top-tier unique item.

To be more specific, if one were to overlook the fact that it unleashed a *massive demerit* upon activating its properties, it was the problem child ranked first in terms of performance potential when processed into equipment.

Reborn and housed within the combat garment for my transformed body, [Sakura Hanaori], its name as a core jewel is [Hellgread Ignis]. The power it holds… ‘Synchronization’ is perhaps the most fitting term.

To put it simply, this jewel, crafted from a stone with the extremely peculiar property of ‘endlessly heating up to a white-hot state while creating identical mana when its excitation is triggered by magical contact,’

“—On behalf of the audience, I’ll ask, just in case.”

Or rather, my body, my avatar, wearing such an item.

“What in the world is that *form*…?”

“Unfortunately, it doesn’t have a specific form name or anything…”

By forcibly writing the ‘properties’ of the accepted magic into my existence,

“For convenience’s sake—‘Me.ver Black Flame [Thread-Weaver] presents’… maybe?”

“All I understand is that your naming sense has completely malfunctioned.”

I become a half-physical, half-magical demon.

Enveloped in the flames of darkness, I jest with her as I *grab a bundle* of *threads* and tear them apart with brute force. I’m touching the black flames, of course, but I take no damage.

On the contrary, I am now one who wields the black flame myself.

Due to a shared demerit, or something along those lines, the name leans towards the [Crimson Red Ruby] that I used back in the Four Pillar War. However, the core concept for the piece itself was inspired by none other than my own Star Magic, `[Lightning Gale]`.

It’s not just clad around my arms and legs; the tips of my tied-up hair now sway, scattering embers of black flame, which is a perfect example of it.

Of course, it’s not a perfect magical body like that one, but…

“Well, the biggest benefit is, as you can *see*.”

“…………W-Wait a minute, no way, you can’t be serious?”

Haha, nice. Now we’re even.

“—From here on out, black flame won’t work on me.”

Your face has lost its composure too, hasn’t it?

In any case, the ability to completely nullify an enemy’s attribute just by accepting it… there’s no way such a massive cheat could exist without a cost. That’s a self-evident truth.

There’s no hiding it, nor could I even if I tried. Because the moment the jewel revealed its power, a ‘Crown’ began to shine above my head.

The enhancement effect of the special title ‘Acrobat,’ `[Crown Crown]`—its effect is a *self-damage stopper* that activates when self-inflicted damage during combat reaches ninety percent of my total HP.

“…Don’t tell me.”

Yes, in other words, the fact that this crown is active means…

“Without that crown, you’d self-destruct in a second…?”

“You got it!”

“Will you stop being such a crazy acrobat already?”

I feel like I just heard a pretty intense insult, but anyway.

Thanks to the cost-negation of `[Crown Crown]`, I can ignore the insane price of something like, depending on the properties of the absorbed magic, *losing ten percent of my total HP every tenth of a second*. I say ignore, but I am in fact having ninety percent of my life stripped away. However, since I don’t invest resources in defensive stats to begin with, my durability is lower than that of a regular player.

It’s rare for me to survive a single hit from the monsters known as rankers, so whether I have a hundred percent health or ten percent, it really makes no difference.

Lately, I’ve heard whispers that ‘When you think about it calmly, the Acrobat’s Crown Crown is kinda mediocre, isn’t it?’ But I want them to think about it calmly.

My power, which can negate the costs of ‘self-damage’—a popular game element that often brings super-powerful merits precisely because it’s a demerit—

…isn’t going to give up its ‘broken’ title that easily.

“Alright… here I come, Nacchan-senpai.”

I toss aside the remnants of the torn threads and take a step forward. As I grasp the details of my stats, altered by the inclusion of the Dark attribute black flame, I take a spirited step forward in my near-death state.

It’s not over, and it won’t be over. Right, senpai? It starts *now*.

“…………Hmph, you’re really not cute.”

If you ask me, if you can make *that kind of face* in this situation—

“I’m gonna crush you!!!”

—I think we can get along just fine.

◇◆◇◆◇

—I can’t stand it, I can’t stand it, I really, truly can’t stand it.

This junior of mine, who overcame my fatal black flames with some unknown trick and is now confidently stepping forward… Natsume continued to, as always, toy with him, making him dance left and right, while…

Deep in her heart, for a long, long time… ever since the Four Pillar War the other day where she couldn’t show off a single good thing, that feeling just wouldn’t fade.

Is it because he’s stronger than her, his senior? No.

Is it because his words and actions lack cuteness? No.

Is it because his direct gaze feels like it’s seeing right through her? Because everyone talks about him as if they’re under a spell? Because he seems like an existence blessed by the world itself? No, all of it is wrong. Everything is wrong.

First of all, her feelings were directed at the wrong target. More than that, Natsume couldn’t stand the current *situation*.

Because, for just over eight months.

Because, for just over eight months since she became a ranker.

Because, for just over eight months, she had been secretly waiting.

The *former newcomer ranker*, [Thread-Weaver] Natsume, had wanted…

“C’mon, what’s wrong?! Get over here, Acrobat!”

“Are you playing a different character now?! Whoa, that was close—gah!”

…to show her ‘junior,’ the one who would come here next,

—in other words, *this guy* and no one else,

…how cool she could be.

At first, she thought being a ranker was the worst.

She was praised as a genius and all that nonsense, given a name by the world (the system) without her consent, and she thought, *do I have to be in the public eye here, too?*

But everyone was so kind. They were happy for her. They welcomed her.

She was always blunt and couldn’t be honest, both in the real world and the virtual one, but they bothered her and bothered her and took care of her, and it made her happy.

She was blessed with so many seniors, regardless of faction boundaries.

So she decided that she, too, would give back the same thing to her junior, whether it was at home or elsewhere.

She was all fired up to play the part of a fine, cool senior, but—

“Losing my first match so badly… doesn’t look cool at all, damn it!!!”

“What are you even say—whoa-hey!”

So this was her lashing out.

To a pitiful junior who wasn’t blessed with a certain senior, from a certain senior who couldn’t back down out of frustration, helplessness, and embarrassment.

It was an incredibly dishonest, hopelessly clumsy, form of affection.



    Chapter 704

    Meanwhile, Between the Seniors

    “—Hey! What is that, what is that, Onee-sama?! I looked away for a second and something crazy is happening again!!!”

“Oh, isn’t that just Haru-kun being his usual self?”

“Well, I suppose it is the usual, but—”

“Fufu… Rinne-chan, you’ve gotten quite good at dancing, haven’t you? —Good enough to have time to look away while facing me.”

“Heeek?!”

An abnormal sight flickered at the edge of her vision. In one corner of the stage, a host of black flames had appeared out of thin air and was now rampaging spectacularly. Elsewhere, a dance of brilliant red ‘flame’ and ‘sound’ was unfolding.

Meeting the unleashed *heat* with her armor of sound was fine. But with every scattering wave of residual heat, the stage tilted further in the [Heat Gaze]’s favor.

Those two might be better off since they have some distance between them… but Rinne, fighting at a distance of only a few meters, was already enveloped in a heat that her real body wouldn’t have been able to withstand for more than a few minutes.

Yes, a mere seven or eight meters—a distance that Rinne had thought she could ‘definitely close’ against an opponent who, despite her higher rank, was supposed to be poor at close-quarters combat.

The sun-like gaze did not set.

“Urgh…! Seriously, you Eastern folks are just too much!!!”

Barely catching the premonition of an attack, which became harder to detect as the heat in the air intensified, she blocked a point-blank explosion with a cliff of sound. A complaint filled with both exasperation and admiration escaped her lips as she recalled the *past her* she had faced four months ago, during the Tenth Four Pillar War.

She had gotten even stronger. Despite already being on a plane far above ordinary people, her growth rate showed no signs of slowing down, leaving them all in the dust.

It wasn’t just her beloved junior who had newly joined the ranks. All the title holders of the Eastern Faction were beyond just ‘special’; they were abnormally so—

“Gah, that was close!”

“Thinking about something else? You really are confident, aren’t you!”

The searing heat grazed her shoulder. Combined with the debuffs accumulating from her avatar’s heat resistance being surpassed, her slowly dwindling HP was now down to just under seventy percent.

Furthermore, her opponent hadn't moved a single step *since the start of the match*. A follow-up attack was launched from the Onee-sama who continued to corner Rinne with nothing but her gaze—

“—`[Relink Festa]`!”

Unwilling to go down without landing a single blow like last time, the [Bell-Mail] summoned forth her true brilliance, her ‘Crown’.

A *power of sound* transcending sound itself erupted, scattering the flames and shaking the stage.

And so, the eighth-ranked of the Northern Faction, who had forcibly blown away the murderous, simultaneous, omnidirectional explosion from its epicenter, raised a tiara-like crown formed of colorful sound waves…

“And now for a comeback—is what I’d like to say…!”

In this situation, she lamented her own ‘Crown,’ which was of little help.

The enhancement effect of the special title ‘Bell-Mail,’ `[Relink Festa]`, is a power specialized for group combat that shows its true worth in many-versus-many situations. Activating it all alone, the only benefit she received was a decent buff to her existing abilities.

If only Natsume were by her side… but even that wouldn't help, which was the sad part.

Honestly, while their words might clash, her and the quiet Natsume weren’t a good match as a tag team. Pushing forward with two powers that excelled at spatial control, ‘sound’ and ‘thread,’ would be a threat to many opponents, but unfortunately, their synergy was weak.

In other words, against a different opponent it might be another story, but against none other than ‘Onee-sama,’ activating her crown was like throwing water on a hot stone… or more like, water on the sun.

Lately, someone had been calling her ‘versatile’ and ‘overpowered,’ but from her own perspective, her ‘sound’ power was not so invincible.

She could only amplify and turn into a shield or spear the sounds she directly produced herself; indirect sounds, like those from throwing an object, were not applicable, so her fundamental range was limited.

Even at maximum charge and full release, her maximum range was only about ten meters. She could fire in succession, but the closer the intervals, the more her power was dispersed, and she would need to recharge what she had expended.

Additionally, the fact that she was immobile for a moment when activating her ability from her own position was a fatal flaw.

That is to say, within a range where she could hit with a quick activation—an interval of about three meters—Rinne was confident that she was ‘super strong,’ but it was incredibly tough when she was hit with a variety of difficult-to-handle attacks from further away.

If her opponent were, for example, someone who zipped around with abandon, it would be a different story, but against a type who stood their ground like her…

“Gah, it’s so hot!!”

Somehow, Rinne needed to close the distance herself.

And if that was impossible due to an absolute difference in skill—

“Waaahhh! Help me, Natsume-chaaan!”

“……A-Are we done with the whole senpai dignity thing now?”

It was a great, and truly unfortunate, reality.

There are some situations that just can’t be overcome with guts and willpower alone.



    Chapter 705

    Reconciliation

    A brilliant red flame flickered at the edge of my vision, and a pitiful scream reached my ears.

Just as I trusted, just as I expected, it seemed my Onee-sama was taking care of things over there. Feeling the heatwave reaching me and raising the temperature of the stage with each passing moment—

““—Uoooraaaaaaahhh!!!””

Over here, our own voltage was rising without end.

The original owner and the usurper. Now that both of us wielded black flames, the restriction of ‘touch and you’re out’ had been lifted, leaving only a head-on brawl.

Facing off were countless *threads* and two *fists*.

Blades of thread tore through the air, and fists of fury ripped them apart. Clashing black flames melted into each other, painting a picture like a black rose in the void before bursting apart. While our voices were unfortunately those of young girls, we shouted them loudly, filled with a power and spirit that overcame that fact.

Without retreating, without flinching, we each swung with all our hearts.

“Whoa, close—?!”

And then, a momentary opening. After dodging the executioner’s threads that shot out like guillotines from all directions, my footing suddenly became unstable. I glanced down to see what was happening… and my eyes widened.

The floor was floating. More accurately,

“Heh, welcome…!”

“Are you serious…?!”

A thin sheet of woven *threads*, laid densely across the stage floor—no, you have to be kidding me, senpai. While we were fighting so intensely, when in the world did you set up a trap like this…!

“Hah, `[Rocket]`—”

“T O O  S L O W!”

And so, my escape was both *in time* and *not in time*. I avoided having my legs taken by the trap as it twisted and contracted like a blooming flower in reverse, but…

“Alright, gotcha…!”

This was different from when I had brazenly grabbed a handful of severed thread remnants right after activating [Hellgread Ignis]. I had just been touched by a *thread* connected to the fingertips of its master, the [Thread-Weaver]—in other words, what that meant was…

“Oh, this is bad.”

…that I was now bound by an unbreakable shackle, just like the *shadow* of the bracelet on my right arm. The proof was the ‘mark’ wrapped around the ankle of my right leg, the one that had stepped on the thread disguised as the floor.

The enhancement effect of the special title ‘Thread-Weaver,’ one of the powers of `[Ember Kitty]`, is `[Enmusubi]`—the *prey* tied by this ominously glowing, dark red thread…

“Alright… you can’t run anymore. You’d better prepare yourself.”

“…Nacchan-senpai, you’ve had a scary look on your face for a while now.”

“Death penalty.”

“That’s for real, isn’t it…?!”

…is *drawn* to her black-flame-wielding *weapon*.

In other words, from this point on, not only will my avatar be unable to evade, but it will be pulled in by her *threads*, making any normal action impossible.

This was the reason I had been so cautious about directly touching her *threads* since our last encounter in the Four Pillar War, and the reason why the [Thread-Weaver] is widely feared not just by mages, but by warriors as well.

Touch it, and it’s over. That wasn’t an exaggeration, but a fact.

“…………”

I hadn’t let my guard down, but man, this person really is a bad matchup for me. While making a ruckus, the core of her mind was cool as a cucumber. She had layers upon layers of strategy, and her overt attacks never let up. I could see why she was so highly regarded.

A ‘genius’… I see. She truly is a master combatant on par with my own faction’s invincible samurai. Someone I, who am often chided for being ‘sloppy,’ should learn from. A true senior—

“…………I get it now, you know.”

“Huh?”

Even if I countered her dark flames, if she could be neutralized that easily, she wouldn’t be a ‘ranker.’ Having created this situation as if to say ‘so what,’ the [Thread-Weaver] who had brilliantly cornered me smiled. Annoyed, discontented, yet if I wasn’t mistaken,

“Even *with this*, you can *still do something about it*, can’t you? —As expected of the Princess’s Prince.”

…there was a hint of enjoyment there.

“The fact that I’m *not mad* is what’s *truly maddening*. Because I can’t help but understand why you got so strong, how you got here.”

Her expression was the same as before, yet different. The blunt, clumsy, and dishonest kitten-like senior looked at my face with a resentful expression.

“—Are you having fun?”

“Eh…? —Well, yeah. It’s the best.”

She snorted at my answer, which I gave without a hint of doubt or hesitation.

“Trying to look cool was a mistake from the very beginning.”

Her atmosphere hadn’t changed; like a kitten trying its best to act tough,

“—Here I come, junior. Your senior will *play* with you.”

…she smiled confidently and manipulated her threads (claws).

…Honestly, I have no idea what she’s talking about. But right now, what’s needed isn’t to search for the meaning of her words, but to grasp their spirit.

—One minute remaining until the end of the match. A good time to move towards the finale.

Threads danced, black flames leaped. The intertwined brilliance of white and black began to form something huge. It wasn’t a complex shape, just a perfect sphere designed for pure mass and destructive power.

“`[Orihoshi]`.”

A small full moon that burned with darkness, looked up at by a kitten. From this star, which even replicated gravity with its binding flames, there was no escape, no matter how I struggled.

So, in response to her words,

“…See? I knew we could get along.”

…I’ll joyfully accept her incredibly fun invitation to play.

In my left hand, which now wielded the magic-devouring black flame, I manifested a jade blade. Thanks to the effect of [Hellgread Ignis], my avatar and its power activation medium, [Sakura Hanaori], have gained resistance, but anything else… in other words, my other armaments, are outside the scope of its magic reception.

That is to say, if I hold a weapon in this state, it will naturally burn away. The reason I’ve been fighting the [Thread-Weaver] with my bare hands since transforming, and why I’ve already sneakily moved my rabbit dagger, scabbard and all, into my inventory, is for that very reason.

As expected, the moment I took hold of it, the black flame began to devour [Samidorizuki]—but that’s no problem. I just have to unleash my *technique* before the sword burns out.

This supreme blade, forged by my master, the [Sword Saint]. A sword that will never break, never chip, born only from the wish to remain by her disciple’s side. This jade blade…

“‘Prototype Sword’—”

…has never once failed to meet my expectations.

I take an iai stance, holding the scabbard.

One, two, and three. I link the power stored in my body, scabbard, and blade, weaving them into a sword. A single strike that is still highly incomplete… no, a single strike for which *completion* is not even *guaranteed*.

Now, I unleash it upon the falling *star*.

“—`[Hibachi]`.”

◇◆◇◆◇

My vision went white, and the sound disappeared. Or so it felt, such was the overwhelming—though different, a *flash* that was *familiar* to a ranker of the Southern Faction erupted, and the *star* vanished.

I didn’t see him release the sword, nor could I follow the trajectory of the blade. All I saw was the jade being sheathed once more in a split second… and even that fleeting image disappeared in an instant.

In Natsume’s dazed vision, all that remained was the smiling face of her junior before her. And then, with a startlingly anticlimactic, light thud, a single red blade was buried in her chest.

Defying and riding the gravity, he had met her ultimate with his own, using the momentum to close the distance. His face was—to her complete and utter frustration—stained with a smile of pure, unadulterated innocence.

“…, …………Haaah.”

As a ridiculously massive tower of red flame erected itself in the distance, the bell signaling the end of the match rang out… At this point, she couldn’t even muster a complaint.

“…You’re truly absurd, my junior. I wish you’d give it a rest.”

“Well, I think my senior is pretty absurd too, you know?”

His cheeky yet friendly smile, given in response to her own weary smile and voice… If she were to be a magnanimous senior and make a concession of a hundred, a thousand, a billion steps to look at it, then…

“I’ll definitely show you my senpai dignity one day, so you’d better be ready.”

“Eek, that’s scary…”

…perhaps indulging this foolishly innocent and pure ‘cute junior,’ who only ever wanted to have ‘fun,’ wouldn’t be so bad after all.

The kitten, having sheathed its crown and cut its *threads*, finally smiled as if a weight had been lifted.



    Chapter 706

    One Guest, Coming Right Up

    “—And it’s a wrap!!! The fourth match, the first round of D-Block, goes to the [Long Legs & Full Auto] pair!!!”

“Oh.”

“That’s about what I expected.”

And so, with four matches of ten minutes each plus five-minute intervals, the first program, scheduled from eleven to twelve, came to an end. With the time saved here and there, there were still about ten minutes left until noon, but for now, we had reached a stopping point.

The victors of the final first-round match were a tag team with a subtle sense of unity in their blue-themed avatars: the Southern Faction’s fourth-ranked Fuji-san and eighth-ranked Record-shi.

The fourth match, which was an all-Southern Faction affair including their opponents, the [Knight & Heroine] tag team… well, let’s just say it became the first clear-cut accident match of the tournament.

After all, it was a matchup of perfect synergy versus the absolute worst synergy.

On one side, you had the ridiculously evil pair, as the announcer called them, where [Full Auto]-sama *multiplied* the already overwhelming number of attacks of [Long Legs]-dono, who boasted such power thanks to his Narrator's Armament.

On the other, you had the exquisitely mismatched pair of [Knight]-sama, who drew her power from protecting someone behind her, and [Heroine]-dono, who shook the ground and charged ahead of everyone else.

It’s true that Fuji-san is a versatile character who can synergize with anyone, but that aside, the utter lack of synergy on the latter team played a huge role in this result.

Still, the fact that the female pair managed to hold out for nearly five minutes against the blue team with their insane compatibility was, I suppose, impressive. They both fought hard, but… being from the same faction, they already knew each other’s moves. It would have been difficult to stage a surprise comeback in a situation where the advantages and disadvantages were so clear.

At any rate, after the match, the [Thread-Weaver & Bell-Mail] pair went their separate ways, and I was returned to the waiting room with my partner.

In this instance space that now felt twice as large, I relaxed my mind and body—or rather, my mind and spirit—alongside my Onee-sama, and my thoughts after watching the match were—

“Reco-san is insane when he gets serious…”

“Indeed. As a solo combatant, he’s one of the top five mages in Arcadia right now.”

Putting aside the rule-breaking [Full Auto] with his power to casually double his forces, the [Long Legs]-dono I had briefly fought in the Four Pillar War was also monstrous.

The number of water magic types he used wasn’t just around ten. He was constantly and seamlessly weaving incantations, mercilessly deploying a vast array of moves suited to the situation. His performance was so robotic it was as if he, too, were on full auto.

On top of that, his precise control over the magic he cast, and the coordination with the barrage of attacks produced by his Narrator's Armament, [True Theory: Branch Staff Silencing Hymns]’s power, `[Endless]`, was nothing short of perfect.

…And so, a single thought welled up from the bottom of my heart.

“I want to do that kind of stuff, too…!”

“My, you’ve suddenly said something cute.”

Honestly, I was captivated.

What was with that picture-perfect ‘mage’? He was too cool.

“Well, setting aside my cute tag-team partner for a moment…”

“Please spare me the teasing, it’s embarrassing.”

It might be that the image of me, still in my transformed body, daintily nibbling on a cake is a bit strange, but please, I beg you, don’t say it out loud—

“If the program goes as planned, our Eastern Faction is the *opening act*. Are you ready?”

“……………I’m, fi…ne.”

“Haru-kun?”

“No, uh, I’m fine. I’m used to it… well, not at all, not even a little bit, but I’ve pretty much steeled my resolve, or rather, I’m starting to calm down out of resignation…”

What are we talking about? The ‘job’ scheduled for later.

Only those whose roles are finished get called to be personalities during the matches, but that’s not the only opportunity to liven things up.

The grand festival, which lasts until the evening, naturally has break times. The first of these is the lunch break, scheduled for two hours from twelve to two…

And that’s when it happens. The *invitation*.

Each faction gets whisked away as a group for a thirty-minute slot to chat, hold a Q&A session, and just generally have fun. It’s a crazy plan.

Of course, it’s broadcast on the big screens at the venue and live-streamed to living rooms around the world. Again, I’ve already reached a state of resignation, but this is true outward-facing entertainment, a world away from the Four Pillar War where I could just enjoy myself without worrying about ‘outside gazes.’

In other words, a stomachache is unavoidable—*Ping*—What???

“Eh, wh-what, hey, what’s that?!”

“Wh-What is it? Is something wrong?”

And so, with just ten minutes to go until that hellish event, as I was on the verge of enlightenment, trying to calm my mind and surrender to the flow of time, I received…

…what must be a feature exclusive to this event. A receiver icon I had never seen in the virtual world… in other words, an icon signaling an incoming call.

““………………””

Seeing it blinking before my eyes, I exchanged a glance with Hina-san, who was tilting her head in confusion—then, slowly, tentatively, I tapped the floating icon.

“—*Ah, hellooo? Haru-san? It’s me, me, me!*”

The voice that echoed through the room was extremely casual, a voice I had grown quite accustomed to… in fact, on this day, it was the voice of a friend I had heard more than anyone else’s.

And that voice, terrifyingly, dreadfully, awe-inspiringly, was perfectly synchronized with the beckoning figure of the commentator on the screen—

“—*Could you spare just a little of your time?*”

…she was calling for me.



    Chapter 707

    Personality: [Haru]

    *—And now, ladies and gentlemen of the audience, thank you for your patience! We've kept you waiting long enough!* 

*Ah, hello. Uhm—*

*We went and called him up—the [Acrobat]!* 

*Hey, wait, I thought I was supposed to come out as my regular self, but I was forcibly changed into this—*

*Aaaand on that note, we did have a debate with the staff about whether this was the right move for the first segment! But we decided that the audience's expectations take priority, so for his very first time as a personality, we've had "Haru-chan" forcibly join us!* 

*Damn it, you pulled some kind of trick, didn't you…!* 

*Now, now, now, now, now, even if you make a face like that, you're just being cute! We only have a tiny bit of time that we managed to squeeze in for you, so swallow your complaints!* 

*First of all, why was I even called—*

*Then let's get this show on the road at full speed! It's the surprise daytime NonoHaru Radio!* 

*Just listen to me!* 

—

—…

—……

*And with that, now that we've successfully loosened up Haru-san's nerves just as planned—*

*It feels less like you loosened them and more like you blew them up with dynamite…*

*More importantly, we're out of time! We've only got a little over eight minutes left, so stop your grumbling and let's get right to it! Hey, box, c'mon!* 

*Fine, whatever… Huh, what's that?* 

*It's a collection of fan mail for Haru-san from everyone in the audience! You see, you know, there were just so, so, so, so, so, so many addressed to the [Acrobat] this time!* 

*Huh.* 

*If we did this the normal way, there's just no way supply could keep up with demand. So, for you, Haru-san, we'll be slotting in little solo segments like this whenever we have a spare moment.* 

*What? …No, seriously, what? You've got to be kidding me.* 

*Alright then, let's do it! First fan mail response! Draw!* 

*Hey, have a conversation with me.* 

*Let's see, what's this? "Haru-cha—*pfft*… ahem, excuse me. 'Even though you're so cute, Haru-chan, why do you refer to yourself with *ore*?'"* 

*What kind of question is that for the first one…? Do you really need that info—*

*Yes, yes, yes, no chitchat, please! We've gotta rush, rush, rush! C'mon, c'mon, c'mon, we need an answeeeer!* 

*…*

*Answer!* 

*Because I'm a guy. Next.* 

*Alright, let's keep it moving! Here's the next one! "What's your favorite food?"* 

*Chocolate.*

*Aw, how cute.*

*Next.*

*"Who is the senior player you respect the most, or who you're most indebted to?"* 

*If you mean the latter, it'd be Kagura-san, the [Fire-Player] from Vestol.*

*Whoa, an instant answer.*

*If he hadn't taken an interest in me, I definitely wouldn't be here right now.*

*Ahh, I love stories like that! I'm sure the internet is flooded with articles about the first meeting between the [Acrobat] and the [Fire-Player], so if you're curious, go look it up!* 

*Next.*

*Yes, yes. Let's see… —Oh ho ho…!* 

*What is it? That's creepy, stop.*

*"And now for a sudden word to your partner, please."* 

*Huh?* 

*"And now for a sudden word to your partner, please."* 

*No, what is that? What's with that? It's not even a quest—*

*And now! For a sudden! Word to your cute, cute little partner!* 

*Ugh, you're so loud! Fine, I just have to say something, right?! Fine!* 

*Okay then, go ahead!* 

*… Th-thank you… for… everything…?* 

*What's with that tone? You sound like a clumsy husband trying to express his daily gratitude to his wife.*

*Next.*

*Hey, hey, hey, are you okay? Your face is getting red—*

*Bring it on, next! Let's see what you've got, you so-called fan mail!* 

*Ahaha! Ah, what fun. Okay, then, next up is… hmm. "I'm a huge fan of cute girls who are energetic, strong-willed, and laugh during battle (while being a little clumsy). Where can I go to meet a girl like you, Haru-chan?"* 

*A virtual world. Also, I'm a guy. Next.*

*"A word for Iris-sama, please."* 

*Another one-liner? The opening surprise was super cool. There. Next.*

*"You're cute too, Haru-chan, but Nono—*hngh*… ahem. Let me start over… 'As a once-in-a-lifetime request—'* 

*Hey, don't start over. Don't so blatantly skip that. Read the previous one all the way through.*

*Ehh… well…—ah, hey, no, no, give it baaack…!* 

*Ahem… 'Nonomi-chan is cute too, isn't she? What do you think of Nonomi-chan, who keeps proudly declaring that you're friends?'* 

*You don't have to answer, you know. This corner doesn't have a strict rule about answering every Q&A, so let's just smoothly move on to the next one, the next—*

*Cute…? Hmm…* 

*But you can't just say 'hmm' to that! Nonomi-chan is cute, isn't she?! She's a former idol, even if she's like this now!* 

*Well… I'm not a big fan of sour things. It's not that I hate them, but I rarely eat citrus fruits like mikan or oranges on my own.*

*What are you, what, what are you talking about?* 

*But, you know. When I happen to taste them in sweets or something, there's a moment where I'm impressed, or rather, I see them in a new light, thinking, 'This stuff's not bad,' for that one-of-a-kind refreshing flavor.* 

*What are you really talking about?!* 

*It's like that. Next.*

*It's over?! Hey, wait a minute, what was that! I have no clue if that was positive or negative at a—*

*Next.*

*"This is a once-in-a-lifetime request, please be my bride!"* 

*I told you I'm a guy!* 

—

—…

—……


Apparently, that's pretty much how the ten or so minutes went.



    Chapter 708

    The Seat Next to Her

    In the end, the brief segment of just over ten minutes flew by in what felt like an instant.

I'm sure it was all thanks to Nono-san, who, despite appearing to be fooling around the entire time, skillfully led the way with her impressive speaking and technical skills. A true professional is on another level.

And so, once the so-called NonoHaru Radio that had been slotted into a spare moment came to a close… what followed was the originally scheduled program.

Namely,

"Whoa, you're a total mess. How pathetic, onii-san."

"Good work."

"So, what's the plan? Same as always, it's tough when they just tell us to chat freely."

"Same as always, why don't we just rely on the fan mail we've received?"

"…If I may ask, who's going to be the one reading them?"

"Irori-senpai can do it again, just like last time."

"I said this last time, too, but why me—"

"You looked so cool and natural in your 'personality' role last year, Irori-kun."

"Where's the fan mail box? Hand it over already."

—and just like that, the turn shifted to our Eastern Faction. Nono-san had departed with a triumphant, "Finally, a break!" and in her place, the spacious room that also served as the host's lounge filled with our members.

We were allotted thirty minutes. The request was for some 'casual banter'—a loose form of entertainment that's ironically more difficult the more you think about it.

In other words, the current lively chatter already qualified as doing our jobs perfectly.

This whole thing was just to provide some excitement during a break, after all. At the end of the day, all we had to do was provide something akin to background music or a radio show to kill time. For the battle-hardened rankers, whose guts were forged from super-alloys, it was a piece of cake.

Of course, it goes without saying that for a certain not-so-battle-hardened ranker, this time of day, just past noon, was not so kind to the mental state.

As was tradition, the two little ones immediately came over to poke at me. I was half-dead, collapsed on a sofa at the side of the host's table. Having been dragged around by Nono-san and forced to squeeze out every last drop of my positive energy, this creature of the shadows was, of course, drowning in a sea of shame, replaying the recent debacle in my mind.

"C'mon, c'mon, c'mon, get up, onii-san. Time to switch places, switch places."

"You're still the main attraction. Do your best."

"Stop it, give me a break…"

But my two tiny senpais were merciless. As I tried to become one with a cushion, they each grabbed one of my hands and, with the feeble strength of their pure magic builds, began to pull me up.

"Nooo… I already did my part…! It's my turn to take a break—"

"No can do! Didn't you hear Nono-chan? That was just a fill-in spot. It's meaningless if you slack off during the main event! Now get up!"

And with that, I was forcibly dragged from the sofa.

"Alright, take your seat! Now then, make sure you give them a *generous supply* of what they're *demanding*."

I was thrown into my predetermined "designated seat"—and where was that, you ask?

"Fufu… Good work. Are you all right?"

"I am not all right, but, well, I'll do my best…"

It was none other than the seat next to my master.

Yeah, I get it. I can read the room. Now that the [Sword Saint], who had a change of heart for some reason, has come out into the open… this is the scene everyone wants to see.

The world is probably thinking it. *Show us some master-disciple interaction already.*

In that case—

"Oh, in *that* form?"

"Well, if I'm going to be sitting next to you as your disciple, I thought this form would be better…"

It wasn't an act of defiance against the audience, who were no doubt enjoying the show, but in this space where the coercive force had vanished, I nonchalantly reactivated my [Trance].

As I forced a weary smile in my familiar form,

"You're right… Both versions of you are adorable, Haru-kun, but I must admit that your original form makes me feel more strongly that you are 'my disciple.'"

—she responded, just as familiarly, with a *howahowa* comment that left me at a loss for words.

I have to admit, my master, who smiled so naturally as if she didn't mind at all, was truly precious. But for me, who *had* to mind *everything*, the calming effect was instantly overwhelmed by a wave of embarrassment and discomfort.

"Ui-chan is ruthless."

"She's doting on her disciple."

"She's really showing off, huh?"

The comments muttered by the usual trio of mismatched sizes probably served as a stand-in for the thoughts of the other five as well. The thought of the reaction from the venue and the entire world was terrifying.

On top of that, it was also somewhat frightening that the 'student' himself was acting cooler than anyone. I'd almost feel more at ease if he glared at me with his usual talk of making me into mincemeat—

"Well then, shall we begin now that you've settled down?"

"Yeah. Let's just read a few at random."

As if he hadn't noticed my gaze, Irori, who simply shot me a slightly teasing look before brushing it off, nodded at Hina-san's voice and shook the box in his hands. *Clatter, clatter.*

And after I had the rude thought that, just like with those fireworks a while back, this guy looks ridiculously out of place with festival-type items, my junior, oblivious to my thoughts…

"First one is… —Hah."

—let out a thoroughly infuriating reaction.

"It's for the [Acrobat]. It says, 'A word for your master, please.'"

"Why?! Not another one-liner request…!"

At the content of the first letter, announced with utter amusement, I let out a heartfelt cry of 'give me a break' and collapsed onto the table.



    Chapter 709

    Eastia Radio

    *Fufu… I wonder what kind of word I'll receive.*

*No, uh, seriously… doing this with you right next to me is raising the difficulty to—*

*Alright, alright, that's enough of that! Just resign yourself and spit it out!* 

*If you answer it once, similar messages will be automatically filtered out, so do your best.*

*In other words, if you don't answer, the same question will just keep coming, won't it? Just as Ri-na-chan says, wouldn't it be cleaner to just resign yourself and smoothly gush a little?* 

*Why are you all assuming I'm going to gush? Dammit, every last one of you is enjoying this…!* 

*Hurry up and say it already. You're keeping Ui-chan waiting.* 

*You're all so detached… And hey, Tetra, you can stop laughing in the shadows—*

*…Haru-kun, you seem much more reluctant to give a 'word' to me than you were for Ar-chan, don't you? Has the rebellious phase of a disciple against their master finally arrived?* 

*You're enjoying this too, Ui-san?* 

*Hey, [Acrobat].*

*What, why, why the title?* 

*Just say it already. Don't keep Sensei waiting for no reason.*

*……………………………………………… Uh, well… G-going forward, I look forward to your continued guidance and encouragement… or something like that.*

*Fufu… Yes. Likewise, I look forward to it as well.*

*Wow, you went for the most painfully generic answer possible. That's so you, onii-san.*

*Not a trace of the daring fearlessness you show in battle.*

*No wonder people say you have a split personality between peacetime and wartime.*

*Well, it's fine, isn't it? The atmosphere alone is gushy enough.*

*Irori, next. Pull one for Tetra.*

*…Why me all of a sudden? Stop it.*

*Don't say things that'll make people suspect this is rigged. It's not like I can pull one on purpose… See, it's for Goldow. ……………………It's for him, but…*

*Oh? What's up?* 

*The content is a bit delicate, so I'll let you decide whether to read it or not.*

*Ooh, sensitive? For Gossan?* 

*Even though they're polar opposites.*

*You little brats sure say whatever you want… Let's see, what's this? 'Please give me your daughter's hand in marria—' Look, even if you ask me…*

*Helena-chan has a lot of fans, huh. As a father, does it put you in a tough spot?* 

*No, if anything, that girl's never had a single romantic rumor to her name, so as her dad, I'm worried… but, if I say too much, I'll be in for it later, so I'll stop there.*

*Didn't you already say something that might get you in trouble? Are you okay, Papa?* 

*Don't say such scary things. Uh, what was I saying? If it's a guy she approves of, I won't say a thing, whoever it is. That's all.*

*Hyuu! So cool!* 

*Hey, why are you coming over here after that? Just let your dad dote on you.*

*C'mon, Irorin, stop complaining and get to the next one, the next one!* 

*Don't shake me, Chibisu…! —Next is for Yura.*

*Huh?* 

*And right on cue, you sound like a delinquent! Stop trying to act cool and join the circle! Why are you so far away? The distance feels lonely, c'mon, c'mon!* 

*Soooo annoyiiing…*

*I agree.*

*You agree?! Irorin, what did you just say?!* 

*"I'm so happy to see you again, Yura-sama. I'm cheering for you."* 

*Ignoring me!* 

*…Is that a question?* 

*Just as it's written, it's a message of support.*

*…Well, do what you want. I'll do what I want, too.*

*Tsundere.*

*Where was the 'dere' in that, Chibisu, huh?* 

*Don't make such clumsy threats. C'mon, you get over here too.*

*Hah, stop it, you old man, let go of me…!* 

*…Genkotsu, are you awake?* 

*Mmph… Awake. Listening to the conversation. I'm fine.*

*Gen-san operating as usual is fine, but is this broadcast itself okay…?* 

*It was pretty much the same last time and the time before. It should be fine.*

*Mi-na-chan is taking the lead to liven things up. As expected of an idol.*

*Liven things up? That just looks like she's rampaging—*

*Alright, next one, boom!* 

*Tch… you! If you pull it, read it yourself! Why are you shoving it in my face!* 

*Doesn't that just look like she's rampaging?* 

*Fufu.*

*Well, I'm just glad you all seem to be having fun.*

*…You look like you're having fun too, you know. Look, your second letter is already up. Rejoice, Acrobat. 'Iro—' Let's move on.*

*Don't move on, read it. Nono-chan already pulled that trick.*

*Tch…*

*Hey, this guy just let out a huge 'tch'!* 

*"Two words for Irori-kun, please," it says. There, say something already.*

*Hey, what the hell is with this 'one word' trend—two words?!* 

*It's been upgraded.*

*A subtle change…*

*Ehh… two words…?* 

*Just say whatever, and hurry up. You're making me uncomfortable too.*

*Irori, what are you planning to have for lunch?* 

*Soba.*

*Oh, soba sounds good. Maybe I'll have noodles too—alright, next.*

*It's over?! Wait, did that count?!* 

*It's still two words. Stop shouting in my ear or I'll throw you.*

*If you do that, the fans in front of the screen won't stay quiet!* 

*…Well, I imagine there would be voices of praise.*

*I can hear you even if you mumble it! What do you think I am, onii-san?!* 

*The one in charge of energy.*

*That's right!* 

*Well then, 담당 of cute, isn't it about time you reined in your partner's rampage?* 

*Too much trouble.*

*And it's war! If you want to be pounced on, just say so!* 

*Whoa, she's coming this way…?! —Alright, go, Tetra!* 

*Huh? Hey, don't mess with—?!* 

*Oh, what's this, Tet-kun, you wanna go?!* 

*I do not! Don't drag me into this! Just make a racket on your own!* 

*How dare you treat Mi-na-chan like some random noisemaker!* 

*Seriously, is this broadcast going to be okay…?* 

*I'm sure it will be fine. At least, I'm having a lot of fun.*

*I'm just glad you seem to be enjoying yourself.*

*Well, let's just ignore the two idiots.*

*Hey, those two… you mean the red one and who else? Is it me?* 

*Next is for Sensei.*

*Oh my, what could it be?* 

*Ignoring me…!* 

*"What do you think of your disciple?" it says.*

*What do I think… As a disciple, you mean? Or should I simply answer what I think of Haru-kun in general…?* 

*I'm pretty sure just 'as a disciple' is fine—*

*Why not both?* 

*I think both is good.*

*Both would be fine, wouldn't it?* 

*It's gotta be both, obviously!* 

*Hey, stop, what did I even do?!* 

*Well then, Sensei, both if possible.*

*I knew it, you're all in on this…!* 

*Fufu… Well then. It's a bit cruel to tease him too much, so I'll keep it simple… —He is a disciple who is not cute, yet cute, and a hardworking and adorable boy. That is all.*

*…*

*…*

*Senpais, you egged her on and now you're all silent?* 

*…She really, truly adores you, huh, kid.*

*Seriously, stop. Irori, next.*

*Hah.*

*Huh? What's that, you want a fight? I'll take you on, I'll be waiting in the finals—*

*Next is for Hinayo. 'Please wink at the camera.'* 

*Oh, for me? Very well… *wink*.*

*You laughed and then ignored me…! —Oh, hey Tetra, you survived. What's with the scary face? I'm kidding, I'm sorry, please forgive me, senpai, I'm begging you.*

*Irori-senpai, you have my permission to pull about ten letters for *him*.*

*W-wait, calm down, Tetra. Don't say things that will make people suspect this is rigg—*

*Alright, leave it to me.*

*—ged, is what you just said a minute ago!* 

*I'll start with three in a row. 'Who among the rankers do you least want to fight?' 'What do you like about your master?' 'What are your hobbies outside of the virtual world?'* 

*Why are you really pulling them consecutively, you bastard…! Ugh, well, the first one is Ar… Her Majesty, the [Sword Queen]. The next one is…*

*…*

*Please stop, don't stare at me like that. Uhm, ah… —Alright, fine. To name just one of many things, I'll say *the way her voice softens*.*

*Huh?* 

*Master, could you please try saying 'Triangle Duo' three times in a row?* 

*…, … No.*

*And so, the fact that she has this side to her is surprisingly approachable, and I like that. The third one… well, hmm… cooking, or maybe baking, I guess.*

*Haru-kun, we need to have a talk later.*

*I'm sorry.*

*They're flirting.*

*They're flirting.*

*They're totally flirting.*

*Ufufu… Irori-kun, what's next?* 

*Ah, well then, I'll just read the remaining seven letters for the Acrobat all at once—*

*Don't you dare pull ten in a row, you bastard!* 

—

—…

—……


It didn't turn out to be as long as expected, but that's apparently how the thirty minutes went.



    Chapter 710

    side: viewer

    *Don't you dare pull ten in a row, you bastard!* 

And so, the voice that rang out cheerfully through the venue was a familiar one… and yet, its atmosphere, its tension, its very presence was different from the 'him' of the real world.

The same person, and yet clearly different.

At this very moment, the four university students gazing at their friend on the screen—who was not Haru Kasuga, but [Haru]—were, to varying degrees…

"…Man, I seriously respect that guy now…"

"It's hilarious how he's handling everything—the jokes, the teasing, being the teaser and the teased."

At this point, all they could do was watch, a mixture of admiration and disbelief.

"…Whether he's doing it naturally, whether it's all calculated, or whether his nervousness has just boiled over and he's running on pure chaos… that's just talent, plain and simple."

"…It's amazing, isn't it? Nozo—*mghn*…!"

As Mizuki added to the words spoken by the two childhood friends, Kaede tried to follow, only to have her mouth clamped shut by her best friend sitting next to her. She had been like this ever since watching 'his' match, but even if it was just a mumble, she was being a little too obvious.

"Kaede, be careful. Get a hold of yourself."

"Ugh, sorry…!"

Though the seats in the Yotsuya Dome were elegantly designed for a stress-free experience and not packed together, they couldn't forget that there were other people sitting on either side of their group of four.

It was fine to get excited along with everyone else, but as effective 'insiders,' they needed to be careful about *how* they got excited… or at least, she should have known that.

"Well, when you see it up close like this…"

But the other three understood. Because they too, though to varying extents—

"Yeah, you can't help but fall for him."

"F-fall for… no, it's not like that…!"

"It's not? —*I* certainly fell for him, though."

"Me too. I've gotta say, I fell for him."

"I fell for him all over again. …Well then, I guess you're the only one left out, Kaede."

"N-eh…?! I-if that's how it is, then, m-me too…!"

The image was a projection, an augmented reality. Though it was still a world apart, it was a scene that unfolded right before their very eyes. The result was clear.

Combined with the fact that he was a close friend, it was only natural that these fans, who were in a sense a step deeper and more passionate than the general public, would have their heads set ablaze by the match that had just unfolded before them.

Unaware that the friends he himself had invited were inevitably heating up with passion, 'he'—the one causing a stir on the countless screens floating in the air—

*The ten letters are done. Now for the next one.*

*You've gotta be kidding me, eleven in a row?! Are you sure this isn't rigged…?!* 

—continued to show off his cheerful demeanor, mingling with the undisputed titans of the world without a hint of intimidation, leaving his friends and the world to wonder whether he was nervous or if it had all vanished.

◇◆◇◆◇

*You've gotta be kidding me, eleven in a row?! Are you sure this isn't rigged…?!* 

And so, the voice that rang out cheerfully in the room was a familiar one… and yet, its atmosphere, its tension, its very presence was different from the 'him' of the real world.

He was the person her best friend cared for, so she had naturally started paying attention, and now she frequently checked his archived videos. It was the voice of 'Haru.'

His virtual face, different from his real one. Gazing at this familiar duality broadcast live on the monitor, she was in her own room—her home, a world away from the heat-filled venue—

"Yeah… it's just a natural talent. He's the type who stops worrying about his surroundings once he's in the zone. He's got guts to spare, too. He's fundamentally suited for a job where he's being watched."

"…"

"I'm so jealous of how good he is under pressure. No matter how many years I've been doing this, the best I can do is pretend I'm not nervous. I can't shake off being a timid little chick. I'm always messing up behind the scenes, seriously."

"…"

"…"

"…"

"—Hey, Nia-cha. Don't you think it's a bit much to summon someone to your room only to use them as a sofa and then completely ignore them? My legs are starting to go numb, you know?"

"…"

"Can we at least talk? Huh? I'm gonna tickle you. I'm gonna tickle you, okay?"

"…"

"Ah, okay, right—That's it, I'm mad now! So it's love over friendship, is it, you!"

"—?! Wha—…?! Hngh—!?!?"

One of them was nestled in her best friend Hiyori's lap. The other held her best friend Nia in her own lap.

While the former was completely engrossed in the person on the screen, and the latter—sixty percent jealousy, thirty percent sadness, and ten percent anger—began a playful scuffle, 'he' was—

*"What's your motto?"* 

*Ah… 'What can be done, can be done if you do it, so believe you can do it and try your best.'* 

*…Haru-kun?* 

*What is it? That is, in all honesty, my motto.*

—never letting on the truth in his heart. He continued to show the world a playful, elusive, and silly side, just as one would expect from the [Acrobat].


He was, as you know, desperately struggling inside that screen.



    Chapter 711

    Time for Two

    Escaping the dream, I return to reality.

It was a process I'd repeated countless times over the past half-year, so I was more than used to it by now. I no longer suffered from the disconnect between the physical performance of my body over there in the virtual world and my body here in reality.

Thus,

"—Oof…"

—the reason I let out a deathly groan and collapsed onto my bed the moment I stepped out of the mechanical ark was simply due to pure mental exhaustion.

It was a little past 12:30 PM. We had finished our thirty-minute slot as the first group of the day, and my Eastern Faction comrades and I had been temporarily released for a break. We were free until the main program resumed at 2:00 PM.

All I really had to do was eat lunch. The Blonde Samurai was dragging me to get noodles… Unfortunately, there was no soba, so it was a choice between ramen, udon, or somen.

"Nngh…"

Letting out a groan like the death cry of some mysterious creature, I peeled my body off the bed, which was generating a gravitational pull far stronger than any mere gravity, and got to my feet.

In any case, this place was dangerous. While I didn't think I'd be mentally exhausted enough to just doze off, the thought of the potential hell that would ensue made it better to stay away.

As I left my room,

*—Man, what should we do? To compete with that hilarious Istia comedy routine, we're outnumbered in both cast and talent. I don't think we stand a chance.*

*You can't lose in spirit, Gin-san! Let's get fired up! C'mon Maru, Tora-san, what are you doing being so calm? Get your energy up, c'mon, c'mon!* 

*So loud…*

*Alright, alright, you're too close.*

I quickly looked up some 'entertainment' and hit play. The lively chatter of the live broadcast began to flow from my smartphone.

It was currently the Northern Faction's turn. As expected from their lineup, the voice of the boisterous martial arts instructor made me smile involuntarily… even as the thought that I had been doing *that* just a moment ago made my stomach ache.

In any case, it was time to refuel. I slipped my phone into my pocket—and in that instant,

An incoming call tone, accompanied by a faint vibration in my hand, interrupted the audio of 'Nortalia Radio'… only to cut off after just two seconds.

Wondering what that was, I checked the screen.

"Oh…?"

It was a somewhat unexpected name.

I waited ten, then twenty seconds, but my phone showed no sign of ringing again. However, considering *who* the caller was, neglecting to call back and check was not an option.

So, with some trepidation, I called back—

*—Yes, hello.*

"Ah, hello. Is something the matter?"

*N-no, wai—geez…!* 

She answered on the second ring, her voice that of a calm, mature woman. And behind her words, I could hear the cute, flustered voice of a girl.

Tilting my head in confusion, the first speaker—Natsume Itsuki, the maid who had called me—seemed to have easily dealt with her master, who was apparently rampaging nearby.

*I apologize for bothering you when you must be tired from your duties. I know I am intruding on your precious break time, but may I have a moment?* 

"Yes…? Oh, no, it's totally fine. All I have to do is eat lunch, anyway."

And so, the words were spun so serenely.

I couldn't guess what she wanted, but from her demeanor, I could tell it wasn't anything so serious that I would need to refuse. I readily agreed.

*Thank you very much. In that case—*

And with that, Itsuki-san offered her thanks, and then,

*Please, you two, take your time.*

*Wha—ah, wai—…*

Unless I was mistaken, one presence vanished from the other end of the line. At the same time, I somehow sensed that the person I was speaking to had changed.

Ten seconds of silence later,

*—…U-uhm, Haru…?* 

"Yes, this is Haru."

As my partner Sora's voice hit my eardrums from the speaker, I replied, aware that my cheeks were unavoidably softening… I know it's a bit much, but it can't be helped.

After all, I'm not the only one who has been completely charmed by that angel.

"What's up, Sora? Is Itsuki-san playing tricks again?"

*Ah, haha… yes, something like that… A-ah, I'm so sorry! You must be busy. You have to be back at the venue at two, so your time is…*

"Don't worry about it. I was just going to grab a quick lunch and then I'd have been free anyway."

Her words were similar to what the maid had said, but the kindness, consideration, and overall gentle atmosphere in her voice were completely different.

Compared to the tyrannical Itsuki-san, who must have boldly made her move and then vanished without a trace, the comforting presence she provided in a flash melted my cheeks—

Although, in that maid's case, it's highly likely she calculated things *that* far and did it on purpose, so it's safe to assume it was deliberate. A terrifying maid indeed.

Putting that aside,

"So, what's wrong?"

*Wh-what… uhm… well…*

On the other end of the line. Itsuki-san's pranks were a common occurrence, but when I asked for the reason she had gone through with it so unhesitatingly… as expected, the girl faltered, her words catching in her throat.

And that's why I couldn't resist a bit of mischief myself.

"Oh, what's this, a quiz? In that case, I wouldn't mind taking a guess…"

*N-no, it's n—it's nothing! It's nothing, so please don't—*

"Knowing you, Sora-san, you probably just got lonely, right? Hmm? Your partner is out there making a scene on some crazy big stage, and you started thinking, 'Wow, he seems so far away,' and got all antsy, which Itsuki-san saw right through—"

*I told you to stop…!* 

With the confidence that I was allowed to, I boldly laid her heart bare.

"You managed to intercept her once, but you couldn't stop my second attempt, huh? No, actually, the fact that you blocked that maid even once is amazing. You did great, Sora-san."

*Ah, are you teasing me…? You are, aren't you…?! That's it, I'm done with you, Haru! Please have a nice, long rest and do your best this afternoon as well…!* 

And just like that.

Even as she pouted, she didn't forget her consideration for me. This truly angelic partner of mine was hitting me with a level of cuteness that was almost incomprehensible.

"Sora-san."

*What is it?! I'm hanging up—*

"Actually, do you have time?"

*Huh?* 

"I'll log in in about ten minutes and be on the sofa at home, our usual spot."

*What?! E-eh, wha—*

"I'd appreciate it if you could join me to kill some time. See ya."

It wasn't that I was imitating the maid, but I too decided to be a tyrant for the sake of my angel and unilaterally ended the call. Well, in this case, it was less for Sora's sake and more because,

"Well… looks like it's cup ramen for me."

—I myself had felt that she was 'far away,' and this was for my own sake, no one else's.



    Chapter 712

    Second Round

    "—Oh, hello. Looks like everyone's here."

And so, after slurping down a certain illustrator's recommended cup ramen that cost a little over two hundred yen, and after a dizzying series of world-hops—virtual in reality, then reality in reality, then virtual in virtual—I passed the time chatting with my lonely partner and finally returned to the stage of my duties.

Through the special startup sequence, the re-login automatically delivered me to a room. This was Waiting Room Part 2, where the participants of the next match were gathered. Which meant three faces were looking at me.

My partner, Hina-san, and our opponents in the second round of C-Block, the seeded team [Screen & Disperser]. Of the two, the ever-amiable [Disperser], Tonic-shi, gave me a little wave, while [Screen], Yurayura-shi, glanced at me and then indifferently looked away…

Well, that was just them acting in character, as I'd come to expect from my brief interactions with them.

"That was a brilliant display of new moves in the first round. Looking forward to the second."

"Ah, thanks. Likewise."

Ignoring the latter, who was operating in their usual brusque mode, the refreshingly handsome man in a hero-suit-like outfit spoke to me casually—somehow, for a ranker, he seemed to lack any particular quirks, or rather, the *lack* of them was a defining feature of this gentleman.

I wondered if it was just a facade, or if he was like this all the way through.

…Anyway, putting that aside.

"Uhm… is something wrong?"

I sat down next to my partner on the sofa and asked the older woman, who had been observing me with a meaningful expression ever since I arrived, what she wanted. She smiled mischievously.

"Somehow, you seem a bit more relaxed, don't you?"

She said something that sounded like she'd seen right through me. In response, I tilted my head and feigned ignorance with a 'what could you possibly mean' pose…

"You look significantly more refreshed than you did before the break—did you get some energy from your cute partner?"

"I plead the fifth."

She had hit the nail on the head with the undeniable truth, and all I could do was turn my face away and play dumb. I'd been told this before, but am I really that easy to read? —Putting that aside as well.

It was almost 2:00 PM, meaning the second program was about to start. There was really only one thing we, who were gathered in this room, needed to talk about for now.

"So, what's our plan for the second round?"

That would be a meeting to decide how to draw the line between serious fighting and performance to liven up this entertainment match… or so I thought, as I brought it up.

"Even if you ask what our plan is…"

"Right?"

As Tonic-shi agreed with Hinayo-san's words, they both turned their eyes to the lone silver figure. And, of course, I added my gaze to theirs, making it three.

The person receiving all eyes but their own noticed the attention and scowled in annoyance, but didn't go so far as to ignore us, dutifully opening their mouth.

"…As you know, I can't hold back. You guys just adjust on your own."

"That's what I thought."

"Figured as much."

"Makes sense."

And so, it was something we had all known beforehand. When the one and only [Screen] is involved, the content of the match boils down to how the other three, exposed to an extraordinary power, will maneuver.

How will Hina-san and I resist? And how will Tonic-shi perform alongside it? The director of the stage was already decided, so in the end, it all depended on the performance of the actors—us.

And the crucial point in considering how to perform is—

"By the way, which one are you planning to lay down?"

—which of the three rules he or she wields will be chosen. When I asked lightly, Yurayura-shi glanced at me again with a disinterested look.

"You can pretty much guess, can't you? Against *you guys*, there's no other choice."

They threw back a reply that was the very antithesis of straightforwardness, just as expected. It was a refreshing display of contrariness, but personally, I didn't dislike it, as it was almost easy to understand.

Though it wasn't a direct answer, the reply was within my understanding—indeed, against me and Hina-san, *that one* would be the only choice. It hadn't been hard to predict.

However, the difficulty of overcoming it, even knowing what it is… considering the *tag-team matchup*, it was a *huge problem*—

Just as our meeting concluded in seconds with the unanimous decision that 'there's nothing to discuss,' a screen deployed in the air announced the time.

And then,

*—Heeeey, it's time! Your stomachs may be full from lunch, but your hearts are still hungry, I bet! Let's get hyped for the middle act!* 

—the re-energized host's voice echoed, declaring the resumption of the program.

◇◆◇◆◇

After a transfer, I entered the stage for the third time. The stage was the same, the cheers were the same, the only thing different was the opponents across from me—one was a faction member, the other, less than an acquaintance.

"Hah… What should we do?"

"What indeed."

Having won the first round of A-Block, the [Adamant & Undying] tag team advanced to face the third-ranked pair from the South and East, [Peerless & Castle Lord]. We had a meeting in the waiting room… well, one of us was sound asleep, so it was less of a meeting and more of an exchange of words, but in the end, the conclusion was the same.

In short, how in the world were we supposed to break through their defense?

"Tetra, you don't have another trump card hidden away like in the first round, do you?"

"I'm not some special case, you know. I can't just pull out ultimate moves one after another. What about you, Auerin-senpai? Don't you have anything? We could get completely shut down and lose instantly here."

"Ngh… I do have *something*, but, hmm…"

Seeing his partner's reluctant expression, the boy didn't tilt his head in confusion… instead, being all too perceptive, he let out a small sigh.

"Do you want to win?"

"Huh? Of course I do."

"Right—then let's do it. The lamest thing would be to regret not trying later."

"…You know, my impression of you has completely changed since we teamed up."

In response to Tetra, who had declared his intent to 'move full speed ahead' without hesitation, Auerin gave him a look mixed with surprise and admiration.

"Alright then, let's do this—[Trance]."

With that key word, he changed his form.

His attire remained light armor. In contrast to his slightly smaller frame, his amber hair grew long, tied up in a waterfall-like ponytail… His now slender right hand reached for the hilt of the greatsword on his back.

And so, seeing his partner showing a clear 'will to win,'

"Mm… what do you need?"

"MP and cover. Infinitely."

—the boy who received the terse reply nodded and followed suit.

"Okay, then—[Clad Form (Trance)]."

Along with the cheers for Auerin, another set of inevitably embarrassing cheers rained down, but he ignored them all. And so, the [Undying], who had sprouted the 'ears' and 'tail' of a pitch-black 'cat' that suited his all-black attire, said with a cool expression… an expression that, to those who knew him well, was half-desperation,

"Well, let's just see what we can do."

"Alright, let's make this fun."

—and together with his partner, he steeled his resolve and faced the 'enemy.'

—And there, at the end of their line of sight.

"…[Castle Lord]."

"…Nngh."

"Are you awake?"

"…Nn-hmm…"

"You're awake, right?"

"Mm…"

"I'll take that as a yes. I'm counting on you, really… I'm counting on you."

"Uhn…"

"Could you at least open your eyes?"

"Nn-hnn…"

"Gah… She's beyond my control…!"

Their tag-team synergy was beyond excellent, to the point of being unfair. However, in terms of their personal natures—diligence and sloth—their compatibility was catastrophic. The two 'enemies' were still unable to properly communicate, even at this point.

And so, the first match of the Triangle Duo's second round began.



    Chapter 713

    Castle Lord

    "Where should I attack from?"

"Straight ahead, of course!"

"Roger. Embrace it—"

Simultaneously with his partner taking a step forward, the [Undying] nodded once at the terse reply to his terse question, then tapped his own shadow with the tip of his toe and whispered.

"[Grimnote, Black Sky Roc Wings]."

He had awakened another version of himself with [Clad Form (Trance)]. The transformation converted his Luck (LUC) to Mentality (MID), and the further concentrated power produced a well of magic (MP) that easily surpassed that of a pure mage.

It was a form completely specialized for rear-guard support, achieved by sacrificing a certain characteristic of the [Undying]. Having resigned himself to the role of 'fuel supplier' as requested, Tetra connected his shadow to his partner, and in that instant,

—the form of the renowned [Adamant], a representative of the STR-focused power build, who had transformed into his other self via [Trance], vanished.

Only one thing was able to react to the anomaly.

In that moment, it was not the host, who obviously couldn't keep up. It was not the audience, who would likely struggle to comprehend what happened even after several seconds. And it was not the [Peerless] samurai on stage, who might have had a chance to perceive it with his own abilities… nor was it his partner, who remained with her eyes closed.

It was the one and only thing that reigned supreme in this virtual world.

"—Hah, well, of course…!"

And so, what stopped Auerin's greatsword just before it reached Irori was, without any exaggeration, a speed that likely rivaled that of the [Acrobat],

—a single, chalk-white castle wall.

A roar split the air, and a shockwave erupted. But the floating 'fragment' did not shatter. It appeared out of the void and, though it wavered, it took the full force of the mighty blow that could have split the very earth.

"…I'm glad you're awake."

"Haha, my bad. Looks like our sleeping beauty is giving you a hard time—whoa?!"

And so, through the 'wall' that was just transparent enough to see through to the other side, the [Peerless] and [Adamant], looking exasperated for various reasons, exchanged weary words.

Then, a giant pillar of black wood manifested, descending upon the latter from above. A deafening roar shook the ground, and the immense aftershock sent his body, which had barely managed to dodge, flying backward.

And still, it didn't stop.

"…Mm."

A languid voice, more than just a breath, carried a will that made the air tremble—and what poured forth were countless 'parts,' enough to fill the vast stage.

"Oh man… Seriously, what are we gonna do about this…?"

"…You steeled your resolve, didn't you? Do your best."

Auerin, who had been knocked back to his starting position, muttered with a wry smile, while Tetra, looking up at the absurd scene, replied with a sigh.

Floating before their eyes were walls, floors, roofs, and not just such easily identifiable things, but also a jumble of seemingly unrelated objects like tables, chairs, beds, closets, and even small trees and suits of armor.

However, they were all originally part of one thing.

Arcadia's unofficial Anima ranking, immovable number one in the armor category: the Sixth Tier Anima, [Fairy Tale, Castle of Chalk and Blackwood]—its true form was,

—the royal castle itself, existing in the imagination of a single girl, freely manifesting in the real world.

In other words, a massive structure of immeasurable mass that appeared with a single thought, flew through the air with a single thought… and at times, even automatically protected its master's other self without her will.

"Fah, nngh… —Alright then… let's do our best… I guess…"

It was the shield and spear of a young girl, who let out a carefree yawn and rubbed her eyes on the grand stage.

◇◆◇◆◇

"—Man, no matter how many times I see it, that's a ridiculous Anima…"

Before the truly lawless scene displayed on the screen, what escaped my lips was a mix of exasperation, admiration, and awe. The 'castle fragments,' freely divided and flying about as they pleased, were a fantasy so over-the-top it couldn't be anything else.

Of course, I was surprised by the initial super-high speed movement Auerin demonstrated with his transformed body… but as expected, seeing it in real time, even through a broadcast, was something else.

No matter how you looked at it, your attention was inevitably drawn to *that*.

"The South's one, two, and three, in no particular order, aren't just for show… To be honest, it just reaffirms how insane Uni (the second) is. He's sandwiched between this and Ashe."

"That's true… In a sense, Mei-chan is the embodiment of Arcadia's greatest talent."

"To have all this without any effort…"

Well, in a way, she has put in more effort… or rather, has more 'experience' than any other player in Arcadia, but let's put that aside.

"But Tetra-kun and Auerin-senpai are amazing, too. They're still making it a fight."

And Tonic-shi's words were true.

Tetra, for his part, still possessed an absolutely massive scale of power. The endlessly湧き出る 'shadows' and 'darkness' had the potential to be a countermeasure, with resources that could rival the [Castle Lord]'s 'castle.'

And Auerin was just as surprising. I had no idea what the trick was, but he had been stably maintaining a super-high speed movement that rivaled my own for over a minute, resisting the torrent of mass.

In fact, he hadn't given up on attacking either, showing nice guts by occasionally slipping through the castle walls and reaching the enemy duo's presence. He was by no means losing in terms of spirit and skill.

He wasn't losing, but—

"…Yeah, no, that's impossible."

—what they faced was not just the 'castle' that served the [Castle Lord], but also the 'ice' of the [Peerless], which stood tall with an output rivaling that of grand magic, forming layered barriers that blocked their assault.

I was genuinely cheering for my cute junior and good-natured senior as they fought with all their might, but… regrettably, and unfortunately,

"…Seems impossible, huh… probably…?"

"The matchup is just too bad…"

"What kind of combination could possibly beat that tag team…?"

—including myself, Hina-san, and Tonic-shi, we could only agree with the words that [Screen] had muttered, as if by accident.

And so, just over three minutes after the match began,

*Ah… —Th-that's it! The winner is the [Peerless & Castle Lord] pair!* 

The applause and cheers for the [Undying] and [Adamant], who were defeated after a truly great fight, were unsparing. As for the two who had achieved a perfect game,

*…Forgive me, Tetra. This was a complete bracketing accident.*

*Mm… good work… good nigh…t…*

—they stood side by side, uninjured, with completely opposite expressions: one looking extremely uncomfortable, the other with a sleepy face that suggested they cared about nothing at all. Correction.

One was standing, and the other had sunk into a bed floating in mid-air.



    Chapter 714

    The Tank Advances

    The second match of the second round, B-Block: [Wolf Pack & Heavy Tank] vs. [Great Tiger & Twin Fists].

It was a matchup between the tag team of the second-ranked members from the North and South, a pair that many considered a 'disaster' second only to [Peerless & Castle Lord], and the two martial artists from the North and East who had brilliantly won their first match.

And so, following the disaster match, three shadows danced upon the stage.

The [Great Tiger] wielding his spear, and the [Twin Fists] throwing his punches. Despite being a hastily formed team, their individual, extraordinary senses allowed them to display a perfect coordination as if they had been comrades for years. And—

—facing them all alone, the small figure of the [Heavy Tank] danced as their equal.

"—Haaah…! This is… haaard…!"

The charging spear, the roaring fist—the twin shortswords drew jet-black arcs that parried every blow.

Uni, performing at his absolute limits without a moment to breathe or even blink, cheerfully shouted that it was 'impossible'… but as everyone watching knew,

"—Seriously, this guy…!"

"—…!"

—it was the 'enemy' side, attacking with a numerical advantage, that was having the harder time.

A frontal spear thrust, its immense weight a 'disguise,' was easily deflected by a shortsword, but that was merely the opening gambit and a feint in their coordinated attack.

The power of his crown, unleashed from the start of the match as in the first round, was already at full power and in its second stage. The invisible great jaws had reached the state of 'Toragasane,' and even the lawless [Dual Heavy, Starfall Twin Black Steel] would be subjected to some degree of force from its extraordinary power.

While not enough to clash on equal terms, the impact was enough to make the [Heavy Tank]'s hand float up—switch. The warrior, having passed his partner from behind, unleashed a straight punch faster than the eye could see, and at the same time, the sound of a cannon roared.

It was the two of them who winced.

The right fist of [Twin Fists] was knocked upward, unable to continue its straight path. And the body of [Great Tiger] was sent flying, letting out a groan of anguish… The [Heavy Tank] looked on,

"—*Haaaah*…!"

—and let out a breath that sounded genuinely pained, while a wicked smile spread across his face beneath his crown.

He held two shortswords in his hands, but Uni wielded four weapons. That is, two blades and two 'cannons'… the fingers of both his hands, which housed the enhancement effect [Pygmalion, Dwarf Gunner] from his special title, 'Heavy Tank.'

The invisible cannonballs, generated by the universal 'weight' he received and accumulated, were a lethal weapon that could be fired from his fingertips at a single thought, exceeding the speed of sound for an instantaneous hit.

Furthermore, as another vicious characteristic,

"Tch… [Truths—"

"—Like I'd let you!"

—that which pierced the earth and crushed steel was a recoilless cannon that was not bound by its power. In other words, even for a finishing blow that could be used with the flick of a finger—there was no such thing as post-attack recovery frames.

He threw his left sword, followed by a weight camouflage.

Before [Twin Fists], whose right arm had been sent flying into the air by the cannon's roar, could land on his feet, and before he could finish the incantation to manifest the crown with its extremely troublesome properties,

—the thrown blade flew straight for the center of his chest, a critical point.

There was no way to receive the feigned super-heavy object, no way to deflect it, and no time to evade. Thus, Genkotsu's split-second decision to thrust out his left arm was, at that moment, the undisputed best course of action—

"[Regalias, Tree-Calming Royalty]!"

"—! Gck… mgh…!"

—but it merely served to prolong the inevitable, buying the second-ranked member of the Southern Faction a few more seconds as he closed in for the kill.

The warrior, his left arm impaled by one of the [Dual Heavy, Starfall Twin Black Steel], was exposed to its feigned super-weight and the power that stole his agility in proportion to his avatar's durability. He fell.

And then,

"Sorry, Genkotsu—this time, it's my win."

—the small warrior, dancing menacingly, pointed his 'cannon' at the fallen man without mercy or hesitation,

"'Full Burst.'"

—and unleashed everything he had, eliminating his enemy without a second thought.

The successive roars shook the stage violently, and because of it, the silence of the dumbfounded audience seemed to be emphasized as it reached Uni's ears… but he shook his head as if to say it couldn't be helped.

It wasn't as if he was rampaging at full power for no reason.

"Alright… one more left. Are you ready, Tora?"

"Tch… You've gotta be… man, what's gotten into you? You're more fired up than I've ever seen you."

"Aha, well, you know. The number one showed off, and the number three showed off, so—"

This was a simple matter.

"—the number two has to look cool, too."

"…What's that supposed to mean?"

Secretly, and certainly, the one who valued his 'position' more than anyone else was simply letting his pride run wild… That was all. It was nothing more than a common occurrence.

Meanwhile, behind the small, ferocious warrior.

"—Wow… PvP players really are terrifying…"

—the [Wolf Pack], who had stayed out of the fight and showed none of his cards, yet had clearly provided 'support' for his partner, let out a carefree, absentminded voice as he,

—foreseeing the end of the match, called back the countless presences around him to his side.



    Chapter 715

    Backstage

    "—Whoa, whoa… Uni's gone and leveled up his PvP skills again, hasn't he?"

"He's been training non-stop ever since his loss last time."

In the lounge where those who had finished their duties gathered, the room grew livelier as more people arrived after each match. The leader of the Eastern Faction and the figurehead of the Southern Faction exchanged words.

In response to Goldow's sincere admiration, Iris's expression remained as faint as ever… yet she couldn't completely hide an air of pride.

"He said he wants to get back at Haru, and that he'll absolutely get his revenge on [Peerless]—… This might have been a secret. Pretend you didn't hear that."

Ever since the tension that had bound her had loosened, the girl had begun to show these unguarded moments from time to time. Next to her, her friend, who was nothing like her in appearance or personality, laughed.

He too, ever since a certain point, had let go of his worries and laughed freely.

"Getting back at him is one thing, but he's already handed Irori plenty of losses, hasn't he?"

"The present is more important than the past. When it comes to competition, that's just how boys are, isn't it?"

"I don't know about that. Boys are complicated in their own ways, you know?"

"—Well, when it comes to *him*, that's pretty much spot on."

And so, another voice chimed in from behind the two. Auerin, who had joined the room after his match, joined the conversation and sat down next to Goldow.

"He said something like, 'You need to get used to that transformed body, right? I'll help you out.' That bastard. He used me, in my unfamiliar body, as a punching bag over and over again."

"—He did the same thing to us. 'It's your first time in the Four Pillar War, so you'll need to make some adjustments, right? I'll help you out.' He just used us for his own convenience."

Continuing on her senior's words, Natsume sat down on the other side, next to Iris, and began to vent her complaints about their great senior without reservation.

And then, both at the same time,

""Without a doubt, he's the most competitive person in our Southern Faction.""

—they sighed out their shared assessment of the boy who always wore a lighthearted attitude and a carefree smile. In response to the words of her faction mates, Iris let out a faint smile.

"More so than me, I wonder?"

—she asked playfully, and the two looked at each other.

"—Well, if you include the 'boy' part, I'd say Uni gets the prize, maybe?"

—the reply came not from them, but from behind them. A 'black' figure sat down next to Auerin, filling another seat on the long sofa in front of the screen.

"—From the outside, you'd never think he was like that."

"Kakka! You're one to talk, in more ways than one."

"Seriously. Your image has changed way too much recently, Tetra."

"Your junior's influence has been immense, hasn't it… Ah, was it junior, or senpai?"

And so, not taking a seat, another 'black' figure leaned against the back of the sofa behind Goldow—and next to the boy, who casually brushed off the teasing words of the three men, a knight in full armor stood tall.

"If we're talking about teasing, Natsume's image has changed a bit recently, too."

"Stop it, Aika. I'll tie you up."

"I thought you were a cute little kitten, but it seems your admiration for your 'mama cat' was stronger than I thoug—"

"I told you to stop!"

Ignoring the 'kitten' who had jumped up from the sofa and the armored knight who had started playing with her, the gazes of those watching the screen with relaxed expressions turned to the scene unfolding.

Four figures vanished from the screen—

"—Yo. Good work."

"…"

—and two new presences joined the room, one with a voice and one with silence, adding to the circle.

"Yo. Good work, Genkotsu, Tora."

As words of appreciation were directed at them, starting with Goldow, the [Twin Fists], who nodded silently without showing much emotion as usual, was one thing. But the [Great Tiger], who wore a complex expression of frustration, satisfaction, and relief at having finished his duty, was another.

"Haaah… I lost, I lost—Next time, I'll win."

"Heh. There's another competitive one right here."

He flopped down next to Yata and summed it up with his usual frankness. Auerin's laughter was not one of exasperation, but of admiration for his good-natured personality.

"Well, if anything, you guys put up a hell of a fight. For both you and Genkotsu, fighting together is actually a debuff, after all. It can't be helped against a PvP boss like him."

"…How did you know about that? I haven't made it public yet."

He shot a sideways glance at Goldow…

"Come on, it's obvious, isn't it?"

"Tora-kun's abilities are just too easy to figure out."

"He's the embodiment of 'simple is best,' after all."

"All his skills are just straightforward and violent."

—but he was immediately surrounded by a barrage of retorts. *They say whatever they want,* he thought, but since he knew it was true, he couldn't argue back. The [Great Tiger] fell silent, looking uncomfortable, as several smiles were directed his way. And so, as the lively scene shifted—

The time ticked by, and the actors appeared on stage.

"…Here they come."

—whose words were those? The chatter naturally died down, and the gathering of friendly acquaintances and friends transformed into a gathering of title holders. Their gazes were fixed on the screen.

[Acrobat & Scorching Gaze] vs. [Screen & Disperser].

More accurately, the co-starring of [Acrobat] and [Screen], a matchup that simultaneously held both 'expectation' and 'anxiety' at their highest levels,

"Well, let's see how this goes…"

—was about to begin, ignoring the voice that someone else had let slip.



◇ Meanwhile, in a corner of the room ◇

"How long are you going to stay huddled in the corner? Iris-sama, Aika-san, and Natsume-chan are all here, you know? You're missing your chance to communicate with the beauties!"

"Well, uh, wait. I'm waiting for the right moment, calmly."

"For someone who says they want to be popular, you're fundamentally bad with women, aren't you, Ricky-san?"

"I'm not bad with them…! I'm just shy…!"

"Just being the 'shy' type won't get you anywhere these days. If you don't show some manly spirit when it counts, finding a heroine is just a dream within a dream, you know?"

"That's why it stings, Rinne-chan…! Go easy on me with your sharp words…!"

"He's normal with Rinne, though…"

"You should praise my communication skills for that."

"You just get too close to everyone you meet. That's why you get pushed away everywhere."

"Huh? I don't get pushed away!"

"Your ability to perceive reality is just too low."

"Oh, what, are you trying to start a fight? That's what I'm talking about, you're so not cute, you childhood friend."

"…Could you two stop flirting in front of me?"

""Huh? Who would flirt with this person?""

"Ehh… I'll never understand childhood friends…"

And that's a scene of RinMaru + an extra.



    Chapter 716

    Let's Hang Out

    "—Man, what should I call this… They're so passionate, huh?"

"Ufufu… They're what you'd call intense fans. He has a high percentage of them."

The moment I stepped onto the stage for the third time today, I immediately noticed that the 'color' of the massive cheers that struck my virtual eardrums was slightly different.

In short, it was a matter of the volume and heat of the words being mixed in.

It was likely heavily related to the dramatic circumstances of having left once and then returned. The fans, who were so overjoyed at the return that they seemed on the verge of sobbing, were all calling out the name of one person…

—that is, he or she stood there, not even trying to hide their extremely annoyed expression.

Originally, being a 'ranker' wasn't about being an idol or anything, but in this age of information, for someone in a position to be exposed to so many gazes, it was an outrageous act.

But, I get it.

"There must be a ton of people who like that about him…"

That's precisely why a strong person who behaves in a way you can't is so eye-catching.

Usually, that kind of attitude tends to attract endless voices of both praise and criticism, but… in the first place, Arcadia is a world of entertainment.

As long as they're not engaging in malicious and troublesome behavior, it can be justified with the simple phrase 'personal enjoyment (role-playing),' so those who support them can do so openly.

So, if there was one sad part to all this…—

"Tch… It's so loud, it's making my head pound…"

"Haha… Come on now, you've got a scary look on your face."

—it would be the fact that the person in question had nothing but grievances about the way they were being treated. The [Screen] was apparently in such a bad mood from the passionate reception that even Tonic-shi next to him felt the need to try and calm him down.

However, taking that into account as well,

"Man, that's Yurayura-shi for you."

"Yes, that's Yura-san."

—and yet, the fact that he still dutifully shows up on a stage like this is what makes his character so great.

Even with the messages of support, he didn't reply with complaints, but with things like 'do what you want.' The inability to completely cast aside the goodwill directed at him is what makes him or her so appealing.

He is, in splendid fashion, just a tsundere—

"…Oi, you bastards, stop thinking such stupid things."

—I guess he heard not just my gaze but my voice as well. The silver eyes turned on me, glaring daggers…

"You're not holding back your tone even with Hina-san. You're very consistent."

"Well, we're contemporaries. To me, it actually feels friendly, and I'm happy about it, you know?"

"Friendly…"

"You can drop the formal language with me anytime you feel like it, too, Haru-kun."

"Please be content with 'Hina-san.' I've already fulfilled your request."

"Oh, you're so cold. And yet you treat Gossan like a friend."

"That's due to the General Commander's unique character, I'd say. Besides, I'm the type of person who finds it difficult to drop formal language with my superiors…"

"I might be younger than you, Haru-kun, for all you know."

"If someone that young existed, my emotions would be a complete mess. Please stop—"

—and as I bantered with my older sister of a partner, a surge of killing intent.

"…You think we should just crush them already?"

"Oh, that's surprising. You're actually in the mood to win?"

"I don't have the motivation, but I'm feeling a whole lot of irritation right now."

Some rather dangerous conversation reached my ears, and when I looked over again… perhaps aided by the stress of being on a stage he disliked, his face was sixty percent grumpier than usual.

Hehehe…—good, get angrier.

Whether it's anger or something else, it's a hundred times better than indifference.

"Alright, looks like we've lit a fire under him. Let's turn up the heat on our end, too."

"Yes, let's—I'll drag *you* right into it."

Ever since he or she returned to the ranks, I've been straightforwardly saying *it* time and time again. It's my identity, for crying out loud.

And the fact that I've been saying it means I've had someone to talk to.

And who would that be but the Eastern Faction rankers, who have told me stories of their 'seniors,' 'juniors,' and 'contemporaries'… which means that Hina-san has known since before the Tra-Duo that this is what I've wanted to do.

Thus, she must have already guessed her partner's intentions without needing to discuss it in a meeting. In fact, she probably knew from the moment we won the first round and our 'confrontation' was decided.

In conclusion, I have absolutely no intention of fighting that ill-tempered senior.

Just like with the 'Princess' who was wallowing in her loneliness back then, I have no intention of worrying about winning or losing. Because—

"Senpai."

"Huh?"

—I left my partner at my back and stepped forward, calling out to him, and received a threatening reply.

His reactions are so easy to predict it almost makes me laugh, but I don't want to make him angry in an unpleasant way, so I swallowed it with a poker face.

And so, while 'recalling' and summoning the [Samidorizuki], I slid it, scabbard and all, into the belt of my [El-Gran Stasia]… and in parallel with my preparations, I sharpened my focus.

The curtain has already risen. The signal for the start of the battle will be either our mutual intent or a single step of distance. Thus, just before that, I stopped my advance a step before entering his territory, and—

—to reiterate, I have no intention of fighting [Screen]. Because he or she is the type of person who has no interest in 'fighting' and has publicly stated that they cannot enjoy it.

In that case, yes. There is only one taunt.

"Come on, let's hang out. And if a veteran title holder like yourself fails to show me a good time, be warned that your cute junior will mercilessly mock you for it later."

"…What part of you is a cute junior, you bastard."

First Nat-chan-senpai, and now him. I'm being treated so horribly.

Well, putting that aside, one more thing. This too, is a line I once threw at the 'Princess' who looked so utterly bored all by herself.

"Here I come, senpai, get ready—I'm gonna make you say you had a ridiculous amount of fun."

—I added that on as a bonus, and with that, let's begin.



    Chapter 717

    The Selfish White Who Smiles on the Silver Screen, Part One

    In that instant, I clearly felt the air shift.

After receiving the sharp words of her incredibly impudent junior, [Screen] shot me a look of exasperation, as if to say, *What's with this guy?*—but still, she showed no signs of getting serious.

"Whatever, but let me tell you one thing. Pissing me off is one thing, but—"

With her hands tucked into the pockets of her robe, the beautiful woman clad in battle attire underneath peeked her bright red tongue out from beneath listless silver eyes.

"If you can *actually* make me snap, you'll really be something."

She said it without a laugh or a sneer, just a bored mutter.

"<ruby>Hell Hecalitu Heistio<rt>Madly Drunken Song of Decadence</rt></ruby>."

And then, a flash of violet light. An authority that affected all who recognized her activated, and the rules of the silver screen took equal dominion over the battlefield.

Thus, two changes befell the players whose avatars' miracles had been seized.

Namely, "Sealing" and "Rampage"... Of [Status], [Skill], and [Magic], only one would remain. The one left behind would be violently enhanced to a degree that would be impossible to adapt to at first glance, and it would be assigned through one of three corresponding programs.

One, the "March," which governs [Status].

Two, the "Blood Dance," which governs [Skill].

And three, the "Decadent Song," which governs [Magic]—which is what we got... Haha, seriously, what a cruel joke. My body feels unbelievably heavy all of a sudden.

With my [Status] values sealed, my superhuman physical abilities have vanished. With all my [Skills] sealed, the supernatural power dwelling in my body has fallen silent.

All that's left is [Magic]... that, and as a small mercy, my HP and MP remain on the status bar. As for the question of whether my crucial Mind (MID) stat was also wiped out... the *noise filling the space* is the answer.

Fine, silver particles, like the film grain of an old movie, wavered across the battlefield. That was the form of our temporarily sealed "miracles," and it was what constituted the domain that had [Screen] as its conductor.

It was the life force—the Od—of the virtual humans, reflecting the grace of Arcadia.

...Well, I didn't quite get it just from hearing about it, but basically, those particles become the medium for activating [Skills] and [Magic] instead of our stats. Our physical abilities are at rock bottom, but we can use the permitted supernatural powers without a problem.

Actually, it's not that we can use them without a problem, but that we can use them *while they are a huge problem*—

I've already thought about how I'm going to play this, so I'll just jump right in without fear.

Come now, shall we sing together? Ready, set!

"—'Piercing water nails, hooked wings that halt might'!"

"—'Raging dust wind, swift stride forward'!"

First, Tonic-shi and I, the vanguards who stepped forward simultaneously, opened fire.

"—'The guardian flame is in my heart, I offer love and burn away sorrow.'"

"—'Rend, earth's roar, pierce, pebbles, the eyes desire a needle doll.'"

Next came the rearguard; my partner and his followed suit.

Fortunately, all the songs they sang were of magic that existed within my limited knowledge. However, whether that meant the future would remain within the confines of the "existing" was another story entirely.

"[Current Haken]."

"[Sonic]."

"[Melty Breath]."

"[Penetrator]."

The miracles that appeared were all extraordinary. They manifested with an outrageous output that defied common sense and kicked fantasy to the curb, filling the stage with a rampant overflow of magical might.

My summoned water "nails" were nothing so gentle as 'nails'; each one possessed the imposing presence of a great spear. Their number wasn't limited to the usual four, either—the volley I unleashed numbered over twenty... It was a grand spell on a scale that made me question the very definition of 'restraining magic.'

So, what would happen to something that was an attack spell to begin with? The answer was the countless great stone pillars floating behind Yurayura-shi, about ten meters away.

They were truly like the "great towers" my partner wields.

The seconds were counting down before the massive projectiles, which couldn't even be called 'spears', would charge forward, spewing killing intent—but there was a more immediate fatal threat to deal with first.

It was none other than [The Disperser], who had leaped into my range with wind-enhanced speed.

He was unarmed, but his hands were a lethal weapon to me now. With my stats nullified and my avatar's specs forced down to a level only slightly better than a real human's, Tonic-shi had no need to play games with me.

Thus, my prediction was correct, and my counter was as well.

"—Whoa...!?"

My bluff must have worked. I had summoned [Samidorizuki] before the battle and made a show of sheathing it at my waist. Unaware that my avatar's `Recall` wasn't a [Skill], he was taken by surprise when a massive battle axe suddenly materialized before him, blocking his path.

Which means, you have an opening—Haken salvo.

"Whoa, that was close!!?"

He dodged the point-blank, full-barrage assault with a backstep, his body control *truly* superhuman, but... it's not over.

This is where the stage of the *silver screen* gets *really fun*.

Memory Transcription, Image Construction, Output Setting—Reload.

"Huh? Wai—...!!!?"

"No holding back, Lord Disperser!!"

Fifty Haken, a full volley. I unleashed a rain of water spears that completely obscured even my own vision, firing a lethal barrage with enough force to not just restrain but utterly crush Tonic-shi, who let out a shriek that went beyond surprise to sheer shock.

Furthermore, I activated [Water Enchant] on my [Bullet].

The 'water' color tracing the blade didn't just outline it in the middle of [Screen]'s stage; the sharpened edge extended without sacrificing swing speed, making it like a greatsword even at rest.

And so, I play my hand without hesitation—full throttle!

"Manifestation Release."

Left Arm Mastery—Ver. [Parabellum Bullet] + Maximum Enchant.

Now, fly.

"[Angalta (Soul-Stealing Sword)]!!!"

A barrage of giant swords, imbued with the light of water, soared through the air. They were met by the great stone pillars that flew through the high waves and water vapor created by the Haken barrage. The collision... was a perfect cancellation.

And so, the massive forces collided mid-air, scattering a hellish cacophony. But there was no time to catch my breath, and certainly no time to feel frustrated seeing Lord Disperser emerge from the surprise attack completely unscathed.

The lawlessness brought forth by her [Invertia]'s <ruby>Hell Hecalitu Heistio<rt>Madly Drunken Song of Decadence</rt></ruby> is threefold. First, 'Extreme Output Enhancement.' Second, 'Extreme MP Cost Reduction.'

And third, 'Chant Invalidation.' Once a spell has been chanted and cast, it can be fired as many times as desired without casting again—a truly broken feature.

In other words, just as I had demonstrated by spamming [Current Haken], Yurayura-shi could casually spam *that*. The proof was the deadly onslaught that reappeared behind her with but a single word.

It was utterly absurd. So absurd it was beyond a joke...

*—Hah...! What damned fun "power" this is.*

I really think it's a waste, Senpai. If you have something like that—

"Hinayo-san!"

"Leave it to me!"

Wouldn't it be more fun to just give up and try to enjoy it?

A massive heat ray shot past me from behind, incinerating the newly arrived great stone pillars and tearing through the sky. To compensate for the sealed MID, she had supplemented the power with her own *super-enhanced* enhancement magic, and this was the result of firing her first shot in high spirits.

Loophole number one on the silver screen conductor's stage: brute-forcing with equipment specs.

The seal brought by that Anima's authority is limited to the 'power' dwelling within the player themselves. Thus, add-on equipment, and of course, unique items like Anima and Terror Armaments that exist alongside a person by sharing their soul, can become extremely effective breakthroughs.

An eye for an eye, lawlessness for lawlessness, it's the way of the world. And in conjunction with that—

"'Swirl, water vortex, gather, waves, the formless shield dwells in the will, the shapeless blade sways in reality.'"

I'll gladly ride the wave of lawlessness you've presented and fight back on the same stage.

"[Maelstrom]."

Amidst the dancing remnants of rock that had been turned to charcoal by the great heat ray, a new manifestation appeared: a *ring of water*—a great, circular blade of raging current, roaring and churning like a whirlpool.

I casually summoned about five of them into the air.

"Not bad, Senpai. As expected—now for the next one."

"...Tch, you damn cheeky junior."

She approached, but still without a smile.

Bracing myself for what was sure to be a long battle, I took another step forward.

---

The great magic war begins.



    Chapter 718

    The Selfish White Who Smiles on the Silver Screen, Part Two

    『—Whoaaa!? Water! So many water spears—whoa, as expected of [Screen]-san, the stage conductor is spamming lawlessness with ease—whaaat!? A sudden Terror Armament blast—hyowaaai a huge heat ray and an instant sweep!!?』

『...What are you even saying?』

『Are you okay?』

『I'M COMMENTATING!!!!! For all you quiet, well-behaved people!!!!!!! I'm trying my best even if I don't get it!!!!!!!!!!』

『Ehh...—Okay, okay, just don't bang on the desk.』

『Sorry...?』

『I don't need an apology, I need an explanation! Please explain, for me, a non-combatant!!』

『.........』

『.........』

『Well, go ahead.』

『Mm.』

『ALRIGHT THEN, LADY IRIS! Please give us a quick explanation of the situation, mainly WHY [THE ACROBAT] IS ACTING LIKE A GRAND MAGE ON [SCREEN]'S STAGE AS IF IT'S THE MOST NATURAL THING IN THE WORLD!!』

『So loud...』

『Tet-kun, *you're* the loud one! Don't bother Nono-nee while she's working!!!』

『Yeah, yeah. I'll be quiet.』

『Lady Iris!』

『O-okay...—Well then, while you enjoy the stage...』

『Please do!!』

『Mm. First, a fundamental point. Magic technique is ultimately all about thought manipulation. This is why in the early days of the service, the population ratio was extremely skewed towards warriors over mages.』

『Ah, the time when most players couldn't use magic properly because they hadn't adapted to the 'thought manipulation' system, which doesn't exist in reality!』

『There were a few exceptions, though. The explosive increase in players switching to mages after a year or two was because players began to adapt to the virtual world.』

『Mm-hm, mm-hm.』

『And from there, we get to why he (Haru) is handling [Screen]'s 'Decadent Song' with such a cool face.—And by extension, to his own *aptitude*.』

『Ooh, aptitude!』

『It's simple. Magic technique is all about thought manipulation. To put it more clearly, it's all about *imagination*. It's the 'power of image' theory common in fictional magic.』

『The kind where if you can *picture it*, it *takes form*!』

『Yes. So... you understand the rest, don't you?』

『I'm sorry, I'll zip my lips, so please explain to the end...!!』

『Mm. So, just as Nonomi said, in Arcadia, the scope of one's imagination becomes their 'talent'. *How clearly* one can *draw an image*, that is what determines their aptitude.』

『...And when you combine that with Senpai's ridiculous situational judgment and thought speed...』

『Indeed. He's been doing *similar things* as if it were natural since his early days.』

『The [Quick Change] skill...!』

『Correct. Of course, if we get into details, there are many other technical elements like chanting... but he (Haru), with his Gift of 'Memory' specialized in remembering, copying, and reproducing, if we set aside his personality and preferences...』

『...If we consider that...?』

『In terms of his original aptitude and talent, he is without a doubt—*fundamentally a mage-type*.』

『Ooh... That [Acrobat] is actually a mage type...!!』

『Senpai himself is probably not aware of it in the slightest. But that's also...』

『Yes, it can't be helped. When someone with thought manipulation skills and spatial awareness that rival or even surpass his, and an extraordinary aptitude for controlling groups due to their exceptional parallel processing limit... is right beside him.』

『Ahhh...』

『In this regard, you can't blame him for his mistaken underestimation of himself. ...That's all for the 'why' explanation. Now, let's focus and enjoy the rest.』

◇◆◇◆◇

Come to think of it, this is my first real, full-blown magic battle.

Actually, it's gone beyond full-blown into an out-of-bounds grand magic battle. And now, immersed in it, there's naturally only one cry filling my heart.

—No, this is scaaaaaaaaaaaaaaary!!!!!!!!!!!!

A fatal force grazing my cheek is a daily occurrence, so that's fine. The problem is that I *can't dodge* it *when it really counts*.

With my [Status] and [Skills] sealed, all I have are physical specs just a notch above a real human. With what are basically real-world civilian specs, trying to dynamically evade a threat approaching at high speed is a pipe dream.

In short, it's an extreme situation where once I realize, *Ah, I'm going to die*, I have no choice but to calmly accept it. For a dodge-supremacist like me, that is just—

"—Whoa, that was close!?"

"—Seriously, I don't get how you can brush that off with just a 'that was close'!?!"

...so terrifying, so horrifying, I can't stand it... is the truth, but I don't even have time to say that, which is even more unbearable. I'm constantly countering the carpet bombing of [Screen]-dono's earth-attribute—no, the *geological*-attribute magic that rains down every second with a barrage of water needles, or rather, water spears (Haken) and water rings (Maelstrom).

And I'm forced into the extremely difficult task of dealing with Tonic-shi's attacks with my normal-person specs. A truly intense, hard-work-enforced drama.

I really don't have a moment to breathe. As I block his approaching hand with the [Giant's Hand Axe] I summoned, just like I did at the start, I simultaneously sweep the air with a reloaded 'ring' to forcefully push back the hero-suited man. A complaint flies from him, but I don't have time to react.

Furthermore,

"Whoa, that's bad—"

Where I just dodged, an explosion fills the space after a momentary premonition...

"—...that was close...!!"

He emerges from the aftershock of the coordinate explosion completely unscathed, with nothing more than a 'That was close.' It's a given, but it's not just [Screen]; he's a top-tier pain in the ass in his own right.

Northern Faction's sixth seat, [The Disperser] Tonic. The 'power' he commands is 'Dissipation' and 'Abundance.'

To put it simply, his power is... ah, look. Even now, as he holds out his bare hand toward the fatal cascade I sent his way, he does it as if it's the most natural thing in the world—and poof, *it vanishes*. Just like that.

In addition, as light fills various parts of his stylish, hero-like suit,

"Heeeere... we go!!"

The moment he swings his right fist, a blue wave is unleashed, blowing away the subsequent water spears... which then clashes with a counter-counter red flame, scattering an impact that's a bit much for someone with no stats.

That 'payback' is extremely troublesome, but even more so is that suit of his. The Fifth Tier Anima, [Aloness Quality], boasts a fundamental ability called 'State Unmoving (Perfect Personal),' and that's the real problem.

He's repelling the influence of the domain laid by [Screen], turning him into the only wild card on this field who can move freely without any 'restrictions.'

The only saving grace is that his base stats aren't conspicuously focused on agility. I can see the signs of wind-attribute support magic whenever he moves at high speed, so I'm somehow managing to deal with it for now using the rampaging magic and my `Recall` guard and what not—

Honestly, this is tough. And from the gaze and presence I feel at my back, it's not just me; Hinayo-san, who's providing support by intercepting the geological barrage I can't handle and pursuing Tonic-shi, must feel the same way.

Since the total number of cards in our hands is so vastly different, the plan for this, our third *dance*, is for her to basically match my pace.

In other words, I'm presumptuously taking the lead. And on top of that, we're in a pinch right from the get-go, so this is no time to be leisurely pondering my next move.

It would be utterly pathetic to be crushed so easily after talking such a big game. Therefore...

"—Tch... Hinayo-san! I'm going to try something I'm not used to!"

"...! What kind of thing, I wonder!"

"Something fun!!"

"Then there's no helping it! Leave the support to me!!"

My vision is constantly filled with coming and going rock chunks, stone pillars, and countless pebbles. In addition, a superhuman hand closes in on my neck through the gaps. As we both desperately intercept our respective opponents and exchange words, what comes back is a single, overwhelmingly reliable 'GO' that I can't help but smile at.

Then truly, there's no helping it. It's a first-time performance, I haven't even tried a practice run, but with the combined *memory information* from *last time* and *this time*, I have more than enough.

But I'm no match for the original, playing with just one hand. If I concentrate like my life depends on it, I should be able to manage. Senpai, you'd better be surprised on the other side of that screen by your junior's surprise!

"Alright, here I go...—*'Sen'*!!"

[Nine Tail] activates. With the 'threads' of shadow that emerge from my right bracelet—now, this is a brand-new, shiny hidden trick.

Let's get down to some 'thread-pulling.'



    Chapter 719

    The Selfish White Who Smiles on the Silver Screen, Part Three

    It's been a good two and a half months since I acquired it.

[Nine Tail], which I had almost given up on due to its extreme operational difficulty, thinking, *Maybe I'll just use it for simple tasks*, is a one-of-a-kind item that produces 'shadow threads' corresponding to the wielder's magic (MP) amount.

Of course, they aren't mere threads. Without the user's will, they cannot be cut or separated. They are freely stretchable with a maximum range of well over fifty meters. When operated with my total MP, which far exceeds the standard for a pure mage even in my base form, let alone my transfer body, its overall output is more than sufficient to function as a standalone weapon.

That's precisely why it felt like a waste, a regret, a shame to be at the mercy of its control system, which demanded an extreme level of finesse—and that's when the perfect model appeared.

It was none other than the Southern Faction's seventh seat, [Thread-Weaver], who perfectly commanded her 'threads.'

One is a unique item, a reward for the first conqueror of a previously unconquerable dungeon; the other is a one-of-a-kind Anima, a shard of one's soul. Since both are items that others cannot handle, it's impossible to compare them in the first place... and well, I doubt their control systems are exactly the same.

However, the most important factor in taming a wild horse is set in stone. Imagination.

To be more precise, it's whether you can have absolute pride and conviction in the 'image' you establish, thinking, *This is the best, this is absolutely right, shut up and obey me, you bastard*.

Such confidence becomes the greatest power for a player in Arcadia.

And what makes that difficult is the problem of where to pull the basis for that conviction from. Naturally, a flimsy suggestion is meaningless. There must be an absolute persuasiveness that can become an absolute power.

And now, I have acquired the perfect image for wielding these 'threads' as a memory.

Then, with unstinting respect, all that's left is for me, as a junior, to follow my senpai—I narrow the shadow overflowing from my right bracelet, clearing the flood to spin something delicate.

Five threads, I won't be greedy. I connect the black threads to my own fingers, one for each of the five, and what I transmit is... an imitation play of my short-tempered but incredibly cool senpai, burned into my mind.

Now then, let me present the performance I've been secretly practicing since the last Four Pillars event.

"—'Weiss Schwarz (Five-Element Thread Performance).'"

◇◆◇◆◇

"—Ugh, seriously..."

"This guy, really..."

"Fufu."

"This is the height of idiocy, come full circle..."

"Isn't he an idiot even without going full circle?"

In a room where various voices of exasperation flew about, there was one screen and twelve figures. And the scene projected by the former showed black threads beginning to run across a battlefield where magic bullets flew.

It was like a one-handed piano performance. The fingers of the right hand, clad in shadow threads, moved with exquisite precision and without pause, as if playing a soundless tune. And that 'technique' was—

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

It was, without a doubt, unmistakably, *her* technique—the one who could be called virtually the sole existence in the virtual world to have leaped over the technical hurdle of practical combat application.

Even to the eyes of those who knew of it but didn't understand the detailed principles, it was such a perfect imitation. So naturally, attention turned to the reaction of the original, who had been intimidating him with taunts of 'not cute' and 'cheeky'...

"Oh."

"My."

"Hm."

"Hoh...?"

Again, several voices, from who knows who. The whispers, hushed so as not to be overheard, were—not angry, not sulking.

It was a reaction to seeing the little cat staring at the screen with a somewhat dazed expression.

Normally, considering everything up to now, it was a surprising reaction. But for example, a senpai from the same faction who knew her well as a direct junior could probably guess.

"............Well, yeah, I guess so."

So then, another whisper. So as not to disturb her as she stared intently at the 'junior' on the screen, Karasu's amusedly spoken words were,

"A junior imitating you... that must make a senpai happy."

—And he was probably, most likely, right on the mark.

◇◆◇◆◇

—I recall the most important item in the anti-[Acrobat] manual that was shared during the last Four Pillars event, in anticipation of a case where we would have to face the [Acrobat], whose movements were utterly unpredictable before the final battle.

Opening number one. He has a habit of needing to look in his direction of movement before taking any action.

Number two. His speed exceeds the speed of sound, but his thoughts are not at the speed of light.

Number three. He usually has a composed look on his face, but he actually panics with surprising frequency.

Number four. He has an excess of cards in his hand that he's been struggling to manage lately, and there's a pattern where he gets flustered, carelessly throws his trump cards, and corners himself, and so on...

Some of these were things that made sense when pointed out, while others made me tilt my head, wondering if they could even be classified as openings or weaknesses. There were even some that made me feel sympathy, a desire to not expose the inner workings of his mind.

With that information, primarily provided by the Southern Faction's [Sword Queen] and [Poet], Tonic had sharpened his resolution of the [Acrobat], despite their still shallow connection.

Therefore, to be honest, he no longer thought of facing him as something overtly 'scary.' While the reliability of his lawless partner was a premise, he felt that even in a head-on fight, he wouldn't be trampled without being able to do anything.

He wasn't underestimating him. It was simply an assumption made after looking at the reality calmly and objectively as a 'ranker' to avoid making a mistake—and so,

"This is that, that head-case Acrobat...!!!"

"I think I heard something rude!?"

This was the actual situation.

Following his grand mage move that revealed an unexpected talent, he now started playing with 'thread-pulling' in a masterful way that couldn't help but bring the image of [Thread-Weaver] to mind.

Even while shouting a response to the uncharitable soliloquy he'd picked up, his head and fingers moved without pause. He drove the ever-manifesting water spears and water rings, extending his fingertips with the five shadow threads.

Scattering and *stealing* the incoming magic—there were no openings. It probably wasn't dependent on stats but rather on MP consumption or some other resource. The bursting shadow threads weren't so fast that he couldn't see and dodge them, but they weren't slow enough to escape from with ease.

And most importantly,

"Whoa, that was close!!?"

—Most importantly, the other guy showed not a single shred of intention to let him escape.

He dodged the waves of water and jumped back. He noticed the *thread-board* that had been *laid on the floor* amidst the after-effects of the magic battle at the last possible second and activated the wind-attribute movement support magic [Sonic] to float his body and evade.

As he shivered at the trap that *snapped shut* like a flower blooming in reverse, he retreated with all his might to stand beside his partner, who had been working her lawlessness without moving since the start of the battle.

"You alright?"

Then, he received a glance and a word from [Screen], who wasn't particularly friendly but not a bad person... and all the while, he harbored a quiet reverence and exasperation for her, who didn't stop her ridiculous barrage of magic for a moment.

"A bit tough, I guess. Your junior is amazing, as expected."

He replied with an honest assessment of the battle situation and an ambiguous smile, and the senior rank-holder snorted unhappily and narrowed her eyes.

Her gaze was directed at...—there was probably no need to confirm.

Even as her junior rode the lawless stage, showcased a surprise performance, and extended an invitation to play, [Screen] did not smile.

However,

"I'll cover you. So, do your best."

"Please do. Well, I'm going in again... yo!"

However, and yet.

He saw his partner turning an annoyed face towards the figure who was having a blast, as if showing off with all her might.

At the very least, it didn't seem like her heart was completely unmoved.

"This is going to be a long—dowai!?"

The estimated difficulty remained unchanged. While wishing 'Good luck, junior-kun' with some half-hearted encouragement from another team's perspective... Tonic, who had thrown himself back into the hellscape, began to let out endless screams once more.
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    In one corner of my mind, I relentlessly copy-paste, copy-paste, copy-paste water magic. It's a massive cheat where I finish the mental drawing in an instant by dragging and dropping from my memory, not even bothering to sketch. While I keep up a barrage that's literally a rain of bullets, in another corner of my mind, I trace and execute the technique of my senpai that's burned into my virtual brain. My left hand conducts the magic, my right hand pulls the threads, and right in the middle, my combat thoughts are on full output to keep up with and sink my teeth into this supremely exhilarating hellscape—to put it simply,

"My head is, gonna split...!!!"

"Hang in there! But I get it!!"

The encouragement from behind is a great comfort, but this dual performance of unfamiliar skills is just too harsh on my brain. I don't have the extraordinary parallel processing limit of my cute partner. Just preparing and firing off dozens of barrages is honestly all I can handle, my head's completely full.

As usual, I'm making this madness a reality by fully utilizing my 'Gift,' operating in a semi-conscious, semi-automatic state, but this is no good. Frankly, I can't keep this up for long...!!

Forget the *magic*, it's my *right* hand, my *right*.

At this point, I have some serious respect for Nacchan-senpai. It's amazing how she can chatter away with a calm face while freely commanding dozens, even hundreds of times more 'threads' than this.

My 'thread' is about to snap, in more ways than one. About three minutes have passed since the battle began. It's about time to transition from the opening to the mid-game—

"Tch... Hinayo-san!"

"Haru-kun!"

Whether it was by chance or perfect timing, we called out to each other at the exact same moment. Because of that, we instantly understood each other's *proposals* and needed no further words.

Without turning back, without even making eye contact,

"—Bullet!!"

"'The destination of the lamp, the burning footprints, let the curtain of the flaming heavens fill the horizon—'"

We both played new cards, ready to advance the act and set our plan in motion.

◇◆◇◆◇

"Isn't that a bit too murderous!?"

The mood changed, the hands changed, the rhythm changed, and the field moved.

The countless daggers that manifested according to the spirited shout were *bound together*, and my partner, chased by the 'threads' whose lethality had been so simply amplified, couldn't help but scream.

Furthermore, [Scorching Gaze]... the chant Hinayo was reciting. A tactic from a comrade whose hand she knew reasonably well. Reciting that meant she was planning to make a move here.

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

I remained silent, not even thinking about what to do. Unwillingly, no matter how much I struggled, I, who had been burdened with the title of 'ranker,' had no choice but to respond.

It's not that I'm sulking.

I just think there are countless others more suited for this than me.

It's not that I'm angry.

I'm just fed up with being given an undeserved name that I don't want.

To think that in this virtual world I came to 'to spread my wings and be my true self,' I'd end up having to show a side of me I can't show to others...

Just like in reality, things just don't go my way. It's simply frustrating and sad.

"...—'The rippling earth pierces the heavens.'"

Watching the 'fun' heat up from the sidelines, the silver conductor sings a song. The resentment is directed at myself, a half-baked person who, in the end, couldn't stick to her own path and ended up setting foot on a stage like this.

"'The severed, multilayered veins, thus the sky is at the fingertips.'"

I can't even compare to someone like the [Sword Saint], who followed her own selfish path with such noble resolve. I just left on a whim and came back as I was carried by the tide. There's no comparison between her and me.

"'Untouchable, incommunicable, though the longing will never be fulfilled.'"

My will is weak, my resolve is lacking, and I don't have the spirit to see my own selfishness through. Just because I can't find another escape from my escape from reality, I'm just languishing in this virtual world. To someone like *this*...

"'Innocently reaching out, show the pitiful, reckless name.'"

Really, everyone—and that brilliance in my line of sight, too.

I just want them to realize that I'm not worth looking at with such *expectant* eyes.

◇◆◇◆◇

Quietly spun, a chant I barely recognized reached my ears. I shivered, wondering what kind of card it was, but my forward momentum—my full-on sprint—could not be stopped.

First, I'm going to take one of them down.

It doesn't matter which one I aim for; I know I can't take them down for free. To truly shift the situation, to truly awaken a game where we can enjoy ourselves from the bottom of our hearts, I first need to get Senpai-dono serious.

No matter how it turns out, showing my intent to close in is essential. Therefore, the one I presume to turn my eyes, my hands, my blade upon is—for now, the one who is closer.

Prepare yourself, vanguard (Tonic)-dono!!

"'The yearning drops vanish, the sprouting buds all burn and scatter.'"

Listening to the song at my back, I whipped my creaking thoughts into high-speed rotation, telling myself to hang on just a little longer.

While I chase Tonic-shi, who is simultaneously evading and causing a disturbance with a skill that I can only admire as amazing, with my 'threads,' I unleash water to counter the earth.

Between the former and the latter, if you ask which is more troublesome at this point, for me personally, it's definitely the former. He's the only one operating normally, free from [Screen]'s authority, maintaining his versatile fighting style, and he can casually dissipate my magic and return it twofold... and even more than that.

First and foremost, his positioning as a tag-team player is simply perfect.

As expected of someone who, whether as a joke or not, publicly declares his 'playstyle is that of a good neighbor.' It's not just his ability to read the room and be personable in normal times; his nature doesn't change in battle either.

He's the one receiving 'support' as we're divided into vanguard and rearguard, but if you look at the total picture calmly and objectively, he's the one who has been supporting and elevating [Screen] from start to finish.

To put it simply, he's a *teamwork artisan*. The way he finds the right timing for both offense and defense, the skill with which he creates a rhythm and leads their two-person dance without making it obvious—it's nothing short of brilliant. Because he's not influenced by anything and can be himself, he can form the best partnership with anyone.

As expected of *one half of the previous Triangle Duo runner-up tag team*... honestly, his mastery, embodying versatile skill in a teamwork sense, is nothing short of amazing.

And that is why—I'll have to resort to a ruthless, shocking plan without any mercy.

"'The life that bears heat, the death that shines without end, the arms that embrace are a merciful guide.'"

And so, the song is spun.

"'The eyes reflect and copy the fire, drawing the sun in the completed boundary'—!"

"Tch...!"

"Ah, this is bad—"

Of the three who heard the final verse on stage, two let out a cry. I leaped back with all the might my heavy-as-lead avatar could muster, and Tonic-shi, who had been desperately fighting against the fierce assault from the two Eastern Faction members, his face twitched...—in that instant.

"[Soleil (Crimson Sun World)]."

[The Disperser], who had been performing a grand spectacle, slipping through the pursuing 'threads,' batting away the surging 'water,' and scattering the biting 'flames'... in other words, at the very center of the stage, with Tonic-shi, the sole vanguard, as its epicenter.

The grand magic, which references the total 'heat' released by the caster during combat, amplifies it manifold, and turns it into a destructive force, further swallowed [Screen]'s song, and in the end—

It manifested as a crimson incandescence that was likely several times larger than the pillar of fire that had incinerated [Berumail] earlier.

—And, at that very moment.

"[Epitel (Earth Binding)]."

Simultaneously as my ears picked up the 'name' delivered by the system, a great jaw of earth rose up to stand beside the giant pillar of fire.

No, it was on a scale that seemed to *devour even that*. A true 'all-range attack' that surpassed [Scorching Gaze]'s grand technique was executed, and the upheaved field became a great wave of 'fangs'... and in the fleeting moment of猶予 that remained before it struck.

[Screen]-dono's counter was to go for a direct kill from the very first move, a move that flew past all expectations. The shiver and surprise that welled up reflexively... I swept them away in a single blink, exchanged a look with my partner,

Received a smile, left a nod,

"*'Senzen (Thread Clad)'*—!!"

Clad myself in threads, and took off running.

The scale and range were on a different level; evasion was impossible. However, that inescapable fact was based on the premise that our 'stats were sealed.'

Until the jaws of the earth close completely, it will probably be a few seconds. If I can somehow forcefully secure mobility, I can postpone the game set. Therefore,

I pull the threads wrapped around my body, my arms and legs.

With an output of MID: 700, it's *decent*. Specifically, with a horsepower that could just barely manage a tug-of-war with a brute force of STR: 600, I forcefully carry my body—and leap.

My HP is shaved away at a tremendous rate by the movement that doesn't match my body's strength, and a crown automatically manifests above my head due to the critical self-damage判定, but I completely ignore it. I step into the air, and the 'thread' I fired *upwards* from my extended fingertips catches the tip of the earth's fang... and a few seconds later, just as predicted.

A roar and impact that silence all sound shake the space, and one life (HP) disappears from the stage.

As for *which one* it was—the answer is the figure of Tonic-shi, who survived the hell below and is now coming towards me, who escaped death by a reverse bungee jump into the air.

Shining above his head is a crown that displays his 'name,' just like mine.

It's clear that the reason he survived in the midst of that situation is that semi-transparent, or rather, half-transparent crown, half filled with color and half filled with emptiness.

Furthermore, it's equally clear that he, who has just charged at me with his true full power, is aiming for the finishing blow—and that's why,

I reflexively reached for the hilt of [Samidorizuki] sheathed at my waist,

"—I won't let you!!"

Natural movement surpasses forceful movement. As if to allow no counter or struggle at this point, [The Disperser]'s hand-sword, which pierced the shortest distance, pierces my chest.

And, at the same time as an effect like fresh blood colored the air.

"—Huh...!?"

"—Hah."

In response to his confusion, a smile returned to my face, and above my head, alongside my crown, my 'ears' swayed.

[Stasis Rabbit (White Rabbit that Controls Time)] was already activated, so the damage is frozen. He, too, was forced to activate his crown, and rushed the match due to the *time limit*, and what's more, he fell for my bait when I, feigning desperation, reached for my *sword* instead of my magic or threads. That was his undoing.

Sorry, old timer. I'm not letting you go.

"Wai, wai—"

His arm, which should have been a fatal blow, was caught and held. Furthermore, he was instantly wrapped up with me in 'threads,' completely immobilized. As Tonic-shi, whose position was reversed in a flash, cried out in surprise, shock, and dismay... it was only natural.

"—For my partner's revenge!!!"

"Wait, that wasn't me—!?"

In mid-air. I had no hesitation in subjecting myself to a watery burial along with him.
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    Leaving behind the remnants of Lord [The Disperser]—the death effects scattered by the blades of the water rings—in mid-air, my body, though the damage was frozen, couldn't escape the impact of the hits and was sent into a fall.

And in a matter of seconds, I was swallowed by the still-uncleared dust—

"Oof...!"

I landed on my back, unable to break my fall. An intense numbness took over my avatar, and as expected, a forced stun icon flashed at the bottom of my status bar.

This is it. The function hidden within Nia's masterpiece, the [El-Gran Stasia: White Cloud], is certainly a wickedly broken spec, but of course, it's not some absolutely invincible, ultimate feature.

The reason is simple. My build is fundamentally a flawed construction lacking in vitality (VIT), so my resistance to debilitating effects like flinching from hits is extremely low.

Because of that, I can't just ignore enemy attacks and go on the offensive even during the effect's duration when I'm practically immortal, and that *thing* that happens when the effect ends requires some ingenuity to utilize effectively.

If this were, for example, party play, I could activate it as a last-ditch survival measure, endure while waiting for my allies' support, and then turn it into a counterattack... but well, in solo play or in small-scale battles like this one, it's honestly hard to rely on.

In fact, right now, I'm exposing a massive opening, spread-eagled—and furthermore,

"Ggh...!"

Twelve seconds passed. And since I couldn't *touch* anyone during the few seconds of grace period that followed, the frozen damage, with nowhere to go, detonated inside my body as a purely self-inflicted bomb.

An impact even greater than the earlier fall coursed through my avatar... but thankfully, compared to the brutal grinding stomping I received from the mole sometime ago, the accumulated power was worlds apart. My body wasn't sent flying, and I managed to avoid an accidental death by wall-slam (solo) or floor-slam (solo).

—Well, that's fine and all.

Unfortunately, the situation is bad. The result was a 1-for-1 trade between us, but the one taken out on our side was Hinayo-san, who had used a grand magic technique.

On their side, however, the one remaining was the one who had used not just a grand magic, but an extreme magic... in other words, [Screen]-dono, who, due to the effect of the 'Decadent Song' laid upon the field, now has the 'Chant Invalidation' for her grand technique activated. Needless to say, we are at a distinct disadvantage.

Of course, if she were to spam something like that, I literally wouldn't last. It really hurt that I misread her decisiveness.

To think she'd abandon her partner's support and immediately go for a total annihilation of us both...

............

..................

....................................

—And so. What on earth is the person who just committed such an atrocity doing?

"Care for a chat?"

All the way over here, next to an enemy who is exposing an all-too-obvious opening. The silver beauty, whose form materialized from within the dust, narrowed her eyes and glared at me.

Well, maybe that's just her expression from avoiding the dust—

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

I waited, but no words came. After a mysterious period of time where I lay on the ground and she stood, staring at each other, the after-effects of the immense atrocity gradually began to clear.

And then, along with the murmurs of the audience who had caught sight of the incomprehensible situation,

""—Hah."

We both looked up at the things we had prepared, hidden by the smokescreen—at the barrages of well over a hundred projectiles each of us had amassed behind ourselves—and laughed with similar expressions.

My, my, 'Chant Invalidation'... or rather, 'No-Chant Magic,' is ridiculously convenient. The ability to continue combat even when you can't move your body is simply brilliant.

And so, I too was continuing the fight even while my freedom was limited, but that's beside the point. The master of this authority couldn't have failed to read this.

That's probably why she brought a swarm of spears for self-defense... but there was no reason for her to approach like this in the first place, and in the end, she could just spam that other thing.

It's not like I planned on being crushed so easily, but still, I couldn't read her inten—

"Hey."

"Yes."

I answered reflexively to the sudden call. Then, she, with a deadpan expression as if her earlier smile was just a figment of my imagination,

"Don't move."

...issued an impossible demand to an opponent in the middle of a battle, and in that instant. Over a hundred great rock stakes were unleashed without warning, striking their *target* with a thunderous roar.

◇◆◇◆◇

"[Veil Down]."

In conjunction with the stone pillars that had struck the *stage* and formed a circle, I released my reserved chant and layered the spell.

The barrier of the earth prison brings about a severance between the outside and the inside. To put it simply, it's a robust all-around defensive magic—and as a bonus, it comes with a *little soundproofing function*.

And so, on the inside.

"............Um... what are you... planning."

"—I can't do thirty minutes this time, so I'll give you three."

I cut off and sealed the [Acrobat]'s question, who was still lying on the floor, perfectly fine but swept up in the situation with wide eyes, having followed my order to not move.

I'm not looking for a question. I'm the only one demanding an answer.

"You said you wouldn't leave me alone, you even made a grand declaration. Why do you care about me?"

"That's—"

"Don't get it wrong, junior. I know I'm a pain in the ass, but I don't want to be a piece of shit. So if it's necessary, I'll listen, even if it's a hassle."

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

"Convince me. Why do I have to play with you and smile?"

I'm aware that I'm spewing childish words, like I'm a 'pain in the ass' myself. But that's precisely why I have a duty to drive away those who approach me carelessly.

Especially an opponent like the one before me.

Especially an innocent idiot who, even when faced with such ridiculously unreasonable hands, doesn't show frustration, exasperation, or complaint—but just scatters a pure smile.

"I'm fine with how things are now. I don't like it, but it can't be helped. Things don't go your way, in reality or here... in any world."

I hammer my words into the eyes that just stare back at me, without a nod or an interruption.

"It's just the way it is. I haven't given up, I've accepted it."

It's a common sense that even children know these days, that the world is full of things that don't go as planned. I've become used to compromising with them as I've walked a fair bit through life.

"My personality and behavior aren't a pose. Sorry if I gave you the wrong idea—this is just my roleplay of being honest with everyone without putting on a fake face."

As part of that, I don't swallow my complaints or dissatisfaction... which is why I feel bad for causing misunderstandings and making an over-the-top 'nice person' like someone else worry.

But that, *too*.

"You don't need to. Leave me alone—I always accept the 'now.'"

I don't swallow a single thing and state my 'no' with my true feelings.

By doing so, everyone... even the Eastern rankers who had tried to approach me in a similar way in the past, all eventually understood, 'I guess that's just how it is,' and withdrew their meddling.

With the few enthusiasts who still bothered me even after that, I became acquaintances, if not friends. That's fine, that's enough. It's more kindness than a pain in the ass like me deserves.

So,

"Now, answer me, junior."

[Screen] said, having listed the facts so far flatly, lightly, with just words.

"I'm not some princess trapped in solitude."

She said it with pure *goodwill*. As a way of telling her junior to stop this uselessness, in her own crooked way, as a senpai—and so, as she finished speaking,

"—Hah."

The 'guy' still lying on the floor let out a laugh that was almost insolent, and,

"I'm not doing you a favor out of concern for you."

...he threw out the words as if spitting them, and slowly got to his feet.
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    —It's not that I have a problem with being lectured and all that.

I was definitely the one who made the sharp remark, or rather, picked the fight, so I'm happy that I was able to stir some emotion in her, even if it was just annoyance.

However,

"I'm returning your words right back at you. Don't you get it wrong, Senpai."

There's just one point that I absolutely cannot let slide.

It's not that, you know? It's fine. I've come to understand and realize over this past half-year that I'm the kind of person who would be seen *that way* anyway. So, I accept that being misunderstood and getting the wrong idea is my own fault.

That's why,

"Not a trapped princess? —Hah, that's perfectly fine."

I have to correct it with my own mouth every single time.

"I'm no rescuing prince either."

I have to make it clear that I'm not a person who possesses a heart that deserves to be praised unconditionally.

"Putting aside all the stuff I've accumulated, at my core, I'm just an ordinary person. My goal was to start the *game*, which means I was satisfied right from the starting line. An easygoing guy."

"...How is someone like you ordinary?"

"I'm not talking about my abilities, I'm talking about my mentality."

This is payback for being cut off earlier. I paint over her quiet, flat tone—a tone that, in its own way, is just as infuriating—with my own.

"I'm not saying there weren't all sorts of circumstances that led up to it, but in the end, I started because I wanted to have fun. I started the game because it looked fun, and I'm laughing from the bottom of my heart because it's the most fun. At my core, I'm just a modern guy you could find anywhere, that's what I'm saying."

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

"I said the same thing to the 'princess trapped in solitude', you know."

I truly wish that everyone, every single person, would stop putting me on such a high pedestal.

Because, you see, I'm—

"I don't give a damn about other people's complicated problems. I'm doing 'me' for me."

Listen and be amazed, watch and laugh, at a selfishness that would make even my master turn pale.

"You said it sometime ago, didn't you? 'Boring'."

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

"You said it just now, didn't you? 'This is fine'."

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

"Even without words, you have a bored look on your face. And 'this is fine' is a compromise, right? Let's at least aim for 'this is great'."

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

"Don't compromise in a world of dreams, it's such a waste. You *have* complaints and dissatisfaction, right? Then don't just be satisfied with venting, let's try to break through."

"..., ............"

"And let me state the major premise before you complain back."

In fact, you can shiver and laugh if you want.

I'm not a 'well-put-together person,' I'm not a 'nice guy,' I don't have a 'self-sacrificing spirit that prioritizes others,'

And certainly, I'm not a 'prince' who can swoop in and save someone's heart.

"Even I wouldn't invite someone to play who doesn't look like they're having fun. I wouldn't invite someone who doesn't seem to want to play in the first place, so you know."

Someone who looks interesting... or perhaps, someone I think I'd get along with—

"I carefully choose who I pick a fight with. And when I'm lucky enough to meet someone like that...—if they don't have fun, then I can't have fun, can I?"

I'm nothing more than an eighteen-year-old kid in his prime, excitedly inviting people to a game.

And that is why, precisely why.

"............So in that sense, I think we're convenient for each other, what do you think, Senpai?"

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

Now, once more, one more time.

"Don't you think we could get along surprisingly well?"

Selfish individuals who stick to their own paths, even if those paths lead in different directions.

That's precisely why a state of truly not having to worry about each other should be possible. I extend my hand to [Screen], who has continued to make it clear through her attitude from our first meeting until now that she 'prefers' that stance.

And so, as I do,

"............................................Are you done talking?"

"Yeah."

She, with a disinterested air, swatted my hand away, and at the same time,

"I see. ————————Then I'll fucking kill you."

...she gave a completely, utterly expected answer and response.

"[Vollend Rafted (The Conductor of the Final Act that Leads to Ruin)]—!!"

Perhaps it was something deeper than her roleplay.

Perhaps the frustration that had been accumulating up to this point was ignited, giving rise to a wicked smile that seeped from her very core... as she lit her crown and let out a scream.



    Chapter 723

    The Selfish White Who Smiles on the Silver Screen, Part Seven

    "—Nnyoh-hyai!!?!"

After more than three minutes of the stage being filled with silence, what suddenly pierced the ears and dazzled the eyes of the entire audience was the ridiculously grand signal for the start of the action.

It's no wonder that the emcee, who had been stalling for time with a desperate, near-tears commentary, let out a scream of shock at the unannounced roar.

The prison of great stone pillars, layered one upon another. In the instant that *it* shattered into dust, even the [Sword Queen] sitting beside her widened her eyes, if only for a moment.

Thus, it was a reaction truly representative of a non-combatant, an ordinary person. In the midst of the buzz that dominated the audience, which was similarly filled with astonishment—

"Oh man... what did you do, Senpai?"

Two shadows separated to opposite ends of the stage, mixed in with the debris of the stone prison that had exploded from within.

One of them. Seeing the 'Silver' figure crowned with a distorted 'crown' that looked like it was made of patched-together stained glass, Tetra, for once forgetting his cool expression, spoke with a twitching face.

And the other. Chasing after the 'White' figure, crowned with the now-familiar split 'crown'... it was inevitable. As if drawn to it, Iris, whose eyes were captivated, said,

"............Well, I don't know, but..."

While the others in the venue were awash in astonishment, confusion, and doubt. Truly, with an expression that only she could make—one that recalled the past,

"...his face... I've seen it before."

In that instant, inside the screen.

The two similar 'colors' charged towards each other with all their might, and common sense vanished from the stage.

"Ha, ae... ko, heeeeeeeh.....???"

And so, [Colorful Beauty], who began to let out a weak, mysterious cry,

"Ugh, whoa.................."

And so, [Undying], who watched on with an undeniably stunned and dumbfounded expression,

"..., ............"

And so, even the renowned [Sword Queen]... could do nothing but watch that scene unfold in a daze. In other words, there was no one who could follow *this* from the sidelines.

'Water'—it was no longer on that scale. The force unleashed with enough momentum to fill half the field was no longer water, but a great wave like the 'sea'.

The devouring clash of 'earth' and 'sea'.

And... with that apocalyptic hellscape as a background, two inhuman figures repeatedly clashed.

The gold and silver, or perhaps purple and navy light dwelling in their eyes, and the enhancement effects they wore, drew contrails, but the range and density were anything but ordinary. From one end of the stage to the other, no matter where you looked, the traces of their countless exchanges filled the space.

Was this, really—

"...Hey."

"...Mm."

"Can you see it?"

"Not really."

And so, the words exchanged by the rankers, the very antithesis of ordinary people—one from the 'East' and one of the 'Strongest'—were more than enough to describe the current state of the stage.

Then, the former, having gained conviction through confirmation, let out a smile of utter resignation...

"Well, it's hopeless then—Everyone, I think you should just enjoy the atmosphere."

"Mm... Let's have them explain it in the highlights replay later as penance."

As if they had given up on their duties, they threw their words to the audience in place of the now-silent emcee, and Iris showed her agreement...

The members of the emcee room, having lost their purpose, fell completely silent, abandoning their commentary.

◇◆◇◆◇

""—ORAAAAA!!!!""

In less than thirty seconds, another clash, who knows how many times, dozens of times, hundreds of times it's been.

As a 'rod' approached my forehead at high speed, as if to say 'smash my face in and die,' I parried it with the back of my hand, and at the same time, I loaded *everything I could* onto my free hand and returned the favor.

However, the target vanished, and my right fist cut through empty air. The aftershock that was released took the storm of magic bullets flying around with it and dissolved into the air.

And then, directly above.

With my eyes wide open and my thoughts and attack predictions running at ten times speed, I had already sensed the approaching onslaught. Without panicking at this point, I did a *smooth, casual backstep* and *instantaneously moved about twenty meters*, and in a flash, a ridiculously sized rock spike thrust up from the ground with a rumble.

It was an absurdly ridiculous spectacle, but whether it was thanks to my thorough mental simulations beforehand, or because my ridiculously strong clutch performance in real battles—which even I sometimes think is idiotic—was kicking in...

Not bad, I'm getting into the swing of things—and then, behind me!!!

""————!!""

A spinning strike, another clash. Two individuals who have thrown off *all their shackles* and entrusted themselves to a rampage, two individuals who have come full circle and are now trying to beat each other up with extremely meticulous movements guided by strangely calm minds.

The moment the drawn jade blade and the vajra rod it carried touched each other without fail, an even more ridiculous shockwave was scattered, and the 'water' and 'earth' attending each of us burst and scattered.

And of course. So as not to have our own bodies burst from the intense impact, we were both thrown back by the recoil...—clash, clash again, clash a third time.

Clash, clash, clash, clash, we collided, collided, collided, collided, collided, collided, just relentlessly slamming our own selfish desires against each other.

I'm having fun, I don't know about her.

I feel like she's smiling, but she also looks like she's just furious. In fact, considering she activated her 'crown,' which she had consistently refrained from using in public, it's highly likely the latter.

Is it natural to think that she's furious at her damn cheeky junior's selfish ranting? —Well, whatever, it doesn't matter. Besides, *this* is super fun.

The special title 'Screen's' enhancement effect, [Vollend Rafted (The Conductor of the Final Act that Leads to Ruin)], is a simple, add-on enhancement type that expands the operational methods of an Anima.

It can only be described as the 'removal of restrictions,' and it allows the strange Anima, [Invertia (The Inciter's Sharp Tongue)], to perform a simultaneous screening... In other words, right now, the field where [Screen] and I are rampaging has the rules of all three programs applied to it.

One, [Zel Celeste Zeatese (The Innocent Fool's March)], which enhances... or rather, frenzies [Status].

Two, [Al-Angasha Apolysim (The Blood Dance that Scatters Heroes' Blossoms)], which frenzies [Skill].

And three, [Hell Hecalitu Heistio (Madly Drunken Song of Decadence)], which frenzies [Magic].

*Furthermore, it is assumed that the two-slot seal from normal operation is not functioning*—and so, this is the current situation: a truly lawless domain manifested, a full-power, all-out festival.

All stats are more than doubled. Skills have greatly increased power and effect, plus greatly reduced cooldowns and consumption costs. As for magic, it's the same as before... but.

"—[Water Enchant]."

The blue that dwells in the rabbit short sword I drew and unleashed. It took on the form of a great tower, surpassing a greatsword, and as it cut down and crushed the great stone pillar that approached from the front, my magic was not the same as before.

Not only was my [Water Spirit's Blessing] skill, which was sealed until just a moment ago under the 'Decadent Song,' released, but it was now also being frenzied by the 'Blood Dance.' Multiplication upon multiplication upon multiplication, things have gotten out of hand, and frankly, it's uncontrollable.

However, the output is now so ridiculously insane that just scattering it around is enough to get the job done. If it can chip away at her barrage by relying on sheer numbers—

"Tch...! Don't you dare adapt to this on your first try, you bastard!!!"

"I'm trying my hardest! Praise me, Senpai, dammit!!!"

—I can slip through the gaps and go for a punch.

I throw my fist, swing my blade, hurl my words, and carve a smile—Ah, this is fun. Yes, fun. What a cruel joke, where is there room to find boredom in this?

You should have gone looking for me.

No, not me, but a playmate. If you're not interested in fighting, fine. Then you should have tried to find someone you could seriously fool around with like this.

Even if not with fists, then someone you can trade barbs with without holding back.

Listen up, you bastard [Screen]. I'm going to be me, for me, and I'm going to slam my 100% self-centered, bratty, selfish moves on you!!

"It's a world of dreams, after all—"

"Tch..."

"—No matter how selfish, the one who dreams is justice!!!"

Complaints and dissatisfaction be damned. We have the *right to seek fun*.

"Gah...!!—"

My right fist flashes, piercing through the great shield of a rock wall erected to block my attack, and connects with the silver... but she too is in the midst of this lawless vortex, with her thought acceleration skill constantly active, just like me.

Therefore, it's no surprise that she can react in an instant, and it was within my expectations that she blocked my fist with the shaft of her rod, inserted at the last possible second—but,

Of course, it was a 'Sextuple.' Its power wasn't something that could be blocked head-on.

And so, [Screen] was sent flying like a piece of paper... however, after taking a blow that would normally be excessive overkill against a player, she only lost about twenty percent of her health.

Her avatar's durability has more than doubled due to the status enhancement, and her defensive skills have also been boosted to insane levels by the skill enhancement, so that's to be expected.

By the way, since my base VIT is non-existent and I have few defensive skills, the base for multiplication is paper, so even now, I'm only about as durable as thick cardboard—but that's beside the point.

The silver screen stage, which is so damn fun I wish it could last forever, is, of course and unfortunately, on a time limit. This dream made reality is limited to a mere ninety seconds, with only about a third of that time remaining.

And in thirty seconds, *everyone will be gone*—when the curtain falls, the actors simply exit. Those who agreed to take the stage are subject to a forced death when the effect ends.

Of course, I want to avoid such an ending. And that's why... hey, you know what to do, right?

"Come on, Senpai, let's have fun—'It is not a sword made by a god.'"

"Tch, damn it...—'The earth that beckons the heavens is a single star.'"

Thirty seconds left. Let's fight to the death.



    Chapter 724

    The Selfish White Who Smiles on the Silver Screen, Part Eight

    "'Not a sword bestowed with light—'"

My senpai, who for all her grumbling is surprisingly cooperative, and I both begin our respective selfish songs and, without a shred of hesitation or doubt, charge forward.

"'—Nor a sword that celebrates darkness!'"

In terms of absolute speed, I have a significant advantage, and the offense is mine about eighty percent of the time. However, even as I relentlessly press my pace, she calmly counters, which is just so quintessentially Eastern Faction.

"'Beg for water—'"

Fist and rod clash for the umpteenth time. But I'm learning, too.

"'Yearn for water—'"

I've already 'memorized' her habits. I spin with the momentum of my punch, and just as she tries to dissipate the impact and escape, I whip my right leg around and *clip* her weapon with the back of my knee.

Her parry thwarted, her posture broken, [Screen] shows a face that says it all in the fraction of a second before she can even click her tongue... and from my upside-down position, I shove a giant, crystal-coated red barrel in her face.

Scarlet-Thread Linkage 24-Style Armor-Piercing Warhead, 'Woodpecker'—[Mayhem Bunny] trigger.

"Tch...—'Heed the voice of water!'"

As I fire the armor-piercing round that I'm certain is unblockable, I use the immense recoil to simultaneously fire at point-blank range and get away. I then activate [Flash Traveler], a skill that moves my body irrespective of its previous motion, allowing me to both control my momentum and eliminate any openings.

"'The abyssal water's night sits in the outer heavens—'"

I look up and see the conductor, missing *an entire arm*, but still on stage as if it were the most natural thing in the world.

*Seriously? How in the world did you deal with that?* A sense of exasperation, a trust that no matter what crazy stunt she pulls, I won't be surprised anymore... and,

"'—And houses the thoughts of a starry dream in its sheath.'"

Even with that bored expression on her face,

I can't help but feel genuinely moved by the brilliance that is sure to captivate the world.

"'Then the 'kingship (sword)' resides in me...—'"

And that's why, along with the voice I weave, along with the torrent of water spears and water rings I direct at her,

My resolve will not waver, I will not retreat,

With a belief in none other than myself, I will show my opponent.

"'—There is no need to bow your head.'"

Come at me, Senpai. I'm not gonna lose, no matter what.

◇◆◇◆◇

"'Grand through eternity, swallowing rebirth, an abyss—'"

My noisy, cheeky junior, who for all his grumbling is a pain in the ass, and I both begin our respective selfish songs and, without a shred of hesitation or doubt, charge forward.

"'—Thus its names are thirty-six!'"

In terms of absolute speed, he has a significant advantage, and the offense is his about eighty percent of the time. It's utterly irritating, being forced to play along with this idiot who has a perpetually innocent look on his face.

"'Embrace the red ambition of creation—'"

Another clash, but of course, it's the [Acrobat] who surpasses the fleeting past in the present moment. My enhanced thought acceleration skill can't keep up with his hazy body movements, and my weapon is caught. By the time I realize it, a gun barrel is in my face.

Unavoidable, so I won't avoid it.

"Tch—'Embrace the blue desire that guides!'...!!"

I activate all my defensive skills. I offer up my left arm, now harder than steel, surpassing even diamond, and as I take the blast of crimson light, I use the impact to shift my body.

And so, as my arm is torn off up to the bicep,

"'The starlight of the canopy lies in the heavens, and drops the voice that envies the brilliance of life.'"

I ride the recoil far away and glare at the clown who, once again, is showing me that irritating face.

It's irritating, it's annoying, it's infuriating—and what I can't stand most of all is that I can't understand *why* these feelings are now welling up without end. I can't understand myself, shaking with genuine anger.

And if I don't use *those trivialities* as a shield and look away from my transparent true feelings,

Then even more so,

"'Come if you will, o stars—...!!'"

That guy smiling in front of me is even more irritating than my own self, who should have been the most irritating of all.

"'—This body is one who calls 'envy (id)'!'"

Then there's only one thing left to do. Along with my shouting voice, along with the resounding roar of the earth that meets it.

Even as I waver, even as I retreat,

With the meaning that I have nevertheless carefully held onto in myself up to now,

"[Starlight (The Earth that Beckons the Stars)]."

I slam my worthless pride against the blinding star that burns all eyes.

◇◆◇◆◇

The stage was wide, yet cramped. What manifested were miracles of 'water' and 'earth.'

One was a 'sword'—a greatsword that, compared to the previous torrent, seemed diminutive, yet it far surpassed the meager height of its caster.

The other was a 'star'—a rain of countless massive meteors, far larger than the previous earth-shattering roars, falling from the sky as if ignorant of the canopy's obstruction.

Serenity and ruin. At the moment when everyone who watched was certain that if neither moved, everything on the stage would be annihilated by the devastating onslaught of falling stars.

The 'White' who carried expectations that surpassed that certainty and yearned for dreams, swung his 'sword.'

And the sword, a symbol of 'kingship' that showed the world his selfishness, his will, and his ego,

"————[Laevateinn (Ten Thousand Calamities)]!!!"

In an instant, it severed everything in its master's eyes...—and brought a bell's toll to the stage.

Cutting the stars, cleaving the one before him, the clown's move, which had decided his own beliefs, brought down the curtain.

"..................Can this just be my final match...?"

A truly burned-out selfish person collapsed, looking up at the scattered light of the 'star.'

'Triangle Duo' C Block, second round.

Winner—[Acrobat & Scorching Gaze].

---

He did what he said he would (I'm not gonna lose).

And with that, chapter five, section two, is hereby concluded. Let's get excited for section three, and the manga serialization starting tomorrow.

Oh, the manga is starting. Sora is cute!!!



    Chapter 725

    Delivery

    『—And we're back in the gap time! Let's do this, NonoHaru Radio!!』

『Hey, why am I in my transfer body again with—』

『Well now, how are you doing, Mr. Acrobat! You really went wild in both the first and second rounds, Mr. Clown!! How are you feeling, Haru-chan-san!! Hey!!!』

『What, huh... what, what, you're scary, sorry, you're scary.』

『Alright, let's hear your thoughts on the most recent match, the D Block second match! What did you think after witnessing a grand magic battle in the *proper* sense of the word!!』

『Ehh... well, that was also incomprehensible and had both feet dipped in lawlessn—』

『I see!!!』

『I wasn't finished. What did you see?』

『In the end, the "Twin Wings" showed their usual prestige, but as a junior ranker from the same faction, are you happy about your senpais' victory!』

『......To be honest, with my sympathy as a fellow water mage and respect for a veteran, and so on, I was rooting for Record-shi—』

『I see!!!!!』

『If you're going to ask, then listen. Are you just trying to strike me out? Can we have a conversation please?』

『Putting that aside, what was *that* in the [Screen] match, Mr. Acrobat! The venue and the internet are in an uproar about a new grand magic with an unknown effect, Mr. Acrobat!! There are tons of other things I want to point out, Mr. Acrobat!!!』

『The decibels are rough...』

『And with that, we'll toss all these overflowing questions to the highlights corner later, and start the mail corner!!! Yaaaay!!!!!』

『............Ah, okay. You weren't looking for an answer from the start.』

◇◆◇◆◇

—And so, at 3:30 PM real time.

"Ughn..."

Having reached the second break time, I crawled out of the [Arcadia] machine and immediately collapsed onto my bed.

After the second match, even after surviving the gap time that was mercilessly subjected to the [Colorful Beauty]'s pace, dubbed 'NonoHaru Radio,' my duties were still not over.

Once the second round of each block had concluded without a hitch, the third program, the interval before the semi-finals, began again. And as the first in line for the faction-specific recreation, the Istia members gathered, but...

Well, you know, I was the one *made to talk the entire time*.

I mean, it can't be helped. The other matches involving the Eastern faction weren't so deep in the realm of incomprehensible that they couldn't be explained with a one or two answers to any questions.

And that's why, it was me.

My second match, of course, but my first match was also quite something, so it was a given. 'This was that, that was this, and that was that...'—I was so busy desperately responding to my senpais, who were acting as the voice of the audience and endlessly throwing critiques at me, that my allotted time ran out.

I was tired, so tired I could die. On top of the exhaustion from dancing on the silver screen stage that shattered even fantasy standards of common sense, this was just one blow after another.

Again, I understand that it's a 'duty' and I've come to terms with it, so I don't intend to complain about this immense fatigue now... but there is just one thing.

—No, one person.

There is one person I've resolved to complain to later. I will absolutely not forgive her. That silver bastard who sat in the corner of the room, acting as if it had nothing to do with her, and pushed all the match commentary onto me.

"——————————————————... Haaaaaaaaaaaaah..."

In the end, I wonder how it really went.

The 'fight' to stick to my guns was, in form at least, won by me. However, that was just a result reached through momentum and circumstance, borrowing the stage of a 'match.'

People don't change that easily; if they did, life would be simple. And besides, I never had the arrogant intention of telling her to 'change her ways' or anything like that.

I just complained, telling her to look this way.

My invitation to play was kicked away, so I just taunted her with 'shut up and play, you bastard' and dragged her onto the stage... Looking back, it was quite the bratty move. On top of that, I'm not confident if it resonated with her, which makes the 'clown' label unavoidable.

I don't regret it, but to be honest, I am reflecting on it.

Why on earth can't I control my own emotions and mouth when I get excited in the virtual world? Looking back, it's so painfully cringey that I can't help but laugh.

So, I'll complain about what happened earlier, but that's a separate issue...

"A man who doesn't apologize for his rudeness is no man..."

Considering the possibility that I was genuinely disliked this time, I'll have to make a move to get some time with her soon to meet face-to-face—... and,

As I was sinking into such a belated, solitary reflection, someone called me.

That stylish melody that served as a doorbell. A sound I had grown accustomed to, a visitor.

The number of people who visit my room in the Yotsuya dormitory is limited to a few, and one of my neighbors is still logged into the venue... so that leaves three options.

The option of ignoring it didn't even cross my mind. I lifted my body, which was on the verge of its virtual fatigue becoming real, from the bed and staggered towards the front door.

And so, wondering who it could be, I opened the door to find... flaxen hair.

"...Ah, hey. Can I help you with—"

"This is my business!"

Just how many times today am I fated to be cut off?

As I savored the sadness with a mind dulled by its cooldown period, the Archiver (a twenty-year-old female university student) who is also a painter and an idol voice actress, scattering a dazzling smile like a blooming flower and a sweet, melting voice, threw something...—or rather, someone, and,

"........................Huh? Wha—"

"Well then, enjoy your time!"

I was left behind by Mitsueda-san, who departed as swiftly as she had appeared after her three-second cameo, along with one other person.

"....................................Huh?"

The delicate, fluffy life form that had flown into my chest at a considerable speed. I reflexively caught it and looked down... and sure enough,

"—...............???"

"Don't tell me you don't get the situation either."

The moment I received a mirror image of my confusion from Nia, a.k.a. Lilianier Blueberry-jou, a sharp retort flew from my mouth despite my fatigue. It was, well, only natural.



    Chapter 726

    Nier love it

    —From what I hear, she got worried because she thought I wasn't doing a good job of hiding my exhaustion.

That being said, it was a serious worldwide broadcast. I had been trying my best not to show a pathetic side of myself as much as possible, so I shouldn't have had an expression that could be so easily read through the screen.

In fact, it seems even Hiyo-chan, Mitsueda-san, had said something like, "Is he that worryingly tired?" But to Nia's eyes, it was apparently 'obvious.'

And so, as she was getting endlessly fidgety, wondering if I was okay...

"I see, so she gave up on you..."

*I think that's a bit of a rude way to put it.*

She was delivered by the hands of her best friend, who had reached her limit of annoyance.

..................Well, that's fine and all, but?

"—What is this?"

*What do you mean, it's a lap pillow.*

"I'm not asking about the act, I'm asking about the intention."

She had been just as confused as me the moment she was brought here against her will, but the instant I tilted my head, wondering what was going on, and invited her into the room, she seemed to come to terms with it or something and regained her energy. Before I knew it, I was pushed onto the sofa and ended up in this situation.

What is this, a reward?

If she wanted to comfort me, I would have preferred to be allowed to spend my break time in peace and quiet...

*You were on edge the whole time, you must be suuuper tired.*

"Well, yeah."

*So, I'll be your pillow and alarm clock. Rest easy.*

"'So' isn't functioning as a conjunction there."

And so, there it was. I mean, I get what she's trying to say, and I can more than read her concern, but even so, a 'pillow' isn't necessary.

Besides, even if she tells me to rest... I only have about an hour until I have to be back at the venue, so I wasn't planning on sleeping in the first place—or so I thought.

"Mm..."

Just as I was about to state my intentions, her index finger sealed my lips first.

*You don't have to sleep, just close your eyes.*

Next, the complaint I was about to voice after she moved her finger was dammed up by her gentle tone.

*You don't have to worry about oversleeping or anything, right?*

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

*Just relax and laze around. Your big sister will watch over you.*

The feeling of her slender fingers brushing the hair from my forehead, and the soft expression raining down from above...—they so easily rob my thoughts of any intention to resist.

"............You've been unfair recently."

And so, I throw out a complaint not about the present, but about her recent behavior.

However, she, who had tossed her phone aside as if to say, 'Stop talking and rest,' simply tilted her head with a natural look, without a word.

Really, she's unfair.

"You're doing that on purpose now, aren't you?"

As I say that and glare up at her with half-lidded eyes, what comes back is a feigned smile that seems to say, 'I don't know what you're talking about.'

Considering the mischievous color mixed in, she's a completely deliberate offender.

—Sora, who has become able to show her age-appropriate selfishness and be honestly spoiled. And Asche, whose relentless assaults increase by the day, trying to put me in check at every opportunity.

It's not just me; it's natural that those around me are gradually changing as well.

So then, how has Nia changed? ...—She hasn't changed. More correctly, she has *added a facet* to herself and is trying to make me fall.

And this is it. Treating me like a complete junior.

The gap with her usual noisy demeanor is so huge that it's extremely not good. It was a part of her she had shown from time to time before, but recently, there have been signs that Nia is intentionally using her two-sided nature... or rather, at this point, it's a certainty.

That little... she's realized her weapon. And, what that means is—

"Ah, geez, really..., ............"

It means that she has realized the fact that it is supremely effective on me.

It was a clear attempt to hide my embarrassment. I turned my face towards her lap, looking away. I could feel her smiling as she watched over me. From the hand gently stroking my hair, I could muster neither the will nor the energy to escape.

"................................................, ...Nia."

After tens of seconds of deep deliberation, as the meeting in my brain, mediated by various emotions such as hesitation, reason, and guilt, reached its conclusion, I squeezed out her name from a place between my will and my reluctance.

And so, to her, who stroked my head as if to prompt me to speak,

"I might... fall asleep, so. Just in case, be my alarm."

As I waved the white flag in utter defeat, a thoroughly satisfied breath reached my ears.

I closed my eyelids, accepting the warmth of her fingertips stroking my hair—and how I lost consciousness in that peace, I, of course, have no way of knowing.



    Chapter 727

    The Champion (Pint-Sized)

    "――――…Don't you look even more refreshed than you did after the lunch break?"

"Well, yes. I managed to get a quick nap in."

And so, the time was just before 5:00 PM. The long, yet short, *Triangle Duo* had now reached its third program, starting with the first match of the semi-finals… and from here, another truly long journey packed with content was about to begin.

To be honest, I was probably lucky to have gotten that hour of sleep. While I wouldn't say I was fully recovered, my head felt significantly lighter than it had before the break.

My… *pillow*… was another matter. Still, I sent a silent prayer of thanks to my wonderful alarm clock for fulfilling its duty exactly as promised.

Of course, I couldn't possibly confess any of that, so I gave a vague reply. Hinayo-san, for her part, just let it slide with a simple, "Oh, is that so?" which was a relief.

Just like after the lunch break, logging back into the venue for the third time led me to a waiting room. Naturally, that meant our opponents for the next match would be in the same room…

"――――Curse you, mister, you've gotten annoyingly good at this…!"

"…Why me, too?"

There, on the opposite sofa, were two little figures restrained by *thread* to prevent the easily predictable chaos. Haha, you can't move now. I have my master's techniques on my side.

It went without saying that the red one was wrapped up tightly, but I'd also gently stitched the blue one to the sofa just in case, earning me a barrage of complaints and disgruntled looks, but I'd have to ask for their forgiveness.

Normally, I wouldn't mind it that much, but… well, you know.

With the memory—or rather, the feeling—of our recent contact still so fresh on my skin, I had a feeling a wave of guilt would wash over me if they came at me with their usual *pouncing-and-petting* routine—

"Well, let's put the minor details aside."

"That's not something the person committing the outrage gets to say!"

"Let's put the minor details aside."

"I refuse to be treated the same as Mi-na."

"Ri-na-chaaan???"

"Let's put all the miscellaneous things aside."

"…You've gotten stronger, Haru-kun."

Of course I have, Hinayo-neesan. In our faction, if you don't completely ignore the senior-junior hierarchy and take the helm sometimes, you'll find yourself unable to move forward.

"Anyway, the real question is what should we do? We both have a pretty good grasp of each other's hands, but we've never fought you two, directly or indirectly."

"Is that right?"

"Mister and Mi-na fight on a daily basis, though."

"A life of battle. How very Istia-like! I approve!"

"Yeah, I'm not really in the mood for that right now."

"So cold!!!"

"Maybe I should just wrap your mouth shut, too, without worrying about appearances…?"

"Hah! Just try it! I'll tell Sora-chan you're harassing me!"

"…We're not getting anywhere. Is this my fault?"

"Hmm… I think it's the fault of those two for getting so worked up over a single joke."

The listless voice of a fed-up Ri-na and the amused voice of a guardian-like Hinayo-san. If I could, I'd want to be on their side, but thanks to a certain troublesome senior who'd sulk if I didn't give her at least a little attention, that just wasn't possible.

And in situations like this, the turning point was always the same.

"――――Well, whatever, who cares?"

That is, when the red one, satisfied with her horseplay, switched into serious mode.

And so, despite still being wrapped up in shadow thread, she was completely at ease. Tapping her feet, she spoke as if the outcome of the stage was already a foregone conclusion.

"Putting Hinayo-chan aside, you're the challenger here, mister—this great senior will play with you without holding back, so come at me with everything you've got!"

She declared with a grin, all traces of jest gone from her voice.

On her cheeks was a smile not of teasing, but of confidence. Considering her usual behavior, it was a display that should have been irritating, but the problem was…

"Well, yeah…"

"Fufu… Let's do our best, as if we're borrowing their strength?"

Neither Hinayo-san nor I could do anything but agree without objection. The truth was, the *Eastern Wings* possessed the power to back up such a bold declaration, and to be honest, I couldn't really see a path to victory.

Their only weakness is their lack of mobility, but they have no other openings to exploit…

The common knowledge that high-mobility warriors who can close the distance instantly are the natural enemies of casters doesn't apply to these two. Short range, mid-range, long range—as long as you're within their line of sight, they're invincible. That is the *strongest artillery cannon in Arcadia*.

The fact that *even Alicia* would only try to approach them during a chaotic brawl involving a hundred people is a very clear indicator of their absurd threat level.

In short, in a two-on-two match within a limited area, the difficulty of beating them is demonic.

In the first Triangle Duo two years ago, they participated as a non-special entry and were eliminated in the first round by the indescribably wicked pair of the [Sword Queen] & [Castle Lord]. However, in last year's second tournament, they tore through the competition and magnificently snatched the championship. Their game face is different.

Well, their actual faces are still those of little kids, but…

"…Isn't having a fixed tag team like this kinda unfair? Shouldn't things be more equitable?"

Putting that aside, they're just plain dangerous. The second round of D-block. The hellscape they created, crushing the [Long Legs & Full Auto] tag team—who should have boasted an overwhelming number of attacks that no one else could match—with even more catastrophic firepower is still fresh and terrifying in my memory.

So when I let out a half-joking, half-serious grumble, two reactions came at once.

"We're two halves of a whole!"

"I don't really care either way."

One with a smug look, the other with a listless one. Though contradictory, their timing was perfect, a display of telepathy. Or perhaps, the fact that this happens from time to time is part of their charm.

An astounded "Eh???" from the red one as she looked at her partner, who proceeded to give her a dead-serious silent treatment while starting to munch on pretzels she'd grabbed from the party table.

*How laid-back,* I thought. As I was relaxing, my head feeling good after all that had happened… a screen lit up in the empty air. In other words, the time had come.

*"Thank you for waiting, it's the semi-finals!!! Let's get fired up and get this show on the rooooad!!!!!"*

With the announcer's voice as boisterous as ever, four figures appeared on the stage.



    Chapter 728

    The Little Cannon and the Unyielding Sword

    —When asked who his favorite junior was, Uni, the second-ranked member of the Southern Faction and one of the oldest rankers known as the *'Original Ten Seats,'* the [Heavy Tank], would answer without hesitation.

It was Irori of the [Sword Protector]… no, the current [Peerless].

It wasn't just Uni; countless people were fond of that perfect superhuman. You'd run out of fingers on both hands trying to list all the virtues and charms that made him so well-liked. But if you had to point to one specific thing… it was simply because they were two of a kind. There was no other reason.

The [Sword Queen] and the [Sword Saint]. They both looked up to figures who bore the title of the sword, and they were kindred spirits who sought to stand by them, harboring a mix of respect and various other emotions.

And in the end, they were both people who could do little more than offer a sliver of support to their hearts.

As time went on, their commonalities only grew. The only difference, if any, was *'whether or not they held special feelings,'* but that was hardly important.

Uni had once placed a one-sided expectation on this person. On the [Sword Protector], who, despite being in a situation that sparked an almost laughable amount of sympathy, had a different mentality from his own.

*I won't let you be alone,* he'd thought as he chased after her… Uni, in contrast, was just desperate to keep up. He had placed his hopes on this junior from another faction who aimed to stand beside the one he looked up to.

In the will that, even during times of stagnation, when his pace faltered, never stopped moving forward.

In the man for whom he couldn't help but feel a respect different from that he held for his own princess, he had thought, *if it's him.* He had hoped that he might be the one to one day clear away the *'clouds.'*

…As it turned out, things led to the *'present,'* but that was that.

Uni's feelings for Irori remained unchanged. He was still *'a junior he held such high hopes for that he couldn't help but tease him, wishing for his endless growth.'*

And so, to face such a person on the stage of the arena—

◇◆◇◆◇

—When asked who his most difficult senior was, Irori, the third-ranked member of the Eastern Faction, the [Peerless], who had grown rather comfortable with his status as a long-time member, would answer without hesitation.

It was Uni, the second-ranked member of the Southern Faction, the [Heavy Tank].

That nonchalant demeanor could be both a virtue and a flaw, and Irori was likely not the only one who found it difficult to deal with. But still.

Of course, there were countless other charms that made him who he was; that's why he was chosen by the system and had his name among the rankers. Though he was often teased about catering to a certain demographic, the reality was that he had extremely few detractors and enjoyed stable popularity.

And yet, even acknowledging and understanding all of that, why did he answer *'difficult'* without a moment's hesitation? It was because ever since Irori had risen to the ranks of the Eastern Faction, Uni had taken every opportunity to poke and prod at him.

From cheap provocations to carefully planned schemes, he was constantly challenged to spar. The reason he began to feel a sense of unease was not because he had been forced to stack up loss after loss until he managed to land a single blow in the Four Pillar War two tournaments ago…

Nor was it because he found it creepy that he didn't know the intention behind Uni's frequent pestering.

It was because what was being demanded of him was so straightforward and blatant that, in many ways, it was utterly *infuriating*.

Not because of Uni.

But because of both Uni and himself.

It wasn't that he disliked being expected to do well. It wasn't that he was angry about having to bear the hopes of others.

It was just that the days when he couldn't meet the expectations coming from him… from none other than the immovable second-in-command of the Southern Faction, were a time when he was forced to doubly feel the slowness of his own pace.

Uni and Irori, while their mentalities may have differed, were certainly similar in their circumstances. This was partly due to their own perceptions, to the point where they could even be seen as mirror images—and that's precisely why.

The image in the mirror was doubled.

Two versions of himself, unable to catch up, unable to stand beside them, became an undeniable reality that weighed down his feet.

There was no villain. The target of Irori's… of Nate Mitake's anger and frustration was never others, but always his own lack of strength.

He didn't hate the senior who had placed his hopes in him. But… yes.

Having reached the *'present,'* that was that.

Having come to terms with his various emotions, he was now in a position to play the role of someone else's troublesome senior. He, who had done similar things, had no right to complain about the stress of the past.

And once his heart was clear, all that remained was pure, unadulterated frustration. He had only managed to return one blow in the tenth Four Pillar War; countless black marks still stained his record.

And so, to face such a person on the stage of the arena—

◇◆◇◆◇

—Their eyes were locked only on each other.

"Alright… I'm leaving the [Wolf Pack] to you, Sleeping Beauty. Don't you dare fall before I take down the Southern Faction's number two."

"…………Mm, mmm…"

"Could you please stop responding with sleepy breaths?"

Letting out a wry smile at the difficult communication with his partner, with whom he shared neither breath nor enthusiasm, the azure eyes of the samurai who had drawn his blue-bladed sword remained unshakably fixed on his *'enemy.'*

"Right… well, I'm leaving Mei to you, Gin. Please don't get taken out by some accident before I take down Irori."

"Hmm."

"Could you please stop replying in a way that makes me so incredibly anxious?"

Was it that they got along, or was it just that their laid-back attitudes meshed well together?

While exchanging a relaxed conversation with his partner, the steel-blue eyes of the warrior who had drawn his twin black steel daggers were wide open… and now, as always, they were fixed straight on his *'enemy.'*

"…――――Here I come, Uni. I'm taking my second victory."

"――――I'll let you have it. If you can surpass my expectations."

Their relationship continued, unchanged by the passage of time. Baring their teeth at their respective *'rivals,'* they declared:

"[Blade Road]."

"[Pygmalion, Dwarf Gunner]."

And their blades, having clashed countless times, crossed once more.



    Chapter 729

    2&2 vs. 3&3

    A crown of freezing ice and a crown of cascading memory counts. Both sides, correctly recognizing the other's strength, revealed their titles without hesitation and kicked off the ground in unison.

Compared to a certain rabbit, their speed was still within the realm of reality. However, that was only because one's senses had been completely warped; to the eyes of an ordinary person, they were still just a blur.

One step, two steps, they crushed the stage beneath their feet, their blades crossing in an instant—

They touched, but did not meet.

*Ice* materialized in an instant on their intersecting paths, blocking the [Heavy Tank]'s weapon, [Dual Heavy, Starfall Twin Black Steel]. It shattered without even a moment's delay, the resulting shards of ice dancing through the air as a blinding screen.

It was a simple child's trick. However, obscuring one's vision, while being the most straightforward method against a player, was also the most effective means of interference, capable of manipulating their thoughts and choices.

In a virtual world where everyone is given a *'perfect body,'* there are no blind players. That is precisely why a *'blinding screen'* is a fundamental tactic in PvP that is, without exception, effective. Of course—it worked even on rankers.

When your vision is blocked, all that's left is 'intuition' and 'habit.' No matter how strong someone is, the thoughts they can process during high-speed combat without thought acceleration are limited.

And when your opponent is someone who knows those two remaining factors inside and out…

Reading their next move is a simple matter.

From behind the glittering shards of ice that reflected the stage lights—no, from below, a small figure, crouched low to the ground, launched an attack aimed at the legs.

And the [Peerless], having read the move and lifted both feet from the stage a fraction of a second ahead,

"[Genhyo Rikka, String Ice Six Flowers]."

"Tch…!?"

…weaved the name of his technique in mid-air.

While the [Heavy Tank]'s smile twitched, an endless stream of ice overflowed from the blue-bladed sword. Six *'heads'* slithered like snakes, and as they were unleashed—

—they glittered at the points of a hexagon, and in the same instant, a massive pillar of ice filled the domain. Thus, erected in less than a second, a towering spire of ice that pierced the ceiling of the stage…

"—Whoa, hold on… you're being *serious*!"

"Hah, a little late to realize that."

However, its target was not captured.

Three meters in radius, six in diameter. The area was so focused that the ice possessed a super-hardness belying its nature. A prison from which escape would be synonymous with being knocked out of combat. From outside and inside, two voices echoed.

Of course, the *'master'* inside was neither trapped nor captured.

"Now, focus. If you let your guard down, I'll take your head in five minutes."

The attendant ice did not obstruct him; it yielded only to him, *opening a path*. And so, he walked out from the prison that shattered like thin ice, his declaration not a boast but a certainty as Irori smiled.

And in response, Uni's smile deepened even further.

"Ahaha, nice—that's what I'm talking about!"

Their feet pushed off the ground, once again in perfect sync.

At the center of the stage, steel and ice began to rage.

◇◆◇◆◇

"—…Wow, what a monster."

Steel roared, and ice danced. An exchange of techniques, both precise and flashy. The sight of two masters of PvP, the current pinnacle of the art, crossing swords was, in a word, otherworldly.

For someone who wasn't just not a PvP expert, but didn't even dabble in it, all they could do was let out a voice of呆然とした awe and admiration. And the second-ranked member of the Northern Faction, the [Wolf Pack], was no different—he was on *that side*.

To be frank, he had no idea what the two of them were doing.

*Well, I can see it, but…* their thoughts, tactics, deceptions—everything was based on the principles of 'PvP,' so no matter how much he watched, he couldn't grasp the core of it.

He'd known it all along, but it seemed he truly had no talent for fighting *'people.'* Adding another layer to the conviction he had held countless times, Gin let out a smile.

As if it were someone else's problem—but, being on the stage, 'someone else's problem' was not an option.

"You've always got that sleepy look on your face, but you sure do your job properly."

Following the clash of the vanguards, it was now the rear guards' turn.

There was no reply to his words; in fact, he couldn't even tell from a distance if her eyelids were open… but above her head, the fragments of a *'castle'* materializing one after another were proof.

Her small body and her head, which must have been filled with sleepiness. It was impossible to tell where it came from—but it was proof of a fighting spirit that had indeed been born.

In that case, he had to as well.

"Well then, I guess I'll get serious, too. It's your turn—"

It was no time to be talking about being sleepy.

His opponent was the [Castle Lord]. A transcendent girl who literally commands a castle. In comparison, what the [Wolf Pack]—who, like her, had not taken a single step on the battlefield—commanded was,

"[Wolves, Moonlit Wandering Wolves]."

…true to his name, an endless pack of hunting fangs.

In that instant, a tremendous number of *'presences'* overflowed from his body onto the stage… but *their forms* were *invisible to all*—no, except for just two.

Except for the *'master'* and the *'prey,'* no one could perceive their forms.

And that is why the things that manifested in response to their master's call—the countless silver wolves, more than a hundred strong—could not be recognized by the audience, nor even by the [Peerless] or the [Heavy Tank] who shared the same battlefield.

Sixth Tier Anima, [Wolves, Moonlit Wandering Wolves]. The power it holds is a *hunt that cannot be interfered with*.

"Well then, I leave her to you, Castle Lord-chan."

It was a forced one-versus-many battle, with spectral wolves that were invisible and intangible to all but the *'prey.'*

—And so, the battle of *'Steel'* and *'Ice,'* and of *'Wolf'* and *'Castle'*

…a truly transcendent conflict, had begun.



    Chapter 730

    Full of Aspiration

    "Whoa, everyone's really fired up."

"Except for one person?"

"I don't know about that. Compared to previous years, Mei-chan seems to have a bit more motivation."

And so, while watching the great war of inhuman beings projected on the screen, the ladies let out a string of carefree, peaceful chatter. Even though they'd been fired up by Ui-san and Alicia, as expected, it was in moments like this that you could feel the difference in their caliber and composure.

They're way too calm, all three of them. I, for one, am trembling at the sight of my two friends going at it for real. As for the other two, I don't even know what they're doing in the first place—

"They're amazing, those guys…"

It was a thought that slipped out unconsciously. A murmur tinged with genuine feeling, which was promptly caught by the sharp ears of the red one, who tilted her head and said, "Huh?"

"Says the person who caught up to 'those guys' in just a few months?"

Well, she had a point. In terms of my position and pure combat ability, perhaps I could be conceited enough to say I was 'on their level'… but that's not what I meant.

"It's not about that, it's more like, the aura they give off is different."

"The aura they give off."

"Like a certain presence, or conviction."

"What are you talking about?"

Judging by the way both the red and blue ones tilted their heads, maybe it was something hard to convey to others. Or perhaps, this kind of feeling is unique to boys.

It wasn't just Irori and Uni that I felt *'it'* from. It was the same for [Thread-Weaver] and [Screen] who I fought earlier, and in fact, regardless of win or lose, it was something I felt equally for all the senior rankers in all the matches so far.

Every single one of them is just so cool. They have a depth that I don't.

Irori, seriously, what's with him? I mean, I know he held a 'sword' in real life, but how did he acquire the skills of an invincible master swordsman in just a few years? And the way he so coolly and confidently flaunts that strength, having a perfect grasp of his own abilities, is so refreshing it's actually annoying (in a cool way). That perfect superhuman Blonde Samurai.

And Uni's the same, seriously, what's with him? How did a man who was just a kind young chef before his debut manage to maintain his position as one of the virtual world's top PvP experts, at the high rank of number two, ever since the ranking system was established? He must have had talent, of course, but what's more incredible is the sheer density of his self-training. I read an interview with him the other day, and his training menu was beyond stoic.

They're both fundamentally different types of players from me. At least, I could never push myself to such extremes and aim for the top without a second thought. Our mentalities are on a whole other level.

Maybe it's a case of the grass being greener on the other side—

"Those stoic freaks. They have no idea how a junior feels, desperately chasing after them."

Every time I watch the stage of my great seniors, I'm forcibly reminded of my respect and admiration for them, and it's exhausting. They praise me to no end, but they really 'have no idea.'

And then…

"Eh, you had the mentality of someone *chasing* after us? For real?"

"Of course. I've never once looked down on my seniors."

"I thought you were just *flying* around without a care in the world."

"If I had that kind of invincible mentality, my daily life would be a lot more peaceful."

"And here I was thinking I was no longer the one being chased?"

"Says the person who can take two-tenths of my health in a fair one-on-one. To be frank, every time I get beaten down from a super-advantageous position, I get seriously and genuinely depressed."

They're all like this, so from the perspective of someone who wants to meet their expectations, it's honestly quite nerve-wracking. That's why I don't have the time to leisurely watch the stage like my seniors do.

I have to watch, learn, and apply it to myself—and,

"Hmm. So that's why you were watching with such a serious face. I see, I see. Good boy, good boy."

"Serious. Good boy."

"Mmm… if you showed that side of yourself more often, you might become more popular, Haru-kun."

"I'll have to pass on that… Hey, you little squirts, stop messing with me in weird ways, don't pat my head—when did you get out of your restraints!?"

"Heh-heh! Don't underestimate your g-r-e-a-t senior, you big dummy!"

"Are you an elementary schooler…?!"

And again, they're all like this, so even though I think, *'This is impossible, I'm exhausted,'* I can't help but want to meet their expectations… and so, one more time.

"Now… I wonder who'll win."

I shall carve the valor of my great seniors into this 'memory' of mine.


*The protagonist is prone to admiration, fundamentally a junior at heart.*

*On another note, I have a fever and I'm dying. The headache and chills are terrible. Updates may be shorter and have fewer words for a few days, so please bear with me.*



    Chapter 731

    Time Passes, Leading to Now

    "—Man, this is just incredible…!"

Five minutes had passed since the match began. After countless exchanges, Uni, having accurately gauged their respective abilities, muttered to himself as he shattered the chains of ice that had inevitably caught him.

From the start, in terms of *ability affinity*, he was at an *absolute disadvantage*. So naturally,

"How long are you going to keep up that余裕…ッ!"

"I ran out of that a long time ago!"

Now that he had completely surpassed him in technique as well, the [Peerless] had truly become the nemesis of the [Heavy Tank].

His smile, just like before, was misinterpreted, and he was met with a complaint along with a blade, but this was no joke. He had no room for余裕; at this point, every single exchange was a desperate struggle.

It was what he had wished for… but he had given him far too much experience. With not only his Anima but also the enhancement effect of his unique title sealed, there was honestly not much he could do.

""Tch—""

Another clash. He raised his daggers to block the oncoming blue blade, but the sword, its trajectory altered at a right angle by his avatar's superhuman strength, easily slipped past his guard.

And so, as he dodged the single strike whose path was now limited due to avoiding his defense, he tried to insert a counterattack in return—but, ice erupted.

"Hah, dammit…!"

The power of Uni's Anima, [Dual Heavy, Starfall Twin Black Steel], 'Weight Forgery,' was a force that deceived the system by intervening in phenomena triggered by actions with his daggers.

In other words, he couldn't activate the ability without *proactively taking an action*.

If that was the case, even for a moment, against Irori, who could freely manipulate ice and seal his movements in parallel with close-quarters combat, his weapon was reduced to a mere dagger.

And thus, with the momentary lag, a counterattack was impossible. Forcibly shattering the fragile ice that had materialized in an instant, he retreated with all his might to avoid the second strike… and so it repeated.

It was painfully obvious who was being pushed back.

His Anima's power was sealed, and as a result, he couldn't generate bullets for his [Pygmalion, Dwarf Gunner] because he wasn't being allowed to take hits. On the other hand, his opponent was using only *a single sword* while his 'crown' was active.

It was absolutely incredible. Half joy, half frustration.

"Really—*Magia* are so cheap, aren't they? They're the prime example of the Anima disparity."

In any case, he'd rather not be taken down for free. Thinking this, he began to stall for time to formulate a countermeasure.

"…I won't deny it, but you're one to talk."

He knew his diligent junior would take the bait.

"Your *'sword,'* Hinayo's *'guns,'* they're all too unfair. Spamming attribute attacks on par with great magic without chanting shouldn't be allowed. It's against the rules, I tell you."

"I'll say it as many times as it takes, your *'daggers'* are just as bad."

That was true. But it was also a fact that *'Magia'*… among the Anima, those that held particularly strong *'magic,'* were given an irregular, out-of-bounds classification.

Irori's [Frostblade Shirosou] was one such example. If his public status was to be believed, it was an abnormal existence that could achieve all sorts of things with a mere 250 MID.

People were even saying, *'That's not a sword, it's a magic staff shaped like one.'* Of course, it was said to be so overly sensitive that controlling it was far more difficult than normal magic… but in any case, how threatening a mastered *'Magia'* could be…

…the *'Flame'* and *'Ice'* of the East had shown the world.

And in the case of the *'Ice'* before him, especially—

"Your swordsmanship is also like, third from the top in the virtual world. You're too greedy. Give me a break."

And so, it was truly incredible. The ultimate embodiment of what happens when talent and effort combine—the creation of the invincible samurai, as someone had once called him.

…And as Uni thought all this while complaining,

"…So, have you stalled for long enough?"

Irori let out an exasperated sigh. As if to say he knew all along and had just been playing along, he threw a cheeky remark with that annoyingly smug face of his.

And so, to such a junior, the senior also gave a smile.

After much thought, he had reached a *'conclusion.'* All that was left was to *accept the present* and *struggle*.

"Yeah, yep. More than enough—so, let's start the second act."

As he celebrated the delightful growth of his junior, who had at some point completely surpassed him… he would, at the very least, show his pride as a senior to the best of his ability.


*Uni's Top 3 Swordsmen in the Virtual World: 1st: Iris, 2nd: Sword Saint, 3rd: Irori*

*Irori's Top 3 Swordsmen in the Virtual World: 1st: Master, 2nd: Sword Queen, 3rd: Myself. Incompetent: My Junior*

*In reality, Alicia and Master's sword styles are completely different, so it's impossible to compare them. Uni's '1st: Iris' is not particularly due to any personal bias.*



    Chapter 732

    Ice that Blooms in Spring

    —It was absolutely, utterly incredible.

With every passing second, not figuratively, the thought of *'this is why'* just kept piling up.

"Hah, surprisingly, I think I can still… go on!"

"Tch—…!"

*The rhythm changed*.

He dodged a sword strike, and as before, Irori tried to bind his weapon with ice as it was about to move… but what came next was different. Uni abandoned his twin daggers in mid-air as a *decoy*, and his right hand flashed out, the gauntlet deflecting and parrying the second strike that had pursued him.

And then, a rotation.

While his enemy was trapped in the briefest of openings from the missed swing, Uni's small body spun without losing the momentum of the exchange, and the roundhouse kick he unleashed—caught the ice.

Shattered chains. A released weapon. And with the same speed it had been knocked away,

"There, yah!"

It was a feat of acrobatics truly reminiscent of *someone*.

With the kind of divine skill that, until someone else had emerged, had been his trademark,

"—Tch…!"

His left hand, having unerringly caught the grip of his weapon, shot forward, grazing the neck of Irori, who had reflexively moved to evade.

Up to the midpoint, it was the same as before, but the ending was the complete opposite. The [Peerless], clicking his tongue as he took a large step back to reset, glared ahead.

"Hah, tough one."

The [Heavy Tank] was smiling, though his breathing was ragged.

He was certain that he had surpassed him.

His abilities, his techniques, his spirit—everything combined, he was confident that he had overcome his senior. It wasn't conceit; it should have been a fact.

He, and *Uni too*, should have recognized that.

In this virtual world, they had spent more time in battle than anyone else. That's why, if nothing else, they would not be mistaken. They would absolutely not misjudge who was stronger than whom.

Yes, it should have been that way…

"…This is incredible."

—He was still *so high*.

The *'wall'* he should have surpassed, the *'wall'* he should have left behind him,

…was so tall that he had to turn around and face it head-on once more. It was still proclaiming, *'I'm right here,'* exuding a presence that belied his avatar's small frame.

In that case, not yet.

If so, not yet.

If he couldn't shake him off completely, then they were just two peas in a pod.

"…"

He became aware of the smile that mirrored his own.

This was a different kind of relationship from the one he had with his eye-catching, troublesome 'junior.' Being near him was both unwelcome—and yet, strangely, a little pleasing.

"Eh, what are you smiling at? Stop it, it's creepy."

"Right back at you."

Even the lighthearted banter they had started exchanging at some point was annoyingly, yet comfortably, familiar.

He was difficult, a burden, a mirror image, a presence that at times would get on his nerves and disturb his peace… but at the root of it all, if it weren't for him.

He probably wouldn't have been able to welcome that *'harbinger of spring.'*

So, yes.

"Uni."

"Hm?"

*Thank you, from the bottom of my heart.*

"I'm *ending this with the next move*. I'm *not taking any complaints*."

"…Heh. Bring it on."

*For letting me reach this point.*

"Come on. You're going to surpass my expectations anyway, right?"

*And for always, always forging me with the pressure of your expectations.*

"[Trance]."

And so, he spun the words and donned the form.

The tickle of his hair growing and touching his neck, the unreliability of his slender frame, the discomfort of the prayer clothes that felt heavier than the formal *kamishimo* of his main form—it was all still an unfamiliar, alternate self.

And though it was vexing that he had inadvertently gone in the *same direction as someone*,—

—now that he had spent months forging it into a *'power,'* he had no hesitation in wielding it.

"*Ice Chamber Release*."

"—…!"

The only commonality between his two forms. He thrust the tip of the blue sword in his hand into the ground at his feet, and as he chanted the prelude, his *'enemy'* kicked off the floor at full speed.

As expected, the correct judgment, and none too soon… but unfortunately, too late.

If he hadn't been caught off guard by the sudden [Trance], if he hadn't been caught off guard by his first look at the 'alternate' form, if he had chosen to close the distance before anything else, it would have been easy to take the head of the extremely fragile, transformed Irori—but, that was that.

Because a jack-in-the-box first-time kill is a *bad thing* he learned from his junior.

"[Tsugenoinagi, Ice World's Advent]."

*Now, I shall proudly display it.*

◇◆◇◆◇

"—Nn, mmuu…"

The [Castle Lord], letting out a disgruntled murmur, opened her eyes not because the bell signaling the end of the match had rung, nor because the countless presences she had been facing had suddenly vanished.

It was simply *because it got cold*.

And so, her eyelids fluttered open, and her amethyst eyes reflected a world of pure light. A world of ice, so dazzlingly brilliant as it caught the stage lights.

She looked around, but it was impossible to gauge its scale… because, except for the area immediately around Mei, which was protected by an *emergency-activated absolute defense function*, the space was filled with ice without a single gap.

She thought that it might have swallowed the entire stage whole. In this abnormal scene, the sleeping princess, momentarily roused from her slumber, was…

"……………………c, cold…"

…muttering a complaint, she slowly closed her eyes once more.


*Semi-finals, first match, winner: [Peerless & Castle Lord].*

*A moment of silence for the Northern Faction's number two, who was taken out along with everyone else as collateral damage in a rivalry dispute.*

――――――――――――――――――
◇Status◇
Title: Peerless
Name: Irori
Lv: 100
STR: 500
AGI: 150 (+50)
DEX: 200
VIT: 100 (+100)
MID: 150 (+100)
LUC: 50
――――――――――――――――――
◇Status / Trance◇
Title: Peerless
Name: Irori
Lv: 100
STR: 10
AGI: 30
DEX: 10
VIT: 0 (+100)
MID: 1100 (+200)
LUC: 0
――――――――――――――――――



    Chapter 733

    Interlude

    *"—Aaalrighty!!! And with that, we've wrapped up the first match of the semi-finals, a super-heated showdown between the number two and number three tag teams!!!!!"*

*"…Wasn't it more super-cold than super-heated? Physically speaking."

*"We've got a short ten-minute interval before the second match begins! So let's kill some time with our special guests, sharing thoughts, commentary, and all that good stuff!!!"*

*"Mm."

*"………………Um, well."

*"So! Without further ado, let's welcome our three guests, starting with [Thread-Weaver], Natsume-chaaan!"*

*"Ah, um. Yes, it's a pleasure…"*

*"Your voice is so tiny! Are you nervous? How cuuute!!!"*

*"Huh? I-It's not like I'm—"

*"Aaaand next up!"*

*"You're just going to tease me and then leave me hanging…!?"*

*"Given the number of requests we got on the pre-show survey, it was kinda inevitable, but as usual, we have Iris-sama with us! I'm so sorry for making you talk so much…!"*

*"It's fine. Please don't worry about it."

*"So generous! Our princess is a real princess…! Okaaay, and last but not least!"*

*"Uh, wait. You see, I have a match right after this—"

*"Welcome, [Acrobat]! This is a prime bit of downtime, and you're not getting away!!!"*

*"Seriously…"

*"You did well."

*"Yeah… Oh, no, you too. You've been talking all day, is your throat okay… Actually, of course it's okay."

*"Fufu… Mmm. Thank goodness for virtual world avatars, right?"

*"No doubt about it. My tomorrow is definitely going to be a rest day…"

*"…—"

*"Huh? H-Hey, what's with that? Wait, wait, wait, stop! What was the meaning of that movement? Why are you trying to get closer? Halt! Raise your hands and state your business from where you stand!"

*"Lend me your ear."

*"Uh, no. I mean, that request itself is already borderline unacceptable. Please, for the love of god, exercise some self-control."

*"………………What is this? Can I go home? Hey, somebody, announcer, do something—"

*"—BWA-HA! Yes!!! That surprised me!!! What do you think you're doing, flirting so openly?! I'll sue you! If you're going to do that stuff, please do it after announcing, 'We're about to start now,' while the cameras are rolling!!!"*

*"The cameras are rolling right now, though."

*"I'm rebuking you because the cameras are rolling."

*"The cameras are rolling. …Haru, can I have a word with you later?"

*"Uh, sure, but I don't think that's okay either…"

*"Riiight!!! Riiight!!!!! This whole break is about to be filled up by a rom-com, so I'm forcibly moving things along! …Natsume-chan will!!!!!"*

*"Wha-!? W-Why me—"

*"""…"""*

*"Don't you all go silent in perfect unison!"*

*"Well, that's enough teasing our cute little kitten for now."

*"How far is 'enough'?! Where exactly did the 'tease Natsume' segment end…!"*

*"…She's a natural-born teasing target, isn't she, Nacchan-senpai?"

*"I can hear you even if you whisper it, you little punk, Haru… And don't think you can just subtly make that nickname stick…!"

*"Whoa, just like a cat. You've got good ears."

*"I'm going to strangle you."

*"Scary. Now, now, calm down, Nacchan."

*"—Wha, ha, nya…!?"

*"…I think Haru was just responding to Natsume's complaint by shortening it."

*"Why did he drop the 'senpai' part for you!?"

*"I prioritized familiarity."

*"See, this kid is not cute at all!!! Princess, what do you even like about him!?"

*"……………………………………Is it okay?"

*"Of course it's not okay. Please stop, I'm sorry, it was my fault, forgive me."

*"Aah, this is impossible. This guest selection was a disaster. Hey, staff, what should we do?! —Huh? It's super interesting, so at this point, just let them do whatever they want? We're so on the same page! In that case, Nonomi-chan will just quietly become a wall!!!"

*"Do your job, you [Vibrant Beauty]!!!"


*After this, Alicia smoothly corrected the course and they had a proper, in-depth analysis session.*



    Chapter 734

    Ignition of Battle

    "—And then, without a moment to breathe, it's back to the main stage…"

"Fufu, you've worked hard. …But you seemed quite used to it by now, didn't you?"

"If that's how it looked, then I'm more than happy with that…"

Ten minutes for the match, twenty for the replay analysis with guests, for a total of thirty minutes each. The *Triangle Duo*'s semi-finals were structured with two of these segments.

And so, at 5:30 PM, the second match of the semi-finals was upon us.

Despite having one quiet member, the *'downtime'* had been incredibly lively, thanks mostly to the announcer who was as boisterous as ten people combined. And now, having survived that… we had arrived at our fourth stage.

*Has it really only been a little over seven hours since the first program started?* The thought was enough to make a strange laugh bubble up, considering the sheer density of the event. But the true finale, where I could finally let my guard down, was still nowhere in sight.

And so, this was the third battle, which we had somehow managed to win our way into.

"—Alright, alright, it's our turn! We've kept you waiting, everyone, so get hyped!!!"

"—Mmm… hhh…………"

Bathed in a massive cheer, as if the audience had been waiting for them since the first match, were two small figures on the opposite side of the stage. One was bouncing around energetically, the other stretching languidly.

Semi-finals, match two. Our tag team, [Acrobat & Heat Gaze], was facing the renowned *'Arcadia's Strongest Artillery Cannon,'* the great Eastern Wings. As I'd said during our earlier meeting…

"What are we supposed to do…"

"Fufu… Just try doing what you want. I'll watch your back."

My older sister figure's encouragement was incredibly reassuring, but to be honest, I had *never* been so unsure of how to win. The two of them were already 'anything goes,' 'chaotic,' and 'outrageous,' and I couldn't even begin to imagine how they would try to corner me as an enemy.

I knew I was one to talk, but that's precisely why—because our builds were both so crazy, I had absolutely no idea how the match would unfold.

Would they think they couldn't let me run wild and try to seize the pace from the very beginning?

Or would they put on an air of 'great senior'余裕 and wait and see?

Or perhaps, with their excessive expectations, they might just come at me with intent to kill from the get-go.

My opponents were *magic users who could do anything*… No matter how much I stretched my imagination, everything I came up with was a possibility, so the path forward—

"Hey! Mister's scared!"

"Thinking carefully is a good thing."

The path forward… I can't narrow it down—

"Who cares, just charge in with all your might! C'mon, c'mon, c'mon!"

"From the front, the side, the back, or from above is fine, too."

Narrow… it down…

"We're all ready to go over here!"

"You don't have to worry about *what ifs*."

"We are your true great seniors!"

"We'll take on anything, you know."

……………………

Ah, right, I see. So the opening move has been left to me, then.

Okay, okay…

"Hinayo-san, if by some one-in-a-billion chance I get taken out at the start, I'm leaving the rest to you."

"I would rather you didn't…!?"

But after being provoked this much, I had no choice but to go.

Holding their 'Feather Brushes' in each hand, they were in a battle stance with relaxed expressions. Their *'domain (canvas)'* must have already been established; the little squirts were ready and waiting, just as they'd said.

In that case, very well.

"Suuuu—… …Alright, here I go."

"Yes, whenever you're ready."

Outer Force Output 'Spin'—Critical Convergence.

Just you watch, you younger, smaller great seniors. Just as I can't quite imagine your firepower because I've never experienced it firsthand… the reverse is also true. For you two,

"Shifu Itto, First Strike—"

"Eh, bad news."

"Did we provoke him too much?"

…the speed of the [Acrobat] is an unknown territory, isn't it?

"—*Hayate*."

Right hand in a forward grip, left in a reverse. The rigidly fixed blades drew an arc, and in an instant, I closed the distance and cut.

And so, leaving behind the tens of thousands of eyes and voices in the stands… the blade, delivered so fast that even the sound of the wind slicing through the air could not keep up, produced a *resounding impact*, as if the severed air itself was oblivious.

That, and the indescribable *'feedback'* transmitted to my hands, indicated—

"That scared the daylights out of me!!! So fast! So scary!?"

"…Can't see him at all."

—that my jade blade, which had moved faster than sound, had been met head-on by a *wall of light*. My opponents, completely protected by a translucent magic barrier, were two unharmed figures.

Judging by their reactions, it seemed I had succeeded in startling them as planned… but, ah, wait, they're not as surprised as they're letting on—!?

"—KABOOM!"

"—kaboom."

The moment our eyes met, theirs dyed in similar shades of emotion—vermilion and light blue—despite the difference in temperature, the high-tension and low-tension voices echoed, and a storm of explosions dyed the stage.

My last-second retreat (*Rocket*) was just in time. But the flames that had singed my cheek and HP bar were no mere illusion *like the one I saw that day*. It was as if they were stealing the show from the [Heat Gaze]… no, it was because they had actually stolen her show that they were ranked so high. Transcendent magic raged, illuminating the world.

"…………Fufu, isn't it incredible?"

"Yeah, it really, really is…"

I retreated with all my might to reset. I had rushed back to my partner's side, thinking I might have to become her legs if they pressed their attack, but fortunately, the flames *remained on the other half of the stage*.

And from my side, the voice of Hinayo-san, filled with what must have been a mix of emotions—the [Heat Gaze] who had relinquished her title as the strongest long-range firepower with the rise of the *'Eastern Wings.'*

There was no hint of dark emotion, but I could feel her frustration overflowing.

Today, fighting alongside her, I understood deeply. This person was also truly of the Eastern Faction, Istia. In that case, I could surmise that those who stood above her were nothing more than a source of motivation.

And so,

"Now… let's do our best, Haru-kun. Honestly, this is a rare opportunity. Let's show those little ones what we're made of, shall we?"

Even if she threw such a playful remark at me with a smile, I wouldn't be surprised anymore. In that case, I would brace myself and give my all in this dance.

"[Trance]—Hinayo-san."

"Yes, leave it to me."

I transformed, and called her name in a higher-pitched voice, receiving an immediate acknowledgment. From the muzzle of one of the twin pistols drawn from her holster, [Nova Rescellerate, Mirror Illuminating Six Stars],

"[First Bullet, Awakening Blink]."

…a crimson cannon blast, taking *me who had stepped in front of her* along with it, shot forth in a brilliant flash.

From there, three abnormalities manifested in sequence. First, at the destination of the flame that tore through the other flames, a giant metal wall was instantly erected. Second, as the wall melted but still blocked the heat ray, a massive tornado began to swirl upwards, scattering all the *'flames,'* both enemy and ally alike.

And finally…

"These guys are seriously nuts…"

"I don't want to hear that from someone who's actively engaging in *friendly fire*!!"

"…So that's a valid way to use it."

A single *'ember'* remained on the stage, unswayed by the roaring wind—me. Or rather, a single *burning fool* who had survived the aforementioned heat ray with a matter-of-fact look on his face.

—[Hellgread Ignis (Crimson Red Hellfire Seed)] Awakened Form, Ver. [Heat Gaze].

Now that not just my heart, but my body too, had been physically warmed up,

"Alright then… *friendly fire is off*, so do as you please."

"Oh, I will. I'm going to let loose and run wild."

Together with my big sister figure, let's begin this war against the magic users.



    Chapter 735

    The Eastern Wings

    —The *highest-ranked members of the Eastern Faction, formerly #3 and #4*. The girls who had once even surpassed the [General Commander] Goldow and placed just below the [Sword Saint] were not, strictly speaking, 'Mages.'

While they still manifested miracles of reality alteration using mana—that is, MP—the process by which those miracles occurred was so vastly different from normal magic that they were in a class of their own.

To emphasize their abnormality, to pay them respect, to express awe—they came to be called 'Magic Users,' not 'Mages,' a term applied to all other players.

At their core was none other than the unique spell born from their *Starlight Magic Aptitude*. The illusion magic held by the [Right Wing], Ri-na, *Anhelmia, Dream-Weaving Heavenly Authority*—and the manifestation magic held by the [Left Wing], Mi-na, *Ramanheye, Divine Manifestation Heavenly Authority*, each a strange and incomplete power on its own.

To put it simply, their law-defying barrage of great magic is a cooperative technique where *'the "illusion" drawn by Ri-na is converted into "reality" by Mi-na,'* manifesting it into the world.

Of course, they weren't achieving this miracle of tandem casting, which was beyond perfect synchronization, 'naturally.' That's where their matching Anima, of which there were likely only two in the entire virtual world, came into play.

The Fifth Tier [Myriam, Brush of Manifestation], and the likewise Fifth Tier [Lilyam, Brush of Dream-Drawing].

*With the power to integrate the two users' stats, skills, and various senses*, they link their thoughts, truly becoming *'two as one'* and acting as the embodiment of natural disasters.

In other words, every single spell they create is an original creation born from their collaboration. And that is precisely why the completed miracles (magic) of the *'Eastern Wings'* have no 'shackles.'

Chanting, or the predetermined behaviors dictated by the system—the 'restrictions' that all normal magic must adhere to—did not exist for them at all.

"—Hnngh-RAAAAHHH!!!"

Crown lit, fire lit, I soared through the air, screaming a desperate, life-or-death cry.

Faced with flashes of lightning that were probably broken in terms of speed, number, and homing performance, and likely power as well, I launched a barrage of punches with [Water Enchant].

The little ones' magic didn't have a 'core' like normal skill-based magic. That meant you couldn't just aim for one point; you had to blow the whole thing away to cancel it out.

So, something roughly human-sized could be dealt with using the classic Enchant & Frezon Revolver magic interception combo… but there's a limit to everything, you know?

"Ah, this is impossible, help me, big sis!"

"Alright, alright…!"

The moment I shot down the last of the stalking lightning, a moment when neither reason nor instinct could avoid a brief lapse in concentration, the floor of the field broke through… no, the floor itself transformed into the jaws of a giant dragon (golem) that lunged from below—and a torrent of explosive flames erupted, swallowing everything.

Thanks to [Hellgread Ignis], which had already absorbed her 'magic,' I was, of course, unaffected other than having my vision obscured. But the flames of the [Heat Gaze], which, while worlds apart in versatility, were by no means inferior in terms of pure 'power'…

"Bwah-hah… I thought I was gonna die…!"

"To move around that much without taking a single hit is impressive… Just watching you makes my head spin."

…had thoroughly incinerated the great spell that was no mere magic, allowing my partner (me) to return to her side.

No, seriously, thank you, Hinayo-san, or rather, Hinayo-sama. In the two minutes or so that had passed, it was only because I was paired with her, only because I had her fire support, that I had survived so many situations.

When it came to facing the Eastern Wings, I honestly didn't think I could have held out this long with any other partner, including those from other factions. At a glance, someone like the [Castle Lord] might seem capable, but even that sleeping princess has her weaknesses, so she'd be at a disadvantage against an all-rounder opponent.

As expected of the former *'Strongest Artillery Cannon'* and current *'Strongest Long-Range Instantaneous Firepower.'* Among the many players, Hinayo-san was probably the only one who could single-handedly face their barrage.

Of course, since their number of attacks was on a completely different level, a perfect stalemate was impossible. But that was where I, with all due respect, would step up and cover for her. …And with that thought, I glanced to the side.

"*Are you warmed up yet*?"

"Thanks to you working so hard to draw their attention, yes."

"Well, I get the feeling they were just playing along with my diversion…"

The unending violence of their miracles. Having weathered the explosive flames, the lightning, and the earthen dragon, we were now faced with a giant storm golem that had manifested, shaking the stage.

It was such an absurd sight that I wanted to laugh it off as just plain stupid. On top of that, not only was there one giant attack, but a colorful barrage of bullets helpfully surrounded it, making me want to throw in the towel—but it was too early to raise the white flag.

"Alright, shall we give them one back?"

"Yes, let's."

And so, the muzzle was raised.

"[Second Bullet, Wide-Open Eyes]."

A line of destruction, twice as powerful as the *'awakening,'* drew a ludicrous trajectory.

And so, the second shot of the [Heat Gaze] unerringly pierced the torso of the storm giant that was about to bring down its building-sized arm—and the aftershock of the crimson flash that erupted scattered the attendant flames, water, lightning, ice, rocks, and everything else in a raging storm.

Her warm-up seemed more than sufficient, which was great. In that case, I too,

"*Recall*."

And then, [Rocket]—the jog is over. Time to break into a full sprint.

From within the aftershock of the explosion, the figures of the Eastern Wings appeared, naturally unharmed. Without hesitation, I stepped towards them, a single *'spear'* summoned in my hand.

The moment I stepped forward, our eyes met—vermilion and light blue. Seeing the four confident eyes, I grinned back at the 'strongest little squirts,'

And the blade I swung was the color of water.

"Ngh-eh!?"

"Tch…!?"

A single step, a spin, I charged forward, twisting my body in the manner of the Binding Strike *'Mountain Haze.'* Following the rotation, the spear *slammed* into the air and the countless spells that had instantly blocked my path, *sweeping them away*.

It was not the tip of the longspear… but the butt end. More accurately, it was the small stone fragment on the butt end, which held a mysterious glow of mixed crimson and azure. And from that point, a large *scythe blade* materialized.

[Demon Horn Spear: Crimson Valor]—or rather, a trick of the [Lapparis Lafan (Demon Crimson-Blue Spear: Whale Rabbit)].

"Wha, what is that—"

"Secret."

I scoffed at their surprise and unleashed a flash of the azure blade.

Just like at the start of the match, the sweeping scythe blade was stopped by a barrier of light, but that was fine.

"Tch… Mi-na!"

"I know!"

In that instant, a massive explosion.

It was probably the easiest and most reflexive illusion (thing) for them to draw. The same explosive flames as before erupted, forcing me, who had closed the distance, to retreat.

—But, the results were more than enough. *I had reaped a tenth of their health in less than two seconds*.

"Whoa, what was that, so gross, gross, gross…!"

"…"

I retreated for what felt like the umpteenth time to reset, but the reaction from the other side was not a repeat of before. After confirming that a *chunk of MP had been instantly shaved off* their own stats, the red one started fussing while the blue one frowned. Seeing them from the side, I finally felt like I had landed a proper blow.

Alright, this is just the beginning.

Will the *'flame'* that grows hotter with time reach them first, or will the *'water'* that grows more voracious with every touch of magic steal their power away—or will the flapping of the Eastern Wings extinguish everything?

Coincidentally, this stage belongs to the four of us from the festival faction, the East.

"Ah-ha, but we're not gonna lose!"

"That was close. Concentrate."

"One down, ninety-nine to go, I guess?"

"How many hours are you planning on fighting for…?"

Let's keep ramping up the excitement, without limit.



    Chapter 736

    Concentrate

    …—Seriously this is just so stupid I mean where is the six-month quality in this it's making me embarrassed that we were called geniuses I mean I can't see him at all not even a single afterimage 'Fire, right, fifty trackers. Wind, left, fifty trackers. Lightning, front, curtain' okay okay roger roger that yep yep knew it knew you'd dodge it all what is that now a giant scythe that's kinda cool adding another trick to your bag 'WALL' WHOA that was close Hinayo-chan is scary she's super serious you can tell she's trying to make us cry you can see the years of frustration or maybe a glint in her eyes behind that sexy smile or maybe not but that just makes us want to try harder and not lose Ri-na-chan water then ice trap underfoot 'Probably, useless' it's fine if she doesn't fall for it the point is to make her think 'oh a trap' and split her focus 'Mm' okay perfect awesome that's my Ri-na-chan one hundred percent telepathic and in top form today 'Tch…!?' it's okay it's okay I swatted it away in an instant so zero damage as long as the scythe blade doesn't directly touch the 'domain (canvas)' we're safe if we react calmly without panicking we can deny a second touch and send him packing but from here on out the really tough part isn't the one zipping around—Ball! Triple!! 'Th, the third one…' allriiiight nice nice blocking that was a huge deal nice one! Ah-ha-ha look at mister's face he's got that perfect 'seriously these guys?' look of horror it's hilarious don't you underestimate us! 'Hey, um, hey—' ah here we go here we go feels like he's changing his rhythm again knew it knew it gotta be on guard Ri-na-chan let's scare him with a huge blast to reset things tracking scatter fifty-fifty fastest and slowest shuffle three hundred shots 'Tch… Lightning, Earth' correct! Here they gooo!!! Phew-ewwwww!!!

—*'Can't concentrate! Be quiet, for a second!!'*

I'm sorry!!!

—…

—…

—…

<hr>

A shared thought space for two people.

The Anima's 'integration of various things' works by 'adding and raising their respective ability values,' so their dynamic visual acuity, reaction speed, and even thought speed are constantly at nearly x2. Since the two of them are also crossing their consciousnesses, their overall thinking ability is further doubled… or not. In reality, the energetic one basically overwhelms the cute one in terms of brain processing speed, so when they enter Eastern Wings mode, Ri-na-chan is pretty much always like this under her listless, emotionless face.

In other words, the shocking truth is that back in the tenth Four Pillar War, when the red one was screaming 'Demon Ri-naaa!!!' at her partner's calm orders, Ri-na-chan was actually the one screaming even louder inside her own head. So cute.

I really wanted to describe what it's actually like for the two of them during combat, so I forced this in. Also, I'm currently swamped with various things and don't even have time to celebrate my birthday, so this is all for today's update. Forgive me, I'll do my best tomorrow, so forgive me.



    Chapter 737

    The Giant Monsters' Stalemate

    "Third Bullet!"

"Gah, it's ho—?!"

That was the first time I'd seen it go that far. The heat rays fired from the twin pistols she held aloft boasted twice the thermal energy of the Second, a heat bomb that instantaneously filled the space rather than a simple *beam*.

And yet, as it unleashed a ruinous tyranny that scorched even my skin as I stood behind the master of the flames—she spoke a single, quiet phrase.

"It was blocked."

"Huh...???"

It had blasted away the countless bullets bearing down on me, vaporized every cleverly placed and lethally effective trap, and incinerated the next barrage that was likely moments from being fired. After taking the full force of the third shot from the [Nova Rescellerate]—

"Ngh... haaah! Th-That was... terrifying! She's seriously not holding back!"

"..."

The small figures that emerged from the scattered crimson flames were still side-by-side, completely unscathed. They hadn't taken it head-on, of course; I saw them put up a wall just before the heat ray fired... but still.

"They blocked *that* just by putting up a wall...?"

"I'm confident I could burn through any ordinary wall, even one made of steel, but... unless I'm mistaken, wasn't that a recreation of [Salamandrite]? If they put up multiple thick walls of that stuff, I suppose it's not surprising they could block it."

"Sala... what now?"

"[Salamandrite]. It's a special ore mined from the secret domain of the Great Fire Spirit Kidun. It's incredibly heavy and difficult to adapt for equipment, but it's a rare mineral with outstanding resistance to extreme heat."

"I don't know whether to be amazed at them for casually pulling something like that out with 'creation' magic, or terrified of Hinayo-san for trying to vaporize it head-on."

Whether friend or foe, they were all monsters, their hidden abilities on the level of giant kaiju. I'm aware that I'm just as ridiculous for surviving on a stage where they can rampage as they please, but I really wish the public knew that I'm desperately struggling behind the scenes just to avoid making a fool of myself.

But man, setting aside the red one who's making a racket as usual... the blue one, who's also operating as usual, is just incredible with how cool she is. That deadpan poker face of hers has this mysterious, dignified gravitas to it. I should try to learn from that(?)...

...And now,

"Here they come, Haru-kun."

"Yep, here they come..."

Their offense is beyond fierce—it's a natural disaster. Their defense is beyond fortified—it's in the divine realm, the very antithesis of paper. While I was struggling to figure out how to change the rhythm and poke at them again, they unleashed a veritable hailstorm of magic for what felt like the tenth, or maybe hundredth, time.

Spears of lightning, cannonballs of earth. Hundreds of specialized, Haru-tormenting projectiles that were probably imbued with the same ridiculously unfair homing capabilities as before.

Seriously, I haven't been able to do a single thing.

I've been landing counterattacks in the slivers of opportunity I get while being chased from one end of the stage to the other, but a light poke made with my remaining energy after fleeing isn't even enough to make their barrier flinch—and then, I use [Rocket].

"Whoa, gck...!"

The barrage of lightning and earth, launched in unison, traced complex trajectories with truly annoying speed differentials. It was mixed with unpredictable, random movements that convinced me this wasn't just auto-tracking, skillfully robbing me of my leeway and freedom as I soared through the air.

Honestly, this is the kind of situation where I'd want to keep [Eyes Oculus] active the whole time. But even at the lowest magnification, the golden Eyes of thought acceleration only last for a little over three minutes. The silver Oculus for attack prediction, which I want even more, lasts for just over a minute at best, even when activated alone. I can't rely on it so easily outside of emergencies.

"That was close!"

Following a bad feeling that ran down my spine, I swung my great-scythe in a reverse grip.

The blade of watery light struck down a magic circle that had materialized in empty space—it was probably a trap set to activate based on specific coordinates. The dissipated mana scattered and vanished.

But that didn't mean I had escaped the danger, nor had the number of fatal threats raining down on me decreased.

That reflexive action might have been the optimal choice to prevent an accidental death, but if what awaited me was just a one-second delay of that death, the result would be the same. In other words,

I was now cornered by the barrage, my escape route cut off by a move that had served its purpose as a trap even as it was dispelled. I would likely be beaten to a pulp by lightning and earth in about two seconds and sent on my way.

If that's the case, I have no choice. I'll do *this*.

"[Flood]!"

My hand raised to the heavens, a torrent of water didn't just overflow—it exploded in all directions.

It was a bit more subdued compared to the bugged-out version from my fight with [Screen], but it was still far beyond the realm of common sense. The [Water Spirit's Blessing] skill I'd acquired during the clan tour was doing its job perfectly, pushing the already insane output of my water current into an even more abnormal state.

As a result, the explosive torrent bursting from a single point formed a massive tsunami.

The 'water' created by water magic is ultra-pure, non-conductive water. In Arcadia, which exaggerates physical phenomena in a fantasy or game-like way despite its realism, water magic is the perfect counter to lightning magic, an absolute shield.

Just as I planned, while letting the raging current carry me, I watched with wide eyes as over a hundred lightning spears were nullified. Furthermore, I confirmed that the already slow-moving earth projectiles, though not dissolving like the lightning, were slowed even further by the water's resistance.

I estimated six seconds until the remaining barrage reached me, which meant I had more than enough time.

"'Spin, water vortex. Gather, O waves. A shield without form resides in the will, a blade without shape wavers in reality.'"

One of the special effects of the unique skill [Water Spirit's Blessing]: underwater adaptation.

Weaving words that would normally be impossible underwater, deflecting the torrent that would easily crush a normal person's body as if it were a gentle breeze—I prepared to counter their magic with my own.

[Maelstrom] was the 'versatile offensive and defensive water magic' I had long desired. Its most noteworthy advantage is its incredible versatility, applicable in just about every way imaginable.

I can fire it normally as a flying, water-based buzzsaw with considerable power. I can activate it from my body while airborne to create a makeshift offensive barrier. I can even throw a weapon and activate it remotely for a tricky surprise attack. And,

—I can have it absorb surrounding water to instantly create large-scale magic.

"Whoa, hey, another new move?!"

Ignoring the little one's voice that reached my ears, the torrent accelerated, and the swirling water shredded the earthen clumps it held. The absurd volume of water from my earlier [Flood] became the raw material for the massive vortex.

Sorry to disappoint, but this is an existing technique. It's a classic combo for fire-power focused water mages, with tons of videos of it on the archives... but,

I'm probably the first person in the world to use it with 1500 MID and a blessing. Now watch this.

"Heeee... yaah!"

A giant ring, thrown.

"—Ri-na!"

"Ngh...!"

As I hurled the massive water saw, which had to be at least twenty meters in diameter, I heard the voice of one of the (unrelated) twins and broke into a full sprint without a second thought. My destination was, of course—

"Pardon the escort!"

—the older sister, who responded with a smile, no unnecessary words needed in this emergency.

I scooped her up by the waist and took a single step to leap. In the distance, the giant water saw exploded against its target with a roar, and the resulting tsunami burst apart. We flew away into the air to evade it.

And from above, I looked down to see... the figures of the Eastern Wings, who had dispelled a tornado that had blown away the water with an even larger 'ring' of its own, appearing once again, irritatingly unscathed.

"...That was... a little surprising, I guess?"

"For our allies as well, though, right?"

Even if I couldn't ignore the signs of fatigue that were starting to creep onto their faces, Hinayo-san smiled elegantly with a chuckle, operating as usual like a true lady... but this is no time for that, is it?

As the waves receded and the magical water dissolved into the air, I landed on the stage, which had returned to its normal state, and said one thing.

"Well... things are starting to look bad."

"Yes, they are."

It's been just under seven minutes since the match started. With only three minutes left, their gauges are still full. On our side, although Hinayo-san's 'gun' is steadily powering up...

"Hey, hey! Isn't it about time you started to turn things around? Things are looking pretty bad for you, y'know?"

Just as the ever-energetic red one said. Although it was necessary for our strategy against the Eastern Wings, one idiot here activated that [Hellgread Ignis] and started the match on the verge of death.

In other words, if we continue this stalemate, we'll lose when time runs out. An unavoidable judgment based on the ratio of our remaining health awaits.

What should I do...? No, wait, it's not a matter of what to do.

At this point, I don't really have any other choice.

"Mmm... I told you before the match, didn't I?"

And so, as I still hesitated, the other side had probably lost their patience as well.

"I said I'd play with you without holding back, so come at me with everything you've got!"

The red one, who proclaimed herself my great senior at every opportunity, instigated me on their behalf.

"Ri-na-chan said it too, right? 'Come at me without any worries.'"

"I didn't say that."

"Eh? No way, you totally did."

"The intent and nuance were completely different."

"Was it...? Well, whatever."

She theatrically tapped her chest with her thumb, beckoning me.

Her meaning was clear, her spirit was clear, all that remained was my decision. No, it's less about will and more about my stubbornness, which is synonymous with my petty pride... well, if that's the case, then.

"Haaah... if my opponents are a couple of invincible little kids whose very existence is unfair, I can only hope I won't be too heavily criticized for this, right?"

I glanced at my partner next to me for confirmation.

"On the contrary, isn't *that* what the vast majority of people are hoping to see?"

"You think so...? Let's just go with that, then."

She smiled as if it were the most natural thing in the world, and now my escape route was well and truly cut off. If that's the case, I'll trust my sister's words and awaken it.

"Awaken."

The memory of the magic-devouring 'sakura' sleeping in the pendant on my chest.

<hr>

Just to be clear, if he had been pushed into a corner where he might have lost without using it, he would have used it against Natsume-senpai as well. And to add one more thing, of course Ri-na is thinking, *"No way, stop it."* So cute.



    Chapter 738

    The Magic-Devouring Sakura

    One of the two great artisan clans in the virtual world, Mirage Workshop, and its two top members.

The clan master, [Crimson Arm] Enra, and the sub-master, [Pyrotechnist] Kagura, brought it into the world. Information regarding the 'Atiomart that borders on Divine Art'—the [Atiomart -Sakura=Memento-], an extraordinary 'man-made sacred artifact that nears divine creation'—has been completely open to the public since that day.

This includes the utterly ridiculous cost of *robbing the user of their time*, a penalty that would undoubtedly strike a chord with anyone who has poured a certain amount of passion into Arcadia.

It also includes the numerous, overwhelmingly wicked strengths that more than make up for that cost, as well as the few weaknesses that certainly exist. Everything has been laid bare, clear and correct.

And so, the final verdict given was 'broken'... well, that can't be helped. If used properly, a single weapon can almost completely counter magic, a level of performance that is arguably not permissible for a single piece of gear, whether in PvE or PvP.

Then again, it does have its weaknesses.

For example, the absurdly high activation requirement of 'MID: 1000 or more,' which, when you think about it calmly, is insane and forces the user's stats into a very amusing configuration.

Or the fact that simply activating it isn't enough; it will *automatically re-enter hibernation* in less than ten seconds.

Or how the special mechanism deployed by devouring mana, the petal blades of [Ouka Ryoran (Chaos Bloom)], naturally have a *collision detection with the user*, meaning if you use it carelessly, you'll be mercilessly sliced to ribbons by the countless blades you yourself scattered.

And while there's no falsehood in its claim to 'devour all magic,' that doesn't necessarily mean it's 'absolutely invincible against all magic.' So on and so forth... its poor usability is undeniable, to the point where one can easily list its drawbacks.

But well, that's that.

As its direct user, if I were to swallow all its demerits and give an overall assessment... then yes, no matter how I try to justify it, this thing's evaluation can only be one thing.

I have my complaints, but it's 'broken.' Now, go ahead and bloom to your heart's content, you massive problem child.

"[Atiomart -Sakura=Memento-]."

The thin chain unraveled from the head I grasped, and the 'Sakura,' freed from the wall of time along with its color, *remembered* within its cradle. After a blink, the light of the sacred cherry blossom manifested in my left hand.

It devours magic, using its master's time (life) as sustenance. A numinous two-edged sword that scatters an elegant light, like a shower of petals from a cherry blossom in full bloom, giving no hint of its true nature as some clichéd cursed holy sword.

Its base form is an orthodox, one-handed straight sword that fits comfortably in my hand. The complete lack of weight feels slightly unreliable for a weapon, but if you understand the power it holds, you wouldn't have a single word of complaint.

...Anyway, putting all that aside, there's one mandatory task to take care of immediately.

"Hinayo-san."

"Understood."

Of course, my partner is also well aware of this thing's performance. Thus, her response to my call was immediate. She gazed at the Sakura Memento that had manifested in my hand and snapped her fingers.

In response, a massive explosion of flames erupted directly above us, like a small sun.

"Well then... I shall partake."

Using the complete immunity sustained by [Hellgread Ignis] as a shield, I plunged into the fire without hesitation and swung my sword... or rather, I didn't even need to. The Sakura Sword, which began its 'meal' the moment it touched the flames, devoured them in an instant. As if to say it was satisfied, the brilliance of its blade intensified.

One feast right after waking up. This should last for about thirty seconds. The inconvenience of not being able to pay the upkeep cost with my own MP is no problem at all with a partner by my side, just like this.

Well then,

"Here I come, great seniors!"

"Hah! Bring it on!"

"...!"

Their fighting spirit as our eyes met was magnificent. Which is precisely why I showed no mercy to the legs that kicked off the air.

[Rocket] activated. Rushing flames, raining lightning, pushing winds... I feel like there were *all sorts of things obstructing my path*, but I broke through them all with the cheat I held out in front of me.

And so, this is the end. The 'Sakura' that had grown more brilliant as it tore through the miracles that stood in its way reached its target, as if tracing the conclusion that many of the spectators had likely imagined in that instant.

"Tch... just as I thought!"

The blade of the Sakura Memento, which I swung without hesitation, was stopped by a barrier of light, just like all the other weapons I had thrown at them. *Not surprising at all. Just as I expected.*

Unlike me, who knew this Sakura Sword inside and out, they were likely working off an assumption without confirmation. Their eyes met mine—the red one looking half-terrified and half-smug, and the blue one's expressionless face wavering slightly—as they saw their absolute defense line successfully block my killing blow. In that instant...

Another multi-colored barrage of magic bullets. No, not that.

A swarm of brilliant jewels rained down, as if to shove me, right in front of them, away. I reflexively retreated in an emergency evasion—but it seems they have no intention of giving me the leeway to reset.

Thousands of colors, small and large grains, all shapes and sizes. But the great swarm of brilliance, all granted vicious homing capabilities, began to converge on me, the one who had drawn the 'sword,' from all directions.

And against that, the option I can take is...

"You could at least be a little more scared, you know?!"

"We are scared!"

"That's why... we're doing this!"

None other than to flee. That's my only option.

The numinous blade of the Sakura Memento devours all 'magic.' That is no lie.

However, just as it is with people, just as it is with all organisms that have a 'diet,' this wicked 'sakura' also requires *time to chew* its meals.

To put it simply, earth or ground-attribute magic, which manifests a clear physical form despite being magic, is the Sakura Memento's weak point.

It's a different story for special cases that are half-physical and half-magical, like the 'sand' of Sora's first magic sword from [Cradle of Sword-Craft]. But high-density rocks and minerals require a lag time to be broken down.

Of course, since it's still effective, my overwhelming advantage remains unchanged. However, if my opponents are monsters who can casually unleash this level of astonishing volume with a straight face...

"I'm relieved, but at the same time, give me a break... gah!"

The [Atiomart -Sakura=Memento-] is not some lawless irregularity.

It is, at best, 'a weapon that can resist lawlessness.' And that is where its existence is confined.

<hr>

Of course they wouldn't taunt him if they weren't confident they could handle it.



    Chapter 739

    Mi-na and Ri-na

    —Just as I suspected, that 'sword' isn't some completely unassailable, lawless thing. It's only natural, but I take a breath, relieved that this fact has been firmly established... though,

"More, coming...!"

"Heave-ho!"

I don't even have a moment for that, not behind my diligently maintained deadpan expression.

It's only *less effective* than on other things, but it's still a 'super effective' counter. To keep the [Acrobat], who wields the absolute solution to anything 'magical' in Arcadia, at bay, the mental resources I have to dedicate are on a completely different level than before.

And this is a tag match. There's one other person I can't take my eyes off of.

"Oh, crap—nice, Ri-na-chan!"

The *draft* was finished in time, and the final copy was overlaid without a single bit of lag, as if it were the most natural thing in the world. The 'wind' that was drawn forth blew away the explosions of flame that had erupted in all directions.

Hinayo's Anima, [Nova Rescellerate, Mirror Illuminating Six Stars], can cause two phenomena. The first is igniting a designated space. The second is a major technique that serves as both a finisher and a buff, releasing the heat accumulated in her guns to raise her 'stage' level.

The latter's threat level is immense, easily capable of dealing a fatal blow to an average raid boss. And the former, this, is far too powerful to be called a *minor technique*; it's utterly terrifying.

As its name implies, the ignition coordinates are designated by her gaze and are limited to spaces with a certain amount of room. This means she can't just directly *poof* a target into oblivion; she has to catch them in the blast, leaving some room for defense... but that's it.

Her wind-up is the mere movement of her eyes, the tell is minuscule, and the activation speed, firepower, and casting interval are all flawless. This, too, is a power that can be fatal to any and all 'enemies'.

*By herself, she is this powerful.* Honestly, even now, the crown has not been passed on to—

"Focus!"

"...!"

A bad habit I can never seem to shake. My thought speed is nothing compared to my partner's, and on top of that, I can't eliminate extraneous thoughts. I'm called back just as my response time was about to drop.

It's always like this. I can't seem to get it right.

We've been together since we were born. I don't really think about comparing myself to the person next to me, who is like a part of myself... but still.

Five hundred additional magic bullets drawn, split half and half.

"Whoa, she's really going for it! As expected!"

I'll do my best to at least maintain an outward appearance of being on par with *her*.

◇◆◇◆◇

*She's at it again, thinking about all sorts of things at a time like this.* I can tell completely.

The 'one next to her,' who prides herself on being the only person in the world who can accurately read the languid indifference behind her partner's expression, smiled faintly at the glimpse of Ri-na's profile.

They'd been together since birth. She no longer had anything to say to the one beside her, who was like a part of herself... but still, the day she would realize it herself seemed far away, and it was frustrating.

It wasn't a matter of how fast her mind worked. It was that she was always, always, *always* thinking about too many unnecessary things—and that very thing was her greatest *strength*.

She could line up a plethora of random thoughts. In other words, a parallel processing capacity that was different from mere thought speed. That was a magnificent talent in itself. *I (Mi-na)* don't have anything like that.

Furthermore, she had the imagination and instantaneous power to draw a wide variety of 'illusions.' I pride myself on not losing in the latter, but the former is nothing less than a complete and total point of superiority.

That's why, really, all I can do is laugh. Though *one* of us is currently showing signs of improvement, I wonder when the day will come that *both* of us can truly believe in ourselves.

Ah, no. Not two of us, three. They're so similar, you know, in the way their self-evaluations are all over the place. Ri-na-chan, big bro (him), and Yurayura-san.

It's only natural that Ri-na gravitates towards them, whether consciously or unconsciously. She probably feels at ease, since the fundamental atmosphere they share is of the same kind.

That's fine. It's not a bad thing. Neither of them are bad people at all, so she should go ahead and get attached and become good friends. They don't seem like they'd look at her with any ill intentions, so it's safe and sound.

...But still, that's that.

"—?! Wha—..."

*She's mine,* I think, pulling my partner, my other half who is as alike to me as two peas in a pod, into a hug. Her confused voice is understandable; if she asked what I was doing in the middle of a battle, she'd be right.

But behold, world. Isn't Ri-na-chan cute, trying so hard to maintain her deadpan, emotionless character while surprised and confused, all while earnestly trying to focus on the battle?

Well then, while we're at it, I'll show you that she's not just cute, she's amazing too.

"Ri-na-chan, think you can do *that*?"

"—... ..."

*I'm not confident.*

The words and emotions that resonated in our connected minds were so predictable that...

"Ehh? Even with me by your side?"

...I let out another smile and threw a taunt that, to an outsider, would seem incomprehensible, but in reality, was perfectly aimed to hit my partner's *sore spot*.

There's no way it wouldn't resonate, no way she wouldn't respond. For us, who have built a bond of trust and affection so deep it's almost sinful, a bond that can never be broken—

"...I'll... try my best."

"Heheh! That's the spirit!"

The will of one...

"'One.'" "...'Two.'" "'Three.'" "'Four.'"

"'Lined up.'"

"'Layered.'"

""—'Weaving a truth.'""

...is the will of two.

And so, a person with only a 'Sakura' and a swarm of pursuing magic bullets. A raging torrent of continuous explosions and a roaring wind that deflects them. In the center of the stage, which had taken on a chaotic appearance as these two forces intertwined...

"—Huh?"

"—Eh?"

They were right in the middle of a desperate struggle. Yet, the [Acrobat] and [Heat Gaze] couldn't help but let out dumbfounded sounds of confusion, their eyes stolen for even a moment.

It was a sight known to every Arcadia player... an unsightly *lump of stone* had appeared.

<hr>

They're both geniuses. Just different types.



    Chapter 740

    Confusion Encounter

    —Six and a half months. Compared to the veteran pioneers, my history here is still very, very shallow. But even so, it's a period of time that I can say I've been immersed in this virtual world for quite a while.

From the day I first dove into Arcadia until now, there have been three beings that have made *me* tremble.

Not with surprise, fear, awe, or tension... not with feelings that, while unknown, were still within the realm of imagination. Not something that would line up with many others if I were to look back.

Truly, in various senses, there have been three exceptional encounters that have shaken me to the very core of my soul.

One was the [Tsarkalv of the White Throne]—the misshapen white dragon that no longer exists in this world, which once made me fight with all my might and, in a way, was the very catalyst that led me here.

One was the [Sword Saint]—with an overwhelming presence that seeped from her serene form, she continued to toy with my heart for some time after we met, and to this day, she is my precious master.

One was the [Sword Queen]—that day, the moment we met. The sensation of my instincts and reason simultaneously screaming 'kneel' is something I will never forget, now or ever. My princess.

Each of these was an encounter that contained a major element in shaping who I am today, a vivid memory that will never fade, no matter how much time passes, even without the 'gift' I harbor.

And now, a sensation close to *that* has come, for what is likely the fourth time.

Short legs, long arms. Its form was somewhat comical, and for that very reason, it held an indescribable strangeness and eeriness. The moment I laid eyes on the lump of rock... an incredible *something* shot through my entire body.

Leaving behind a moment of question and confusion, a violently bad premonition seized my mind.

"—[Eyes Oculus]!"

I cast aside all useless thoughts, unable to instantly come up with an answer to the mystery, and threw one of my best trump cards onto the field without hesitation.

Both golden and silver eyes opened, thought acceleration at three times magnification.

Whether I'm going for the kill or just trying to survive, the permissible activation time is a mere twenty seconds flat to leave a minimum of MP as a safety net. That means I don't have a single second to waste.

My mind and body were naturally at their limits. The countless lines of attack prediction that had filled my vision from the moment I activated the skill due to the tracking bullets were 'memorized', and I shifted from defense to offense, or rather, resistance.

Activate [Desperate Crimson], calculate a route, set a trajectory, select the jewel bullets that will be obstacles. Furthermore, deploy [Ouka Ryoran (Chaos Bloom)], and execute the stage excitation of the Sakura Sword with 'Leading Charge'.

Alright, no brakes.

"[Rocket]!"

I have no clue what it's planning to do, but following this intensely bad feeling, the optimal solution is to not let it do anything. Having made that judgment, my body shot out, breaking the sound barrier as it soared through the sky. The 'Sakura,' which had grown in power by consuming the petals and transformed from a straight sword to a longsword, forcibly carved a path.

And so, a little over a second has passed since my decision. I arrived behind the lump of rock—the 'something' that seemed to be a replica of the [Chosen Stone Doll]. What I swung was not my bare hands.

Hey, rock bastard, did you know? In the virtual world, generally speaking,

"A sword is stronger than a kick!"

...even against a pebble.

My thoughts aside, my speed was such that it likely didn't allow for any of the other three on stage, let alone the audience, to follow my movements. At the end of my genuine full-speed sprint, the blade I swung without hesitation or mercy...

...conveyed a slight sense of resistance to my hand and bisected the stone doll with anticlimactic ease.

"—...Huh?"

*If that's the case, then of course what comes next is a massive sense of wrongness.*

The sensation of cutting it was undoubtedly that of magic, different from a normal 'enemy.' There's no way I'd mistake the feeling of the magic-devouring sacred sakura tearing through its meal.

If that's the case, then what *is* this?

It scattered an impactful presence on par with the most shocking in my history the moment it appeared, only to be cut down without resistance before it could even move. What *is* this thing?

The one who drew this phenomenon was none other than the renowned 'Eastern Wings'... if so, then.

There's no way nothing more will happen.

That was the moment I thought of the obvious.

The remnants of the doll, which seemed to have been destroyed in a single blow, flickered and writhed as light. Blue light raced through the air, the effect that occurs when an enemy's life is extinguished, dancing.

And so, I watched for about three seconds with my accelerated thought speed.

It wasn't that I was just dumbfounded. I had no choice but to watch from the sidelines as I was pursued by the onslaught of raining bullets that had resumed their assault after a brief pause. After those long, long few seconds.

"—Ngh, what?!"

"—Ehh...?!"

From a distance, Haru and Hinayo, who couldn't help but let out cries of astonishment, were likely representatives for the entire world. In a turn of events that was utterly unpredictable, the abnormality manifested *along with a sandstorm*.

The dispersed light gathered, and what appeared next was a 'great serpent'—this, too, was an unforgettable, towering giant, the form of my former nemesis, the [Dusty Worm, Great Serpent of Dust].

I don't understand. It makes no sense. And the transformation that has begun will not stop.

Its form was there for only a few seconds. The giant that scattered sand dissipated back into light, and what appeared next was... ah, this too is a nostalgic sight. A giant suit of hollow armor.

The form of [Angalta, God-Wedge Sword-King], which Sora and I encountered when we were far too powerless.

It scattered again, vanished... and as a swarm of ruby creatures and the lord of the sacred peak followed, I finally managed to make a prediction. I vaguely sensed where this was heading, and the blood drained from my face.

It wasn't a phantom; it had a physical form, something I had confirmed from the initial stone doll. If that's the case, what's being drawn here isn't just a screening of *my memories*, but a recreation with physical form and properties, just like that Sala-whatever thing.

—This is bad, this is bad, this is bad, THIS IS BAD!

Wait a minute, that's beyond the level of 'cheating'!

I can only imagine one thing.

What is terrifying in this moment is only one thing.

And therefore,

"Hinayo-san!"

"Don't you dare fail to catch this, you hear me?!"

I don't have an inch of mental leeway.

Responding instantly to my desperate cry, I caught the sun-like crimson flames that were delivered to me with my 'Sakura.'

Devouring the immense heat, the 'sword' released a dazzling light that burned the eyes. It unleashed its petals, and the longsword that swallowed them again transformed into a greatsword—further accelerating the magnification to five times.

And so, with no other choice but to end it here, praying that it would end.

Ignoring the nightmare, I ran to the end.

"—.................. Let me say this. You've got to be kidding me, you absolute bastards."

What answered my words were a full-blown smug face, a truly weary and tired face, and.

An immense killing intent I never wanted to face again, scattered by the 'shadow' that blocked the sacred sakura from reaching the throats of its creators, its power held in check by a *claw* that seemed to pinch it with some as-yet-unknown authority.

And so, in the next moment.

"—!"

A jet-black flash cannon, overflowing with an inhuman scream, filled my vision with a vivid darkness.

<hr>

Well hello there, long time no see. Go to hell.

There's no way such a ridiculous magic that can create a transcendent raid-class abnormal enemy exists, right? There will of course be an explanation after the match, but to those who can correctly guess the various mechanisms before then, I dub you a special-grade Arcadian. I'll be in your care.



    Chapter 741

    Gear Shift

    About three months. Seeing it again after all this time, I couldn't help but complain, *'You've got to be kidding me,'* at its absurd activation speed.

On top of that, compared to the explosive deployment speed of the magic circle that served as its cannon, its power and scale were completely unacceptable. It was the work of a felonious enemy that casually filled the space with a manifestation of death that would be fatal to a player even if it just grazed them, let alone a direct hit. Something you couldn't touch, not in a million years. And,

I suppose that me, having *somehow managed to deal with that* at point-blank range, am also pretty ridiculous. But still, I have no choice but to shout it again and again.

Screw you, go back to your lair, you bastard.

I had only a few seconds left before my MP dropped to the safety line, the danger zone where various operations would become difficult. In the end, it turned out to be a wasted shot, but I clung to [Eyes Oculus] to survive.

I retaliated with a no-motion flying punch, [Sextuple], to knock away its claw. I bought a moment's respite with a reflexive retreat and used the freed Sakura Memento to devour the lethal magic cannon... and then—I kicked my thoughts into overdrive and *shifted gears*.

It goes without saying, but PvP and PvE are two different things.

The biggest difference is the direction of thought required. This is especially prominent in Arcadia, but PvP battles often become a 'session' where players exchange techniques with each other.

Since it's content with no merit other than enjoyment, players share a common understanding that, unless it's a simple brawl, this is fundamentally how it should be.

This is likely related to the fact that some festive faction declared 'a battle is something to be shown off' during the very first Four Pillar War, the largest PvP event in the virtual world, and made good on that grand statement.

Conversely, of course, there's no such thing in PvE.

No matter where they are or what kind of ecosystem they've built, there's no concept of respect for the monsters that, with very few exceptions, will attack a player with killing intent on sight.

That's why, unlike the struggles between players who find enjoyment in 'fun,' the fundamental premise of that content, where enemies are the main opponents, is...

"[Alv Call]—"

...to follow the etiquette of the monsters and beat them down without mercy.

"[Helia]."

Not 'fun,' but a true struggle that seeks only 'victory.'

In place of the fading magic light in my eyes, I called for the other half of my soul.

My first time in this event. *'I'm really counting on you for this one,'* I called out, half-praying. My call was answered, and the [Alv Stella, True White Star Sword] manifested in a reasonably good mood, shaping itself according to my wish.

I offered my right arm, and a torrent of 'red' overflowed. An arm of異形, constantly flowing while emitting a crystalline luster, wielded a versatile weapon of a thousand changes.

An automatic enemy-reaping machine, the red star sword.

Alright, well then,

"Let's beat the crap out of it, partner!"

Two minutes left until the end of the match. It's sudden, but let's brace ourselves and struggle.

Activate [Water Enchant]. The red imbued with the magical light of water mimicked a 'claw,' not to be outdone by the 'shadow,' and extended at high speed. As I watched it tear apart the black cannon that had been haphazardly drawn in the air, I took one step... no, two.

Dual leg activation of [Rocket] and [Ignition], along with the construction of 'Matoi.' A pseudo-'Shukuchi,' and with 'legs' that now surpassed even my master's in sheer speed, I bit through the air.

*'You've still got some ridiculous reaction speed, huh,'* I cursed loudly in my mind as the 'shadow' once again caught the Sakura Sword I swung with my left, just as I expected. I threw a casual smile at it, as if to say, *'Yeah, yeah, I knew you would,'* and...

...I stepped in with my left and unleashed my right leg. A fighting kick I had failed to deliver to the rock bastard, delivered at the speed of sound.

External rotation output 'Kai' critical convergence. Experimental Kicking Style: Shinden Kai—it doesn't have a special name!

"Dooooryaaaaaaah!"

The quaking leg unleashed a roar that rivaled the magic cannon. Who knows to what extent it had been recreated, but fortunately, its footing seemed to be as light as ever. I sent the hated enemy (Repra) flying.

There was no 'sound.' But who cares. I'm not arrogant enough to think I can defeat an extraordinary monster that took both me and Asche working together to take down, in just two minutes and all by myself.

"[Rocket]!"

Then, my role from here on out is a single one. To fight with all my might against both it and *this* barrage that has been relentlessly chasing me without pause, and to continue to drain the resources of the two little ones, who, judging by their state, are not exactly having an easy time of it.

Basically, well, it's that.

"I'M COUNTING ON YOU FOR THE REST!"

"I don't want to understand, but I get it!"

The fate of the match that follows is left entirely in the hands of my reliable older sister... which means you better prepare for a quagmire too, you nine-tailed monster bastard.

No matter how much of a monster you are, one of the strongest in Arcadia's history, don't think you can kill the current me, the [Acrobat] who has seared your attack patterns into his virtual brain through a death-defying battle that has not faded from memory—

...not in just two minutes, even with the support of your insane firepower.

<hr>

This is the protagonist in his true element, after all. Well, you know, this game is mainly PvE.



    Chapter 742

    Layering the Heat

    "—You really are... something else, aren't you...?!"

The virtual sweat that scattered with my words evaporated in the heat I myself emitted.

They had played an incredible trump card, and even while maintaining the barrage of bullets chasing Haru as he challenged it, they were still able to turn their magical brilliance on me without leaving themselves open.

Sometimes, it was an explosion of flames, just like my own. Sometimes, a storm of water that was no less powerful than their own. Sometimes wind, sometimes rock, sometimes lightning, sometimes ice... Against all this, Hinayo held only one thing: 'heat'.

With her firepower raised to the third stage, she was finally able to achieve a stalemate. A stalemate, even while the 'Eastern Wings' were dedicating enormous resources to other tasks.

I shouldn't think of this as two against one.

They are truly two as one, merely displaying their talents correctly. Therefore, *this* is undoubtedly the correct form of a power struggle against those mages.

So, I have no complaints about that.

My complaint is a single one, directed at multiple people, not just them.

Everyone, one after another, is so happily showing off their 'new moves.'

Then again, all I hold is 'heat.' From the day I dove into this virtual world, through countless unspeakable struggles, and finally obtained the other half of my soul.

The 'power' Hinayo has been able to pursue is simply to raise that temperature.

No matter how I devise its form, no matter how much clever trickery I employ, in the end, all I can do is burn everything to ash with heat.

I have envied those with a variety of skills more than once or twice.

I have admired those who create beauty with their skillful maneuvers more than ten or twenty times.

I have felt distant from those who discover a new version of themselves more than a hundred or two hundred times.

...And yet,

"I'm counting on you for the rest, you know... honestly."

At the end of swallowing all that envy with none other than 'heat'—

"...When a cute junior asks for a favor, I have no choice but to do my best to answer, do I?"

This is how the current [Heat Gaze] is, with no hesitation in the gun she raises.

"Fourth Bullet, Four-Winged Flame that Swallows Brilliance."

The trigger I pull is squeezed along with the pride I have built up.

This is the current maximum firepower that Hinayo's Anima, [Nova Rescellerate, Mirror Illuminating Six Stars], can normally unleash. It is no longer just 'flame,' but a manifestation of 'light,' a fourth shot that roars forth, incinerating the ever-approaching, multi-colored barrage of bullets along with the very air it travels through. Its destination is—

"—Heeeyah?!"

—the one playing with the 'shadow' as cherry blossoms scatter, my annoyingly adorable partner and junior.

As my ears caught his cry of surprise, my final support was carried out without a hitch. Just as I expected, he smartly received the heat ray with his 'Sakura.' After confirming with a sideways glance that the recreation of the Black Stain (Rep-La Nobody) had been sent flying by the aftershock... I turned to face the stage that had been entrusted to me.

With just over a minute left in the match, it's about time to begin the finale.

"[Eyes of Catastrophe, These Eyes Desire Ashes]."

I set my crown ablaze and, in place of my twin guns, lit a 'flame' on the tip of my left finger.

My target is my cute junior and my revered senior. And so, what I unleash is,

"I wonder how long it's been—Of course, you'll accept my challenge, won't you?"

...first, words, preceding the cannon.
The eyes that caught them were two pairs of four, crimson and aquamarine, and they blinked... one pair grinned, and the other, for a change, smiled faintly.

"—[Mi-Helnaria, Brush of Manifestation]."

"—[Ri-Zelnataku, Brush of Dream-Drawing]."

The champions of the East need no further prompting.

"'Spin and spin, color and spin.'"

"'Turn and turn, calamity and turn.'"

A great crown, one for two, manifests. A duet of different words, same sound, is woven.

""'It is on the earth, a formless tyrant that scours the land.'""

""'It is in the sky, a lawless ruler that rends the heavens.'""
A storm of mana rages, taking shape with each passing moment. Hinayo watches it as if observing—her finger, shaped like a gun, remains pointed and still.

"'Fear not, what is shown here is a faceless mercy.'"

"'Waver not, what is held there is a guide to return to.'"

She is not allowing it. She is not asking for it. She is not acting.

At this moment, what the eyes of the lady who harbors more 'heat' than anyone else see is,

""'O omnipresent true name, roar thus—to a beyond that no one can know.'""

...really, how long has it been?

"Alright! Here we go, Hina-chan, are you ready?!"

"No holding back... ngh!"

"Just what I wanted!"

It is nothing more than what lies at the end of a serious battle.

""[Fatal Zephyr Emerald Line]!"

A dazzling 'victory,' and nothing more.

"[Ars Nova, Gaze of the Brilliant Queen]."

And so, the bullet is fired—and 'wind' and 'heat' manifest on the stage.

There is nothing complicated about it, a clash of pure, unadulterated power.

A giant spear woven from countless threads of wind, compressed to the point of being visible by a truly supernatural power. And a giant flash of extraordinary heat, truly like the sun itself.

Powers of a scale that should not be permitted to an individual, a clash synonymous with natural disasters colliding. All that the onlookers could observe was the violence of light and sound.

In other words... very few would have been able to judge that they were *not evenly matched*.

"Tch...—still, not enough, huh...?!"

Feeling an irresistible pressure from her fingertip, it was [Heat Gaze] who let out a cry of frustration.

This was the maximum firepower she could currently unleash, having surpassed the ordinary with the power of her crown. More accurately, the maximum firepower that the current Hinayo could *draw out* from the other half of her soul (Anima).

She could sink her fangs in, but that was all.

The 'heat' that the current Hinayo held was still just slightly not enough.

◇◆◇◆◇

"—What the hell is this...?!"

Honestly, I'm in a situation where I'm amazed I'm still alive, even with complete immunity to one of the attacks.

The clash of insane firepower and absurd firepower unceremoniously ended my one-on-one with the 'shadow.' I was sent flying by an impact that I could only laugh at, thinking it must have been some kind of grand magic itself. It was a miracle of the highest order that I managed to calmly use [Flash Traveler] to kill my inertia and break my fall.

On top of that, I was lucky enough to be blown towards Hinayo-san's side, which saved me from having my already red health bar chipped away by the aftershock of the 'wind'... but still.

My thought that being blown *this way* spoke volumes about the difference in their powers was, as it turned out, neither a trick of the imagination nor a mistake.

She's being pushed back, for sure.

I can see the 'heat' being scattered, little by little, by the incomprehensible, unbelievable tyranny of the 'wind' that is visible despite not having any color.

Conclusion: they're both monsters.

When you get to this dimension, the difference in power is probably a trivial matter. All that should be directed at them is awe and praise. Honestly, whether they win or lose, I can't help but applaud.

...But still, just before the sun appeared on the stage.

I saw the will to 'win' in my older sister's eyes, so I can't just stand by and watch her lose. I turn the same eyes as my partner to the 'enemy.'

I turn, and say one word.

"Phantom Cherry Blossom Fragment."

And then, a single thrust with my left.

The movement of killing intent was as perfectly predicted as I could have hoped for. Swept up in the aftershock of the clash between two techniques so grand they could barely be called techniques, I was helplessly pinned against the wall, and it came straight for me.

Its focus has been the same for the past minute or so. It has paid no attention to *anything else*, coming only for my life with its own claws. To this 'shadow,' I plunged the Sakura Memento, which had become a greatsword easily surpassing the height of my transformed body after receiving fuel from my partner time and time again.

The countless magic circles that instantly surrounded me upon its arrival, I'll just leave to my ever-reliable red star sword (Stella) and ignore completely.

Anyway, I know, you know? That if you're in a position to receive it, you'll almost certainly try to catch it with your precious 'claws' with a faceless, smug look. That's your attack pattern.

And I've figured it out since the time I fought you with Asche. The limit to the number of attacks or impacts those 'claws' can nullify at once is, with *both hands combined*, *two*, isn't it?!

"[Cherry Blossom Sword Storm]."

Go ahead and try to stop this. The final sword unleashed by the Sakura Memento in its over-excited state is a *super-instantaneous, continuous attack* corresponding to the *number of petal blades it has absorbed*.

"—, —"

The petals are released, a storm of cherry blossoms scatters wildly.

Just as I planned, the 'claws' that blocked the 'sword' were ground down and blown away, both arms and all. The blade of the sacred sakura that reached its body pierced the chest of the shadow creature.

As always, there is no 'sound.' If so, then it must just be that kind of magic. At this point, it doesn't matter if I can't do anything about this thing.

What I need to decide is *where to fire*.

I only have a moment's grace.

The moment before the recreation of the 'shadow,' which is probably not an existence that can be defeated in the first place, shrugs off the hundreds of attack judgments buried in its chest and takes my head off.

The moment before the Sakura Sword, its duty fulfilled, scatters, and I am inevitably reduced to a useless Lv. 1, though it will be reset after the match.

There's no time to move my hands, no time to move my legs. If so, all I can rely on is my 'eyes'.

With the power of the [Hellgread Ignis]—the brilliant stone that burns, copying the nature of the magic it touches—what will I see with the 'eyes' of the [Heat Gaze] that I have taken into *this body*?

In that instant, a small 'heat' burst forth.

It was a flame far too small compared to the sun-like light that resisted the absolute 'wind.' But compared to an ordinary fire, it was an incredibly large, brilliant explosion.

Its birthplace was within the spear formed by the raging 'wind.'

In the midst of the power brought into the world by the mages, the born 'heat' called to 'heat.'

And so, they mixed, and a single flash swelled, even if only slightly.

In response, the faceless storm, its belly torn open, its tyranny disrupted, even if only slightly... But its course was altered, and the heat of the eyes that was just slightly not enough was helped, and—

...it burst forth, burning brightly, and incinerated everything.

<hr>

Wait for the explanation, because everyone except one person is going "huh?". Also, the choice of where to shoot was 100% a gut feeling.



    Chapter 743

    Nonomi-na (Ri-na) Radio

    "—Aaalright, hello everyone! It's your Mi-na-chan, burned to a crisp and back again!"

"........."

"Come on, come on, I know you're super tired, but do your best and say hi! And a one, and a two!"

"...Ri-na, here."

"She did it, Nono-chan! On three!"

""RI-NA-CHAN IS SO CUUUUTE! YAY!""

"...You're loud. How do you have so much energy after that?"

"Well, you see, I'm taking all this frustration from having the match snatched away from me while I had no idea what was going on, and I'm channeling it into showing off my cuteness to the camera! That's how!"

"I don't get it."

"I mean, I finally got a chance to interact with Mi-chan and Ri-chan, which didn't happen last time, and this big sis is getting a little excited, you know? Heheheheh."

"You're creepy."

"Oh, you say that, but..."

"This big sis and I love that you still respond so diligently, Ri-chan!"

".........I won't anymore. You two talk by yourselves."

""Anyway, let's get this show on the road! We'll be pampering the tired Ri-na-chan while the still-energetic Nonomi-na Radio keeps on chugging!""

"...........................Haaah..."

"Okay, first, let's get to the question on everyone's mind in the audience. We'll set aside the giant monster war from earlier for now. About that last part... you just said you had no idea what was going on, right?"

"I did. I mean, I'm pretty sure it was big bro who did something, but... all of a sudden Hina-chan's flames got stronger, our wind got disrupted, and before I could even think 'huh?' we were blasted through and *sizzle*. Two beautiful girls, not just roasted, but vaporized."

"I see... well then, we'll ask *them* about *that* later... Ah, what about your choice of ultimate move? Why did you go with 'wind'?"

"Hmm? That was just process of elimination."

"Process of elimination?"

"Hina-chan challenged us to a showdown and waited for our chant. I'm pretty sure it wasn't just to set up a clash of ultimate moves that boys love so much."

"Meaning?"

"If she had fired before we agreed to the showdown, she almost certainly would have lost. We *still had one layer of defense left*, and if we combined that with our best heat-resistant defense, I think we could have barely survived. And then, Hina-chan would have been out of commission. What would be left is..."

"Mi-chan and her friends, still able to move even without their defense, and Haru-san & Repra-chan... I see. If that had happened, even I could see how the match would have ended."

"Ah, but us taking her up on it wasn't us being cocky or anything. I mean, come on, who would have thought he'd charge straight into our ultimate trump card, designed specifically to counter the [Acrobat], without any hesitation? WITH A HUGE SMILE ON HIS FACE."

"I don't think he even realized he was doing it."

"That's what's so scary! I was desperately trying to maintain my smug poker face!"

"'Smug poker face,' huh."

"So yeah. We were also in a pretty tight spot, so we went with the safe option... or so we thought. We got done in. Grrr."

"Oh? Are you calling a shootout with your big sis a 'safe option'?"

"I am. I was confident we hadn't been surpassed yet, and we were totally pushing her back until big bro pulled something, weren't we? And well, choosing Emerald was a process of elimination because we had to take them both down in one shot."

"Right, right."

"First, we had to get them both in the area of effect, which narrowed it down to Diamond, Aquamarine, or Emerald. The ground-sweeping type (Diamond) was out because I could see them flying away at top speed to escape. Aquamarine isn't designed for pure firepower, so it wouldn't win in a shootout with Hina-chan. That automatically left Emerald, which would also let us keep big bro in check with the aftershock from the moment we fired it."

"I see, I see."

"And it actually worked pretty well against big bro, didn't it? That guy's VIT is so low he's super weak to shockwaves and stuff, so he got slammed against the wall."

"He did, didn't he."

"The fact that he managed to land a blow from that situation made me look over and think, 'Is he an idiot?'"

"I thought so too. I'm pretty sure everyone in the audience was thinking the same thing."

"So yeah... if it weren't for that *something* at the end, we totally would have won."

"Mi-chan, you're so cute when you're confident."

"I have the track record to back it up!"

"Anyway—"

"Why are you setting that aside? Praise me more!"

"Anyway! A little while ago, you mentioned something about a 'trump card specifically for the [Acrobat]'?"

"I did say that. Well, as always, the Princess is in a league of her own, so we figured the one with the highest chance of beating us was the [Acrobat]."

"Ooh, so you were super wary of your junior, huh?"

"Of course we were. With that 'Sakura' of his and everything, he's got nothing but elements that are our natural enemy."

"........................I couldn't predict what he would do, and he was the scariest."

"Just as Ri-na-chan says. So, well, so as not to embarrass ourselves as his great seniors, we worked really hard together to make that—we call it 'Solo Dance.'"

"Solo Dance?"

"Yep. Well, I say we made it together, but it's a technique that mostly relied on Ri-na-chan."

"Umm... can I ask how it works?"

"Sure. It was a *one-time toy from the start*, and it *only works on big bro*. Now that we've shown it, it won't work on him a second time. Right?!"

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

"And with that, Ri-na-chan, please explain! No, no, don't make such a pained face!"

"...In simple terms, that was a magic of misdirection. It's not something that can freely summon a terrifying enemy like [Black Stain That Slays All (Rep=La Nobody)]."

"Umm...?"

"In other words, we weren't the ones who summoned it. Big bro did."

"Hmm?"

"What I drew was the very first [Chosen Stone Doll]... and then the [Dusty Worm, Great Serpent of Dust] and [Angalta, God-Wedge Sword-King]. After I created the *flow*, everything after that was something big bro drew."

"Eeeehhh, umm...??? Uh, wait, so, umm..."

"That's a magic that *makes the opponent imagine things*. I made the activation conditions and functional sequence so ridiculously difficult that it normally wouldn't even activate properly, and forcibly jacked up its theoretical specs."

"...Are you saying something crazy right now?"

"I am. It's like, 'unless you can instantly and vividly picture a powerful enemy, like someone with a 'Memory' gift, it won't even activate.' And on top of that, to make him imagine it properly, I had to sequentially draw past powerful enemies to guide his thoughts."

"I'm glad it worked out. As expected of big bro. I couldn't draw something like that."

"By the way, the activation condition is that they have to have received a power transfer from Ri-na-chan's [Anhelmia] at least once to have a *path* established. We had a little opportunity for that before the Four Pillar War."

"Eh—ah—uhm... to summarize, it's a *magic that only works on a super-powered friend*?"

"Haha, that's hilarious, Nono-chan, I'm using that. How'd you like that, big bro?! Our Ri-na-chan is amazing, isn't she! Are you impressed?! Hahahaha!"

"...We're the ones who lost (were impressed), though."

"Wait, hold on, you drew the first three, right, Ri-chan? That's amazing! Maybe you can use Quick Change just like Haru-san?"

"I've never tried, so I don't know."

"Ehh... wow, you two are amazing. My juniors have become so ridiculously accomplished, this big sis is genuinely moved—whoa, whoa, whoa! Crap, the time, the time!"

"Whoa, you scared me! Wh-what, the time, eh, what?!"

"Oh, oh, oh, sorry, sorry, I was so engrossed I was totally ignoring the staff's messages! Uhm, um, well then, as scheduled, we will now move on to the *next program*!"

"The moment you're over time, it's not 'as scheduled' any—"

"Ri-na-chan, shh...! Don't crush Nono-chan's professionalism...!"

"I can hear you! I'm so, so sorry, next up, please!"

<hr>

It only works on the protagonist, and it's a one-shot trick that can't create a threat unless you control his imagination. In other words, Ri-na-chan is cute and amazing.



    Chapter 744

    Right Before the Finals

    "—You really did a number on us, you little squirts..."

"My condolences, but I'm sure they're thinking the same thing."

And with that, the camera turned to us.

It feels wrong to say it, but we had snatched victory through sheer luck. As the winners of the second semifinal match, we were whisked away from the stage as usual... The baton was passed from the boisterous trio of retired and active idols, and for the first time before the final match, the broadcast showed the players' waiting room.

What echoed were two *high-pitched voices*. The beautiful blonde priestess offered a sympathetic retort to me (in my forced transformed body) as I muttered in a daze.

This was Irori, in his transformed body, which was being publicly revealed for the first time today.

I could easily guess that he, like me, was being forced into this form from the sullen look on his face that he didn't even try to hide. It was probably the staff's doing.

The customary pre-finals interaction between the finalists was to be done between *these two forms*. It was painfully obvious we were being treated as toys, and I found it extremely displeasing.

Therefore, I'll do as I please, without any consideration for the flow of the program or how we look on screen.

"It's all your fault... now I'm caught up in this too."

"Don't blame everything on me. It's not like I'm enjoying being a pretty girl."

"I wonder about that. You seem to be having fun, one way or another."

"I'm enjoying the dual stat application in combat, sure, but I've never once enjoyed being fawned over for some reason!"

"............You, after dressing up like that, are saying this now?"

"Most of that isn't my will or taste either!"

I won't deny the sense of the culprits who dressed me up, nor the fact that it suits me frighteningly well! Besides, if you're going to say that—

"You were just your usual self before, but now you've gone and grown your hair out and all that, haven't you?"

"...Precisely because it was the same, I made a difference, albeit reluctantly."

As it happened, when we all transformed together after the [White Throne] subjugation battle, he was the only one with almost no change. That is, his body had certainly become female, but his face was his own.

It wasn't exactly the same; his features had become slightly finer, his eyes softer, and so on. But even so, he embodied the perfect midpoint between a beautiful woman and a pretty girl, so I was astounded, thinking, *'Damn you, handsome bastard.'*

His silky hair was the same, but his style had changed from a refreshing, handsome look to a graceful single ponytail, significantly altering his impression.

The length of the hair tied at the nape of his neck was slightly shorter than Sora's. The blonde hair swaying on his back might have clashed with his traditional Japanese attire, but he covered for it with his face and demeanor, as usual.

He seemed displeased about being made a spectacle, but fundamentally, he was composed. It seems his heart is made of steel, and his pride of black dragon scale rock.

"What are you staring at? It's creepy."

"*That* statement is creepy. Don't assume everyone swoons over a handsome face."

We sat facing each other across a table on long sofas. While we were tirelessly exchanging遠慮のない light-hearted jabs, what were the ladies up to...?

"Ah, um... Hinayo-san?"

"Hmm... hehe, it's no use. It seems this is too much for me."

To the side of the large table, on the bed that was, as usual, floating gently. Hinayo-san, who had been tending to the 'Sleeping Princess' sinking into the pile of cushions, returned my gaze with a smile.

I knew it, but it seems waking up the [Castle Lord]-chan is impossible. If even the older sister can't manage it, there's nothing two guys can do.

Since Irori and I are ignoring the camera and doing as we please, I'll let them serve as the gentle flower and backdrop on the side.

...But man, her hair is long.

It's on a whole other level from my transformed body. It looks like even standing and walking would be a struggle.

"...Anyway, let's get the bare minimum of our job done. Haru."

"Hm? Oh, right."

Irori, who is quite serious despite himself, brought the topic up, and since I was planning to talk about it anyway, I responded obediently without any extra banter.

That being said, unfortunately, I can't answer all the questions either.

"It's about the end, right? First, 'what I did' was simple. The [Hellgread Ignis]—ah, this is the thing. Well, to put it simply, it's an item that can transfer the magic properties of a single target to the user's avatar, meaning me."

"...I'd like to question your definition of 'simple,' but fine. Continue."

Even if you make such a sour face, if you asked me to explain it in detail, we wouldn't have enough time. If you want to know more specifics, wait for the information to be released later.

"I took the first heat ray at the start of the match, right? I used that to copy the ability of Hinayo-san, the [Heat Gaze]. So, it's like this."

I made a gun shape with my left hand, pointed it at my conversation partner, Irori, and took aim with one eye.

"Bang. It's as simple as that."

"Don't point your finger at people."

"Sorry, this isn't a finger, it's a gun. ...Ah, to all the little kids watching at home. It's a promise with your big brother, you shouldn't point your finger at people."

"...With that appearance, your 'big brother' comment is also questionable for the education of innocent children."

And with that, a bit of unaccustomed playfulness.

Come to think of it, a gun is worse than a finger—no, I'm in a virtual world where punching each other is friendship, so it's fine. Anyway...

"But as for 'what happened,' I'm sorry, but that's a mystery to me too. I thought that even if I hit MinaRina directly, they still had their wall up, so a degraded [Heat Gaze] would definitely be blocked..."

And that 'wall' is none other than the barrier of light that blocked me over and over again.

That wasn't a handmade magic defense by the mages, but a defensive mechanism derived from their two Animas. In exchange for the restriction of not being able to take a single step outside of a very narrow circle called a 'canvas' during combat, it grants them *two semi-absolute defenses*. It's a cheat ability.

I sensed it from the feedback, but I had actually broken through one layer with my opening [Hayate] barrage. However, I never had the leeway to break through the second layer, which required a similar level of power.

That's why... Hinayo-san instigated them to use their 'ultimate move,' which would silence both their Animas and their own powers if it hit, aiming for a one-shot reversal before the approaching finale.

"So, I thought, if I just made it explode inside the 'wind,' maybe something... something would happen. It was a 100% gut feeling, so I shot it there. And well—"

"That's what happened."

"Yep. To be honest, I didn't have time to think about it calmly either."

This was all entirely the fault of my two great seniors, who had me completely wrapped around their fingers. What the hell is 'magic that makes me imagine things'? How could anyone predict that?

But now that they've said it, the trick and mechanism were so brilliant that it seems like the only possible explanation, so I'm more impressed than anything and can't even muster much of a complaint. It was truly splendid, magnificent even.

Probably not just the appearance and specs, but even the fine details of its actions were based on my 'memory.' Thinking back on it with that knowledge, that 'shadow' had indeed *perfectly traced* the movements I saw in the battle I challenged with Asche.

In other words, it's possible that it wasn't just made to be drawn, but that I was controlling it in real time. From the joke-like magic name, that possibility seems high.

'Solo Dance,' they call it. They've got some nerve.

"Regarding *that*, if you'd like to hear my speculation, shall I speak?"

Win or lose, I was completely outplayed. As I accepted that fact and wore a bitter smile, Hinayo-san, sitting on the sleeping princess's bed, raised her hand.

I gestured for her to go ahead with both hands, and my partner nodded once.

"Your accessory copies the exact same quality of magic as the target, right? Then, the 'flame' you shot should have been exactly the same as mine."

"Yes, probably."

"In that case, a much purer 'mutual interference' than what occurs when different people shoot the same attribute magic at each other probably occurred. Not mixing and vaguely canceling each other out, but melting together and amplifying each other."

"...Hmm."

"Pulling at each other from inside and out, increasing their power, they tore through Mi-na-chan and her friends' 'wind'—in other words, a baton pass from me to you, Haru-kun, and from you to me."

"..................Apparently that's what happened, Irori. Got it?"

"At least it was easier to understand than your usual gibberish."

"I don't recall ever specializing in such a thing???"

So, what does that mean?

To summarize it so that even my tired brain after the giant monster war can understand...

"Ah, by the way, the creator of this is the one and only [Milmarinus, Aquamarine Fairy]."

"I figured."

"Of course."

...All hail our exclusive artisan. Is that about right?

<hr>

And in front of the screen, Nia lets out a silent scream.



    Chapter 745

    A Final Match in Name Only

    Arcadia began service three years ago... no, to be precise, it was December 23rd, four years ago from today. So, from the dawn of the player's history in the virtual world, it has now been about three years and nine months, as it is currently September.

Setting aside the ridiculous density of the stories that have been built up, it goes without saying that its history is still shallow. Even if you say it amounts to five and a half years in the faster-flowing time of that virtual world, the perspective and facts from reality remain unchanged.

What am I talking about? In short, the history of its associated events is also shallow. The 'Triangle Duo,' which is being held for the third time, is no different. It's not as if there are any established customs that can be called 'the usual' every time.

However, there is one shared understanding that all participants and spectators have agreed upon since the first event, calling it 'the usual.' That is, the stage of the final match, the championship, is—

"Aaaand we've finally arrived at the FINAL MATCH! From the first to the second! And from the second to this time, as the champions grow, the evolution of the stage knows no bounds!"

"Especially this year, with someone's entry, it's been a huge storm."

"Good for them, from the bottom of my heart."

"It was very fun. It will surely be fun from now on too."

"Hehe."

"There is not a single doubt about everyone's excitement! As the one entrusted with the great role of hosting, I am very, very, VERY relieved and at ease, and I think I can sleep well tonight, but that's not important!"

"It sounds like it's very much 'important' to you, though."

"It's a great role, you know. We can't sleep with our feet pointed in your direction either."

"And yet, this year's 'eye of the storm'—not in some cool or smug way, but the person at the center of it all, making the biggest fuss himself! The one everyone's paying attention to has climbed to the top with his big sis, and now we're at the peak! The final! Yay!"

"...What kind of mood are you in?"

"This is her last job, so she's trying to burn out without holding back."

"I see, so she's going all out because it's the tail end. She's a pro."

"And she's retired."

"Whether she's former or not, the idol spirit is immortal... I could stan Mikan-chan for life..."

"What are you saying, Ricky-san? That's what's wrong with you."

"Ah, no, that's, eh, wait, that wasn't picked up, was it...?!"

"—Ah, well, it seems I can leave it to everyone, so Nonomi-chan will now be making a stealthy fade-out! To all our visitors, today has been truly—wow, the great cheers of regret at my departure are nourishment for the soul! Thank you!"

"""""Good work!""""""

"Ah, ah, ah, thank you all so much for your kind words, I am truly honored...! —And so, once again, if you'll excuse me! Please enjoy the guaranteed-to-be-heated final match, and the finale that will follow, to the very, very end!"

—...

—...

—...

And so, like that.

As Nono-san's presence vanished, replaced by us as we entered the stage, the MC booth was still filled with the presence of many others coming through the speakers.

With all the ranked players except for the two finalist teams chattering away as they pleased as a BGM, this chaotic stage is what has become 'the usual.'

"............Well, I guess it's impossible to get seriously focused with this, huh."

"Fufu, I suppose so."

I knew it, but there's a limit, even for me, who prides myself on my intense focus in battle. When not only the cheers from the audience but also the heckling of acquaintances and friends are coming through the speakers, there's no way I can get into the match.

The final of the Tra-Duo is truly a 'festival'—the information I had gathered beforehand seems to have been accurate.

"I think it's the same for any of us ranked players. This year had a lot of serious matches thanks to Ui-chan and the others, but... there's no changing the atmosphere here."

"So, as is tradition, the best thing to do is to enjoy it casually?"

"Yes. Let's relax a bit, and hit them with everything we've got."

"You ask for something difficult."

And so, while we're relaxed over here, the other side seems to be in the same state. Our conversation time earlier ended up being just idle chatter, and we haven't had a single meeting about the match. We're here after being extremely laid-back.

...This is definitely the first time I've been this relaxed while facing Irori.

"What is it? I see a stupidly relaxed face. Am I imagining things?"

"Huh?"

Just as I was thinking that, the guy who had class-changed from a beautiful priestess back to a handsome samurai after undoing his transformation, completely provoked me.

What's with you? You in top form today?

"No matter how chaotic it is, a stage is a stage. Prepare yourself if you make a fool of yourself."

"Ah, ah, my senior is being noisy as usual today. If you keep spouting such brave words, you'll be embarrassed when you lose, you [Peerless] blonde samurai."

"You've gotten quite cheeky, [Acrobat]—...no, you were always all talk from the start. Thinking about it that way, it seems you haven't changed much."

"That's a massive boomerang coming right back at you, you bastard. Before we were friends and after, you were always spouting off whatever you pleased and stringing people along."

"Oh? Do you admit you can't win with words? That's rare for you, who is so absurdly competitive. I wonder if spears will fall from the sky tomorrow."

"How did you interpret it that way? I don't admit it, and no spears are falling. You're the one who's absurdly competitive, you embodiment of a stoic battle junkie."

"Hmph..."

"Hah..."

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

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

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

Uh, um, what, well—

"...Wh-what? Why are they getting so worked up?"

"How should I know?"

The audience seats, which started to get rowdy over my and Irori's light-hearted squabble, are a mystery.

I have no idea what value there was in that childish war of words just now, but for now, it's embarrassing, so I'd appreciate it if you'd stop the unnecessary cheers.

"Should Mei-chan and I excuse ourselves?"

"Why would you do that? Please don't. I refuse to solo a physical and mental stamina monster with no weaknesses while I'm exhausted. Please help me."

"You're really cute when you're like that, you know."

"I'd appreciate it if you'd stop teasing me too."

And so, after receiving a bit of teasing from my partner.

"Well then, shall we fight... —Let's get fired up for the last one."

"Yes, let's. ...Haru-kun."

"Yes?"

"Third time's the charm. It was fun, you know."

"Ah... haha."

For now, I summon two short swords. Beside me, two pistols appear.

And facing us, a 'katana' and a 'castle'.

"I had a blast too, from the bottom of my heart."

Let's color the finale of the tournament to our hearts' content.

And so, the final match of the third 'Triangle Duo' was... *without a winner*.

The fierce battle, with all four of us in a chaotic brawl, layering heat upon heat until the very last second of the time limit, reached its conclusion. The deciding move of the match was the [Castle Lord]'s all-out castle drop.

A self-sacrificing move that took her own partner, the [Peerless], along with the [Acrobat & Heat Gaze], who had barely secured a win by points, and flattened them all—

...and so it concluded with a愉快痛快 dramatic 'draw.'

<hr>

The tournament ends with this, but the stage is not over.



    Chapter 746

    Triangle Duo

    The grand festival where the real and virtual worlds intersect, the 'Triangle Duo,' has no lengthy closing ceremony or similar programs.

Once the final match concludes and the curtain falls on the tournament, all that remains is the ending, which, like an anime or drama, builds anticipation for 'what's next.'

In other words, it's not something that strongly makes you conscious of the end—

"...Fufu, you look tired."

"Well, I am genuinely exhausted..."

—but rather a casual 'fight,' or more accurately, 'playful roughhousing,' between a *highly requested pairing*. The tail end of the stage, gently and boisterously sending off the audience, bringing the heat to a close.

One on one, on a wide field. A short, five-minute session of pure fun between two people selected by a pre-event audience survey, with fixed HP and MP.

This year, the actors chosen for this role were... well, you know. It can't be helped.

"Don't worry, I'll be considerate of your exhaustion."

"...Even if my competitive spirit is provoked, please forgive me for being out of fuel."

"I'm not provoking you. I'm worried."

And so, on the stage with an unbelievably fluffy atmosphere for two people about to cross swords, are, as if it were the most natural thing in the world, me, the [Acrobat], and the [Sword Queen]—ah, I knew it.

I knew this year's finale would end up like this.

"...Can you do your best?"

"Even if I can't do my best, I have to brace myself."

The 'Princess' has appeared on the stage again, and the space is filled with a great roar of applause... or so I thought, but surprisingly, the commotion from the audience has settled down to a cheerful buzz.

I wonder if it's the end-credits phenomenon of a movie, where people are watching quietly because it's the grand finale of the program, or if they're too engrossed in listening intently to our conversation... Hoping for the sake of my peace of mind that it's the former,

"I'm sorry, but I'll have to cut down on my top speed."

"—...I see. Just the fact that you'll *use it* makes me very happy."

And I'm looking forward to it, she added.

Trying to restrain myself from being captivated by Asche's beautiful smile in front of everyone, I took a light, deep breath and gathered the bare minimum of my concentration.

Well then.

From here on, I, a mere newcomer, will have the honor of decorating the true finale.

"—'I am he who soars through the heavens.'"

And so, the cheers that finally exploded, as if they could be held back no longer, were probably inevitable.

"'One falling star connects all, clad in green, swaying with the hurricane.'"

Slowly, slowly.

"'A fleeting tune played in jest, a step too hasty, becoming a flash.'"

As I chant the song, I look at the face of the princess opposite me.

"'Donning white, bursting forth blue, the thunder that first sees the forming of the chaotic red clouds.'"

And she, true to her words, has such a happy look on her face.

"'The time of encounter has come, I announce to the moonlit sky with the sin of stepping into the divine domain.'"

As she said, I'm in my normal avatar, not my transformed body. Considering the calculations including [Desperate Crimson], my base agility is lower on the surface than it is underneath, hence the declaration of not using my top speed.

However, even so, a monster with over 1000 AGI is born. As expected, it will probably be an even more unfriendly picture for the audience than before, but...

"'I am he who steals the heavens.'"

...well, I hope you can enjoy it with an emphasis on the atmosphere more than ever.

"'This body is the end and the first arrow of creation.'"

In addition to the special fixed-stat specifications, I had the staff tweak the settings for me with a little advance request, so the effect duration is unlimited.

"'Dispel the veil, surpass the canopy.'"

And this, too, has infinite MP, so the duration of [Eyes Oculus] is also infinite, at full power.

"'The fate yet unseen is in the distant future, and that is why'—"

"...—[Celestial Zero Sword: Clearbellfa]."

Without hiding her anticipation, Asche, who smiles so endearingly it makes me want to beg her to stop, quietly readies two 'swords.' It is, as I recall, the same pure white form as that day.

"'The swift, heavenly storm resides in the soul (here) that yearns for the beyond.'"

Finishing the chant, I too take up my star sword.

"[Lightning Gale]."

"[Little Braver]."

As if whispering, we both called out the names of our 'powers'—and dashed.

A flash of lightning, a roar of wind, sword and sword racing against each other.

A genuine speed that easily surpasses the sound barrier. A step into the divine domain, as the system calls it, a pace that ordinary people cannot even perceive, let alone see.

*And so, the swords clashed.*

""—""

As usual, in this form, the flow of perceived time is literally different. The speed of our speech is also on a completely different level, and to hold a conversation, I have to speak incredibly slowly, so apart from my monologues, my mouth is usually zipped shut by default.

Knowing this, Asche matches my pace.

So, what I received was not words, but only a gaze—garnet eyes thatしっかりと caught my body, which had become a lightning bolt running faster than sound.

Light exploded, and the flash of a sword burst forth.

A now-familiar giant silver flash. I dodged the sword of the [Sword Queen], the model and prototype of none other than 'Hibachi's' technique, and as I took distance and landed on the floor like a bolt of lightning, I couldn't stop a strained laugh.

—Hey, are you serious, Asche-san? There's a limit to being the strongest and invincible.

*I knew it, I knew it.*

But to actually be able to keep up with me like this, I can't help but be amazed and astonished. From the 'invincible monster, the fastest in Arcadia,' a title even my master acknowledged, I may have to relinquish the invincible part.

Then again, I know the trick.

[Little Braver]—an ability-altering enhancement effect as ridiculously unfair as my own [Nine Tail, Ninefold Shadow-Woven Gauntlet], boasted by her unique item, [One's Gift, Fox's Fortune Shadow-Woven Cloth].

The black and dark blue hair ornament (lariat) that looks stunning against her silvery-blue hair unleashes its hidden power only when her chosen 'limited target' is on the same battlefield, regardless of whether they are friend or foe.

Its main effect is the removal of the restriction on her special title, 'Sword Queen's' enhancement effect, [Braver]. In other words, its maximum effect activates regardless of the presence or number of co-fighters.

And that alone is a super-sized lawlessness, but there's one more thing. The 'limited target,' whose name can never be reset once it's set... in other words, sensory synchronization with me.

Not sharing, but synchronization, meaning the influence is one-way. Asche, who unhesitatingly carved my name into the unique item, copies various sensations from me when we share a battlefield.

In other words, right now.

The benefits of the ten-times thought acceleration (Eyes) and attack prediction (Oculus) that I need to fully activate to ride [Lightning Gale] are being enjoyed in their entirety by the [Sword Queen] as well.

When you add to that the 'power' to embody a divine speed that rivals even the [Sword Saint]'s 'Shukuchi' in instantaneous movements through her 'All-powerful' gift, and the 'intuition' that comes from her vast experience gained through natural talent and tireless effort... well, this is what you get.

Let me be frank—there's no way I can win against that.

And so, the soaring 'lightning' and the 'sword' dance.

Neither giving an inch, their smiles never fading, the white-blue and the silvery-blue roared with the sound of their clashing, as if at a tryst, and in a few minutes that felt like an eternity, they colored the entire stage—

The third 'Triangle Duo' concluded with the greatest excitement in its history.

<hr>

Thank you for following along for nearly sixty chapters.

I wrote in a previous afterword that my master would also have a role during the Tra-Duo, but as she and one other person requested a "quiet stage," I will move it elsewhere.



    Chapter 747

    The Plan is Set

    ──────────…

I awoke from the dream, opened my eyes, and took one long, deep breath. Lying there on the mechanical bed, I performed a slow, unhurried self-check of both mind and body.

All things considered, I was a little less exhausted than I’d expected.

*Maybe those breaks I took in the middle of it all really helped,* I thought… which only deepened the realization that, once again, I’d been completely supported by others, just like always.

I was tired. Utterly, bone-deep exhausted. And yet…

"Alright, up we go."

Detecting the slight movement, the lid of the bed opened. I still had enough energy left to sit up without waiting for the seat to recline.

I wonder if my real body is getting stronger, not just my virtual avatar—

Well, that aside.

The current time was just past six in the evening. In other words, I had just logged out after the finale of the tournament, having exchanged a few quick greetings with various friends and acquaintances before promptly leaving the venue.

We had a pre-arranged plan, sure, but who rings the doorbell less than a minute after someone logs out? A wry smile on my face, I headed for the entrance. When I opened the door…

"—Welcome back. You did well."

"Yeah, you too… Um, even for just being inside the dorm, isn't that outfit a little *too* casual?"

"May I come in?"

"…I'll lend you something, so please put on a jacket or something."

Naturally, there stood a single, pure-white princess.

Ashe, dressed in the shockingly comfortable-looking attire of a button-down shirt and shorts, stood there radiating a faint trace of the heat from just moments before, casually searing my eyes.

"—So, what's this about? A 'congratulatory party'? Or is there something else you wanted to talk about?"

"Is it not enough that I simply wanted to see you?"

"Nice try, but that won't work. I'm not going to be fazed by something like that anymore."

"Fufu… a shame."

And so we fell into our usual routine—for better or worse.

Ashe on the sofa, and me on a chair a little ways away. In her hand, a sophisticated black coffee; in mine, a sweet cafe au lait loved by adults and children alike.

Unlike me, who had somehow fought my way to the finals, Ashe had only drawn her sword twice—during the opening and closing ceremonies.

But in exchange, she’d been constantly busy as a guest on the commentator's panel and what not… If we were to quantify our exhaustion, there probably wasn’t much difference between us.

However…

"…Figured as much, but you look completely fine."

"I am properly tired, you know."

I couldn't see a hint of fatigue on Ashe's face as she elegantly enjoyed her coffee, having donned the hoodie I’d handed her with a warning of, 'You'll catch a cold,' for the sake of my own sanity. She looked quite satisfied.

I'm sure she wasn't lying about being tired, but… her fundamental physical and mental strength were on a completely different level from ordinary people, and her efficiency was extraordinary. It would be foolish to compare myself to her and get depressed—

Anyway…

"So? What did you need?"

"Mm."

Even if we were to savor a quiet moment after a job well done, it’s best to be refreshed for it. She wasn't the type who couldn't grasp such intentions, nor did she have a hobby of teasing someone twice for no reason.

"The raid on Green Connect is one week from now, this time next week. There are no changes to the schedule."

"Yep, got it."

I nodded with a slight laugh at her typically direct approach. …Then, her garnet eyes, just like their counterparts in the virtual world, stared intently at me.

"Do you have any plans until then?"

"Hmm… Well, I figured I'd keep strengthening myself like usual, just enough not to get worn out—…huh?"

As I answered her question, she responded with a gesture of denial. Ashe shook her head, as if to cut me off.

"It isn't necessary. What you need now, Haru, is plenty of rest."

She said it as if making a declaration. It was less a suggestion and more of a command… No, it was as if she were issuing a directive, and all I could do was return a blank question mark.

"Uh, well… I mean, I'm exhausted, sure, but for a whole week…"

"It's not just about today. The Four Pillar War was part of it, but lately… or rather, for the past two months, you've been pushing yourself too hard. It's your bad habit."

"A habit…?"

I was still trying to grasp what she was suddenly talking about, but Ashe gave me a rare, half-lidded look, as if to say, *'That right there,'* and let out a sigh.

"Your motivation is too high. You're always, *always* unaware of how tired you are. To be precise, you tend to accumulate unseen fatigue because you start running again before you've fully rested."

"That's—"

"That's what happens. I know it better than anyone—your strength when you unleash your best performance after having taken a truly sufficient rest."

"…"

Is she talking about that? The time I went from our trip straight into conquering the [Shadow-Infested Arena].

It's true that when I look back on it, I was on a rampage that even I found shocking… I'm proud to say I fought with a ferocity that could stand shoulder-to-shoulder with Ashe, who fought beside me.

"So, from now on, make a conscious effort to take regular breaks. The Haru I saw today was wonderful, but… I know a Haru who is even more captivating."

"…So you weren't satisfied."

"Just a little."

She was likely referring to my overall performance throughout the day, not just the fatigue accumulated on the day itself, and not just our 'play-fight' in the finale.

As far as I was concerned, I could confidently say I had gone all out at one hundred percent in today's Triangle Duo… but she remains, as ever, one incredible princess.

*So she's always demanding more than one hundred percent, is that it?*

"—I'm sorry, for being so selfish."

"Could you please not use `Shukuchi` in the real world? Hey, sto—"

And just like that, she had left her cup on the table. I tried to voice a complaint to the not-so-ordinary young lady of the White family who was now standing behind me, but it was already too late to even attempt an escape.

Even in the latter half of September, the city was sweltering at night, but the Yotsuya dormitory, masquerading as a luxury apartment, was unaffected. The space was comfortable at any time, and the warmth of another person held no discomfort.

With her arms wrapped around my neck, all that arose were a multitude of emotions that I couldn't put into words in time.

"Lastly. It's true that I was happy, and that I had fun."

"…Well then, that's… good to hear."

"Your temperature is rising."

"Don't read it, you idiot, stop it."

"There aren't many people who would call me an idiot."

"Don't say that with such a happy look on your face, you little…"

I was glad I'd made her wear the hoodie; the familiar texture was the only thing keeping me sane.

Meanwhile, I was currently receiving the full force of her breathing directly on my neck. Since I was in perfectly good danger of losing my mind, I decided to try and escape reality—a futile struggle—by recalling the shocking experience of being crushed by a 'castle' I had just recently experienced, invoking an echo of terror and astonishment.

"—Hah, so…! What's the final order, anyway…!"

"…Mm."

I understood that she wanted me to rest properly, but what did that actually mean? Given that she'd brought it up like this, there was no way she didn't have a plan.

Which means, it's probably…

"During our trip, you mentioned it, didn't you? That you were invited to go on a trip with them during summer vacation—with your friends from the real world."

See, just as I thought.

"Given the time we have, two or three nights. To rest your body and mind… In that case, let's see."

"Um, Ashe-san."

"It might not be very typical for university students, but how about a hot spring trip?"

"Um…"

"You can leave all the necessary arrangements to me. What do you say?"

"What… do I… say…………………… By the way, is there a Plan B?"

"Until a week from now, I will personally heal y—"

"RIGHT, TIME TO PACK MY BAGS!"

In the end, I'm always just dancing in the palm of someone's hand.

<hr>

◇Talk Room◇

N: `Hey everyone, sorry to cut to the chase but I've got something to ask.` 19:02

N: `Would you laugh if I suggested we go on a trip starting tomorrow or the day after?` 19:02

S: `I'M IN!!!` 19:02

T: `You know it.` 19:03

M: `I can go. No problem at all.` 19:03

K: `wha` 19:03

K: `Wait a sec! Let me check` 19:03

K: `It's fine! I want to go!!` 19:07

N: `Seriously...?` 19:08

N: `Is this the vitality of a university student...?` 19:08

T: `We're the ones freaked out by the Acrobat's vitality, dude.` 19:08

S: `For real. What's up all of a sudden, you okay?` 19:09

────────…

──────…

────…

──…

And so on and so forth, one thing led to another. I guess suggesting a trip starting tomorrow is just a normal, everyday thing for university students.



    Chapter 748

    Night Sakura Among the Bamboo Leaves

    —*Could I have a moment of your time tonight?*

—*Of course. I will be waiting for you at the usual place.*

On the night after the grand event had come to a successful close, Irori walked along a forest path where a pleasant breeze caressed his cheeks. The gentle whisper of bamboo leaves welcomed him, a sound that was music to his ears.

In a way, it was a place he recalled every time he drew his katana in this virtual world. It could almost be called a part of his very origin—a different world where he once immersed himself, striving for betterment.

He was ashamed to admit that his own feelings had kept him away from this place for a time.

But now, he felt no weight as he walked silently along the pathless road—nor when he reached the gate and pushed it open with his own hands… In fact, it felt so anticlimactic he almost had to laugh.

And there she was, under the bright moonlit night.

"…Good evening, Sensei."

"Good evening, Irori-kun. Welcome."

Even in this other world, her brilliance was undiminished. In the clearing, illuminated by the enormous, perfectly round moon that looked down upon the virtual world, her presence swayed—a gray that outshone both gold and silver.

Her smile, at this very moment, was his alone—he inwardly scoffed at the self who, in the past, would have felt such a weak sense of superiority.

Without fear, he approached her.

"It is belated, but your sword dance today was truly magnificent. As a swordswoman… and as a *player*. I was deeply moved once more."

These were not words directed at a fragile object of adoration, but to a beloved and respected 'Sensei.' He let his undisguised affection color his tone, and she blinked her eyes slightly in response.

She blinked, then let a small, faintly bashful smile escape her lips.

"I am honored by your praise, Lord Peerless."

"Please stop, Lady Sword Saint."

Back when they were teacher and student. A time, not yet in the past tense, when they were connected, even if only by formality. It might have been his imagination, but her words now carried a little more familiarity than they did back then.

Originally, there hadn't been much 'conversation' in the time they spent together.

All that existed were questions and answers about the sword. Respect for the 'teacher' and affection for the 'student'—and a mutual reservation that was never overcome until their relationship became a thing of the past.

He believed it had been a good relationship, one where respect never wavered.

But all the while, Irori had felt a sense of powerlessness, an inability to 'respond.' And she, a sense of powerlessness, an inability to 'teach.' It had been a frustrating relationship they both shared.

And now, Irori held no regrets about any of it.

For it was her very example that had taught him.

"If you lift your head, the path will surely continue."

"…"

"If you don't look away, the guide will surely be shining."

Her eyes listened to his heart without words, so very gentle.

"Today, at last, I felt as if I had met you for the first time… However."

Two souls whose hearts had been cleared by a spring breeze.

It was for that reason that the feelings from when he first lost his heart to a swordswoman had been rekindled. Irori had come here obediently, following his own desires.

That was why he would not hold back the selfish request of a former student.

"I'm dissatisfied that it was through a *screen*."

"…, …Fufu."

It seemed to have drawn a rare, cheerful laugh from his sensei.

"You two are so very much alike."

"I won't ask who, but may I ask in what way?"

"Why, that's… in how childish and adorable you both are."

"…Allow me to register one complaint, then."

Like someone else he knew, it was a beautiful smile he once couldn't look at directly. Without resisting its captivating pull, he narrowed his eyes… as the swordsman touched his katana.

"Sensei… no, First-ranked of the Eastern Faction Istia, Lady Sword Saint."

"Yes."

And then, without a shred of hesitation, he drew his blade.

"Not as your student, but as a fellow swordsman—I request a duel."

"………Yes."

Her gaze upon him was unwavering.

But, if it wasn't his imagination, if he wasn't being conceited, her eyes quivered just slightly.

"I humbly accept."

The moment she bowed to the offered blade,

"—, —───"

Her overwhelming sword ki swallowed the very air.

Irori, who barely managed to keep breathing, did not avert his gaze. The [Sword Saint], who had taken one, two calm, quiet, slow steps back, turned to face him.

And then,

"Unfurl."

As if to prove there was no falsehood in the 'future' she had shown today, she chanted her 'power' without hesitation.

In that instant, a clear, resonant sound, like a hammer striking an object, echoed through the space. The phenomenon that followed… was, regardless of the details of her unknown authority, utterly simple and visually immense.

Behind her, a swarm of 'katana' spilled forth from cracks in the fractured space.

It was a myriad of blades dancing in the air, reminiscent of the abnormal Anima wielded by none other than the [Acrobat]'s partner, the 'Maiden of the Scales'—a sight he was seeing for the first time, despite their rather long acquaintance.

What on earth was about to happen? Recognizing that the duel had already begun, Irori gripped the hilt of his azure blade anew, his caution on full display.

She looked at him with eyes so terrifyingly calm they lacked even a shred of tension.

"Fufu… do not worry. I am not capable of such feats as Sora-chan."

She smiled and beckoned with her hand.

As if in response, a single katana from the countless blades moved forward… No, as if offering itself up, it settled into her small hand.

"Originally, that child is not an `Anima` meant for battle. It has simply, for this moment, chosen a blade worthy of showing you my utmost respect."

"…I see. In that case, I am honored."

Understanding wasn't necessary; trust was more than enough—

"Irori-kun."

"Yes."

She would show him her respect, her full strength. Purely moved by that certainty, Irori was trying to steel his nerves and hone his focus to the absolute limit when…

"To be both a 'Path' and a 'Guide'… From now on, I too will reach out my hand."

The supreme one, gazing at him as if he were dazzling, once again declared her 'resolve' to the world.

"—[Futsunomitama]."

And so, before the swordsman who had lost his breath, a 'crown' never seen before revealed its name.

A ring of light too brilliant to be called 'white,' yet one that would capture every gaze in the world without searing the eyes. At first glance, it looked like an angel's halo, a sign of radiance.

Soon, it unraveled into a thousand pieces. Then, the crown, now countless threads, melted into her 'ash-gray' hair—and at the end of it all, her shoulder-length hair grew long, long, and swayed in the air.

"…………"

*Like a celestial maiden.* He smiled as the thought unabashedly crossed his mind.

"—Take your stance. There will be no tricks. I am coming straight for you."

Not a celestial maiden, but a swordswoman—she spoke with her heart through her blade.

*That is precisely what I wished for.*

"Gather… [Ice Flower]."

To the man who had shown his spirit with the sword of his journey, a woman like a girl.

"…………Prototype One-Sword…"

With eyes that looked supremely happy, impossibly fond, and utterly satisfied, she turned to him and…

"[Ice Cherry Blossom]."

…simply swung her blade—her heart—and delivered it.



    Chapter 749

    Two Paths for the Walking Sword

    A single sound.

That was the only piece of information his ears alone could capture, not his eyes, not his skin. The moment he heard the cool, clear chime, like that of a wind chime, it was probably all over.

Irori was simply standing there.

But her form was gone from before him; her presence was already behind him. He looked to his right, but the azure katana was no longer in his hand. His white katana on the left was gone as well.

His blades were back in their sheaths. Their default non-combat positions.

That meant, without a doubt—he had been killed and had respawned as a player, without even being able to perceive that he'd been cut.

"………I'm beaten."

The words that escaped his lips perfectly described his state of mind and the situation.

It wasn't because he hadn't seen it.

It was because, *even without seeing, he understood*. That was why he had no choice but to raise the white flag, finding it all too much to bear.

The momentary duel was over, and the space was filled with silence. Feeling as though it would be improper to make a sound, he slowly turned around, careful not to even let the rustle of his clothes be heard.

What met his eyes was the [Sword Saint] sheathing her blade, her long, shining hair scattered around her, cloaked in a mystical phosphorescence. It was a sight he couldn't help but find more beautiful than anything else.

The swordsman, however, gritted his teeth not in fascination, but in 'frustration'—

"Sensei."

His masculine pride taking precedence, he swallowed everything and called to her in a calm voice.

"Yes."

Still, when she turned around, she was, after all, so breathtakingly beautiful.

"……………………It was magnificent. I surrender."

Literally, in every sense of the word.

Irori humbly accepted his defeat in the 'present' and offered his praise and respect. In response, she… for some reason, she too wore a smile that seemed tinged with a hint of regret.

"…, …────"

Her sword now gone, the slender fingers of her small hand pointed.

The moment he saw the faint but definite red phosphorescence—a damage effect—on her left shoulder, his breath caught in his throat for a multitude of reasons, an unavoidable reaction.

"Irori-kun."

"………Yes."

His name was called, and he somehow managed to restart his virtual lungs and respond with words. That was all he could manage; he had no composure left to try and keep his voice from cracking.

His 'Sensei' looked upon her 'student,' her gray eyes filled with a host of emotions.

"*That* was magnificent. …This is troubling. I had intended to put on a one-sided display."

She smiled softly and said something that was, truly, troubling.

Because that… that meant, without a doubt—even if it had been unconscious, even if it had been a reflex, it was a fact.

His own 'blade,' which had met her attack, had truly reached her supreme form.

It meant that he had, even if just slightly, surpassed the predictions of none other than her… the [Sword Saint].

"…No, I am still far from ready. To be honest, I couldn't follow your movements at all. That must have been nothing more than a lucky hit."

"Oh? Do you think I am someone who would be struck by a 'lucky hit'?"

Therefore…

"It's just a figure of speech. At the very least, I cannot convince myself."

"…Fufu. In that respect, you may not be so similar after all."

Therefore…

"Unlike him, who can see everything as a 'game,' my 'sword' has been my life since I was a child. I may enjoy it, but I have no intention of compromising."

"You are so serious… That is a point I have always respected about you."

Therefore, for now, please.

"──You've grown so strong, almost unrecognizably so. And more than anything, you seem so serene."

*Don't be so gentle with me.*

The wish could never be put into words, and thus could never be heard. She walked closer, stood on her toes, and reached out to brush Irori's hair aside and stroke his forehead.

It was her habit when she wanted to make proper eye contact with someone she was close to. A troubling habit he had experienced a handful of times before, one that had thrown his heart into turmoil each time.

He didn't run, didn't stop her… He had accepted it *willingly*.

His past heart made a sound.

It stirred, and made him remember.

*I was… truly in love with this person.*

"…Irori-kun."

"Yes."

A voice that did not blur reached his muddled heart. The voice of the woman who should have been in the heavens, the one who from the far-off virtual world had given him warmth once more.

"Could you close your eyes for just a moment?"

"Yes."

He didn't ask her intention, didn't question the meaning. He closed his eyes without hesitation.

He didn't care if he was laughed at for being blindly devoted. It was thanks to her that Irori had this passionate life now, so if she desired something of him, he would not doubt it.

And so, five seconds, ten seconds passed.

"──You may open your eyes now."

Given permission, he opened his eyes as told.

"…………──────"

Before him stood the person of his first love, holding a single 'katana'.

"…, ……Sensei."

"I had been struggling for quite some time over when to give this to you."

"Sensei."

"Now is the perfect moment. Now that you have undoubtedly surpassed my expectations, and proven it with your sword… and so…"

"Sense—"

"──No, you *will* accept it."

He knew. He knew the meaning and weight of her feelings behind the act of 'gifting a sword to another.' That was why he had tried to layer his words of apology.

But she brushed them aside head-on.

"Irori-kun. You are my precious student."

"…"

"I was inadequate and could not bestow my techniques upon you. That is why we could not become 'master' or 'disciple'—but, because it is now, I shall say it."

Two souls, *together*, who had found their own clear skies.

"And what of it?"

She, who had truly cast aside her hesitation, kicked the wounds of both of them into the distance.

"You were necessary for me to reach this point. And I believe I was necessary for you to reach yours. It is too late to say this now, but still…"

She held the sword, boldly.

"The 'name' of our relationship is a trivial matter—you too are an irreplaceable person to me."

In the heart and words she offered, there was not a trace of hesitation.

To her 'student,' who was being beaten down in a daze, the [Sword Saint], who was no longer content with being 'supreme' and had begun to advance, showed a smile so refreshing it was almost exasperating.

She was right there before him, looking at Irori.

"That's why, you see."

"…"

"So… please, just let me give you this one gift."

"…"

"Of course, it's not as if I would do this for just anyone, you know?"

"…"

"This is, well──"

"…, ………"

"It's a small reward, for a student who has worked so hard."

He couldn't stop his knees from buckling.

Because of that, he made the blunder of being supported by his 'Sensei,' who couldn't possibly have missed it. And then, unable to bear it, his eyes grew wet—whether it was the fault of the virtual world's exaggerated expressions or not—another blunder, being seen like this by a woman.

"Please, wait, just a moment, will you?"

"………Yes, as long as you need."

While supported by her small yet immensely powerful body. As a consolation to his past self, he apologized to his present self for the sin of indulging in her kindness and warmth.

True to his word, after a brief moment,

The swordsman stood on his own two feet, took a step back—and dropped to one knee. As he did, he noticed her letting out a small smile, as if she had remembered something.

"I shall humbly accept it."

"…Thank you."

He received a definite weight in his outstretched hands.

He was gifted a single uchigatana. The blade was roughly two shaku long, a traditionally crafted piece similar to Irori's own Anima, [Frostblade Shirosou].

The tsuba was adorned with a pattern of ice petals, the handle wrap a shade of vermilion. Swaying from the pommel was a braided cord decoration common to the 'katana' she crafted, this one navy blue. Catching her eye for permission, he drew the blade from its scabbard, revealing—

"I've always thought…"

"…"

A crimson red, like flames.

"That red would suit you, Irori-kun, not just the white and azure that evoke ice."

It likely wasn't just its appearance. The 'heat' he felt on his skin from just slightly unsheathing the blade indicated that this sword was no mere weapon of steel.

For him, who wielded ice… as expected, he held no doubts.

"………Its 'name' is?"

To Irori's question, she answered quietly.

"[Crimson Moon]—will you… try it?"

She said it, asked it, and so Irori could only nod. He stood and placed the sword next to the `Anima` at his waist… The moment he set [Crimson Moon] beside it,

A storm of ice, as if to tear his body apart, erupted.

Its target was Irori. That is, the *master himself*, who had committed the impropriety. The temperamental soul-fragment, bearing the name 'Magia,' roared in anger, refusing to allow a half-measure to be placed beside it.

And yet, no one was perturbed.

"………It was just as I expected."

"Actually, I was a little nervous, you know?"

Just as when he had borrowed the jade blade from his 'junior,' the azure katana, which had calmed its tantrum in an instant with a thought of 'if this is the case, it cannot be helped,' now fell silent, scattering a white frost.

In other words, something he had given up on as impossible had been achieved…

"Now I can look the part at all times, without even using my power."

"Truly… I am beyond grateful."

He could now graduate from being a two-sword style user who couldn't carry two swords, a nonsensical state of being.

And more than that,

"──Please continue to strive forward."

He was about to speak, but was stopped, and thought. No matter how hard he tried to convey it, his emotions were too great to be expressed in words.

"For those *like us*… that is the most important thing, is it not?"

"………You were right."

That for them, who had managed to reach this point, *that* was surely for the best.

"Well then…──Well then. I have one more person waiting for me today, so."

This was enough talk.

This was a good place to leave things, having confirmed their hearts.

He bowed deeply once more, raised his head, and they exchanged natural expressions.

"Thank you for your time so late at night… Good night."

"…Yes, good night."

They exchanged the farewells they had spoken many times in the past.

He turned on his heel, with no hesitation in leaving her presence.

And, just for today. Only for today.

"──Ui-san."

He stopped, turned back, and called her name without hesitation.

Called not as [Sword Saint] or 'Sensei' but by her name for the first time, she was so surprised she couldn't even process it, showing a completely blank expression that was beyond rare. To her, he said,

"I was in love with you. And from now on, you will unchangingly be my 'guide'."

It was an undeniable first.

Leaving behind a one-sided confession that needed no 'answer' and sought no 'response'… and in a manner befitting a 'student' of the [Sword Saint], with a truly selfish and willful act,

The [Sword Protector] who had gained wings became [Peerless] and flew boldly from the gate.



    Chapter 750

    To You

    "—Huh."

A sound ringing in my head made me stir in the otherwise silent space.

It was a notification that a message had arrived from someone—the friend message function. I summoned the window with a practiced motion, without even thinking about it…

"Hmm."

It was from a name that rarely sent me personal messages, so it was probably a mass message sent to multiple people. I was a little surprised by the suddenness, but the content itself was nothing unexpected.

*In preparation for the next huge event, I'll be taking a short break*—that was all.

It was hard to imagine that guy, the very embodiment of endless motivation, would come to such a sensible conclusion on his own. So, he probably got talked into it by someone.

He had a way of living that made you want to ask, 'Where are you rushing off to?' so my reply was basically just, "Yeah, yeah, go take a break." …He'd gotten so carried away that today he'd even managed to defeat his own great senior. He was truly a monster.

Just remembering it made me feel frustrated. And then,

"—You should at least turn on a light."

"Can you stop starting with a complaint? You sound like my dad."

Light and someone else arrived in the `Eastern Round Table`, which had been filled with silence and darkness.

Curled up and lying on her own chair among the ten seats—which had been changing frequently of late—the previous occupant turned her gaze to the newcomer.

"Sorry for calling you out when you're tired."

"You bet you are. Casually saying 'give me a minute,' what do you think the preeeecious time of a busy, tired idol-chan is worth?"

Below the silky blonde hair that even a girl would find annoyingly enviable, Irori stood, giving a half-lidded look to the sprawled-out Mi-na.

"Seems you're more energetic than I thought. I take back my apology."

"No returns accepted."

"That's something the person who received it is supposed to say."

It was true that she was tired. That's why complaining with a 'how rude' or pouting was a genuine expression. It wasn't like showing that side of herself was anything special.

It was just that, with these two, she let her guard down a little more than with others.

"Honestly… that's so indecent. At least sit up properly."

"Where are you looking, perv?"

"Do you want to be frozen solid, Chibisu?"

"Aaaah, a lolicon is going to get rough with me—"

"I see. Are those your last words?"

How many times had they had this sort of mindless conversation since they met?

The young man, who had been strictly taught by his mother to be kind and sincere to women, would never raise a hand to a girl outside of battle, no matter what he said.

Even in battle, if his opponent wasn't another 'swordsman,' his hand would hesitate to swing his blade. That's why he never used a disrespectful blade, and would at least go all out with everything else.

She knew that ridiculously serious personality of his like the back of her hand.

"Have some consideration for what others think. I know you're like that *after* considering it, but this is too much."

"Geez, you're so annoying, Dad."

"Who are you calling Dad? I'd rather not have a daughter like you."

"Hey, you! What a way to talk to a top idol who's also a high school girl. I'll have you know I'm a proud thirteenth in the 'Idols I Want as My Daughter' ranking!"

"That's a ranking that's hard to describe in many ways… By the way, what's Ri-na's rank?"

"Okay, that's enough. Are those your last words, you bastard—alright, up we go."

While continuing their verbal sparring, which was likely devoid of any real thought from either of them, she fulfilled the noisy boy's request and sat up primly and properly.

And then, when she looked at him again.

"Oh?"

"…"

"Oh my, oh my?"

Naturally, the 'katana' he wore at his waist caught her eye.

"Alright, alright, I get it. So *I'm* the second one, huh, you lady-killer."

"…Don't put it in such a strange way."

Something like this, she could easily guess without being told… without even thinking about it. Who he met, what happened. Their interactions were so easy to read, it was simple.

"You couldn't stand it anymore, so you went and threw down the gauntlet, didn't you?"

"Of course not. I just—"

"You were unsatisfied seeing her through a screen, right? Yep, yep, I get it, I get it."

"…, ……You little…"

"I'm not a 'little,' I'm a super cute girl."

This kind of thing, too, was nothing new. She didn't have any particular feelings about it.

Even if those feelings were in the past tense, as long as there was nothing to surpass them, that admiration would continue to captivate his heart. She had come to terms with that—

That's why, unexpectedly.

When Irori, who she had expected to be cornered as usual, showed a mischievous grin unbecoming of him, Mi-na tilted her head in genuine confusion.

"I confessed to her."

"—……………………Huh?"

"I confessed to Sensei. In a roundabout way, in the past tense, but I did it."

"……………………………………………………………………………Huh?"

Hit directly by a bombshell she never saw coming, all she could do was let out a dazed voice.

It didn't make sense. Well, she understood, but she didn't.

"Wait, what, hol—"

"Knowing her, she won't be confused for long. She'll understand and accept it soon enough."

Why?

"I don't get it, I don't get it! I don't follow the conversation! Where is this going—"

"It might trouble her a little, but… it shouldn't be a problem now. It's just adding one more trivial, belated worry to a cleared heart."

Why?

"Well yeah, I mean, Ui-chan could do with a little of that kind of trouble for her own good—that's not the point!!!"

Why would he go out of his way to call her here just to tell her that?

Then again, she understood. It wasn't like she had been consulted, but she had been the one to poke and prod, to dig it up, and talk to him about it. He was being so ridiculously sincere that he probably knew she had been needlessly worrying. She understood why he would want to report it.

But again, she didn't understand. Why now, at this very moment?

Why could he say it so casually?

"Isn't it too soon! Are you over it that fast?! Wh-what, you, you got closure, or… you settled it, right…?! That's all, right?! Then at least for a little while—"

"Hold onto the sentiment and cherish it? —Hah, no thank you."

But he cut through her barrage of confusion and bewilderment, and Irori, still looking as if it were nothing, wore an extremely natural smile…

"Huh…? Wha, what is it…"

When did it happen?

She realized he had walked right up next to her chair.

"Unfortunately, I'm not like a certain 'junior' of ours. I don't have the courage to face someone else's 'feelings,' or my own, with such life-risking dedication that it wears down both body and soul."

"…"

She realized, and she saw where his blue eyes were looking.

"Do you think I'm a heartless man?"

"……………If anything, I'd say the 'junior' is the one who isn't normal."

For some reason, for some reason, it was only her, who had been called to this place.

"That's why," he said.

I don't understand.

"That's why. Because I could *finally* allow myself to move on to the next step… Because I could… accept it."

I don't understand.

"From now on, I want to step forward without hesitation—and settle things quickly."

"Wha, eh………I-I don't understand. What are you saying?"

She had come here without any preparation.

Where he was trying to take her from this place.

"I'll put it into words so you can understand."

He said to the girl looking up at him, still lost.

"I'm in love with you."

And the young man, simply, head-on.

Looking at the girl who had always been looking at him, he confessed the feelings he had held for some time.



    Chapter 751

    The Reason

    To be honest, I came here without deciding whether or not I would say it right now.

And yet, in the end, I said it without any hesitation or second thoughts—that was all there was to it. It probably meant that the feelings I held were, to a degree I found irritatingly large, quite significant.

Fine, I get it. I've accepted it, I understand… and I threw in the towel and admitted it was *inevitable* a long, long time ago. But, however, that was—

"…………………………………………………………"

—something I had kept hidden from everyone, so I was the only one who had fully accepted and understood it. It was only natural that the person on the receiving end would be frozen in time.

Ten, twenty seconds of silence passed.

I have no experience with matters of love, so this was my first 'confession.'

While I had delivered words to the object of my first love today, they were merely a memory of the past… This was, in the truest sense, the first time in my life I had confessed my 'current feelings.'

But surprisingly, my heart rate didn't change much. Was it because my personality is ill-suited for romance, or was it because *she* was the one I was confessing to?

I don't know. I don't know, but… it was a confession so ridiculously lacking in romance, a selfish, childish confession that seemed to say, 'to hell with creating an atmosphere,' I almost had to admire it myself.

"…, …Tch, …………Hey."

Beside me, the girl's crimson eyes wavered as she looked at Irori, who was letting out a self-deprecating sigh. She was rebooting.

And then,

"F-for now…────uhm, could you, say that again?"

She made an unreasonable request in a voice so faint and frail I had never heard it from her before. That was more than enough for my own heart to calm completely and for my usual half-lidded expression to return.

"I see, you didn't hear me. In that case, that's fine—"

"W-Wha—?! You've got to be kid—! Hey, no, wait, wait, wait!!!"

It was no joke; that was also my true feeling. As I tried to continue the conversation as if that were that, a flustered voice rose up and a small hand grabbed Irori's sleeve.

As if to say, *'Don't you dare mess with me, I'm not letting you go.'* Not that she needed to worry; I had no intention of ending things ambiguously.

"I don't get it! I heard you! I heard you, but…! I have absolutely no confidence that I didn't mishear you!!"

"…Calm down. You're right, I apologize. I should have chosen my words and timing more carefully."

"Rea-lly, I mean…!!"

I delivered the words she'd unnecessarily requested, not running away.

In response… this time she glared at me, as if to say, 'How can you be so calm, you bastard,' letting out an indignant breath.

She didn't let go of my sleeve.

And so, a little more silence.

"……………………, …I can't… believe it."

A small voice, with none of its usual energy, trickled out.

"I feel the same way, it's like a lie—though it's not a lie, or a joke."

It wasn't a mutter to herself, but a heart's voice seeking words. As I layered my own heart in response,

"…Hey, say it again."

"…"

"Please."

She averted her eyes and listened intently. I told her.

"I'm in love with you… About twenty percent as a woman, and thirty percent as a person."

"…What's that about? Where did the other half go?"

"How should I know? You can't see your own heart in detail."

"What is that…"

It was truly, too late for anything else. We couldn't skillfully change the attitudes we'd shown each other up to this point. The blunt choice of words, everything.

But that's precisely why.

"I'll make you understand. The reason I came to only look at you."

"Ngh…,…I'm already skeptical about that part. That you were looking."

I had to be blunt and merciless, and throw everything I had at her.

"First, I'll confess something that I'm prepared to be punched for."

"…………Fine, let's hear it."

My left hand was hot.

I looked down and saw that she was now holding my hand instead of my sleeve.

"You…—Mi-na, you're similar to Sensei."

"………………………………I'm so far from convinced, I'm surprised I don't feel angry or anything. Huh? What? Where? What do you mean—"

"Like how you're so refreshingly, almost absurdly confident about your own 'power'."

"Are you subtly making fun of me from the get-go???"

"You fool. As if I would ever say anything to make fun of Sensei."

"Oof… that's incredibly persuasive… Hey, just now, you didn't just make fun of me, you straight up—"

"And then, the way you pursue your ideal."

I put a little strength into my left hand to tell her to be quiet for a moment, and her small, chatty mouth comically snapped shut.

"Your personalities aren't similar at all. What you're seeking is completely different. But you were both selfishly, willfully… captivatingly devoted to forging your own paths."

"…"

"—In Utopia, an ideal 'place to belong.' …In your case, I suppose it's a 'place for the two of you,' including Ri-na."

"………………………"

"When I realized it, honestly, I felt pure respect. It's normal to drift towards a place you want to be, and even when creating one, it's common to read the room… but you, with an absurd amount of effort and absolutely no compromise, were trying to create your own place to belong."

"………………………………………………"

"It's a bit much to say it out loud, but the atmosphere of the Ten Seats, where everyone is closer than some families, was created by none other than you. Even I, who joined later, can tell."

"……………………………………………………………………"

"You're similar. Selfish, willful… and achieving great things."

In other words, it's just that simple.

"It's a simple matter, isn't it? —You're exactly my type."

It's only natural that I'd be drawn to you. It wasn't that I fell for you because you resembled someone else; I simply fell for two different people who shared a quality I already liked.

I was never dragging the past along.

And you were never, ever a substitute.

"Now then, Mi-na."

"…, ………"

"You're redder than usual. Are you alright?"

"Don't, look at me, you i-idiot…!!!"

It was a light that shone just as brightly, and I was simply captivated by it.

That was all.



    Chapter 752

    Promise

    Her image color aside, and her unusually expressive face aside.

She was a tricky one who rarely showed true disarray when it came to her complexion. Seeing that very person turn away with a face that was undeniably bright red brought me no small amount of amusement.

"…And then, there's an even simpler reason."

Even after baring so much, I still didn't feel much embarrassment. The anxiety and fear that should normally accompany the act of confessing one's feelings were similarly absent.

"I was won over. I grew attached… Call it whatever you want, but that's what it is."

As for why, that's simple.

"Because I was, quite clearly, adored—there aren't many men who wouldn't be swayed by the affection of a top idol, are there?"

I had simply dealt with her boisterous pestering with an air of resignation. At least, that was the stance Irori maintained in public. Mi-na, on the other hand, had always acted in a way that made it unclear if she had any intention of hiding her feelings.

Of course, considering her character of being 'friendly and engaging with everyone,' her behavior wasn't particularly special. But still, it was clear that, from some point on, the color of the gaze and emotions directed at me had gradually changed.

And so, the girl who had been looking at me had, before I knew it, come to occupy my heart.

"While we're at it, let me ask you."

"…"

In other words, the one who caught the 'sickness' first was—

"When, and why?"

—the girl who still wouldn't let go of my hand.

"………………"

"You didn't intend to hide it completely, nor did you think it was a secret from everyone, right? At the very least, among the current Ten Seats, more people know than don't."

I didn't know what her intentions were in acting that way. But if I were to venture a guess… it probably had something to do with her way of being.

*The most comfortable place in the world. Companions you can trust more than anyone, like family.* It was she, and no one else, who had built that relationship with that wish in mind.

For such a person, the option of hiding her own heart was never on the table from the start.

To act so openly that even Irori himself could see it was, frankly, so unguarded and defiant it was astounding…

Well, it couldn't be helped.

It was because she was that kind of person that I fell for her.

"…Hey, you know."

"What is it?"

"…You're saying some pretty incredible things, do you realize that?"

"Somewhat. I'm not even asking for a reply from the person I just confessed to; instead, I'm asking *you* what part of *me* you fell in love with, without a shred of doubt. It's quite a spectacle."

But that's precisely why it became the catalyst for Irori to look her way.

"……………………Haaaah… I can't talk, you're just as confident as I am."

"Perhaps we're more alike than we think."

"Absolutely, definitely not. Our vectors are too different. Give me a break."

*Give me a break, she says…* I wondered how to take that as a wry smile formed on my lips.

"…………………………………………I love my family. A lot."

Still holding my hand, still looking away, and still blushing, she muttered. I listened quietly, not wanting to miss a word of the person I loved.

"My mom and dad—and of course, Rina-chan. And her mom and dad too. There weren't any particularly complicated circumstances; we're a connected family of strangers who got together through a miraculous coincidence."

"…"

"I take after my dad. Rina-chan takes after her mom. And those two look so much alike around the eyes and stuff that you'd think, 'Are they siblings?'"

"But they're complete strangers in reality, right?"

"Yep. Just like we've told the public."

It was the first time hearing it from her directly. However, her unique upbringing, which made for a perfect idol backstory, was something that not just Irori, but fans all over the world knew.

"Two girls, born on the same day, at the same time, in the same hospital, who look so alike you'd never believe they had different parents. Our mothers hit it off and became best friends while in the hospital, and when they were discharged and went home, it turned out they were neighbors. Even we're like, 'Does that really happen?'"

"It's certainly not a one-in-ten-thousand chance, that's for sure."

"Well, there are billions of people in the world. I guess things like that can happen."

A girl who had walked a rare path in life, one filled with nothing but brightness and happiness, without a hint of darkness.

"We were already look-alike babies, and then we were raised like sisters by two families from the moment we were born, so… yeah, of course we ended up like sisters."

"…Even so, you two look so alike it's like a joke."

"Right? My mom and I still laugh about how hilarious it is."

"Which mom?"

"Both of them, of course."

Her voice was gentle. And though Irori couldn't see it, her expression was surely gentle as well. The girl, recounting the backstory Irori already knew, seemed to have finished her preface.

"Not only do I have a sister I was never supposed to have, but I have twice as many moms and dads. The total amount of love I've received is far more than double that of a normal person."

"That's a wonderful thing, isn't it?"

"Right? —That's why I became greedy."

Her crimson eyes finally looked at Irori.

With a blush still on her cheeks, she showed him a mature gaze that seemed out of place with her small frame, one that was almost comically unsuited for her age.

"Friends, companions, you know? A little bit of that just doesn't satisfy me."

It was not an apology, nor self-deprecation. It was simply a bold declaration of who she was.

"It's not good enough unless we're super, super, super, super, super best friends. I hate it. It's not enough. I'm not starving, but my standards for love and affection are all messed up… a super cute, tragic monster—that's the super cute Mi-na-chan."

"…Why did you say it twice?"

"Because once isn't enough to describe how cute I am."

She possessed an astounding amount of confidence in her small body because she was raised with the boundless affection of four parents… And guessing from her earnest, caring nature, it was also because she had worked tirelessly to polish herself to be worthy of that love.

*Ah, I know. Of course I know.*

"That's your 'ideal'… and that's why, right?"

"Yep. Annoying, isn't it?"

"…It is. Incredibly selfish and extremely annoying—a willful girl that everyone in the current Eastern Faction's Ten Seats, myself included, who enjoys this atmosphere should be grateful to."

If it was to be called Arcadia, it was only right that there be a place to belong that was no less than reality. If there wasn't one, then she would just create it—a simple motivation.

At seventeen… when she first came to the virtual world, she was only fourteen. Even if she was already in a special position in society, to have fulfilled such a selfish wish at that age made her an undeniably extraordinary being.

She loves people, and she wants people to love her. A very difficult little girl.

"That's why the circle of rankers is special to me. Everyone is so nice they'll put up with my stupid selfishness, and at the same time, they're all so quirky there's never a dull moment. I loooove them all—so I went after the new training-freak face with everything I had."

"………I see."

"I charged in, assuming I would come to love you. I rushed in, assuming you would come to love me. To understand you deeply, deeply, and become friends, I went at it with all my heart and soul."

"As expected of the one in charge of energy."

"And then I find that idiot. Before I knew it, he was suffering from a love so pure, so passionate, so intense it was embarrassing just to watch."

"…………"

"To peek in so deeply, deeply, and be shown something like that… I couldn't take it."

The heat from her hand was deep.

"I was so surprised. I was stunned. I was impressed, my heart was pounding…—and I became envious."

Deeply, deeply, she recounted the emotions she had built up since they met.

"'This guy is insane,' I thought. 'There's a guy out there who can love one person so faithfully these days.' 'Even though he'd given up on his own, he could still work recklessly hard for the person he loves.' …And to a person like that…"

Shyly, as if cherishing the words,

"If a person like that could come to 'love' me."

Even if she showed the surface, she probably couldn't have seen through to the temperature of the heat in the depths of his heart.

"I probably wouldn't stop at just loving him," she said, her face now completely red, as if steam were rising from it—and she returned his smile with one of her own.

"…There you have it. The 'when' and the 'why'."

"…So, that's how it was."

"Mhm, that's how it was. The super cute top idol Mi-na-chan had her first love stolen by that someone who was in love with Ui-chan."

"…"

"It's a tough spot, isn't it? If Irorin hadn't been in love, I wouldn't have been in love either."

"………………"

"So no matter what, I could never be 'first,' and someone was so stupidly devoted it made me fall for him just watching, so I didn't think he'd ever look at me."

"……………………"

"I was like, 'What is this artistically unrequited love?' It was so bad it was actually kind of funny."

The right hand he gently offered, the girl neither avoided nor brushed away.

And the palm that caressed her cheek—a virtual tear secretly wet it.

"…I really, didn't know. Irorin, you're amazing, you're not a model, you're an actor. I couldn't tell, I didn't realize, wow… I'm so pissed…"

"…………I was hiding it, but I never thought I was hiding it completely."

"Your reactions, and stuff, were getting softer than at the start, but…! Your fundamental attitude and responses didn't change at all…!"

"That's what happened when I tried to act in a way you'd appreciate."

"You're right about that…! It was fun, and I was happy, you got it perfectly! That's why I fell so deep into the swamp that I thought, 'I can't hide this anymore!'"

"……………………What do you want me to do, give me a break…"

Her emotions could no longer be contained, and a girl began to cry her eyes out. And then there was a man with zero experience in dealing with such things.

In that case, the only way to smooth things over, no matter how clumsy, was to keep talking.

"………………We can't date, can we? You're a top idol, after all."

"…, tch……"

She nodded.

"Are the preparations for your retirement going smoothly?"

"…Tch."

She nodded.

"Even after that, it wouldn't be good to start right away. If you're going to be sincere about the position you've built, even if you have to let it go, you should give your fans time to prepare themselves."

She nodded.

"And in the first place, the age difference… is an issue. I'm an adult, and you're a seventeen-year-old high school student. There's a chance we'll hear… well, unnecessary comments that we can't ignore."

After a moment, she reluctantly nodded.

"So, umm…………Can you wait… three years?"

Her nodding stopped, and the grip on his left hand tightened.

"…, …………That was the plan from the start, wasn't it?"

"That's a textbook look of dissatisfaction on your face."

And not just her expression, he also received a pinch on the back of his hand for his troubles.

"──Two years."

"…"

"My birthday is next month. So in two years… and two months, I'll technically be twenty, an adult."

"…You were planning to retire from being an idol at the same time as you graduate high school in March, right?"

Like a child, she nodded.

"It's still long. I don't know if I can wait…"

Seeing that face, he couldn't bring himself to say, 'that's my line.'

"……………………Alright. Then, let's both wait two years and two months."

"…Ngh, I've never resented the time acceleration technology of the virtual world more than I do right now…!!!"

Her resentful words, which seemed to contain not a single millimeter of joking, drew an involuntary, relieved smile from him—and he gently slipped his hand from her grasp, which had been holding on the whole time.

"It's okay, don't worry."

He placed both hands on her lovely cheeks, as if to soothe the hand that tried to cling to him again.

He bent down, knelt, and met her gaze, their reflections in each other's eyes.

"Unfortunately, I wasn't devoted enough to dedicate my life to one person."

"…"

"But I'm aware that my feelings are heavy enough to fall into what someone might call 'stupidly devoted.'"

"…What's that?"

"Whether it's two years, three years, or ten years… I'm not the kind of heartless man who would lose sight of a love that will be fulfilled if I wait, just because of 'time'."

"…Ngh, fufu… what is that?"

And so, with a smile finally lighting up her tear-streaked face,

"Wait for me patiently. It'll be over in a flash, I'm sure."

"Patiently? Are you saying that knowing my character?"

"Correction. Wait for me, being moderately lively."

"……………………I guess I have no choice. Really… no choice at all."

The girl, who was promised a future where her love would be fulfilled, let one last tear fall.

"Hey."

"What is it?"

"Say it again."

"…………Hah."

"A sigh isn't what I want to hear…!"

She reached out with her small hands.

While pinching the cheeks of her infuriatingly handsome love, she heard the words for the third time.

"I love you—in two years and two months, I want you to be my girlfriend."

With a willful demand.

"I love you, too—…I'll be waiting."

In exchange for the feelings she had surely received.

She entrusted her heart to his hands without hesitation.



    Chapter 753

    Departure

    —When you think of trips, you think of trains.

The suggestion, raised by no one in particular, was approved with little hesitation by everyone except for one person. And so, the impromptu trip produced by our princess was to be by train, both going and coming.

The departure date was set for the day after the idea came up. And, as a matter of course, the 'seats' for travel and the 'lodging' at our destination were secured without any issues.

In other words, the princess took care of it all overnight. Whether it was due to incredible luck or the use of various powers… well, it's a mystery.

Yes, a mystery. Or let's just say it was the former. That's better for my peace of mind.

In any case, it's nothing new to be on the receiving end of this special treatment. I'll never get used to it, but at this point, there's no end to questioning every little thing.

Thus, having accepted the absurd power of the young lady of the White family, I was ordered… or rather, entrusted, with a single task: to inform those around me that I would be taking a break and to get permission from a certain few.

Namely, I had to ask the other two ladies, aside from Ashe.

As it turned out, only one of them put up a fuss, even for a moment.

Even though they were the [Acrobat]'s exclusive team, joining a group of almost entirely ordinary university students was something she hesitated to do… or rather, with the `Green Connect` raid just around the corner, her schedule was probably packed. Like Ashe, she declined to come along.

Lilliania Vluerubelli, who chose to 'stay behind' without a moment's hesitation, sulked just a tiny, tiny bit about being left out. But when I proposed extending the skinship-allowed period to the first week of next month as compensation, she was all smiles in less than a second.

It's sad how easily I'm swayed, dancing in the palm of her hand in so many ways, but again, that's nothing new. I should just be grateful she was so quick to agree.

………And then, there's the other one.

It wasn't the one who complained that was the problem, but the one who *didn't* complain that was the big problem, the one who drew a blank stare and a dumbfounded voice from me with a, "Huh? Are you serious?"

"—A pleasure to meet you all. My name is Hinata Natsume."

Today, the day after the plan was hatched. A certain someone with an unfamiliar name joined our group of university students as we boarded the eleven a.m. train bound for our destination.

Her beautiful black hair swayed as if in a nonexistent breeze. Her large, round eyes held a gentle, sky-blue light. Her elegant fashion, centered around a simple dress, created an exquisite 'incognito young lady' feel—subtle enough to suppress her non-commoner aura, yet still eye-catching.

Of course, it wasn't some unknown 'Hinata-san'—the one using her second, not-so-fake name was none other than Yotsuya Sora, my dear partner.

The girl, Sora, glanced at my face next to her, then said.

"Thank you all for always taking such good care of my partner."

"…I won't deny it, but still…"

Was she being polite, or was she being mischievous?

Her appearance, voice, aura, and demeanor—with every element that made her up, she had overwhelmed my friends since meeting them just a few minutes ago. Or rather…

"Whoa… ooh…"

"Sooooooooo cuuuuuuuuuute."

"…This is a natural-born beauty."

"She's a real young lady…"

In the few minutes since encountering her, she had them wrapped around her finger, all while wearing a sweet smile.

Setting aside Toshiki, who had lost the ability to speak, and Shoko, who was acting her usual self, I wonder if Mizuki-san, who was slightly bugging out, and Kaede-san, who was completely bugging out, were okay.

Especially the latter. Have you forgotten that you, too, are a respectable 'young lady'?

"Fufu."

And you, Sora-san. I've been thinking it for a while, but this girl is… strong in the real world.

Is it the title of 'Young Lady Yotsuya,' which she keeps hidden but never loses, that makes her so? Or is it that, like me, her mentality is somewhat different from when she's in the virtual world?

Despite it being their very first meeting and her not having much time to prepare, she was perfectly composed in front of the four of them—

"Is something wrong?"

We had chartered two rows of eight seats. In the box created by turning the front four seats around, a total of seven people sat. With a slight tilt of her head, she casually shot through the hearts of more than half of them.

Her innocent, sky-blue eyes met my blank stare, as I, the one at the center of it all, was so caught up in the surprise and everything else that I couldn't keep up at all.

The girl who had decided to come along without a second thought the moment I contacted her yesterday, saying 'I'm going too,' was… without a doubt, in a very good mood.

"So—…Hinata-san. What about school?"

"I told you yesterday, but at my school, sudden trips are perfectly normal."

"You really do live in another world… What about your studies, are you okay?"

"I was sixth overall in my grade on the last exams."

"Wow, you're brilliant."

"Ehehe… I don't dislike studying."

"You're the personification of a good kid… Wait, a good kid doesn't skip school to go on a trip, do they?"

"Ha—*You're* the one at fault. You're the one who suddenly suggested a trip."

"Uh, well, it wasn't me who suggested it…"

And so it went. It seemed she just loved 'outings.' She had been a super high-tension young lady during our last trip, and it seemed this time would be the same…—

""""…………………………""""

"…………Alright, if all of you don't stop making that face right now, you're not getting dinner."

Warm gazes converged on me from all four directions.

I wanted to say, 'What? We were just having a normal conversation,' but I was aware that my own face, atmosphere, and everything else had softened, which was a problem.

It was all futile. When Sora is next to me, I usually end up like this.

And so began our impromptu trip to Hakone. The order from the [Sword Queen] was to 'rest both mind and body slowly, properly, and leisurely,' but…

"I'm looking forward to the hot springs—… Um, er."

"…"

"N-Nozomi…-san."

"…………………………………………Fine. Everyone, you're not getting breakfast tomorrow either."

"Are you a demon?"

"Well, in a way, I'm already full."

"How heartwarming."

"Ah, haha…"

I wondered if my mind would be able to rest properly. I tried to look out the window, but the blushing Sora-san would be in my line of sight, so I had no choice but to look up at the ceiling. Oblivious to my plight,

"—Fufufu."

Itsuki, the Natsume sister watching over the lively youngsters, sat at the end of the row, smiling with genuine amusement.

Note: She was not wearing her maid uniform.

Obviously.



    Chapter 754

    Check-In

    Rocked by the comfortable, direct train for just over an hour.

The group of four otaku, leaning towards the extroverted side and being among the most lively people in the world, were in safe mode, mainly because the main topic of conversation involved their positions and other matters that were difficult to discuss loudly in a public place.

Young Lady Hinata, a.k.a. Sora, was just like 'the last time.' After enjoying the view from the train window for a while after our departure, she had, at some point, drifted off into a peaceful nap.

While enduring the grinning faces of my friends and lending my shoulder to my partner, I glanced over at the maid. The lone adult, not in her maid uniform, was engrossed in a book, looking so picturesque it was absurd.

All in all, the journey was surprisingly, or rather, quite quiet.

And then—

"—Whoa, so many people…"

"Wow, a real tourist spot…!"

Our destination was the main street in front of Hakone station.

Aside from Itsuki-san, the all-knowing maid, Kaede, who had a lot of travel experience, and Mizuki, who seemed to be a veteran from often accompanying her best friend, the remaining four of us, myself included, were intimidated by the lively crowd.

I had done some quick research overnight, but… just as Shoko's words, which reacted to my unconscious mutter, suggested, it was truly a tourist spot—

"…Well then. For now, let's head to our inn, shall we?"

The one who started walking, leading the way, was the only adult and our de facto guardian. I had known her for a while now, but this was the first time I had seen her in casual clothes, and the sight of Itsuki, the Natsume sister, was so out of place it felt utterly strange.

We had only exchanged simple introductions on the train, but…

""""Okay!""""

Kaede, who had met her before, was one thing, but the university students (who were a bit simple) with a weakness for cool things were already captivated by the 'capable adult' aura that inevitably leaked out of her.

I had no way of knowing if she planned to reveal her true nature or not, but I decided to watch and see how the evaluation of this free-spirited maid, who was completely devoted to her young lady, would change from here.

………So, what's with that?

She turned around, gave me a meaningful smile, and what exactly was she trying to say?

"Kasuga-san."

"Yes."

"As you can see, there are very, very, very many people."

"Yes."

"So that my cute 'little sister' doesn't get swept away by the crowd and separated from us."

"…Y-Yes."

"Please be *very* careful, and take care of her."

With a biiiig smile—

"………………"

"…, …………"

""""……………………………………""""

Hey, all of you, stop watching me and get a move on. I'm not a sideshow. Go on ahead, my dear friends. And as for the one remaining person.

"Hah… honestly—come on, let's go. Your hand, my lady sister."

"Th-that was so unenthusiastic… ehehe."

You don't have to stare at me so intently; I'll do my job properly.

And you, Miss Shijo, stop writhing in amusement and start walking. I'll leave you behind.

◇◆◇◆◇

And so, we made our way through the crowd, arriving at the 'inn' secured for us by the princess we'd left behind just before one in the afternoon. I had a bad feeling just from its appearance from a distance, but…

"—Kasuga-sama. Welcome, we are pleased to have you."

"Thank you, we'll be in your care…"

As we stepped through the entrance, we were greeted by an interior that was, of course, just as impressive as the exterior, and by two elderly people who radiated an overwhelming presence.

From their attire and aura, they were probably the master and mistress of the inn, the boss duo.

And the fact that they were both respectfully welcoming a group of university students, whom they could identify as important at a glance… no, I don't know. It's not yet decided that it's that kind of—

"We have been informed by the 'Princess.' Please leave all arrangements to us, and relax to your heart's content…"

…And so, as expected, it seemed to be that kind of situation.

I had a rough idea since it was an inn that could accommodate a sudden request in a tourist spot, but it was likely connected to Ashe or the White family in some way.

In other words, it was best not to think too much about its 'rank.' That being the case,

"…Alright—then, we will be in your care for three nights. Check-in… uh, where should we go for the reception?"

"Just your name here, please. We will take care of the rest."

I wrote my name in the register as instructed, and check-in was complete.

"Thank you very much. Now then, if you would like, we can show you to your rooms right away…"

"Yes, please. Oh, our luggage is fine. Please don't worry about it."

"Very well. This way, please."

I had no idea how to act as a guest in a high-class ryokan, so I went with the template 'pleasant young man' approach, and the mistress's reaction was excellent.

And so, I bowed once more and followed her as she began to guide us. Behind me…

"—He's got guts…"

"—So his fundamentals are just…"

"—A social monster."

"—The feeling that he can handle anything, even if he's not used to it…"

Quiet down, my friends. Just follow me silently.

◇◆◇◆◇

Ashe had secured three rooms, exactly. I was half amazed, half impressed at how she'd managed it, but according to the mistress, it was that kind of place.

In short, they had rooms set aside to accommodate the sudden requests of VIPs.

It still felt like a different world to me, but since I'd decided to just go with it, I would indulge without overthinking it.

And then,

"Oh… now this is something."

"This isn't the kind of quality a mere university student should be staying in…"

I was shown to my room. Ignoring the free-spirited maid who had said something crazy like, "Kasuga-san, you're welcome to stay here," inviting me to the room she was sharing with Sora, I entered the men's room.

Opening the door and then the fusuma revealed a space that was far beyond spacious and comfortable, leaving two men who, regardless of their actual circumstances, were mentally nothing more than 'mere university students,' in awe.

As the dazed Toshiki muttered, it was a room far too good for male students who could sleep anywhere, even without a futon. I definitely shouldn't try to imagine the cost.

"Nozomi… no, Nozomi-san."

"What is it, my friend? If you add '-san' like that again, I'm throwing you in the room's bath."

"Sorry. No, I mean, I just wanted to express my pure gratitude or something."

"Say that to the 'Princess' who pulled off the impossible."

"I'd say it if I could… Man, you really never know what life has in store…"

He says it as if he's the only one in this situation, but he shouldn't forget.

"Tell me about it."

I'm still on your side of things, my friend.



    Chapter 755

    A Walking Bubble for Two

    And so, with our luggage unpacked, the time was a little past one in the afternoon.

"Yo, the girls are saying they're heading out for lunch. We've been summoned as bodyguards and baggage carriers."

Well then, since we had all skipped lunch with the thought of 'we might as well eat out,' the next plan was obvious. Even without Toshiki calling out to me, I had intended to do so—

"Alright, let's go."

"Alright, see ya later."

"Huh?"

"Huh?"

"What?"

"Hmm?"

I stuffed my wallet and phone into my leg pouch for the walk and replied, only to be met with a look from my friend that screamed, 'What is this guy talking about?'

What's with that casual 'leaving me out' move… My thought process, which had been鍛ed and worn down by the onslaught of recent events, didn't even bother to play dumb.

"…You know, you don't have to be so obviously considerate."

"Hah. On the contrary, I'm being considerate in order not to be considerate."

For now, he was probably trying to casually create some time for me and Sora.

So, when I tried to protest with, "That just makes things more awkward," Toshiki shook his head with a slightly irritating, smug look.

"We talked about it and decided that, as a team, we'll let you guys relax for the latter half of the trip. But for the first half, today and tomorrow, we're going to make you hang out with us as friends."

"Hah…"

"Don't 'hah' me, you lady-killer. Even we could tell at first glance, so there's no way you haven't noticed. …I'm guessing she's holding back, right?"

"…Ah, well."

The way she naturally settled in next to me on the train. Then, how she fell asleep with a completely relieved expression despite being surrounded by strangers older than her. And to top it off, she didn't even scold her 'sister' for her prank, and took my hand in public without hesitation—well, I guess it would be obvious to anyone.

"Alright, see ya later. Then."

"Yeah…"

It was obvious that she couldn't contain it, that she was just waiting for the right moment to be affectionate.

And so, with a pat on the shoulder that was either encouragement or something else, my friend left the room first, leaving me with a mysterious sense of defeat… I floated excuses and explanations to no one in particular, thinking, *'I was going to do it properly even without being prodded.'*

Leaving the men's room, I walked over to the adjacent room and knocked on the door without any particular hesitation.

◇◆◇◆◇

—In the end, I should probably be grateful that I was pushed.

The reason for that was crystal clear.

"…You don't have to hold on so tight, my arm isn't going to sprout legs and run away."

"What are you talking about?"

"What am I talking about, indeed…"

Sora-san, who had firmly secured my left arm with both hands, was in an incredibly good mood, her beaming smile never fading for a moment since I had invited her on a date.

The maid's face as she sent us off was also beaming, but that was completely irrelevant, so I kicked it to the back of my mind.

Anyway, being at a travel destination, the people we passed were all strangers we would likely never see again. Plus, that 'eyewear' of mine was exerting its mysterious power, so my face was under an absolute security lockdown where it 'could not be correctly recognized by anyone other than those I permitted.'

Sora's appearance was also different enough from her virtual avatar, mainly in her eye and hair color, that it would be difficult to identify her unless someone were to compare them side-by-side.

In other words, the magic of travel, where I was less concerned about being recognized, was at work.

That should have been the case, but…

"………Keep your hat on properly, okay?"

"Okay."

It was just, far, far too much.

What was too much? Why, the number of stares we were gathering, of course—a scene of an angelic beauty, who made everyone turn their heads, clinging affectionately with undisguised fondness.

I had thought I wouldn't have to worry about being identified unless I made a huge mistake, but we were attracting so much attention that I couldn't help but feel a cold sweat of anxiety.

"Did I make the wrong call, I wonder…"

Even if we were going out, perhaps I should have avoided crowded places. Well, it was a tourist spot, so there would probably be crowds everywhere we went, but still…

"Fufu… I think it will be fine as long as we're careful about what we call each other. For what it's worth, even with my close friends at school, there's no sign of them finding out."

"That's both surprising and not so surprising… You're going by this name, right?"

"Yes. So, I'm used to being called by either name… so."

Well, for my part, I was starting to get used to receiving stares after all that's happened. Deploying my developing mental defense barrier, Sora-san, who was probably more used to it or had more experience than me… or rather,

"'I' am this person too, so please don't hesitate to call me by my name…—Nozomi-san."

"…Yes, ma'am. As you wish, Young Lady Hinata."

"You added something unnecessary. That's forbidden here too."

"Stop it, don't pinch me, it hurts, it hurts…!"

"Honestly… you're always teasing me about something."

"In this case, I'm not really teasing, it just sort of comes out…"

The mysterious phrase 'Young Lady' just rolls off the tongue—and aside from that.

"Anyway, the awkwardness is intense. My back is getting itchy."

"…You may have forgotten, but you used to call me with '-san' attached."

"There's no way I'd forget. I remember every single word, not just the words but the long, long time it took for me to decide on everything."

"Ah, n-no, it's fine. You don't have to remember…"

"'From now on, um… as equal partners—'"

"Ngh, honestly—, honestly!!!"

"I'm sorry, it hurts, I got carried away, it hurts, please stop, I'm sorry… Ah! I'm so hungry! But I don't know what's what looking at all these restaurants, what should we do!!!"

"Mmph…!!"

And so, while joking around as usual.

For the memorable first experience of our trip, a luxuriously extravagant event called a 'date with my cute partner' was peacefully and lively carved into memory.



    Chapter 756

    Soaking Lazily

    After finishing lunch, we wandered around looking for a less crowded place. The rain of stares that never ceased finally became too much, and we raised the white flag about two hours after leaving the inn.

Sora, whose public-facing persona in the real world seemed to be quite strong, looked fine, but it was I, embarrassingly enough, who couldn't take it anymore.

I was certainly getting 'used to it,' but it was still too early to acquire a complete resistance skill. The fact that I endured for over one hundred and twenty minutes should be praised as a sign of steady proficiency growth.

After returning to the inn, Sora seemed to have been quite satisfied with our short date…

"Well then, see you later!"

"Yep."

While trying to keep my cheeks from melting into her fluffy smile, I maintained a form that preserved at least the minimum dignity of an older man. I waved my hand, and my partner, who had caused a sudden whirlwind of beauty in the hot spring town, returned to the sisters' room in a very good mood.

"—Oh my…"

"—Aren't they adorable?"

A lone man, witnessed by two elegant madams who were likely fellow guests, receiving their warm gazes.

I wondered what kind of relationship they saw us having… I suppressed such thoughts, which were pushing my peace of mind away in many ways, and—

"Haha… Well then, good day to you."

With the full force of the affability I had cultivated during my part-time job days, I left a refreshing and smart bow and greeting before turning on my heel and making a swift escape from the embarrassment.

◇◆◇◆◇

Like Sora, I quietly returned to the men's room, but my roommate, Toshiki, was not back. The spacious room, which was definitely too big for two, was filled with nothing but silence.

People often misunderstand from my tension in the virtual world, but I'm not the type of person who will die if I'm not making a fuss all the time. In fact, my roots are more on the introverted side, so when I'm alone, the feeling of calmness outweighs any loneliness.

—That's how it was supposed to be, but my environment has changed so much recently.

"Hmm…"

This is bad. The situation of being all alone in a room at a travel destination feels genuinely lonely. I can only laugh at myself, an eighteen-year-old boy longing for human company—who even wants that?

It's not so bad that I can't bear it, of course. But the fact that I've started to feel this way is what's important.

I won't say it's for better or for worse.

For me, this is undoubtedly a good change—I'll just kick that cringey self-analysis to the back of my mind.

I quickly manipulated the tool of civilization and sent a message to my friends far away, and in a flash of extroverted otaku speed, I was bombarded with a storm of replies from all four of them.

Having received their report that they would be back in about half an hour… there wasn't much to wonder about how to use a little free time at a hot spring inn.

"—Oooohhhhhhh…"

And so, having successfully class-changed from a youth to an old man, I let out a voice of paradise into the sky. As a warm-up, I chose the open-air bath in our room instead of the public one, but frankly, my first thought was, 'This is all I need,' a testament to the high-class inn.

All I could see were trees, trees, trees. And the clear blue sky that embodied a perfect day for travel. Unlike the sense of liberation from overlooking the sea, what I got here was a sense of unity.

It felt like I was melting into the calm nature, and my mind became so peaceful it was almost ridiculous. It did.

I'm not particularly a fan of baths, but this was on a different level from my bath at home. The bathroom in the Yotsuya dormitory is ridiculously spacious, but this was literally a different world.

Was it not just the size and environment, but my body correctly sensing the properties of the hot spring… or was the invincible placebo effect running rampant?

Thinking it was all quite trivial, I slowly closed my eyes…—

"—Heyyy. You alive?"

"—Dead. I was dead…"

Now, how much time had passed? When I opened my eyes, the same blue sky spread before me, and my ears picked up the cheerful voice of my familiar friend.

"This has a great atmosphere, doesn't it? We could probably just stick to the room bath."

"I was just thinking that…"

"You're so relaxed… Well, I guess that's a good thing. Mind if I join you, my friend?"

"Be my guest…"

The spacious, relaxing bath could easily accommodate two or three people with room to spare. Again, this was not on the scale of a typical room bath at an inn.

It would be a waste to have it all to myself.

"—Oooohhhhhhh…"

And thus, old man number two was born. It couldn't be helped; there were probably no humans who could escape this trial of paradise—

"By the way, how long have you been in here, Nozomi? Are you getting dizzy? You okay?"

"Kinda…"

"What does that mean? Kinda dizzy, or kinda okay?"

"Ooooh…"

"You don't look so good. This is funny, can I take a picture of just your head and share it with the girls?"

"Like hell you can, you idiot."

"'Idiot'…"

Since he contacted me saying he'd be back in about half an hour, I had probably been zoning out for about thirty minutes. I was probably getting a little dizzy, but…

"Just try slowly, carefully closing your eyes. You won't want to get out."

"You sound like an old man… Let's see……………………………………"

"………………"

"…………………………"

"…………………………………………"

"………………………………………………………Mr. Nozomi."

"What is it, Mr. Toshiki."

"I could live here…"

"You've come to our side, my friend…"

While engaging in the extremely random and hundred-percent-on-a-whim conversation befitting male university students.

"—So, how was your date with your partner?"

"Are you serious? Talking about romance with two guys is hell."

"Haha, we've had this conversation before."

I tried to resist the predictable and unavoidable topic, but judging from his amused tone, he unfortunately had no intention of letting me escape.

"Hinata-chan is cute, isn't she? I can see why you make that kind of face."

I wonder what he was talking about.

"What kind of face? When, where, and what are you talking about?"

My head woozy from the heat, I threw the questions back at him…

"I wasn't sure if you were aware or not, but I see. From the looks of it, the correct answer is 'your awareness is lacking,' huh…"

My friend, an otaku of virtual world games who looked like a refreshing sports youth, laughed as he splashed water on his face and pushed his hair back.

"Today, all day, since this morning—while that girl was smiling next to you. You, man, you were making a face I've never seen before. The kind that makes you not even want to tease anymore."

"………………"

"Since I don't feel like teasing you, I'll swallow my words, but just one thing as a friend."

"Hey, stop it. If you're going to swallow them, swallow them all completely."

"You looked 'happy,' and that's all that matters. Take good care of her, you lady-killer."

"………………………………………………Hah."

Following my meddlesome but kind friend's example, I scooped up some water and let the heat wash over me, hiding my face.

We were literally baring it all to each other. If you were to ask about our sanity, we were probably both not in our right minds. That's why it felt so ridiculous to even feel embarrassed anymore, and—

"—Like you have to tell me. I already treasure her more than anyone else in the world."

—so I declared, my words boiling in the heat.

The whistle of my infuriatingly skilled friend cut through the rustling of the trees.



    Chapter 757

    A Banquet of Bonds

    "────Alright, everyone! Let's raise a glass to our hero's incredible performance—no, his spectacular success—in the *Triangle Duo*! This is to celebrate, to show our appreciation, and to cover all the other odds and ends! And, at the same time, to cheer him on and give him a grand send-off for the big showdown at *Green Connect*!"

"Why are you the one running the show, Shoko?"

"Her energy level makes her the right person for the job."

"Ahaha..."

"Well, yeah. It was always a bit weird how these things were called appreciation parties, but for some reason, I—the one being appreciated—always ended up as the organizer."

"You're all so full of life."

"Ahaha..."

And just like that, the sun set and night fell.

Our venue wasn't the inn's banquet hall... but the boys' room, which was not only soundproofed from the start but had its security bolstered by the girls' rooms flanking it on both sides.

Each room was ridiculously spacious to begin with, so squeezing seven people in was no problem at all. With food and everything else brought in, the space was transformed into an impromptu party room.

"Okay, okay, no more complaining! On the count of three! ────Cheers!!!"

As expected of two young ladies who are cousins, I suppose. Kaede and Sora wore identical, troubled half-smiles, as if unsure how to react, which was masterfully ignored.

And with a single, cheerful cry, Toshiki's retort, Mizuki's not-so-complimentary-for-a-girl remark, and my own grumbling about the past were all swept away.

Our raised glasses held the sparkling nectar of ginger ale. Shoko, who seemed to be running on even higher energy than usual for this trip, took the lead with her overflowing enthusiasm... and yet...

""""Cheers!!!""""

Despite all the grumbling, when it's time to get on board, college students are the kind of creatures who go all in.

"Ah, um... ch-cheers...!"

Plus one more. A timid yet adorable girl's voice followed the others, thoroughly warming the hearts of everyone present. And so, on the first day of our trip, the long, long—oh, so very long—night of feasting began.

As for the matter of a certain maid (in a yukata) enthusiastically joining in on the shouts of youthful vigor... for now, I'll just pretend I didn't see that.

*────The Matsukaze school's divergent style...*

Now then. It is a truth likely universal throughout the ages that a banquet requires drinks and appetizers.

*────Kesshiki, Itto.*

However, we are all underage.

So, while the 'drinks' were substituted with well-behaved options like juice, the other crucial element, the 'appetizers'... well, youths who thrive on excitement can't be satisfied with just food alone.

*──────Alright, let's go... Iris!!*

""Fuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuu!!""

"So cool."

"No matter how many times I see it, it never gets old...!"

All seven of us, dressed in matching yukatas, were gathered around a large monitor that seemed out of place in the traditional Japanese-style room.

And what was constantly being displayed on it, with the 'opponent' changing each time, was... someone I knew all too well. A fool so energetic it made me want to cry.

"────...Sora-san."

"Y-Yes?"

"Do me a favor and put me out of my misery."

"I can't possibly do that...!"

"Then, if I may be so bold, I shall."

"Itsuki-san────you too, what are you saying...?!"

In other words, it was a marathon viewing party of the [Acrobat]... that was the *appetizer* for this gathering of friends, a demonic event utterly devoid of a human heart.

"Whoa, whoa... even watching it now, this is insane."

"Which makes it so, so, so disappointing that the conversation after the fight starts isn't picked up."

"Right? Seriously. Hey, Nozomin, what were you and the Princess actually talking about then—"

"I plead the fifth."

"Aww... well.................................... were you actually hitting on—"

"I was not hitting on her, I plead the fifth!!!"

I shot a sidelong glance at a cackling Shoko, but her smile was too innocent to get mad at. Damn her, a genius at making people forgive her without a shred of malice.

"Hah... this isn't relaxing my mind at all."

"You say that, and yet you seem to be smiling."

"This is just my face."

"Haru, are you sure that's the response you want to go with...?"

After quickly giving up on quieting the long, black-haired girl sitting to my left, I let out a grumble, only to have the person next to the one on my right immediately jump in with some teasing. I shot back a reply with a sullen look on my face.

The one on my right (Sora-san), wedged between me and the maid, also chimed in with a retort, but it was so gentle that in this chaotic space, it was nothing short of a refreshing breeze. A partner is truly the best thing to have────

"Okay, excuse me for a sec, I'm borrowing one beautiful girl for a bit~"

"I want to hear a player's perspective from someone other than the person himself. Come on."

"Wah...?! H-Hey, um, wha—?!"

Just like that, my partner was abducted. I'm finished.

"Shall I put you out of your misery?"

"How long are you going to keep that up? ...Good grief. This is kinda, well, unexpected."

The maid, who showed no signs of reining in her mischievousness, held a glass of juice, in line with the rest of the students. Which meant that even though it was a party, she shouldn't be drunk...

"Regarding Sora, I am not taking an 'overprotective' stance, you see."

"..."

As if she'd perfectly read my thoughts, Itsuki-san replied gracefully.

It was completely different from the telepathy of those whose hearts are connected; this was a one-sided mind-reading. And the fact that she was spot-on just made her all the more unnerving.

"I *knew* before we even met whether they could be trusted. And as I told you before your date, as long as *you* are by her side, my *'little sister's'* safety is *guaranteed*."

"...Being told something is guaranteed without any evidence doesn't really mean much to me."

"Oh, but there is evidence. The evidence is that I am convinced of it and have placed my trust in it."

"Ah... well... that's certainly an absolute guarantee, isn't it."

This woman is still scary────frighteningly reliable.

That day, at that time. I'm truly glad that by pushing forward on momentum to avoid losing something precious, I was able to win at least some of her favor... I think that from the bottom of my heart.

"And besides, concerning your friends..."

The 'older sister' turned her eyes toward her 'little sister'. She watched with a gentle gaze as Sora, though bewildered by her seniors who were closing the distance without hesitation... let a genuine smile show from time to time.

"They are people trusted by the one she trusts more than anyone in the world. People she can interact with without fear... are a very, very precious thing indeed."

From the eyes of the woman watching over her 'young lady' so lovingly, I could read nothing but pure affection. She seems to have bought into 'my reliability' quite a bit, and the pressure is almost laughable.

So, naturally,

"I can guarantee they're good people, that much is true. It's just that I can't shake the concern that their energy and antics might be a bit questionable for your little sister's upbringing..."

"On that point, I am of course counting on your support, Kasuga-san."

"Right... yeah, yeah. I'll do as you say."

All I can do is respond with all my might to the trust and goodwill she shows me.

I lifted my heavy—or what just felt like a heavy—body up from the floor. And where I was headed, I saw a girl who looked troubled... and yet, without a doubt.

Was laughing, gracefully and happily.



    Chapter 758

    Bedtime for Good Kids

    *────────Laevateinn!!!*

"────Whoa... so you're saying this is still a work-in-progress?"

"...This is?"

"What an idiot."

"That's amazing..."

"Well, yeah. It's less a work-in-progress and more like *Ver. 0* instead of *Ver. 1*."

Though dinner was over, the party was not.

The lavish dishes on the table had been replaced with snacks we brought ourselves, and for a while, the viewing party continued, with everyone ceaselessly asking for my commentary and Sora's thoughts.

"At the end of the day, it was just an uncontrolled, simple blast, which is why────huh?"

Just as the day was about to bleed into the next, I turned my gaze toward a weight that had fallen onto my side...

"Oh my."

"...Fufu."

"So cu..."

Receiving warm gazes from the three college girls who had been doting on her all this time was a single girl who seemed to have finally succumbed to her sleepiness and collapsed.

I knew it. Sora-san was a good girl, unaccustomed to the late-night hours. While she might manage a rare late night at home, it was inevitable after a tiring day of travel.

I had noticed her nodding off for a while, but she seemed to want to stay here, so Itsuki-san and I had just left her be.

"Did we make her stay up too late...?"

"Nah, she looked like she was having fun. Don't worry about it."

I replied to a slightly apologetic-looking Toshiki while catching her body as it slid from my shoulder. Even though I was used to physical contact in the virtual world, I couldn't help but feel a certain hesitation from her body heat and everything else in the real world.

But if I let it show on my face, I'd definitely be teased.

So, I put on my best poker face... and without needing a word from the maid smiling at my side, I set about my mission.

Then, with practiced ease, I lifted my partner into my arms. Itsuki-san, seeing this, nodded in satisfaction, then stood and gave a small bow to my friends.

"Well then, we will be retiring for the night. Goodnight."

""""Goodnight~""""

They whispered their goodnights, mindful of the girl who showed no signs of opening her eyes even as I held her. The maid, her yukata-clad form perfectly composed, maintained a pleasant expression towards the good-natured youths and prompted me to follow her out of the room...────

"Take your time."

"See you tomorrow."

"You too, Haru-kun, goodnight."

"I don't mind taking a room by myself, you know!"

"These guys..."

In the end, after receiving a final round of teasing from my friends, I followed Itsuki-san with a sigh.

◇◆◇◆◇

"────Hold on a second, you damn maid."

And so, ten-odd seconds later, in front of the Natsume sisters' room, stood a liberal-minded maid with her usual mischievous smile and a victim (me) being toyed with as usual.

So, what exactly was happening...

"Rest assured. You need not worry; I may not look it, but I am quite strong."

"That's not what I'm worried about. I mean, a woman walking alone late at night isn't something I approve of, but there's a much, much bigger problem here."

"Oh, how sad. So you are not worried about your maid at all, Kasuga-san."

"Make up your mind whether you want me to worry or not! That's not the point!"

"It will be fine. I will return in just a couple of hours."

"You know full well that nothing about that is fine—hey, wait, hold on...!"

And with that, the yukata-clad maid briskly walked away. Her destination, of course, was not inside the room, but the night town far, far down the corridor and outside the inn.

In other words, that's what this was about.

"I get it now. That woman's an idiot."

There was no way I could catch up to her brisk pace while carrying Sora, so all I could do was watch her go, dumbfounded, and mutter a truth I had just realized.

I looked down into my arms. The lovely girl was sleeping soundly.

"............................................Haaaaaah..."

Standing here forever wouldn't solve anything, leaving me with only one option. I *told myself that*, and carried my silent partner into the sisters' room.

The room's layout was, of course, identical to the boys' room. But the atmosphere was completely different, due to the different luggage placed in the corner and the fact that the futons had already been laid out.

As expected of a high-class inn, the sheets were pulled perfectly taut—the work of a true artisan.

....................................Now then.

"Sora-san, you're quite good at playing possum."

"────...!"

Probably startled at being addressed so casually, her amber eyes snapped open. Her gaze met mine, and the girl blinked several times before...

"Yeah, that's not gonna work."

She tried to feign ignorance by turning her face away and closing her eyes again, but I wasn't about to let that happen. Look, I know what I'm doing; when it comes to carrying people, I'm a pro.

There's a world of difference in the load and everything when someone is conscious versus unconscious.

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

"Honestly, this young lady..."

I couldn't very well set her down on the futon, so I sat on the floor beside it.

I couldn't just toss my partner aside, so I kept holding her as she continued... or rather, stubbornly kept her eyes shut in a determined effort to play possum.

My four friends might have been fooled, but Itsuki-san had probably, no, definitely noticed. Which meant they were both in on it.

Sora probably didn't intend to conspire, but the maid was undoubtedly providing support fire. She really goes out of her way to do the most unnecessary things.

"Hey, wake up."

"..."

"If you don't, I'll drop you and leave. Don't worry, the door's an auto-lock."

The maid took the key, but security is not an issue────

"........................You're going to leave me... alone?"

──And just like that, the flimsy threat made her soft defiance crumble. Looking guilty, almost pouting, she slowly lifted her eyelids, and her amber eyes met mine.

"...Itsuki-san said it, didn't she? That as long as Haru is with me, everything will be okay."

"That's right. But that was about going out and whatnot."

"You're going to leave me... alone?"

She repeated the words. Her amber eyes stared.

Still in my arms, she refused to move away, her fingers pinching the fabric of my yukata.

────Give me a break. I think I'm going to lose it.

"...You could've just asked instead of resorting to tricks like this."

"..."

"You always do. When it comes to you, Sora, I'm pretty much a yes-man, you know."

"...Lately, I feel like it's not *just* when it comes to me, though."

"You just had to stab me with that. Ah, well... no, even so, it's like..."

"...I know. Still, I know that you treat me as the most special."

"It's embarrassing when you say it yourself—"

"Haru."

At the end of our teasing banter, I didn't miss the emotion that surfaced in her eyes.

"I'm such a child, aren't I?"

It wasn't self-deprecation, nor self-blame. It was the sound of someone simply stating a fact, frustrated with an unchangeable reality────which is precisely why, at this moment.

There was only one thing for me to say.

"...It's not that I forgot to say it, I was just looking for the right timing, but..."

"Yes...?"

Reading the room, I figured this was probably the best move.

"That yukata... it looks unbelievably good on you. You're beautiful."

"────..."

In the unlit darkness of the night, her amber eyes reflected the moonlight pouring through the window, shimmering and swaying.

I had a feeling that, for now, 'beautiful' would make her happier than 'cute'. And that feeling turned out to be, more than I expected────or, to be honest, just as I had hoped.

"...Tch... tch..."

I succeeded in drawing out an embarrassed, utterly adorable expression. And so, the gentle taps on my chest, which held no pain whatsoever...

Well, I'll just consider that my payment.



    Chapter 759

    Mutual Indulgence

    *Beautiful*────I feel like that might be the first time anyone has ever said that to me.

My life is still short and shallow, so it wouldn't be impossible to recall my past. I could check if I wanted to... but I won't.

I want him to be the first.

That's enough for me.

"────...Haru."

While conveying both my protest and gratitude for how he always throws my heart into turmoil with both hands, I waited for the heat in my cheeks to subside before looking up.

And for good measure, I pinched both of his cheeks as he looked down at me.

"Are your words a little too loose... but *only* with me? Things like 'cute,' or... that... just now. You always say them so easily, without any hesitation..."

"Uh, well, um... 'only,' well, I guess..."

"It *is* only with me! I know, you know. You don't really say things like that to Nia-san or Iris-san."

"May I ask an unrelated question? How is it that you know that?"

"Because I've heard it from both of them."

"You guys have transcended the realm of 'good friends,' haven't you...?"

Aware that this, too, was a form of indulgence, I laid my heart bare without restraint or hesitation. As I questioned him frankly, I kept my grip on his cheeks so he couldn't get away...

"........................I feel incredibly guilty confessing this to Sora────to a girl who has told me she loves me, but..."

"...! Y-Yes."

His words pricked at my heart, and I fought to hide my once-again racing pulse as I urged him to continue. And then, without averting his gaze, he said,

"It's not just to you, Sora. I'm trying to say it. Now, I am."

"..."

"To Nia, and to Arshe, too. When I think it, when it comes to mind, when I feel it... Apparently, what's going on in my head is harder for people to understand, so I figured I should at least be honest about everything."

He was trying to change his way of thinking, he said. Not to change who he was, but to find a new way to face the people walking beside him.

"Anything I don't get about myself, I figured I should just let someone else notice it for me. Just like I've been taught over and over this past half-year... ever since I started Arcadia."

It wasn't just those around him who had found clarity.

"So I decided to give it my best shot, clumsy as I am, and try to rely on them. Try to be indulgent. So, well... I'm trying to say things more, without holding back."

He himself was starting to find clarity, too.

"But, well, even though I said I'd try, it's hard. The more conscious I am about telling a girl she's 'cute' or 'beautiful,' the less I'm able to say it."

The smile he wore────even if it was a self-deprecating one.

"...Then why can you say it to me so easily?"

"Right, that's how it would seem. Um, yes. I'm aware that the casualness I feel as your partner gets mixed in, and it just slips out. But, you see, that's not because I'm saying it lightly or anything, it's just that with you, Sora, my feelings of comfort and trust come first, which makes it easier for me to say, I guess you could say────"

It was still the smile that Sora loved.

"...I know."

"So────ah, huh, you do...?"

"I do. Because it's you, Haru."

Yes, I know.

I confirm it with words to uphold the promise we made that we'll never forget. The promise from that night when we linked our pinkies, not just to understand each other's hearts, but to communicate properly.

"...Please make sure you say it to Nia-san and Iris-san, too."

I released his cheeks but didn't let go, instead cupping his face with both hands. In the moonlit darkness, I offered him words of encouragement, cheering on his heart as it ran with all its might.

"...Are you sure it's okay for me to say that?"

"It is. Both of them are so cute and beautiful and charming that it's almost a problem for me. It wouldn't be healthy for you to say it only to me."

"Unhealthy... uh, you know. Like I said, I'm already trying to—"

"────Then please try harder."

"Ehh..."

With all my trust and confidence.

"You'll be fine, Haru. ...Because you're my partner, the one I'm proud of."

It was selfish, and childish.

A cheer, hiding none of my affection, I send to you.

Now, that being said...

"Speaking of which, I was also waiting for the right moment to say this."

"Hm?"

"Your yukata looks wonderful on you. It's very handsome."

"Oh, uh. Thanks for that────"

"It's a little alluring, it made my heart pound."

"What are you even saying???"

As an equal partner.

Of course, I have to get my own back.



    Chapter 760

    Captives Together

    ────*Click.* I heard a sound, and my consciousness surfaced.

Before I could shake off the drowsiness, the first thing I registered was the coldness of my body. Then, its warmth. And a dull, pervasive ache in my joints, like muscle soreness.

Slowly, I lifted my eyelids...

"........................What are you doing, Itsuki-san?"

"That is my line, is it not? Knight-sama."

My eyes fell upon a beautiful woman in a yukata, smiling as she held a camera.

I took in her vaguely returned words, processed them────and then saw the warm reason why my body hadn't completely frozen over despite having fallen asleep against the wall without a blanket. I let out a sigh.

"...My sincerest apologies. A careless mistake on my part."

"Well, I do not mind it at all, you see."

"I think you probably should mind... whoa, there."

As we continued our conversation, it seemed one or both of us had shifted. The girl, still on my lap, stirred, her head resting on my chest as she breathed softly. I gently steadied her.

No sign of waking up...

"Fufu... ────If it were just a nap, perhaps, but when she is this sound asleep, she absolutely will not wake until morning. You have my guarantee as both her big sister and her maid."

"Hah..."

"Incidentally, if you were to wake her forcefully, you would be treated to the sight of her all groggy and soft, which is quite adorable. ...So, with that said, what shall you do?"

"I'm not doing anything. Let her sleep."

I found myself talking at a normal volume, following Itsuki-san's lead, but my partner in my arms didn't even twitch. Her guarantee was no joke.

In any case,

"Oh, but you could leave her as she is."

"No, I really couldn't. Her body will ache."

Since she wasn't waking up, I lifted her without hesitation and performed a meticulously careful landing onto the fluffy futon.

............I had to roll her around rather unceremoniously to get her properly between the mattress and the comforter, but her breathing didn't falter in the slightest. The 'absolute' guarantee was indeed absolute.

A sleeping child grows well. A good thing, I suppose.

"...Apparently, she has not changed since she was young. Her father told me a legendary tale of how, at the age of five, she did not even wake up after a spectacular fall from her bed."

"Ehh..."

"In short, Sora's sleeping posture was... fufu, quite unrestrained. While that has calmed down a little, I still couldn't call it ladylike────"

"Why are you casually spilling a maiden's top-secret information? I'm pretending I didn't hear that, so please, for the love of god, stop. And that wasn't an invitation to continue, you damn maid."

And so, after our usual, hard-to-describe exchange...

"...So, Itsuki-san, you haven't been with her since she was a child, then?"

"Oh, how unusual."

I threw out the question on a whim, expecting to be teased and dismissed──

"────Three years... no, it will be nearly four soon. It was around the time the door to the virtual world opened in reality that she became my 'master'."

──or so I thought. Sitting down beside the sleeping Sora, she began to gently stroke the girl's hair, her calm voice weaving a story.

"When he... Kazuharu Chitose-san, first approached me out of the blue, I was so bewildered by what he was saying that I actually considered reporting him as a suspicious person."

"Huh? Kazuharu-san... ah, as an agent for Togo-shi?"

"Rather, he was the one who recommended me to the Master. The Chitose family, you see, has for generations been a line of 'attendants,' and the Master had initially approached his father for a consultation."

"I, I see..."

It seemed a rather long story was beginning... but, well, that's fine.

We were on a trip, after all. There was no more meaningful way to spend the time than to leisurely fill the gaps in my knowledge about an acquaintance.

"And so, to get to the root of it, I too was once a proper 'young lady'."

"You just casually dropped a huge piece of information."

"In that case, it was only natural that we had our own staff of servants... and that is how the Natsume and Chitose families were connected. And at the time, the head of the Yotsuya family... Yotsuya Togo-sama, who desired the most exceptional 'attendant' available, had the Chitose family trace their vast network, which eventually led them to me."

"..."

"It was, of course, an outrageous affair. We may not have been nobles, but to demand that the daughter of a prominent family be sent over as a servant... My father and mother were, at the time, absolutely furious────or so you might think, but that was not particularly the case."

"It wasn't?!"

I had no idea what state of mind I was supposed to be in while listening to this. As ever, she was, in a way, a terrifyingly good storyteller, this maid (former young lady).

"To begin with, I was a problem child who never listened to my parents, even from a young age. By the time I decided on my own to study abroad, they had more or less given up on me."

"On your own... eh? W-wait... hmm???"

"I believe I was just over ten years old. It was the result of my trying every possible means to make the impossible a reality... fufu, it was quite an amusing experience."

"This person is terrifying..."

I couldn't understand a single word she was saying. Which meant, much like her parents, it would be best for me to give up trying to understand early on.

"In any case, that is why. My father apparently introduced me, saying that if they desired an 'exceptionally talented eccentric,' they could have me. He told them to handle all the scouting and persuading themselves."

"Is your relationship with your parents okay?"

"They have not disowned me. When I do show my face on rare occasions, both my father and mother are delighted to see me."

"'Rare occasions'... I'll just content myself with the fact that you have a unique family."

Everyone is different. The world must be full of all kinds of families. As long as she says there's no problem and speaks of it so cheerfully, it's probably none of my business to think too much about it.

"And then...────this is getting tedious, so I will just skip to the end."

"Because it's tedious???"

"They had me meet Sora, and I was utterly captivated at first sight. I thought I could devote my life to supporting and helping this child. ...At least, in my eyes."

She brushed off my interjection as if it were nothing, as always.

"This child seemed more dazzling, more brilliant... and more fragile than anything else in the world."

Just as her words described, she gazed upon her most precious treasure, with all her heart and soul.

"I knew that I had to be the one to protect her. I was convinced of it in a single glance────and I was confident I could fulfill that role."

She smiled, as if cherishing the present that was spun from the past.

"For you see, I was... the 'exceptionally talented eccentric who could make the impossible possible'."

"..."

As I fell silent, feeling the weight of her emotions, her truly mature eyes turned to me. As if to say, *it's a dramatic story, you may laugh if you wish*... which is precisely why,

"I can't laugh at that."

Indeed, who could possibly laugh at her?

"If Itsuki-san is 'Captive Number One' in the real world, then I am 'Captive Number One' in the virtual world."

Fellow captives, both of us smitten at first sight.

I am the one person who can wholeheartedly nod and say, *I completely understand*, to her 'dramatic story.' When I said that, Itsuki-san made a rare expression... looking at me as if she were seeing something strange.

It's a bit late for that.

I think of myself as having a fundamentally normal mentality and way of thinking, but────at the same time, I am fully aware that I am a profoundly odd eccentric.

"........................Is that so. ...────Nozomi-san."

"Yes. ...Huh, yes? Nozo... why all of a sudden?"

"Hinting at a shared position to feign sympathy is a classic move to get closer to a woman... could it be that I am being courted right now?"

"Save the sleep-talking for when you're asleep. I'll be taking my leave now."

Alas, trying to act like a friend to this woman was, for me, a challenge of far too high a difficulty. And so, for a while longer, I would have to resort to fleeing from her skillful teasing.

"Goodnight, Itsuki-san."

"Fufu...────Yes. Goodnight, Kasuga-san."

And as I left, once again...

Seeing her perfectly serene smile, I was certain that 'a while' would continue for a very distant future... and yet, for some reason.

I didn't mind it at all.



    Chapter 761

    Recreation

    How you spend your time on a trip is, needless to say, different for everyone.

Do you visit all the tourist spots? Do you wander through unfamiliar lands in search of local specialties? Or do you hole up in your inn, healing both body and soul?

As college students, we exist in the space between adult and child, so the number of tempting options is practically infinite. My friends were no exception, and from the crack of dawn, they were passionately debating the day's plans with a storm of 'what-ifs' and 'how-abouts'. But—

Honestly, as I watched them get all fired up from the sidelines, I was already certain of one thing.

Despite their outward appearance as a picture-perfect group of cool college kids, those four were, to varying degrees, all the type to pour their entire passion single-mindedly into the things that captivated them.

In other words, otaku. Which meant...

"—And so, let's kick off the first-ever! Ruthless Game of Life Tournament!"

With two of the players they were most interested in right beside them, the thought ofわざわざ going out of their way to travel somewhere else just wouldn't cross their minds.

It was the morning of our second day. After finishing breakfast, the six of us, abandoned by the maid who had vanished at some point, gathered once again in the guys' room.

The motion that passed after a heated debate was the grand plan to be shut-ins. *Yeah, yeah, I knew it,* I thought, not particularly surprised. Sora-san, who must have pieced things together from my expression, was roped in along with me. The other three applauded Shoko's announcement, her energy as high as it was yesterday.

You guys are full of life. You were all making a racket until three in the morning last night, weren't you?

"Just out of curiosity, are you guys not interested in any of the tourist spots—"

"Nope!"

"Not really."

"Not particularly."

And there you have it. Kaede, who remained silent, was probably not completely uninterested, but simply chose to prioritize *this* instead. As usual, she wore the graceful smile of a sensible young lady, but I know you're more intense than anyone, you hardcore otaku.

Yeah, she and Rinne would probably become best friends. In any case...

"Well, I don't really care either way... but what's with this title?"

It wasn't just Shoko being dramatic; the board sitting on the table was literally engraved with the words *The Ruthless Game of Life*. I hate to say it, but I had a bad feeling about this.

"Well, I asked the proprietress if they had anything to play, and she showed me to the game room! She said we could take whatever we wanted, so I grabbed everything that looked interesting—yay!"

"I see."

"Hey, Toshiki, did you see that? He totally stonewalled Shoko-chan's killer wink."

"Was that a wink? I thought your eyes were just dry."

"What's that, you wanna pick a fight? Step outside."

You guys get along so well. Leaving the bickering childhood friends to their own devices, I glanced at my partner beside me.

As a board game enthusiast herself, the young lady of the Yotsuya family was staring at this ominous *Game of Life* with great interest.

"I've never played one of these before, digital or analog. How about you, Sora-san?"

"H-ah, um... This is my first time, too."

I could tell from her reaction, but it seemed we were both beginners. I knew the basic concept, of course, but my understanding of how the game actually played was fuzzy at best... Well, either way.

"Alright, let's get this started! And of course, the loser gets a penalty game!"

"It's always most beautiful when the person who suggests it ends up losing."

"Should we target her?"

"Ah, haha... Please go easy on me."

"Got it. We'll go easy on you while we target you."

"Wait, Kaede-chan?"

"W-wait, that's not what I meant...!"

Since I was getting dragged into this high-energy mess, I had a feeling it wouldn't be a peaceful game.

◇◆◇◆◇

"—Hey, what the hell is this? 'Go bankrupt and pawn yourself. Miss all subsequent turns.' What was this idiot, me, thinking, pawning his own body?"

"Nozomi, you..."

"Nozomi-kun, this is, um, a little hard to say, but..."

"Your luck is so bad it's almost moving."

"Hee hee, what a difference between you and Sora-chan, who's cruising in first place, eh, partner?"

"Stop laughing and help me. 'Miss all turns until you receive another player's charity'—this game is fundamentally broken. Get your act together, game!"

"Truly 'ruthless.'"

"Isn't it more 'heartless' than 'ruthless'?"

"Toshiki's making a face like he said something clever, so I'm not helping you out of spite."

"Hey, my only lifeline just got cut off. Get your act together, Toshiki!"

"Don't start redirecting the hate my way for no reason—Whoa, what's this... 'Suffer a massive stock market crash. Lose half your money and get a divorce.' ...This is just way too merciless, isn't it?"

"Goodbye, darling."

"My wife is so cold it's making me cry."

"Apparently, the remaining half comes to me as alimony, so it's all upside."

"Hey, get your act together, you stupid game!"

"Hah. Now you can get a taste of life at the bottom."

"Don't lump me in with the guy who not only went bankrupt but is now being kept by a pawn shop."

"Don't say 'kept.'... Sora-san, what are you smiling about?"

"I-I'm, *pfft*... I'm not smiling."

"You're not hiding it at all. Dammit, somebody help me already...!"

"Oh, alright, alright. I guess the merciful Shoko-san will just have to help you."

"What's with the sudden change of heart? Not that I'm not grateful, but..."

"Okay, Nozomin, from now on, you're my slave."

"Huh?"

"Hey, that's what it says. Look, right here."

"Huh?"

"'Roll the spinner. Buy another player's human rights for 10 million yen times that number and make them your slave.'"

"Huh?"

"By the way, I rolled a '1'. Okay, payment of ten million, complete."

"*Pffft*...!"

"The lowest possible price..."

"Nozomi-kun..."

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

"Hee... U-um, Haru. It's just a game, so, um, cheer up..."

"Damn you all, laughing at my misfortune! I'll never forgive you...! Prepare yourselves, everyone! From this day forth, I shall become a demon of the *Game of Life*—"

"Alright then, Mr. Demon Slave. From now on, ninety percent of your income is mine, so work hard, okay?"

"HUH???"

"Hee hee hee—if you're a good boy, I'll take proper care of you."

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

"...Haru?"

"Hold on, what? No. That wasn't me trembling in humiliation. It absolutely wasn't me thinking something weird or anything like that, definitely not."

"By the way, as the first-place player, I have a card that says 'I can forcibly purchase a designated player's human rights for half of my current money.'"

"This game has no respect for human rights!"

<hr>

The first-place finisher was the young lady of the Yotsuya family (Sora-san), who, after purchasing the Demon Slave's human rights, continued her solo run to the top.



    Chapter 762

    The Penalty Game

    —In short, it was an objectively terrible game.

And as a result, I spectacularly claimed last place all by myself.

Or rather, thanks to the lawless rule that had my human rights bought out—a rule that made me want to scream 'What kind of rule is that?!' an infinite number of times—I lost my standing as a player entirely. As the true loser, the only thing I could do was swallow my pathetic, bitter complaints.

Which is to say...

"Well... fetching lunch is no big deal, I guess."

I fully intended to dutifully carry out the 'penalty game' Shoko had mentioned.

And so, after a fierce battle lasting over an hour, I was tasked with a mission that seemed rather tame for a group of college students who, in my biased view, are known for being all-out and destructive in many ways. I promptly headed outside, but...

"—Nyah, well, with So... I mean, Hinata-chan around, I figured a super-harsh, no-mercy penalty game wouldn't be a good influence on her, y'know?"

"As your partner, I deeply appreciate your consideration."

For some reason... not that I didn't know why, but...

Apparently, Shoko Ashiwara, as the one who'd proposed the penalty in the first place, had intended to come along regardless of whether she avoided last place. And so, the two of us set out together—a rare combination.

I don't know. She has this way of showing a sudden sense of integrity, or perhaps charm, in these little moments. It's probably why she's so well-liked by a wide range of people, regardless of their type.

I suppose it's to be expected from the one who is (supposedly) by far the most popular with the guys among the girls in our group. In the six months since we started college, it seems she's already received countless advances from multiple guys—whether that information is true or not—

"Hm? What's up?"

"The hair on the top of your head is sticking up a bit."

"Seriously?! A maiden's crisis!"

Well, I guess there's no need to doubt it. If this is how she is with everyone, it's no wonder she's popular. The guys who've fallen for her must have it tough.

"How's thiiis?"

"Looks good, I think."

It might be prejudice to say it's unlike her cheerful, clownish character, but her long, glossy black hair, fit for a proper young lady, was sparkling today as well.

She's beautiful. I could completely understand why she was catching the eyes of the men we passed on the street.

Overall, she's the most 'college girl' of all the girls in our group—and it's precisely because that side of her is so prominent that I find it strange I can never read what's on her mind... and then...

"Hm? What is it?"

Before, it was me observing her for a moment, but this time, I felt her gaze on me, not just for a moment, but for a while. I turned to look at her again.

Shoko didn't flinch, even when our eyes met squarely. Without any hesitation, she just kept staring at my face as I tilted my head. "Jiiii—........"

"I've beeeen thiiiiiiiiiiiiinking..."

"That's a long wind-up. What is it?"

"Nozomin, that mole under your eye is kinda hot."

"What are you talking about???"

She spouted some nonsense—I couldn't tell if it was a joke or what—and laughed with her usual cheerful energy.

"Anyway, those glasses are seriously insane, huh? Like, for real, not a single person is even noticing. It's so magical it's hilarious."

And, as usual, her train of thought didn't just change, it rocketed off in a new direction. So flighty, or... well, anyway.

"Hee hee, I knooow. See? I'm whispering."

Since this was a top-secret matter, I glanced to the side and put a finger to my lips. She returned a mischievous grin and mimicked the gesture.

It's like...—really, it's just...

"You're in high spirits, Shoko-san. Did something good happen?"

It wasn't just since the trip started, but more like since she invited us. Ever since the Triangle Duo ended, she's seemed to be in an even better mood than usual, and I doubt I'm imagining it.

"Hmm? I'm in the middle of something great right now, aren't I? Going on a trip with not just friends, but 'allies'? That's a huge event every college student in the world dreams of."

"That's true. Are you a big fan of traveling in general?"

"Nah, I don't really do overnight trips much. I'm one of those girls who helps out with chores, so I've got stuff to do around the house and all."

And just like that, as we strolled through the hot spring town looking for a decent place to eat, she dropped a piece of new information in a casual tone that matched the relaxed atmosphere.

In response, the only thing that could come out of my mouth was, naturally...

"................Am I... not being a burden on you?"

I wasn't just talking about this trip, but about her work as part of my, the 'Acrobat's,' support team. I know I've caused her a lot of trouble.

I had to ask... but Shoko just laughed off my concern.

"Don't you underestimate a nineteen-year-old girl's stamina! When it comes to that stuff, the fun overwhelmingly wins out. If anything, it's so restorative for my mind and body that there's no problem at all!"

"Is that so...—Wait, huh?"

I was momentarily relieved to be told so clearly that there was nothing to worry about, but that relief was swept away by another sudden piece of new information... or rather, a complete surprise that left me with a question mark.

"Hey, when the hell did you have a birthday?"

"Huh? Oh, uh..."

If my memory serves me right, when we first met, everyone except Toshiki, who was born in early April, was eighteen. Which means...

"Last month. My birthday's August twenty-second."

Well, that explained it.

"You should've said something, we would've celebrated... wait, could it be that—"

"Nah, nah, it's not like that. I wouldn't leave you out."

When I gave her a sidelong glance, considering the one-in-a-million chance I'd been snubbed, Shoko just gave an exasperated smile and waved her hand dismissively.

"You say I should've said something, but it's embarrassing to bring it up yourself, you know? Isn't it fine to wait until we've known each other for a full year and find things out naturally?"

"That's an uncharacteristically calm and reserved thing for you to say, Shoko-san..."

"Hey, Nozomin, what's that supposed to mean?"

When I intentionally offered a rude observation, she shot back with her usual energy, and I felt a secret sense of relief—I wonder if she's aware of it or not.

That by saying it's fine to wait until a full year has passed... she was offhandedly expressing her unwavering belief and hope that our relationship would continue for a long, long time.

Of course, I didn't show any reaction. That's a given.

"This is a good chance, so tell me yours too, Nozomin. Since you're asking, it hasn't happened yet, right?"

"Ah, well, yeah. Mine's not until next year, but—"

Because I could easily see a future where friends asking each other *that kind of thing* would cause us both to die of embarrassment.

<hr>

She's in the middle of something great. *Right now* she's in the middle of something great, apparently. No deep meaning, but she's cute.

On another note, Shoko-chan's birthday is August 22nd. Toshiki-kun's is April 10th. The two childhood friend girls' birthdays are a little later.



    Chapter 763

    Meanwhile, with the Group at the Ryokan

    "—I concede."

With the loser and the instigator off on their penalty game, the larger of the two people facing each other across the game board in the vacated common space bowed his head deeply in admiration and surrendered.

What was laid out on the board was a perfect game, so complete in its devastation it was almost beautiful. The exposed king, with nowhere to run, had no choice but to raise the white flag—

"Sora-chan, you're amazing!"

"...Not bad."

Before the match, the nineteen-year-old boy had boasted, "I know a thing or two about this," but...

"Ehehe..."

...the innocent young girl had just spectacularly demolished him.

They had heard about it. They had all been told about *this* beforehand... but still. Earlier, their partner had left them with what seemed like a massive exaggeration, saying, "Don't challenge Sora to Go, Shogi, Chess, or any of that." It turned out he wasn't exaggerating at all.

It was a complete shutout, a perfect game. A defeat so thorough he couldn't even muster a groan.

"That was insane... It felt like she was reading my every move. Seriously. In fact, just realizing 'she's reading my moves' was a first for me in my life. It gave me chills."

"............For reference, how many moves ahead could you see?"

"Um... about ten, I think."

Of the three people praising the young girl, Mizuki, who couldn't hide her awe, took off her glasses and rubbed the bridge of her nose upon hearing the answer to her question.

"Against an opponent you're seeing for the first time, whose habits you don't know, ten moves."

"Y-yes..."

"I can kinda tell that's amazing, but how amazing is it?"

Kaede's question was met with an answer from the eighteen-year-old girl who, unlike Toshiki, really *did* know a thing or two. Her voice was tinged with a mix of awe and exasperation.

"I wouldn't say she's top-tier, but she could probably pass for a professional player. At the very least, she's definitely not at an amateur level."

"For real?"

"Sora-chan, you're incredible...!"

As her elders showered her with praise, however, the girl didn't try to be modest.

She seemed a little embarrassed, but the slight smile on her cheeks showed that she was genuinely pleased—another thing that confirmed what her friend and partner had said. She wasn't just a quiet, graceful young lady.

This girl truly had what it took to soar to the 'top' in the virtual world.

"If Nozomi-kun wasn't exaggerating, then it's not just shogi, but Go, Chess... and other games are the same, I assume?"

"I wonder. I can't think of any that I'm particularly bad at."

"I see... That's more than just amazing. Are you really fifteen?"

"Y-yes. Um... ahaha."

She seemed both happy and troubled.

She was on the receiving end of a slightly rude line of questioning from an older girl—a look that almost questioned her very existence—which, in a way, was also proof that they were getting along well.

"Ah, that's just like Nozomi-kun."

With a polite laugh to smooth things over, she brushed her hair back and tucked it behind her ear.

It wasn't that she scratched her cheek the way he often does when he's troubled. But to Kaede, who had murmured the thought aloud, the flow of her movements seemed to overlap with his perfectly.

And then...

"Heh...—Uu..."

With a perceptiveness that was truly astounding, the young girl must have understood everything from that single murmur. After a brief pause, her cheeks flushed, and she looked down in embarrassment.

At that, the reaction from the others was a foregone conclusion.

"What should I do, Mizuki-chan, this is bad. The cuteness is unstoppable."

"Her talent for board games might be less of a threat than this."

Including the one guy who was refraining from making any crude remarks out of consideration for the younger (and high-class) girl, all eyes were fixed on her with nothing but warm affection.

Even the young girl couldn't maintain her composure... The way she kept her flushed face down and fiddled with the pieces on the board as if to distract herself was simply adorable.

It was one more thing that made sense—of course Nozomi was always so gentle with her. It was only natural, with a girl like this.

...But, that aside.

"Stop. It's too early to put it away."

"Pardon? A-ah, um..."

Mizuki, having taken the seat of the previous loser, put her glasses back on and stopped the girl.

Perhaps she'd misread the mood due to her embarrassment, or perhaps she was unconsciously following the precedent Nozomi set when he challenged her for the first time and declared, 'I'm never doing that again.'

Thinking the shogi game was over, the young lady blinked in surprise and stopped her hands. At that, Mizuki gave a very rare, confident smile...

"It must have been boring playing against a wannabe expert. I'll be your next opponent."

"Hey, was there any need to diss me just now?"

"Unlike Toshiki-kun, I *really* do know a *little* something."

"Could you please not ignore me and then pile on?"

Leaving the boy to protest with a forlorn look on his face, one girl tilted her head, intrigued by Mizuki's confident declaration.

It was her best friend and childhood companion, waiting beside her, who revealed the secret.

"Mizuki-chan's grandpa, you see, is a former professional shogi player."

"Eh... That's amazing!"

"Thank you. ...So, I won't lose so easily."

And so began the match between the eighteen-year-old college girl, who truly had been taught the game, and the high school girl who made everyone wonder if she was really just fifteen—

Ten minutes later.

"I concede."

"Th-thank you very much...!"

Mizuki, having been defeated just as swiftly, wore a rare look of frustration.

<hr>

It's easier to deal with a skilled player than an unpredictable novice, so it can't be helped. It's by design that she can see ten-odd moves ahead against Toshiki-kun, but dozens of moves ahead against the protagonist.



    Chapter 764

    should we do?

    After wandering around town for a bit, our youthful hearts were captured by a fast-food joint we stumbled upon. With our souvenir of Hakone burgers—a meal that felt somewhat mismatched with a hot spring resort—we returned to the inn.

A total of seven servings. As for the missing maid, if she didn't come back, either I or Toshiki could just finish hers. The high-class hamburgers, which from a normal person's perspective came with a rather staggering price tag, were a hit with everyone. Mission complete.

I was observing the two 'young ladies' to see if they could eat the high-class meal without a knife and fork, when Sora-san scolded me—

"Hmm?"

Our stomachs were full. The next logical step, a thoughtless choice unique to a hot spring inn, was to hit the baths. Just after we unanimously agreed to temporarily disperse...

Someone knocked on the door of the guys' room, which the girls had just left.

Toshiki and I were getting our things ready to head to the large public bath. We exchanged a look—*did someone forget something?*—and since I was closer, I went to the door...

"Oh, my. Welcome back?"

"Yes, I've just returned."

Standing in the hallway was the maid who had vanished so briskly this morning. She was practically glowing for some reason. I wonder where she'd been.

...And...

"Um... what is that?"

The moment I opened the door, a mysterious paper bag was thrust towards me.

I didn't need to check to know she was telling me to 'take it.' I knew that, but her unfathomable smiling face was so unnerving that I hesitated to reach out.

I voiced my caution.

"Hee hee... It's a present."

"What to do. That should sound lovely, but it's only making me more anxious."

"Now then, I have a small matter to attend to, so if you would please accompany me?"

A foreboding response, followed by a complete dismissal of my reaction. It was her usual pace, which was precisely why I should have been on high alert...

".........Alright. My friend, I leave this to you. Go on ahead."

"That's not the face of a man who just got invited somewhere by a beautiful woman... Right, got it."

Escape and resistance were both futile; that much was crystal clear. After taking a deep breath, I turned and showed my resolve, only to be met with an exasperated half-smile.

◇◆◇◆◇

—Where are we going?

—Somewhere nice.

After that wonderfully concise exchange, we were less than ten steps from the guys' room.

From a typical guy's perspective, the room of a pair of beautiful sisters would certainly qualify as 'somewhere nice,' I thought, giving her a sidelong glance as I obediently followed her in...

"Ah... honestly, Itsuki-san? What is this all of a sud—...Huh?!"

Greeting us was none other than Sora-san, whom I had just seen off with the older girls. Even my pushy friends had apparently had the decency not to invite a refined and graceful young lady to the hot springs with them, so her presence wasn't surprising.

But her actions were beyond strange.

The girl, who had her back to us as she faced her luggage against the wall, turned around at the sound of her sister's presence and, in the next instant, let out a startled shriek, frantically crumpling up *something* to hide it.

I didn't even get a glimpse, so it remains a mystery. But more importantly, it was probably a bad idea for me to have so casually followed the maid inside.

Judging by her reaction, she hadn't been told I was coming, and if I'd thought for a moment about Itsuki-san's usual behavior, I should have realized that was a possibility.

And so, I turned around to make my exit—

"My, and where might you be going?"

"Anywhere that isn't off-limits to men..."

But alas, my rabbit-like escape was not to be. She grabbed me by the collar and I was immediately apprehended.

Does this maid understand that depending on what Sora-san was messing with, a major incident could have occurred? I'd appreciate it if she didn't underestimate a young man's purity and consideration.

...Well, since we couldn't just stand here dithering forever...

"Um, so, what did you need? I was about to go for a bath—"

"Yes, precisely. I was hoping you would have a bath."

"............Right. ...Right?"

I didn't get it. So, assuming the rustling sounds had stopped because she was done putting away her luggage, I turned back and surveyed the room, trying to read the situation.

In here were a confused me and one smiling maid. And then there was Sora-san, her cheeks slightly flushed from agitation or something else, looking utterly bewildered.

And in my hand was one paper bag, labeled a 'present.'

And behind the now-facing-us girl, probably because she'd hidden it in a panic without thinking, was the edge of an identical paper bag peeking out of an open suitcase.

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

Silent thought, deep contemplation, and then, revelation.

I opened the gift that had been shoved into my hands and found a bundle of cloth. Oh my, what wonderfully water-repellent fabric—

"*Hssss*...—Wait just a damn minute, you maid."

"Rest assured, I have already obtained permission."

"Permission for what?"

"Permission... to bathe... while wearing swimsuits."

Even an idiot could figure out what that meant, given the circumstances.

"Forgive my rudeness, but are you insane?"

"Well, I believe the hot springs are bubbling away year-round."

"I'm not in the mood for maid jokes right now. This is taking the joke too far—"

"Oh? Do you really think I would be *joking* when it comes to my beloved 'little sister'?"

"Y..................................................es. Yes, you absolutely would."

"Hee hee."

"Don't you 'hee hee' me, this is a bit much—wait, seriously, wait, dammit!"

And so, the battle began. This time, I couldn't just let myself be swept along by the flow. I lunged for her without hesitation or mercy... but my hands grasped only empty air.

Unfortunately, this was reality.

My stats, which were all sub-zero by avatar standards, were useless here. I had no skills, and there was no way a layman could do anything against a maid who, based on her words and actions, was likely some kind of real-life master.

Thus, the outcome was inevitable...

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

With a series of fluid movements—a slip, a thud, a click—Itsuki-san made her swift exit, leaving behind a boy and a girl exchanging horribly awkward glances in a circle of hell.

As usual, we read each other's minds, grasped the situation perfectly, and thus could do nothing but continue our shared silence. But we couldn't just stand here like this forever.

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

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

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

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

We couldn't, but neither of us could move or speak.

*Seriously, what do we do?* I get the stupid maid's playful intentions, but this time she's really gone too far. My head was too full of confusion and shock to think straight.

Yes, I understood her intentions—*in other words, she's telling us to get in together, isn't she?!*

That's not okay. No, it's definitely not okay.

""—....................................""

It's not... okay... but.

Why can't I look away from her?

Why is she, her face growing redder by the second, pinching the edge of the paper bag behind her back?

"..., ...Ah... U-um, j-just... for reference... I'd like to ask... something..."

This was probably the point of no return.

If, at this very moment, I had turned around and reset the situation, I could have avoided the hopeless heaven-and-hell that was about to follow. This was the last chance.

"Haru... um... a-are you... My... my swimsuit... (that sort of thing)... or..."

It was as if I'd turned to stone.

"...A-Are you... interested... in seeing it... at all...?"

I couldn't move.

As for my answer... well, having already been killed in so many different ways, it was—

<hr>

It's still daytime, so it's wholesome.



    Chapter 765

    Three Sources of Heat

    My name is Haru Kasuga. A perfectly ordinary male university student… is something I can no longer claim to be, having ascended to the supremely idiotic position of a de facto non-standard eighteen-year-old male.

My hobbies are cooking and making sweets, and my special skill is my ability to see anything I’ve resolved to do through to the bitter end, no matter what it takes. I’m fully aware that I have various other quirks that make me a little off-kilter as a person—but still.

Even so, I strive to hold on to the “ordinary” side of myself. In terms of my mental yardsticks and way of thinking, I’m just an eighteen-year-old guy, not much different from any other healthy young man out there.

Yes, I am a healthy eighteen-year-old male.

While a few things here and there have made me a bit timid when it comes to “romance,” I do have a normal level of interest and curiosity, as I’ve demonstrated through both my words and actions.

If you’re asking what this is all about, well, it’s about—

""……………………………………………………………………………………""

A gentle, pleasant breeze scatters the faint wisps of steam that are just barely visible if I strain my eyes.

From somewhere, the sound of birdsong reaches my ears, a tranquil chorus.

And above, if I look up, there’s a sky so deeply blue it feels like it could swallow my consciousness whole…

Naturally, the bath is built the same as the one in the men's section. As always, the water is a perfect temperature—not too hot, not too warm—a blissful embodiment of a silent plea to ‘stay here forever.’ And as I soak in it, clad only in a pair of swim trunks I’m not used to, sinking into silence, I am truly a victim.

That’s right, a victim. A victim of the person next to me, who is also a victim, frozen in silence… and who also happens to be radiating a criminally potent presence, in more ways than one.

I’m just one pathetic, foolish, idiotic guy whose emotions are currently being thrown into a blender.

"………………"

"………………"

*Like hell I can have a conversation. Are you kidding me?*

To be honest, my memory of how I got here is incredibly hazy, and I’m having trouble even grasping the current situation. However, I do remember the one scene that sealed my fate, that made *this* happen.

—A-Are you… interested… by any chance…?

—I am.

It was an instant reply. An *instant* reply.

A dead-serious, instant reply.

If you ask who was the most surprised, it was obviously me. I’m not even kidding; it was like my mouth was moving on its own, completely disconnected from my conscious mind.

Looking back on that idiot from moments ago, there’s only one thing I can say to myself.

*Can’t be helped. I’m a guy, after all.*

No matter how much I try to act like a gentleman, I can’t betray my biological instincts and nature. When a girl I not only don’t dislike but am so close to I could openly declare ‘I adore her’ asks me, “Do you want to see?” there’s no way I could possibly shake my head.

My name is Haru Kasuga.

When it comes to this sort of thing, I really am just a perfectly normal eighteen-year-old guy—

"…………U-um…"

"YES!"

The moment her voice from beside me tickled my eardrums, a sharp, reflexive reply burst from my mouth, a product of tension, agitation, and a whole lot of other things. It was beyond uncool.

The ripples from her shifting body lapped against my shoulder, and while I was screaming internally, I obeyed the request I gleaned from her voice and turned my gaze toward her.

"………………………………………………"

"………………………………………………, ……!"

*Nope, can’t look at her directly. Give me a break.*

Even setting aside the feelings of elation, guilt, and immorality being sent into overdrive by this situation—a hot spring, mixed bathing, a scenario utterly mismatched with common sense in every way—she is, quite simply, far too dazzling.

The maid’s choice is just too criminal. Seriously, at this point, I’m convinced. Itsuki-san, that woman is absolutely insane. Insane (and that’s a compliment)—

"—…………, heh, heheh…"

Well, it was bound to happen.

After continuing to expose my utterly pathetic state, I was finally laughed at by the younger girl. It was probably because my reaction was just that ridiculous, but I don’t think I’m imagining the slight easing of tension in her voice.

It’s pathetic, but honestly, I’m relieved. If we both just stayed frozen in this situation, it would have been true hell.

"Um, I’m sorry. This might sound strange, but…"

"…Y-yes, what is it?"

And yet, even in heaven, the hell continues.

"I feel a little… relieved. …So, Haru, you really are a boy, huh?"

"…………………………"

Well now, there’s something I learned back in my part-timer days. ‘When it counts, girls are creatures who can become unbelievably bold and show incredible courage.’

It turns out that what Miyoko-san (33), the divorced manager of the ice cream shop, told me was the truth. I can’t help but be deeply impressed—

"Wha—? …Hey…"

While I was busy with my foolish escape from reality, the water stirred. Ripples formed.

Sensing her approach, I tried to turn my face away and make an emergency retreat, but it was too late. I couldn’t feel her body temperature in the hot water, but a distinctly soft sensation captured my hand.

My hand was caught.

"Wait, seriously, Sora-san, not right now. C-can we just call a timeout—"

"You’re being too self-conscious… It makes me happy, but it’s also a little troubling."

"I’m troubled too. I’m in serious trouble right now, please let go—"

"Thinking of it as mixed bathing gets embarrassing, so maybe we could just think of it as a heated pool. That way, it doesn’t feel so… improper."

"Doesn’t that just imply that right now it *does* feel ‘improper’—"

"…Well, yes, of course it does. Isn’t that obvious?"

And with that, a heat hotter than the bathwater itself, a temperature that felt like it could burn, seared my left hand.

"There’s no way… I could tell anyone… about this… ever…"

"…………………………………………"

I’m pretty sure, right at that moment, I died.

Her voice was tinged with a sensuality I couldn’t believe belonged to a fifteen-year-old girl. Her tone, her breath, it all felt like it was hitting me with a lethal dose of passion.

"………………Haru…"

"Y-yes…"

"…Your impression…"

"………………"

"If I just… wait like this… will you tell me?"

"…………………………………………"

I wanted her to just let me be.

How many more times would I have to die? And yet, I had a conviction I wanted to uphold, even if it meant pushing through the impossible, the unreasonable, the reckless.

It’s a feeling I’ve embraced, a burden I’ve shouldered.

—*I will grant my partner’s every selfish wish, no matter what.*

And so, I once again turned my eyes to the side. We were both submerged, but since the water wasn't cloudy and it wasn't nighttime, I could see everything all too clearly.

The girl was wearing… a simple bikini-style swimsuit, white with light blue accents. The bottom was a skirt type, giving it a modest touch, but if I’m being perfectly honest, my reaction was pretty much ‘so what?’

I’d known it all along. Whether it was the result of the maid’s production or her own natural gifts, Sora-san possessed a distinct femininity for her age.

So, it was just… simply—intensely stimulating.

…And you know, on top of that, the finishing blow.

"……………………………………Sora-san."

"Yes?"

When I looked back at her, her face was one that matched her age, still so innocent.

"…Your face is redder than I've ever seen it before."

"—N-ngh…! H-how could it not be…?!!"

Contrary to her words and actions, it seemed she was still thoroughly and completely embarrassed. That bashful expression was, well, truly beyond words…

"…………You’re… …insanely… cute."

"…!………………!!!!!"

It was so charming I couldn’t put it into words, so I had no choice.

All I could do was hope she would forgive me for the childish compliment, a product of my vocabulary having died a sudden death.



    Chapter 766

    Double Knockout

    And then, approximately twenty minutes later.

"—Well, I was confident that nothing untoward would happen… but it seems you were both more childish than I could have ever imagined."

"……………………"

"……………………"

"My apologies. Perhaps I should have said you were both purely innocent and adorable?"

Sora and I were both laid out on the floor, suffering from a magnificent case of overheating in the hot spring.

Well, I have a strong feeling it was caused by a different kind of heat than the onsen, but in any case, our mixed bathing—or rather, our time in the heated pool—came to a swift end after just over ten minutes.

We had both instantly noticed each other’s distress, realized this was bad, and climbed out of the water together to call for help via the maid-call button, which led to this whole situation.

Neither of us could possibly change clothes in our dizzy state. We were only able to towel off before collapsing in our swimsuits, leaving us in no condition to even retort to the maid's teasing.

At least the lovely swimsuit-clad beauty getting a lap pillow from the maid (her sister, who wasn't in her uniform) made for a picturesque scene. But the guy in swim trunks lying on the floor with a bath towel haphazardly thrown over him was just a sad, pathetic sight.

Just now, the gentleman who tried to act so suave truly died. A real gentle-man-down situation—

"Haru-san."

"I’m sorry."

"…? I’m not sure what you’re apologizing for, but…"

*That startled me.* I thought her partner-level powers of observation had seen right through the dumb thoughts swirling in my overheated brain. …Anyway, putting that aside.

"This is the first time I’ve seen you unclothed, but…"

"What are you suddenly talking about…???"

"You have a rather fine, toned body, don’t you?"

"Seriously, what are you saying…!?"

And now Itsuki-san had started spouting nonsense with a perfectly straight face.

Sora-san, who was even more groggy than I was and completely out of commission, didn’t seem to hear it, which was a blessing, but what on earth was she talking about?

"Oh, forgive me. I was simply impressed. You’re the type who looks slimmer with clothes on."

"You’re still going with this…?"

"I’m not teasing you, truly. I knew you worked hard during your high school days, but… do you still do some sort of training now?"

Hearing that, I realized she was asking a very simple question out of genuine curiosity. I see. Understanding that, I could guess what she was getting at.

"No, not… really… anything."

So, as I lay there collapsed, I gave her the facts. It was only natural that her face would contort with further confusion. I could sympathize, because this was a mystery that I myself had only recently begun to find strange.

Right, I don't really do anything. No weight training or anything else you could call exercise—and yet, my body has maintained the ridiculous vitality it had back in my part-timer days.

It goes without saying, but that’s strange. No matter how much of a youthfully energetic eighteen-year-old I am, after half a year of no real exercise, my stamina and muscle strength should have declined at least a little.

"I see… So that’s how it is. I see."

"Yeah, that’s how it is."

Itsuki-san had previously mentioned that she wasn’t interested in the virtual world and thus, despite serving the Yotsuya family, had little knowledge of it. In that case, her confusion was understandable.

But I, having pondered this question myself a while back and scoured the depths of the internet, knew the answer.

And knowing how brilliant she is, if a question popped into her head, she would undoubtedly arrive at a hypothesis far quicker than my own inferior brain could manage.

She nodded once and smiled, amused.

"Strange things do happen in this world, don’t they?"

Namely, that all the ‘scientifically unexplainable phenomena’ in the world today are all caused by a single anomaly—the magical ark, Arcadia.

The logic is completely unknown. But in reality, there’s apparently data showing that Arcadia players, excluding those who suffer accidental infections, are free from illness.

Furthermore, just like the incongruity I felt, their bodies don’t weaken without exercise… In fact, it’s said to be easier to maintain one’s physique and health than through clumsy attempts at exercise.

It sounds like a lie. A ridiculous joke.

But if you were asked which was more of a fairytale, a ‘perfect virtual world’ or these strange phenomena, the awful truth is that you’re forced to accept that such mysteries must exist.

Even if you can’t comprehend it, you just have to accept it as fact.

"I wonder if they'd tell me if I asked."

"Now, that is something beyond my knowledge."

Even though he was technically her employer, Itsuki-san was rather indifferent towards ‘the Master,’ as if to say, *my true master is this one here*. Showing a modicum of understanding, she seemed to lose interest in the topic and began to devotedly care for the “little sister” on her lap.

As expected, this maid’s interests are refreshingly single-minded—

"Well then, putting aside the discussion of your physique, Haru-san…"

"Could you please stop phrasing it in such a visceral way?"

"She will catch a cold if she stays like this, so I would like to change Ojou-sama soon."

"Ah, yes, sorry. I’ll leave."

It seemed she had been keeping an eye on my condition while we were talking. Just as I started to recover, slightly ahead of Sora, she gently prompted me to leave the room.

"Please take this."

"Ah, thank you for everything…"

The maid's work is flawless.

A men’s yukata had been prepared without a hitch. She handed it to me, and I quickly slipped it on, successfully pruning the future where a pervert in swim trunks bursts out into the hallway of a luxury inn.

And so, I quickly made to leave the room—

"By the way, Haru-san."

Just before I left. I reluctantly turned back at the voice that stopped me, which I had half-expected…

"What did you think of my little production?"

"…………………………"

She gestured to her “little sister” still stretched out on her lap, a truly delighted smile on her face. To this mischievous maid… there was, of course, only one answer I could give.

Wordlessly, with a deadpan expression, I gave her a thumbs-up. There was no other option.



    Chapter 767

    Haru and Kaede

    And so, time passed, and the sun began to set.

Just messing around and chatting idly is enough for time to fly by. That doesn't change whether you're at home or on a trip with good friends. The fact that the sun seems to set with almost astonishing speed is proof of just how much you're enjoying everything.

I, too, despite my complaints and the occasional teasing, was having fun. I was genuinely enjoying myself, that much is true, but—

"This is a problem…"

*So they even have vending machines at luxury inns,* I thought, as I wandered out into the hallway for a change of pace and muttered to myself while pressing a button.

Back in the guys' room, which was still the designated hangout spot, my friends were probably still gathered around my partner, making a ruckus. Out of consideration for me, they were likely being inconsiderately loud. The maid, Natsume-san's sister, had joined them now, and things were getting lively even before I slipped out.

So. Why, you ask, did I leave the circle to get all melancholic…?

"…………This really is… a problem…"

As I pulled out the can of soda that had clattered down, the words that spilled from my mouth perfectly matched the color of my thoughts.

*What am I going to do?* Ever since that thing this afternoon, I can’t stop being intensely aware of Sora.

It can’t be helped. I truly think it can’t be helped, but the scene from earlier is burned into my mind and won't fade. It won’t disappear, won't grow dim.

It wasn’t so much her in a swimsuit, but rather… the image of the girl who, in such a defenseless state, still trusted me without a doubt, who didn't hide her innocent passion, and who stayed diligently by my side.

I’m drawn to her, I know that.

My feelings for her are growing stronger, I know that too. It’s nothing new. This was just a trigger that made me more deeply aware of it, that’s all.

"………………"

I don’t have the confidence to go back to the room and face her just yet. I walked down the hallway with no destination in mind, and since there was no one around, I took the opportunity to press the cold can against my forehead with a stupid look on my face.

This is serious. The can felt so cold it was as if my skin might tear.

And then, a thought occurs. Perhaps I've already reached a point of 'acceptance' where I could put it all into words. If that's the case, then the fact that more than one face comes to mind is all the more reason to feel conflicted—… and then,

"Hm…?"

I turned around, sensing a presence quietly approaching, muffling its footsteps.

And there stood,

"—Oh. You caught me…"

Someone who seemed unexpected but actually wasn’t: the young lady of the Shijo family, who, despite her ladylike demeanor, possesses a playful spirit that rivals any of my friends.

"Hah, you’re soft. You’re three years too early to get the drop on me."

"Hehe, so you’re saying I could do it in three years?"

"If it’s you, Kaede, you could probably do it in six months if you tried."

As we exchanged some playful banter that had no substance befitting our age, she naturally fell into step beside me.

"Where exactly are we headed?"

"Who knows where we're headed."

Without feeling any particular doubt or strangeness about my friend—and manager—now walking beside me, I tossed aside any questions relevant to the situation and continued down the hall.

Of course, there were other guests besides us, but perhaps the timing was good, as we didn’t cross paths with anyone. It was quiet, so quiet, so very quiet.

And as we walked on…

"—Hmm… How quaint."

"You’re just saying whatever comes to mind, aren’t you?"

We arrived at a lounge area with a rather nice atmosphere. It was a place of rest where you could get a full view of the natural scenery from a large window, a spot that would look great day or night.

I plopped down onto one of the expensive-looking single-seater sofas, muttering something random that was immediately called out. Kaede, as if it were the most natural thing in the world, gently sat down in the one next to me, and again said nothing more.

It was a fairly common pairing for us.

Just two “friends” who had gradually gotten to know each other through all our various dealings.

"Hey, Nozomi-kun."

"Yeah?"

"Thank you for inviting me on the trip. It’s been a lot of fun."

"Glad to hear it."

Truly.

Her honest words, befitting her character as the most honest person I know in many ways, were comforting.

"You know…"

"What is it?"

Her words slipped through my chest so comfortably that I almost said something I shouldn't have. So, while internally correcting my course before she could notice, I said,

"I heard from Kunori-san the other day… Is it true you tried to play the part of my girlfriend to get the better of the director?"

"—…! Wh-huh? A-eh, myah!?"

In the end, something I *really* shouldn’t have said in a different way flew out, sending the young lady into a complete tizzy. Forgive me, my friend. This is just one of those things you can only say when all bets are off on a trip.

And because of that,

"I-I-I-I’m, I’m s-so sorr—"

"Thanks. I get it, so it’s okay."

I shut down her unnecessary apology and conveyed only what needed to be said.

"Kunori-san was praising you, you know. He said, ‘To think she could muster the thought and courage to make such a move in that split second is impressive.’ He was really impressed, saying you had a promising future."

"Eh, eeh…"

I’ll keep it to myself that he seemed to be talking about her future in a capacity as an assistant to ‘The Acrobat,’ not as the heir to the Shijo family.

Anyway, putting that aside.

"…But still, take better care of yourself, okay? The fact that you tried to protect me with such a quick-witted move brings tears to my eyes, but don’t become a shield for me."

What she did might have looked like a reckless, last-ditch effort that could have blown up in both our faces—but she is a daughter of the Shijo family.

There was no way the director of a prestigious university wouldn’t know that name. And even if he didn’t, someone in his position would never carelessly spread a student’s personal affairs.

In conclusion, whether she was found out or not, all she did was ‘tell a lie.’ Her actions at that time carried absolutely no risk.

That leaves only one fact.

The daughter of the renowned Shijo family, in order to protect a single boy, told a “lie” that was akin to offering herself up without a moment’s hesitation. That is the one, unmoving fact.

"…Am I being… scolded right now?"

"Not scolded. It’s gratitude, concern, and a little bit of exasperation."

"So I’m being exasperated at…"

Well, yeah. You’re not someone who can be sold cheaply, so please don’t go around offering yourself up for a friend you just met.

"Just a little. I’m not trying to complain or lecture you, though I guess I already am. Just take it as genuine concern from a friend."

"Ugh… O-okay, I’ll be careful."

Kaede is a good person.

She’s bright, pure, occasionally playful, and considerate… and sometimes, so kind it’s worrying—just like my precious partner.

As expected of relatives. And that’s precisely why.

"Thanks."

"Jeez. I heard you the first time."

"No, not for that. This is a good chance, so let me thank you again for everything."

This delightful friend of mine is staring at me, blinking.

"I’m glad you found me, Kaede. In so many ways, you’ve been a huge help, and I’m grateful. So much so that I probably couldn’t say it this casually if I wasn’t on a trip high."

Back when we hadn’t even spoken, let alone made eye contact. For whatever reason, she had looked my way when I was mastering the art of being a loner.

And by extension, I was fortunate to be at the same university as her and my other friends.

"So, thank you. And also…"

I was blessed with unexpected good fortune not only in the virtual world, but in the real world as well.

It’s long overdue, but my thanks.

"I hope you’ll continue to stick with me through thick and thin."

All in all, my tone was far from the solemnity required to convey ‘heartfelt gratitude.’ It came out sounding casual, as if I were just saying whatever. …But, this is fine.

For her, who I’ve taken the liberty of thinking of as a dear friend, this is fine.

"…………Hey, Nozomi-kun."

"What is it, Kaede-san?"

"I really think that’s just how you are. If it wasn’t me, this would be a disaster, you know? You’d be the one in trouble when a fourth girl shows up, right?"

"I’m only saying it so casually *because* it’s you, Kaede. Because you’re the one who seriously doesn’t see me ‘as a guy.’ That’s why I can say anything to you so easily."

"Is that a way to be trusted…?"

"Thinking back, there were some suspicious moments before my identity was revealed, though."

"N-no, that’s not…! There weren’t! I’m a child, so I’ve never been in love or anything!"

"Is that really okay for a beautiful university student?"

"It’s really not like that! I mean, sure, I thought you were a wonderful boy and all, but that's it!"

"That’s a pretty bold thing to say, Lady Shijo."

"Anyone would think that much, wouldn’t they? I was just happy to be friends with you! That’s all, I swear!"

"Kaede."

"What is it!?"

"You’re cunningly cute in a lot of ways, so be careful around guys who aren't me or Toshiki, okay?"

"Don’t say the same thing Mizuki-chan does!!!"

And just like that.

It’s reassuring, and it sets me at ease. All because she is a precious, naturally cute friend who is hard to come by.

She must have seen how restless I was and came to keep me company and help me clear my head with some lighthearted banter… For that, I’ll offer my sincere thanks.



    Chapter 768

    While Haru is Away

    "—Hey, Sora-chan. Are you maybe the type of girl who doesn’t get jealous?"

"Pardon?"

"What are you talking about?"

This was a continuation of the social gathering from the morning. After the hot spring break, Haru, who had been acting somewhat restless, had slipped out of the room. This happened just a few minutes later.

Right after they watched Kaede leave the room a short while after him, Shoko suddenly tossed out the question while being thoroughly beaten in a game of backgammon. The ‘young lady’ in question simply tilted her head, a look on her face that said she had no idea what was being said.

And for good reason. Toshiki’s retort said it all.

"Well, you know? A little while ago it was me, and now it’s Kaede. It’s a situation where a pretty older girl is alone with your partner-kun, right?"

But of course, the embodiment of curiosity could not be stopped.

"I just thought it was weird you didn't seem to mind at all."

After the break, this girl had also been acting a little off. In other words, it didn't take a genius to figure out some kind of 'event' must have happened.

It’s great that they’re getting along so well.

However, right after something that made them more conscious of each other, her beloved was now alone with another woman, yet she showed no signs of being bothered.

With her sharp intuition, she sensed that this was a positive development. And with her innate curiosity, she couldn't ignore the conviction that this would lead to an amusing conversation.

The nineteen-year-old girl with the rare talent of not being disliked by people gave in to her desires and stepped into the fray.

And then,

"Um, th—"

"She gets veeeeeeeeeeeery jealous, you know? This one."

"Wha—, h-hey…!?"

An unexpected assist. The older sister smiling sweetly next to Sora, or rather, the young lady Natsume, cut in just as the girl was about to say something.

"Whenever Haru-san is spending time with the other two, she gets so obviously fidgety. It’s really quite adora—"

"This is what we do with chatty mouths…!"

And there was the little sister’s counterattack. She pinched her sister’s cheeks with both hands as she was about to spill more secrets, glaring at her with a half-lidded gaze, poised to deliver a lecture.

The three university students were impressed. By what, you ask? By the fact that her angry face wasn’t scary at all from an outsider’s perspective, but simply adorable.

It was exactly as her partner had described—but putting that aside.

"…………U-um… you are all my friends… Haru’s friends, that is."

"That’s true."

"Yeah."

"Best friends in the making!"

Now that she was already embarrassed, there was no point in trying to brush it off. It seemed she decided she should at least express her true feelings.

As she looked at her “friends,” who each gave their own response, she said,

"This might sound strange, but… I’m happy, I suppose."

A smile graced the fifteen-year-old girl's lips, an expression that seemed mature beyond her years.

"It’s the same in the virtual world, but I like seeing Haru having fun with his friends. …And after… after hearing various things, I’ve come to like it even more."

The words she strung together were her honest feelings.

"The happiness and warmth I feel just seem to win out… Of course, depending on the person, I’m ashamed to say that, well, you know…"

Though her cheeks were gradually turning red, the girl diligently explained her thoughts, as if to say there was no need to be embarrassed about this.

"…………S-so, that’s how it is—checkmate."

And with that, she finished her explanation while delivering the final blow to her opponent in the game.

Her sister next to her was just beaming, but as for the other three, who had been subjected to the ‘young lady’s’ words—she had faced their teasing head-on instead of cowering—they were…

"…Is she his big sister?"

"More like his mother…?"

"Isn't she basically his wife already?"

It was no longer a matter of whether they understood or not.

Completely defeated by the girl who had just spoken of her feelings—or was it just a humblebrag?—with a look of what could even be described as loving-kindness, again belying her age, Shoko and the others could only tremble in awe.

Each of them carved the same evaluation into their hearts: ‘This girl is strong.’



    Chapter 769

    The Time in Her Eyes

    Evening. As we spent the day making a ruckus without a care in the world, the hours of our second day steadily ticked by. And, as was becoming routine, we took a short break for the hot springs before dinner.

Right now, the staff were likely in the boys' room—our designated hangout spot—preparing the meal. So as not to get in their way, Toshiki and I were killing time in the relaxation space near the large public bath, having sold our souls to a pair of massage chairs…

"—Ngh!"

"Whoa, what's wrong…"

My phone, tucked away in the pocket of my yukata, suddenly vibrated.

The sensation tickled my skin while I was completely zoned out, causing me to let out a strange yelp. Next to me, Toshiki, who had also been surrendering his consciousness to the devil's invention, jumped with a start.

"…What… …………………………………"

He jumped, mumbled, and then promptly passed out again. He often says it himself, but the basic formation of one guy to three girls must be pretty draining.

Even if one of them is your one and only partner, you still have to be considerate when they're the opposite sex. No matter how close you become as friends, when you're outnumbered, that's just how it is for guys.

It's a universal truth: girls are strong. Seriously strong—but anyway, that aside.

I decided to leave the groggy boy, who was clearly the type to suffer, in the care of the high-end massage chair (Critical Hit Course: 30 minutes) and pulled out my phone to tap the screen.

The lit-up display showed a notification window…

*I'm waiting for you. Come at full speed.*

Somehow, that nonsensical message was displayed on the screen. The sender's name was a dead-serious [Maid].

"………………"

Ignoring it seemed terrifying, so I tapped the notification again for more information.

The message app opened automatically, and on the chat screen, a single image was posted alongside the text.

"…, ………………………………"

What kind of image, or rather, photograph was it? …It was the back of a girl in a yukata, in the middle of drying her lustrous hair, which still seemed to be damp.

*Is that a voyeur shot? You should turn yourself in.*

I typed out a brave, playful retort, and sure enough…

*If you're not here in thirty seconds, you'd better be prepared♡.*

Needless to say, after receiving that sudden, mysterious death sentence (?), I instantly threw off the devil's arms and dashed to answer the summons without a second thought.

◇◆◇◆◇

"—Well then, please keep her company until dinner."

"I would like to earnestly plead for at least some minimum context, like your intention or an order, but ah, yes, I knew it, you have no intention of listening, do you? You're just skipping off—where are you going, Mai—Natsume-nee!"

And just like that…

Itsuki-san, who had met me with perfect timing just as I arrived, breathless, in front of the sisters' room, offered a sweet smile and was gone in a mere five seconds.

*I can't say it out loud, but I'll say it in my head as many times as I want: that woman is an idiot. She might live more on pure whim and energy than even my virtual self.*

*She seems to have a real aptitude for being a player. She'd shoot up the ranks in no time, no doubt about it.*

"Hah… seriously."

Whatever. It's not like I can escape her grasp anyway, and the option to flee this place is long gone. The only way is forward.

The young lady—her younger sister—left behind in the room probably has no idea what's going on. I can't just leave my partner to feel lonely… so.

Using the key she'd skillfully slipped into my pocket as we passed, I let myself into the sisters' room, a place I had already been made to visit countless times.

Then, learning from my past mistakes, I closed the door and paused at the entrance.

"Uh… hmm… S-Sora-san?"

Instantly, as expected, a sound echoed from behind the fusuma, along with a palpable sense of surprise. Then, after a few seconds of silence—

"……………………"

"H-Hey."

The presence drew closer, the fusuma slid open with a gentle *shhhh*, and peeking out from the other side was the lovely face of a beautiful girl.

She was giving me a magnificent pout, her eyes half-lidded and cheeks puffed out. It was just plain adorable, but I knew for a fact it wasn't directed at me.

"Honestly… She's always playing pranks."

"She's a real handful, that maid…"

And so, we stood there, united in our complaints about a certain individual.

""………………""

We stood there, our eyes met, and naturally, we were reminded.

"W-…Will you, come in?"

"Yeah, well… I was instructed to keep you company, so."

In the end, we could only look at each other for a few seconds. I was thinking, *What am I supposed to do once I'm in here?* and Sora was probably thinking, *What am I supposed to do after I let him in?*

"I-I… see. Then, um, please…"

"Ah, yes. Excuse me…"

But neither of us felt like turning away.

I was invited in by my partner, and Sora invited her partner in.

…Now, for some reason, we couldn't look each other in the eye. The simple solution to that was obvious: *Just don't force ourselves to look at each other.* In other words, we just needed to get into a position where our eyes wouldn't naturally meet. For example, if I were to sit cross-legged and have Sora-san sit on my lap facing the same direction, and I was entrusted with the great duty of drying her hair, that would be convenient—?????

"…………"

"………………"

"……………………"

"…………………………"

""……………………………………""

*What is this?*

*No, I remember the process that led to this. Sora-san's hair was still wet, so we talked about how she needed to dry it quickly, and then Sora got worried that she was making me, who was just trying to kill time and calm my heart, feel bored, and I just laughed it off like, 'Nah, don't worry about it at all, hahaha—'*

*And then, before I knew it, a beautiful girl in a yukata with black hair was sitting on my lap—Wait, no, that's not right. It appears a critical bug has occurred in my memory banks.*

"…, ……Um…"

"Gah…! Sorry, ah, d-did I hurt you…!?"

Her voice brought me back to reality, and I panicked pathetically. I thought I was handling the dryer and comb as I'd been lightly instructed, but there was no way I could perfectly execute such a high-stakes, extra-dimensional mission on my first try.

Her quiet voice made me jump, and I instantly stopped… and then,

"—Pfft, hehe… hehe, heh…………"

While I froze, the young lady of the global Yotsuya family let out a little laugh.

"Hehe… Um, I-I'm sorry. I just thought, you don't have to be so nervous… and, well… it struck me as a little funny."

She kept giggling. A young girl's laugh is nothing if not truly lovely, but… most regrettably, I did not find it amusing.

Oh, that's right. Not amusing at all.

—*You little… What do you take a boy's pure heart for, on the verge of death after touching a girl's hair for the first time in his life?*

Fine then, time for a counterattack.

"Sora-san."

"Y-Yes. …Um, it's okay, you know? It didn't hurt or anyth—"

"—You're growing your hair out, aren't you."

"—ing… like that…………………… Huh?"

"You're growing out your hair."

"………………………………………………"

"I mean, I can't be sure. But probably, for about three months now. But I can't be sure."

"…………………………………………………………"

"It used to be, like, this long, right? But now it's, like, this long, isn't it?"

I gently tapped the hair around the nape of her neck with the handle of the comb, then followed up with a next hit a little above her shoulder blades. In other words, while it wasn't a dramatic change yet, it was definitely getting longer.

—*Yeah, okay. I noticed. I've noticed for a long time.*

"Three months ago, that was right around the time we went on our last trip, wasn't it?"

"Th-… …………"

"And on that last trip, everyone was getting all excited about my so-called 'preferences,' weren't they? What was it again? Uhm, let me think… Was it something like…?"

"U-Um…! Um, that's not—"

I'd noticed, but I'd been pretending not to.

Now, I was going to punt that compassion with all my might.

"—That apparently, I'm a huge fan of long black hair?"

"…………………………………………N-No… that's not…"

And for the next few minutes…

"…………It's not like that."

My counterattack, a suicidal charge that took us both down… naturally ended with nothing but the quiet hum of the hairdryer echoing through the surprisingly spacious two-person room.

Of course, with a spectacular double KO, there were two casualties. I continued to devotedly care for my partner's impossibly soft hair while, of course, also dying a noble death myself.

*Of course I did. Give me a break.*



    Chapter 770

    The Time in Her Heart

    And so, this, too, ended up being the usual.

"—And, from all of the above, I believe you now understand that there is no truth to the notion that I personally have a preference for women with long black hair."

"Hah…"

We both went down in flames, then reset. It was a familiar routine, an unspoken agreement where we sacrifice our physical and mental energy to set the mood.

When our embarrassment reaches a critical point, we both reach a state of resignation, a sort of *'whatever happens, happens'* mindset. It's a ruinous technique that grants us both a temporary invincibility mode.

"Haru."

"Yes."

"It's not… I mean, I think everyone has preferences, so. You don't need to make excuses… or rather, I'd actually like you to just tell me honestly, if you will."

"Okay, got it, you haven't understood a single thing."

There would be blowback, of course. The regret would undoubtedly wash over us after we parted ways, but who cares about later? We're living in the now, so bring it on.

More important than such trivialities, I had decided to thoroughly clear up this misunderstanding here and now, so I couldn't back down. For the sake of my own dignity, I had to fight on with conviction.

"Like I've said over, and over, and over, and over again, okay? I'm embarrassed to admit it, but I have a habit of getting my eyes drawn to appearances I'm not used to!"

"A habit."

"Everyone remembers the way someone looked when they first met as their 'default,' right? And if that memory is colored by some ridiculously intense and vivid experience, it's even more so."

"That's, yes."

"So, this isn't just about Iris. If it were Nia, or of course even you, Sora, I'm sure I'd have a similar reaction seeing you in the real world, different from how you look over there. In fact, I'm positive I did! Yes, absolutely positive! You of all people must have noticed, right?!"

"That, too… yes."

"Yes, you've accepted it, and I'm not taking it back. To reiterate, from the above facts, it is not true that I have a 'thing' for long black hair or anything of the sort—"

"So you like the contrast."

"………………"

"………………"

And thus, the result of my all-out resistance.

"So, um… my attempt… wasn't a mistake, then…………"

"………………………………"

Getting swept up in the output of my invincibility mode and suffering a death more spectacular than usual was, most regrettably, just another part of the oft-repeated 'usual.'

Her hair now styled and gleaming with an extra shine, she toyed with the ends and muttered.

"I've always… admired it, so."

Twisting a lock of hair that had grown just a little longer than when we first met, she whispered.

"I'll do my best to grow it out. …So, um…"

Still nestled on my lap as if it were the most natural thing in the world, she added dreamily.

"I-…────I hope you'll… look forward to it…"

"………………………………………………………………………………YES, MA'AM."

With pinpoint accuracy, she struck a chord within me. The innocent yet cunning girl was unbeatable again today. Her overwhelming combat power would put a certain invincible samurai to shame.

"You are… interested, right?"

"I am."

"…When I ask it like this, you're very honest, aren't you."

*It's definitely not for just anyone*—I managed to restrain myself from that further self-destructive comment.

"Sora-san."

"Yes."

"My legs are starting to fall asleep."

"No."

"Seriously…"

She, too, was my invincible partner who didn't hide her selfish desires in moments like these and was incredibly honest about wanting to be spoiled. It was almost time for dinner, but would she feel like letting me go before then? Ah, fine, fine, have it your way.

"Five more minutes, max."

"………………"

"Don't protest with silence."

The girl pressed her back against mine, and in response to her silent plea, I pushed all thoughts of her body heat, the sensation of her touch, and everything else to the back of my mind and began to comb through the hair I'd just finished styling.

There was no way I could be rough or careless. I had to be extremely gentle.

And that's why. The silky softness that was unavoidably transmitted to my fingertips was making the back of my head tingle unbearably.

"…………Today."

Still, I couldn't bring myself to refuse, and as if to voice further complaints to her number one captive, who could only obey meekly, a light pinch on my knee was accompanied by a whisper.

"…I think I understand why Itsuki-san said what she did."

She was pouting… but the color of her tone felt different. There was dissatisfaction, but more than that, it was a voice that sounded 'troubled.' As if she didn't know what to do.

"Haru, you've gotten used to it, haven't you."

"Used to it?"

She must have sensed my head tilt, even though I wasn't looking back. With her eyes still fixed on the wall opposite us, Sora paused for a moment before continuing—

"To… being in c-contact… with me, I mean."

Well, I could tell those words took courage to say.

As I momentarily froze, wondering how to respond or if a response was even expected right now, she pressed her slender back even more firmly against mine.

"I-I know. I know, okay? Um…, …………"

It was as if—no, it was probably exactly that.

"That you get all… flustered, like this… for me."

Feeling my genuine heartbeat, the girl spoke.

She spoke, sounding somewhat conflicted.

"But, still, that's………… because I'm your partner. That's part of it."

"………………"

"It's the same, right? It's the same for me. The sense of security, the trust… it's the same. I understand."

Even if her words were disjointed, it didn't matter. Not at all.

"—Sorry. Am I making you anxious?"

"Ngh… No, um… no."

In other words, Sora herself harbored that same fear, which was why she was able to read the thoughts of that maid—her sister—whose mind was otherwise too difficult to comprehend.

After all, at the very foundation of it all…

"You only see me as a partner, don't you?"

"…………"

"And even if that's not all, it gets in the way of other things, doesn't it?"

Well, it might be only natural that I'd make her feel that way.

After all, compared to Nia or Iris, I inevitably treat Sora as special. I just do. I'm aware of it, and it's an undeniable fact.

That's precisely why I was making her feel insecure.

That is to say, she wondered if it wasn't favoritism, but a form of separation.

Was she really being seen as a girl?

I was conscious of her, that much should have been clear. It absolutely should have been.

But… the relationship we had as 'partners' was just too significant, and it's an unavoidable thought that gets overshadowed by it.

"…………I am your partner, after all."

"Yeah."

"And I'm younger."

"That you are."

"A three-year difference is pretty big."

"Well, a three-year gap between students is huge, yeah."

Not since we met in the real world… but since that night, when we made our promise.

"…Even I think of myself as a child."

Sora had started to refer to herself as a 'child' more often.

"It's not that I'm anxious. I'm happy. That, too, is a precious 'connection' to me… and we made a promise together—but…"

This shift in her heart likely arose from her decision to steel her resolve alongside me.

"This sense of security is… frustrating…"

We cannot separate the trust and affection we have for each other from our emotions.

It's only been about six months. But in that time, we've built a miraculous bond, filled with a density that rivals the entire lives we lived before we met.

Our hearts have become deeply, deeply, deeply connected, like something out of an unbelievable fairy tale.

And because we can't let go, we're always too close, and sometimes, we lose sight of things.

"I guess that's how it looks from the outside, too."

"…………Yes."

That's why Itsuki-san started saying outrageous things to stir the pot. She probably saw how I was interacting with Sora yesterday, without any hesitation or restraint.

As she said, it probably isn't 'anxiety.'

It's something more troublesome, more helpless, more frustrating. A 'fetter' of 'security' born from placing another relationship on top of our unparalleled bond as partners—

"…………"

"…, Mmm…………"

As I gently combed her hair, a breath full of trust escaped her lips.

It stirred the air, the atmosphere… and above all, my own heart.

"…………, ……, ……………………, ………………………………"

I tried to form words, wondered if they had any meaning, got trapped in thought, was pinned down by emotion, and opened and closed my mouth repeatedly.

But I could see what I wanted to say.

I knew what I had to say. Besides,

"…………. Sora."

I haven't forgotten my resolve since that day.

So even if I struggle, even if I hesitate—for me, right now, that silence is not hesitation, but merely a running start to gather my courage.

"You're precious to me."

I say the words, and I don't stop.

"I want to be with you always."

I say the words, and I don't hold back.

"Having you by my side makes me feel so incredibly secure."

I say the words, and I don't suppress them.

"All of that might sound like something a partner would say. And I'm sorry, but that will probably always come first… maybe I can't ever change that."

"…, …But, that—"

"But I'm watching you."

*Not just to know her thoughts, but to share our feelings.* To not break that promise.

"It's to the point where it's hopelessly troubling, but I see you, Sora. I really do see you as a girl—I distinguish my feelings there, and I'm facing all three of you properly."

No lies. No embellishments.

It's nothing new that I'm uncool, pathetic, and stained with sin.

So what? Even if the whole world calls me a scoundrel one day, I swore I would dedicate my life to facing the three people who told me they have feelings for me.

Listen up, world.

Until I find my answer, and even beyond that, you'd better watch me closely.

"And, so… —I need you to wait a little longer for me to put it into words."

Sora, Nia, and Iris. They tell me they 'like' me with such straightforward honesty—and in my heart, as I walk forward, drawn to the three of them…

There is not a single shred of contradiction or flaw.

So,

"I'll show you with my actions, but keep it a secret."

"Eh…—H-Heh?!"

I didn't hold a partner, nor did I lift up a young lady… I simply embraced the 'girl' who was worrying her heart out for my sake.

From behind, without seeing her face. Tightly, tightly, just as I wanted to.

"Wh-Wha…!? H-Haru—"

"You can curse me for doing this without giving you an answer. It's laughably overdue, and since I can't convey it with words, I have no other choice, so forgive me."

"Heah… W-Wait, my ear… —"

"Actually, don't forgive me, but I at least want you to understand. On that point, you have no reason to worry or doubt me."

"U-Um… E-Eh… —"

"As a partner, I wouldn't do this. Not even I would go that far."

"…, ………………"

She was flustered, but she didn't resist.

As I spoke, being careful not to crush her slender body, I tightened my arms. She didn't try to fight back; instead, the tension in her body melted away in an instant, and I held her close.

"I think you're cute. Criminally so."

"Ngh…"

"Every time we touch like this, my inexperienced heart goes into overdrive."

"I-… ………………I-Is that, so…?"

"It is. You can believe it. This heartbeat."

As if to tell her I didn't even feel like letting go.

"I'm truly at my wit's end. What am I supposed to do about this? I'll confess something you could punch me for, but it's because I can't give an answer that it's so painful."

"P-Painful, how?"

There's only one answer to that.

"…The pain of a man who can't officially make a move on a girl who's so ridiculously attractive."

"—Ngh…"

*Thump*. Through her back.

I felt the girl's heart give a massive, powerful leap, so strong I thought it might collide with my own and explode.

…Were those words a little too much for a fifteen-year-old girl? —Well, whatever, that's also overdue. And while I'm at it, I might as well correct a misconception of hers.

"…Anyway, from all that, I think you get this part, too. I've pretty much never treated you 'like a child.'"

"Eh, bu—"

"But it's true. No matter who says what, it's true. Sure, when we first met, I acted like you were a 'little sister,' and I still treat you as 'someone younger,' you know? But that's just me acting based on role-play, our current relationship, and all that. In the first place, until I met you in person, I thought you were older, you know?"

"…………, ……"

"The only times I've 'treated you like a child' have been when I was joking around. Ever since I heard your age, I've just been doubting it, like, 'Is Sora-san really fifteen?'"

That was from the bottom of my heart, no lies.

Therefore,

"I'm eighteen. Sora is fifteen—that's something I learned later, you know."

"Later… uhm, what do you mean?"

"I said it earlier, didn't I? I see someone's initial appearance and impression as their 'default.'"

If anything, for me, Sora is…

"It's harder to 'treat you like a child.'"

No matter what, the impression from when we first met—her innocent yet graceful, polite, and calm demeanor that made me feel her 'maturity' and 'femininity'—hasn't faded.

Sure, there are times when, in the flow of things, I think her age-appropriate behavior is childlike and cute, but that's a different story. I have never, ever truly 'treated Sora like a child.'

So, when it comes right down to it, there's only one thing I want to say.

"Conclusion. You'd better not let your guard down."

"…………W-What, should I be careful of?"

She didn't need to ask; she probably already knew.

Held in my unwavering arms, her voice trembled slightly from tension, and who knows what else… perhaps, for the first time, she was becoming aware of a whole new realm of emotions.

For now, I let out a sigh of relief that it wasn't from fear.

"Because I am, without a doubt, a 'man,' and you are, without a doubt, a 'girl' to me."

It was unfamiliar, but I believed this was a necessary ritual for the future—

"You need to… —see me properly as a man, too."

"—Hih, ngh…!?"

I put my three years of gray high school life and the acting skills I'd cultivated in society on full display.

"Don't just trust me. Be properly wary, too. …………If you're not, it's a problem for me, too. It's not just about you, Sora, but… you get it?"

I deliberately whispered right into her ear. Making sure to stay within a limit that wouldn't scare her too much, I spoke as if I were an older man admonishing a cute and irresistibly charming girl.

—While internally scoffing at the fact that this was, in reality, a desperate 'plea for my life.'

"Sora."

"Y-Yessir…!!!"

"Your answer."

"—Ngh, yessir…!!!!!"

When I used a tone she probably hadn't heard from me often… I felt a bit sorry for how completely flustered she became.

"—Good, that's settled. Sora understands, and my self-control is preserved. Now that we've achieved a mutually beneficial understanding, it's about time for dinner."

I snapped back to my usual tone, released my embrace to ease the immense tension and turmoil I'd intentionally caused, and gently patted the top of the girl's head.

Of course, if she even showed a hint of turning around, I was prepared to lock her head in place.

*Obviously. There's no way I can maintain a straight face while calmly playing a character so completely contrary to my own. If she sees my face right now, my pathetic state will explode and I'll die—*

"—U-Um, yes………… Um, dinner, yes, um… uh…"

While I was desperately trying to soothe my own chaotic heart and maintain a calm voice… it was like an over-the-top expression from the virtual world.

The girl, blushing bright red all the way to her neck peeking out from her yukata, her voice and body trembling, strung together a few fleeting words, barely audible like the buzzing of a mosquito—

"I-I'm, sorr… I can't, stand… I can't move…"

"………………"

"M-My… um…………………… My legs, seem to have given out…"

"……………………………………………………You've got to be kidding me…"

"'Kidding me'…! 'Kidding me'?! Isn't this your fault, Haru…?!"

"Sora-san, that's what I'm talking about. Please, be careful, I'm begging you."

"What's that supposed to mean?! I don't know, what is it, honestly…!"

"Could you please not carelessly provoke my self-control? Don't underestimate an eighteen-year-old guy, you hear? Seriously, all of you young ladies, every single one of you… Gaaah!"

"W-What, ngh—Whoa?! H-Haru, wait, what are you…!?"

"I don't know, let's go. I'm starving. If you're embarrassed, just pretend to be asleep."

"Heh, whaaaat…?! W-Wait…! Wait, wait, waaaait!"

Well, whatever.

It ended up being a chaotic mess driven by momentum, just like us—

"No waiting!"

"Hey, sto—Moooooooore!"

—but judging by that adorably angry shout, I guess my unfamiliar attempt at being cool was worth it. On that note, I could finally rest easy.

And besides, this was a special occasion. A special trip.

For the remaining two days, we could just stay like this, just as we've always been… side by side.



    Chapter 771

    Three Welcome Backs

    Wednesday. Four days had passed since the Triangle Duo was held last Saturday, and a date now squeezed between that and the pressure of the major Green Connect raid looming in three days.

That afternoon, just before evening,

"—Ngh!"

"Oof…"

Having safely returned to the Yotsuya residence after our four-day trip, I had just stepped through the entrance, suitcase full of souvenirs in hand, when I was assaulted head-on by a living bomb.

Slender yet well-proportioned, with sparkling eyes the color of fresh leaves. And a fluffy, caramel-blonde mane that swayed with its owner's momentum…

—The culprit was none other than Miss Liliania Vruber. And, beyond her silent welcome,

*Weeelcome baaaack!!!!!*

"…Yeah, yeah, I'm back."

The other person remained standing quietly. I read the words from the Nia-chanz terminal that a serenely smiling Iris was waving and returned her greeting.

*Did you get to recharge?*

Next, she added more words, tilting her head… she had probably already figured out the answer just by looking at me.

In response, I raised both arms in a muscle pose.

"I'm ready for anything, anytime—So, what's the next order?"

At that, Iris let out another satisfied little laugh.

"You'll know when you go to the virtual world. …Welcome back, Haru."

"Yeah, I'm back."

Following Nia-chan, who seemed to have no intention of releasing her hold as if trying to choke me out, she welcomed me back, her happy mood unconcealed.

◇◆◇◆◇

"—Man, this placebo effect is amazing."

Thanks to taking it easy on the third day and this morning to avoid travel fatigue, my real body and mind were fully refreshed and in peak condition.

It probably wasn't *just* that, but I was certain *that* was the biggest factor contributing to *this*.

And so, logging in for the first time in three days, my avatar felt incredibly light.

My physical condition in the real world surely had something to do with it, but more than anything, the awareness that 'my real body is in good shape' was a powerful influence. No doubt about it.

In this world, thoughts and beliefs become strength. So naturally, when you're feeling good in both mind and body, you can easily pull off a performance that's beyond your best. That's Arcadia for you.

"Hyaaah!"

See? My morning (login) routine of jumping up, kicking off the wall, and doing a grand spin had more rotations than usual. The landing was perfect, too. I was in absolutely flawless, peak form.

Of course, the motivation I'd let simmer during the trip was also boiling over. Get ready, virtual world, 'cause I'm about to go on another rampage—

I decided to put a stop to my virtual escapism there.

"…What is this."

My attention was drawn to the corner of my vision.

A single icon was blinking gently, signaling a notification. It was the familiar 'Message Received' icon, but the number displayed next to it was staggering.

Before I left, I'd sent a simple message to my main acquaintances about taking a break… but this number looked like every single one of them had replied.

And—what's this? Am I allowed to flatter myself into thinking I'm popular?

I decided to check the messages later and first sent out another mass message announcing my return. Immediately, new notifications began pouring in one after another.

*What is this, it's making me feel all warm and fuzzy…* As I was making a strange face by myself, my room door was knocked on, not just a system notification this time.

My login and respawn point is set to my private room in the Azure Sky clan home. Therefore, only fellow clan members can knock on this door. The time was late afternoon, and I'd heard from Sora-san, who I'd parted with just half an hour ago, that she would be logging in at night…

Out of our five-person clan, if I excluded my nocturnal junior (who isn't my junior), it was easy to identify the visitor by process of elimination.

So, as a matter of course, or perhaps unconsciously, I straightened my posture and expression. In response to the very ladylike knock, I opened the door—

"Hey. I have returned, Master."

"Yes. Welcome back, Haru-kun."

Standing there was a single woman, small in stature but with a presence larger than anyone's. Her gray hair swayed gently as Ui-san welcomed me with a calm smile.

Well, I was the one welcoming her, technically, but in the sense of my return to the virtual world… Anyway, that aside.

"…………"

"…………"

"……………………"

"……………………"

The pressure. The silent pressure was—ah, yes, yes, I get it, honestly…

"Hehe."

"It's not 'hehe.' I'm serious, you really need to start weaning yourself off your disciple, even if just a little…"

At my unspoken request, I bent my knees, and a small hand contentedly patted my forehead.

And my disciple's heart, which found this both physically and mentally ticklish, was completely ignored. What is this, some kind of Sword Saint-style mental training? I see.

No, I'm just as much to blame for accepting it… but moving on.

"Uhm… I'm sorry, it looks like I need to make a few rounds. As much as I'd love to chat and share stories from my trip…"

Even now, messages were popping up one after another, but even without checking them, I knew I had several places to go. Checking them would likely add even more destinations.

So, my estimated schedule was pretty packed.

I really wanted to catch up with my master after three days apart… but when I put it that way, Ui-san, whether satisfied with doting on her disciple or not, readily withdrew her hand.

"I understand. Don't worry about it, go on ahead."

"Yes. Well then…"

As always, her smile was soothing, calm, and beautiful, seeping into you.

*The Sword Saint's 'welcome back' and 'see you later'… I bet fans of all genders would shed tears of blood for that,* I thought idly.

"…………, ……"

At this point, we were past the stage of drawing out every little parting. We'd even become members of the same clan, a group that means 'family,' and so many of our boundaries had shrunk considerably.

So, the reason my feet stopped after just a few steps of turning away… was probably, definitely, absolutely not because of some silly reason like loneliness.

"…? Is something wrong?"

I turned around and looked at her face as she saw me off.

"…………No, not wrong… exactly."

Somehow.

Subtly.

It was something so small you couldn't even call it a sense of wrongness.

"…Ui-san, did something happen?"

The air around her, the color of her voice, the light in her eyes.

I felt that they had changed, just a tiny, tiny bit, from before I left. So, as her disciple, I simply asked her honestly.

In response, my master tilted her head.

"Something… happen?"

"…………"

I see. …I see? What that reaction means is, in short…

"Ah, no, it's nothing. —Alright, I'm heading out!"

"Hehe… Yes. Take care."

It was just my imagination. That must be it.

◇◆◇◆◇

"—…………"

The young man, who always wore a boyish smile, ran off.

She watched her disciple's back until his presence faded from the clan's 'home,' watching him in silence… and let out a single sigh.

Then, she lifted her left hand.

Clenching and unclenching it. Clenching and unclenching it—she stared intently at the palm that had doted on her disciple as she pleased. Then she gently brought it to her own forehead.

The 'heat' was… completely imperceptible.

She couldn't tell. But the words she held in her heart right now were just one.

"… Honestly, honestly."

Because no one was watching, she wore an expression she had never shown anyone before.

A face that seemed troubled, dissatisfied, and somehow even angry. The small Sword Saint, alone in the silence, looked up at the ceiling.

"My disciple, and my student… they're all such troublesome boys."

Because no one was listening, she used a tone she had never let anyone hear before.

The muttered complaint dissolved into the tranquility.



    Chapter 772

    The Usual

    "—I see. Well, if you're saying it wasn't half bad, then that's great."

"Nah, it was perfect. I think long weapons might actually suit me."

Inside the usual sparse, cavernous room, two voices broke the silence.

So, my first destination was, as expected and as is tradition, the workshop of my personal magitech artisan, Kagura-san. It's the place you show your face whenever anything comes up.

Actually, the trip was decided on right after the Triangle Duo ended, and I left the next day, so I had to ask her to reschedule. I was originally supposed to have her adjust my equipment the day after the event, so I felt bad for canceling on such a busy person at the last minute.

"I wonder how the public would react if they heard that. You do use a variety of weapons, but your signature image is either a 'dagger' or a 'katana,' isn't it?"

Fortunately, however, the red-haired beauty in the kimono seemed to be in a good mood as she inspected the only 'long weapon' I owned. Her usual casual, big-sisterly way of speaking was music to my ears.

"…Is that right? This Rabbit Short Sword is categorized as a 'dagger,' huh?"

"What are you playing dumb for? I told you it was a 'Rabbit Short-katana,' didn't I?"

"Well, to call it a 'katana,' it has such a… peculiar shape, you know? I'm used to it now, though. And its detached form, the Bullets, are just regular knives."

Now that she mentioned it, right. With the [Parabellum Rabbit Short Sword] and the [Samidorizuki] side-by-side, my main weapons were dominated by the katana category—ah, crap.

"Hey, wait, calm dow—Gah…!"

In that instant, the ring on my right hand flashed, and I sensed the danger, trying to offer an excuse, but it was too late. The pommel of my Anima, which had manifested faster than my words could form, slammed squarely into my solar plexus.

A sharp *thwack* echoed.

Kagura-san flinched.

I doubled over and spectacularly fell backward, chair and all.

Kagura-san burst into hearty laughter.

And then, as if to say, *'Serves you right, idiot,'* my beloved sword spun triumphantly above my head before returning to its ring form, mission accomplished.

"………………Should I take the fact that it wasn't the blade side as a sign of affection?"

"Hah, khh…! …Yeah, I'm sure it loves you very much…!"

"Aren't you laughing a little too hard…?"

Damn you, [Alv Stella]… Just when I thought its rebellious phase was over, this is what happens the moment I let my guard down. Is my love not getting through?

*What's your problem? Are you saying you don't get enough screen time? When things get really tough, or when it really counts, you're pretty much the first one I rely on…*

"Isn't it just upset that it barely got used in the Triangle Duo?"

"Hm? Ah, no, that's not it. This thing doesn't seem to care about PvP."

"…Oh?"

Did I not mention that…? No, the fact that she'd think that must mean I haven't. Was Sora-san the only one I'd shared this with?

"It gets super motivated against enemies, though. But when I use it in PvP, it's just not into it, or when I let it move on its own, it lacks its usual sharpness…"

"Is that so."

"It won't even activate its special abilities like [Alv Call] or its ultimate move, El Solas… It just ignores me when I ask. Isn't that terrible?"

"Well, well…"

She was grinning with great interest, but as its owner, this was a serious problem. In other words, *'Of course it's like that.'*

It's just too quirky, making it a real pain to use as a main weapon… Hey, hey, don't get any ideas, I'm not complaining, okay? You of all people know I have a soft spot for weirdos, and I really mean it, I'm not complaining. I respect its individuality and its opinions, and as I was just thinking, I rely on it as a special trump card—

"Well, let's set aside the comedy routine between two weirdos for now."

"You're saying Stella is the straight man, right? Does that make me the funny one?"

"It's done. Should be finished just as you ordered."

"Ignoring me again… Fine, fine, I am eternally grateful."

Her usual brusque attitude. She must have finished her magitech work while we were talking, because Kagura-san casually tossed a long spear my way, and I caught it.

[Demon Horn Spear: Crimson Valor]—or rather, the fusion of 'Rabbit' and 'Whale' that I debuted in the fight against Mi-na and Ri-na, the [Laparice Raphane (Demon Crimson-Azure Spear: Whale-Rabbit)].

Although it's a reinforced remake, there are no noticeable visual changes. It retains its simple design, utilizing the Demon Horn from the original [Ruby Bullet Rabbit] material, with the same stylish, non-physical cloth fluttering at the boundary between the blade and the shaft.

The only change is to the butt end of the spear, opposite the tip. Where there was once a small shard of the same Demon Horn as the blade, there is now a diamond-shaped crystal where crimson and azure swirl together.

This is a rare material dropped from the Great Water Spirit Raphane, none other than the [Alsterite Raphane], an upgrade part… or rather, a complete overhaul part.

Simply put, this modification has turned the 'Crimson Spear' into the 'Crimson-Azure Spear,' where the spear part has become a bonus. Not that the spear itself isn't a high-grade, practical weapon, but the components on the butt end have become monstrously powerful.

That's because…

"Oh. Nice, nice, this is just right."

With a little bit of MP—no, it's more than a little bit—I feed it magic, and just like that, the great scythe of water and light that manifests is terrifyingly powerful.

It's a souped-up version of the *Red Air* function I showed off in the last Four Pillar War… but this one can be summoned at my own cost, can smash through magic, and can also deal physical damage, making it a complete upgrade. Its power will undoubtedly far exceed that of the spear.

Furthermore, it has the demonic ability to drain not only HP but also MP from anything it damages or touches. On top of that, the MP drain ability scales with my MID stat, so it'll rip out an absurd amount whether I'm using my main or sub class.

Against enemies, whose HP and MP pools are said to be orders of magnitude greater than ours, it can't be used for resource pressure, but it goes without saying that it's unbelievably broken in PvP.

Even a graze will mercilessly shave off a chunk of MP, and what's more, just as it ate Mi-na and Ri-na's MP from over their 'wall,' it has the horrible feature of registering a hit on anything nearby and connected, be it armor, magic, or an ability.

And to top it all off, just like the pre-remake version, the stolen magic can be used to power the Raphane's abilities, so with skillful use, it even solves its own fuel efficiency problem.

Overall assessment: it is, quite simply, broken. If I were on the development team, I'd slap a ban on this weapon in a heartbeat—but that's beside the point.

"You can handle it, right?"

"No problem. I'm used to big weapons."

The part of this new toy I had her adjust was none other than the size of the scythe.

"…………A *size* adjustment for a *scythe*—"

"I'm gonna deck you."

"I'm sorry."

Shoving aside the terrible pun that had just sprung to mind, it felt good.

I had her make it two sizes larger based on my experience using it against Mi-na and Ri-na, and just a light swing sent a feeling of *'this is it'* through my hands.

Two meters… no, probably not quite that long. Still, if I held it straight, the massive, thick, non-physical blade would probably reach my height, and it had a presence that belied its translucence.

Nice, very nice. I'm really looking forward to using it in a real fight.

I probably shouldn't mention that the front and back have been reversed, and the tip has basically become the butt end. I can already envision using both ends effectively, so I'll be sure to put it to good use.

"Well, anything else?"

"Nothing!"

"Alright. Then get going."

And with that, the business was concluded. I didn't give Kagura-san a bitter smile and say, *'So cold,'* as she tried to shoo me away with her usual briskness.

Why? Because if I turned on my heel and headed for the door just as briskly—

"—I really enjoyed the show. I'll be expecting more next time."

"You bet, you can count on it!"

See? An encouraging voice pushed me forward.

All I had to do was give a thumbs-up and reply with gusto, and everything would be just fine.



    Chapter 773

    Meeting Up High

    Alright. While my top priority was, in a sense, greeting my artisan partner, my position among the rankers comes with its own set of responsibilities.

It’s a bit late to be thinking about it now, but my life isn't just my own anymore. If I disappear for a while or suddenly return, it's only proper to give a heads-up and show my face each time.

In other words, my second destination was also a foregone conclusion.

"—Look at you, all refreshed. Makes me wanna go to a hot spring, too."

"Why don't you go with your daughter, Helena-san?"

And so, I made my way to the Eastern Round Table. As per the schedule we'd arranged in the real world beforehand, the one who greeted me was my boss—or rather, the [General Commander].

"...Tch, easy for you to say. I'm swamped over here."

I shot back a lighthearted reply to his envious tone, and the great man, who resembled a golden lion, scowled back at me. With a colossal frame that went beyond just ‘burly,’ the old man—Goldow—was, despite his appearance, probably the most charming character among the Eastern Faction's rankers.

On top of that, he was the workhorse who handled more miscellaneous tasks than anyone, from personnel matters to coordinating with other factions. I might treat him casually, but of course, I've never once forgotten my gratitude.

"I'm always grateful, Commander, seriously. Want a shoulder rub?"

"Hmph. What's the point of rubbing an avatar's shoulders...?"

So, I tried a bit of playful buttering-up, only to have him scoff at me. Judging by his expression, while stress might not be the issue, he was definitely accumulating fatigue.

Maybe I should seriously start planning a vacation for him—

"Well, whatever. *I'm* on *house-sitting* duty *this* time. I've already taken care of the big stuff for Saturday. I'll leave the rest to Iris and Helena and take it easy for a bit."

As I was starting to get genuinely worried, Goldow let out a huge stretch and said his piece. The meaning behind the word 'house-sitting' was, in short…

"Oh. So the *members* are *finalized*?"

"Of course they are. There are only three days left, including today. If we were still dithering around at this point, it wouldn't even be a laughing matter."

"Well, yeah, but as someone who was casually off on a trip, I don't really have room to laugh either way…"

"Your mission was to rest. Just hold your head high and give it your all when the time comes."

—And well, what he meant by that was exactly what it sounded like.

"Haru, your entire clan, [Azure Sky], is deploying. I'm counting on you."

"...Okay, roger that."

In this case, given the nature of the elements required to conquer the next [Colored Monster]… [Green Connect, Jehatreglie], I had pretty much figured this out beforehand. So, no surprise there.

"You and Sora, and of course Ui, are a given... but Tetra has been on a roll lately and has become quite reliable. He's worth using one of the ranker slots for."

"And besides," he continued.

"Kanata is a real *find*—no, more like it's great that he's climbed this far. It's a huge boon to be able to rely on that much combat power without using up a slot. A real stroke of luck."

"I'm glad to see my junior being so highly praised."

Compared to the monstrous current rankers, there are still areas where we can't unconditionally rely on him. But it's true that he stands head and shoulders above the general pool of players, enough for Goldow to praise him without reservation.

Furthermore, since one of the skills emphasized for this [Green Connect] raid is 'speed,' Kanata, who's been called Acrobat No. 2 or a trainee by the public, will likely play a significant role.

…Then again, *I don't know for sure*. Right now, the raid requirements are just player speculation, so there's no way to predict who will truly shine.

—In any case.

"I've already sent the list. Take a look."

"Yessir."

A high-speed blitz operation, with everyone scattered to the winds.

With a clear strategy decided for the [Green Connect] raid, it was certain that the specs of us [Azure Sky Clan] members, who balanced individual combat power with survivability, were in high demand.

Sora-san goes without saying for various reasons, Kanata and I have our own 'legs,' and Tetra has the invaluable ability to ensure the safety of his companion through 'stealth.'

As for Ui-san, her raw combat power alone meant there was less need to worry about her than anyone.

—Alright, that being the case, what I'm curious about are the remaining six members.

Aside from the ten current ranker artisans from the Western Faction, Vestol, whose slots are confirmed, I wondered whose names filled the combat-oriented ranker slots.

There was me, the [Acrobat]; Tetra, the [Undying]; and Ui, the [Sword Saint], making three. And of course, the [Sword Queen] would be a guaranteed slot, making four. As for the other members…

"...I see."

Well, it was mostly as I expected. I called up the system window, jumped to the message tab, found the one from [Goldow], and nodded in understanding after reading it.

After a quick scan, I 'memorized' not just the names of the rankers but the entire list of one hundred general members as well, then dismissed the window.

Guess it's about time I asked for some clear orders.

"So, what should I be doing for now?"

I have all the motivation I need right here. If there were no instructions, I was planning to head off and train on my own... but the General Commander flashed the exact smile I expected and said a single sentence.

"Sorry, but just like with the [White Throne], you'll have to take on a bit of a special role. And for that, I need you to get along with your 'partner,' but…"

"Hoh, a partner."

Next, he gave me a meaningful look… ah, this is it. What Helena-san once called his 'bad habit.' In other words, he's deliberately drawing this out for his own amusement.

He's a complete prankster.

"It's a message for you—'I'm waiting at the *top* of the tallest building in the [Safe Area], so get your preparations done and come get me, pronto.'"

"And who might that be from?"

"That's the fun of going to find out, isn't it?"

"Seriously… I mean, I don't mind, but…"

Besides, I already have a pretty good idea who it is.

"That's all from me. From now on, follow Iris's instructions."

I shot a sidelong glance at Goldow, the old man who never forgot his playful side, as if to ask, 'Is this surprise really necessary?' In response, the great man stood up, letting out his usual booming laugh—

"Oof—!!?"

"Alright, give it your all this time too, kiddo."

He unleashed a mighty slap on my back and left in a cheerful mood.

◇◆◇◆◇

—And so it was that I made my way to the [Garden of Divine Creation], to the foot of the tallest building in the players' main district, the [Safe Area].

It's hard to believe this was built by another player... although in a fantasy world with magic and miracles, I suppose anything is possible. Still, the sheer scale of the massive clock tower was nothing short of impressive.

The weather in the virtual world of Arcadia is fixed for each region. So, if you look up at the sky from within the city, you'll always find it clear.

However, right now, a cloud was conveniently blocking the view of the 'top.'

My avatar's enhanced vision confirmed there was no human figure on the upper part of the building, so it was safe to assume that the meeting place indicated in the message was *beyond* that.

If my guess was correct… my 'partner' seemed like the type to do something like that.

Not in a playful way, but more like… well, you know—all that competitive spirit she’s been showing me every time we meet.

"Well, it fits her character to like high places… Here I go!"

I activated [Rocket]. The hem of my deeply pulled-down [Hide Cloak] fluttered as I silently leaped from the crowd of players moving along the street.

It was impossible to avoid being seen, but no one should have the means to chase me, so it wasn't a problem. I wasn't about to leisurely climb the stairs from inside.

Then, in an instant, a fleeting moment, I soared through the sky and burst through the cloud. Waiting for me above was a single figure of 'white,' silhouetted against the sunset.

And… countless 'threads' radiating the brilliance of fresh snow, suspending that body in the air.

"You're... so... sloooooow!"

I wonder how long she'd been waiting. She shot a merciless, deadpan glare at her junior, who in her subjective opinion was inexcusably late.

Natsume, the seventh-ranked member of the Southern Faction, the [Thread-Weaver], tossed out her complaint in a thoroughly weary voice.

<hr>

Cats like high places.

And with that, Chapter Five, Section Three, is now complete.

On another note, I'm sure you've all noticed that the names of the maid, Natsume-san, and the kitten, Nacchan-senpai, overlap, but there's no particular reason for it.



    Chapter 774

    A Stroll in White

    —It is a common occurrence in Arcadia, the embodiment of dreams, for a person to walk straight into magic or miracles. For a time, there was an immutable 'truth' that was considered an unshakeable constant in this virtual world.

It was something a certain girl once said to her reckless companion.

'People can't fly.'

No matter how much players—humans—acquired powers that transcended reality, the one ability that had yet to appear after three years was the power to 'walk the skies.'

This was an extraordinary game that allowed the realization of various ideals and absurdities through a virtual body. The idea that it couldn't be implemented due to technical issues was, in itself, unrealistic.

If that was the case, there had to be another reason… For instance, perhaps it was a deliberate choice to avoid severely disrupting the game balance by granting players a transcendent form of mobility.

Or perhaps it was an intentional limitation, because the fantasy of soaring through the heavens by oneself was a miracle that surpassed human processing capabilities.

A variety of hypotheses abounded—until a certain time, when an idiot emerged to spectacularly shatter that unshakeable constant into a million pieces.

...And because I was well aware of that story from a not-so-detached perspective.

"...Nacchan-senpai, you can fly?"

In the middle of a sky stained by the sunset.

Before a sight that could be described as nothing less than 'mystical'—even setting aside her deadpan complaining—I let a simple, honest question of astonishment escape my lips.

As I spoke, I activated the active ability of [Talaria Record] before the brief feeling of weightlessness at the peak of my ascent ended. Gaining the power to tread upon the air at the cost of sealing most of my agility, I stood on the void... and seeing me, *she* said one thing.

"...Hmph."

Well, one sound, rather. She scoffed with a look of displeasure.

Yes, she glared at me with a face that looked truly, from the bottom of her heart, displeased.

"Does *this* look like I'm gracefully flying through the sky to you?"

"………………"

And so, when asked that way.

"………………"

"………………"

"...A mischievous kitten... caught in a net—"

"I'll strangle you."

"I'm sorry!"

After a long, hard look, I muttered my 'impression,' only to be met with a barrage of countless threads—a just punishment for my actions—which I desperately dodged with all my might.

"Tch… You're quick."

"Did you just click your tongue? Did you really try to strangle me?"

"It's really unfair seeing you in the 'sky' like this, not in a limited field. Seriously, stop flying around so freely, you're making a fool of me."

I was certain that if I'd been caught, I would have been throttled without hesitation, but it seemed she had shown some mercy after all.

The proof was that I managed to dodge it with my agility temporarily nerfed to around 60. However, she seemed displeased by that in its own right, and my senpai, who had her threads nimbly dodged—

Natsume, the seventh-ranked member of the Southern Faction, the [Thread-Weaver], looked dissatisfied.

"You can't just say that to me…"

"...Well, you seem to have some awareness that you're 'doing something amazing,' so I'll let it slide. I was planning on scratching you if you said something like a clueless protagonist."

So scary. And yet, I personally don't dislike this side of her.

………………And, um, well…

"If it's not too much trouble, might I... *escort* you?"

Judging from her words and attitude, she wasn't flying freely but was *simply suspended in the air*. It was a feat her Anima, the 'threads' that ran wild through the sky, could certainly perform, but it seemed she couldn't control them as she pleased.

So, I presumed to ask—

"...Well, that's passable. I'll be in your *care*."

"Ah, yes."

Without even offering a hand, she simply leaned against the threads enveloping her body. My senpai accepted her junior's devotion with a defiant turn of her head.

What is it with her? In any other situation, it would be perfectly reasonable to think, 'What's with this girl?', and yet, right now, all I feel is a mysterious charm and familiarity.

Is it because we've had a serious fight, or is it because I'm the one looking at her with admiration and envy… well, I guess it doesn't really matter.

In the end, the fact that she doesn't seem to hate me is more than enough for now.

"Ah, but stop. It's not like I'm some innocent maiden who's going to shriek just from being held, and you don't need to worry about it, but just one thing."

"Eh, what is it?"

As I walked through the air towards her, Nacchan-senpai held up her palm to stop me. In response, I tilted my head, wondering what was wrong and that I didn't mind either…

"*That* face of yours is kind of irritating, so change to the one *I'm* used to seeing."

"What's with this girl?"

Her unreasonable tyranny was so absurd that even my own words slipped out unfiltered.

◇◆◇◆◇

"...I can't help it. For some reason, you were in *that form* both times we fought. I know you're a guy, but I don't have an image of you as one, so sue me!"

"I'm telling you, I'm not mad."

And so, after that delightful rendezvous in the sky was over.

I was carrying the girl who was apparently to be my 'partner' for the [Green Connect] raid in three days, enjoying a leisurely stroll through the air, by my standards.

The one being carried was 'white,' and the one carrying was also 'white'—a matching pair.

Come to think of it, I had been in *this* form every time I met her, so it was understandable that the image of a beautiful girl had been burned into her mind as my default.

So, although I had just let my true voice and a deadpan look slip out, I had no complaints. If I'd made her self-conscious, then that was my bad.

"Anyway, why did you pick such a fancy meeting spot like the sky?"

Even without using [Rocket], I was now able to soar through the sky, making for a rather relaxed stroll. We should still be moving at nearly a hundred kilometers per hour thanks to various mobility skills, but a ranker should be able to handle this much with no problem.

Thanks to the protection of [Luna Nobody, Guardian of the Shimmering Moon], all we felt even at this altitude was a gentle breeze. Brushing away her bangs that swayed softly, Nacchan-senpai remained silent, her gaze fixed on the distance.

At times like this, I was certain that pestering her would be counterproductive. Why? Because cats are creatures that will come to you if you just leave them alone—

"...It's not like I specifically chose it as a meeting place."

Well, it seems she doesn't possess the same kind of mind-reading skills as certain others. After a short while, what came back was not a sharp retort, but a somewhat vague reply.

"I just started *practicing* there right after the Triangle Duo ended... I've been doing that whenever I have free time. So it was more like, 'come when your schedule opens up.'"

"Hmm...?"

So the message wasn't 'meet me here,' but rather, 'I'm here, come whenever.' In that case, what I should ask is…

"Practice?"

Was she practicing how to fly? I asked, a simple deduction coming to mind. In response, she stared into the distance again for a moment, then—

This time, her expression turned slightly annoyed.

"...You... *did* a *lot* of *things* to me in the second round, didn't you?"

"Ah... yes."

She was undoubtedly talking about the match against the [Screen & Disperser] team in the recent [Triangle Duo]. As Nacchan-senpai said, it was the match where *I* did *a lot of things* and showed them off to her.

"Copying my style is... well, whatever. Just means you should work hard, like a good junior."

"Uh, haha… I'll do my b—"

"—But."

Her yellow eyes, which had been gazing into the distance, snapped to glare at me.

"Showing off things that *I* can't even *do* is *not* okay. That was seriously, sooooooooooooooooo..."

"…………"

"...incredibly annoying that I'll never forgive you. You better remember that."

"That was a long pause…"

It seemed like a mix of resentment and an overwhelming competitive spirit was pouring out of her… but setting that aside, I had a good grasp of what she wanted to say.

Considering the sight of her in the sky, entangled in her own threads as she 'practiced,' anyone could have figured it out. In other words, she…

"So you can freely control the 'threads' themselves, but you're not good at attaching them to your own body to manipulate it."

"Why did you have to say it out loud? Are you trying to pick a fight?"

It seems she's unable to use the advanced technique of my *Senten*—in other words, the marionette technique of controlling her own avatar with threads. And seeing *me* do it ignited her pride.

From the fact that she was attempting to practice it, it didn't seem impossible for her, but judging by her reaction, it was at least not her strong suit. The fact that she didn't try to bluff her way through it was very much like her.

Man. It really is... you know?

"...What is it? Stop staring."

"My apologies."

I haven't heard the details yet, but hmm—I'm quite happy with my 'partner.' As I thought, I have a feeling I'll be able to get along well with this person in the future.

"Nacchan-senpai."

"Are you going to keep that up? Call me Natsume-senpai properly."

"I'll teach you *my-style* *marionette* *control*, so if you'd like, you could teach me some of your [Thread-Weaver]-style tricks in return. …Actually, I was planning on asking when the time was right, but what do you say?"

As someone determined to walk the path of a junior to become the 'cute junior' she spoke of, I made my earnest and sincere proposal while leisurely soaring through the sky.

In response, the kitten in my arms—who, true to her word, showed no signs of bashfulness like an innocent maiden, and was instead being held in a rather bossy manner—...

Her expression went from blank surprise,

to a frown of suspicion,

and then, through a delightful series of changes, to something bitter.

"No. I refuse."

"Great to hear. Once again, it's a pleasure to work with you, Nacchan-sensei."

"I said no! Who are you calling sensei?!"

"Anyway, let's get down to business. About the [Green Connect] raid—"

"Listen to me! Really... Nngh! You really are not cute at all!"

And well, something like that.

Now that we've gotten a little closer, I suppose it's time to start talking seriously.

<hr>

I love Nacchan.

Ah, let's get hyped for Chapter Five, Section Four.



    Chapter 775

    Three Stars in the Twilight Sky

    —And so, a few minutes later. After my senpai shared all sorts of information, making up for the drawn-out suspense from my direct superior, the General Commander, it was settled.

"I see… Yeah, that makes sense why they'd pair us up."

"It's a reasonable decision."

Me, the [Acrobat], and the [Thread-Weaver], two of us. I now had a firm grasp on the purpose and benefits of deploying two valuable rankers together.

If I had to say, the core of the strategy was the [Thread-Weaver]. In other words, what was required of me was to act as the *fastest transporter*.

That meant there was one thing the two of us needed to do before the day of the raid.

"Well, that's the gist of it… —So you can stop with the jogging now."

To get this prickly kitten of a senpai perfectly and thoroughly accustomed to my legs.

Our other scheduled 'companion' was one thing, but the crucial part was getting her to withstand a long-distance, high-speed rocket delivery without fail.

It's been proven that even rankers generally get sick from this, with the only exceptions being the absurdly powerful number-one rankers of the East & South who bear the title of 'Sword.' Both Tetra, who is technically an agility type, and Kanata, who isn't a ranker but is known as Acrobat No. 2, are prime examples.

So, well…

"That's fine and all... but, you know. I might need a moment to, uh, mentally prepare myself."

Her demand to press on quickly because time was short wasn't wrong, but was it just my imagination, or did she seem a bit lacking in the resolve department?

"Stop saying annoying things and just fly already."

I tried to subtly address my concerns, but the prideful kitten simply swatted my arm lightly. And she still seemed extremely uneasy.

I was uneasy, but—

"...Roger."

It was an order from none other than my senpai. As her junior, I could only obey… no, that's not it. This wasn't born from some mischievous desire to get a rise out of the kitten.

"—Alright then, brace yourself."

It was a step taken without mercy or compassion, born from my trust in the potential of my great predecessor.

"Mmh, nyu...?!"

I immediately stopped my mid-air walk from [Talaria Record]. Naturally, my legs lost their power to tread the heavens, and after a few moments of playful emptiness, they began to fall, maintaining their inertia.

My posture suddenly broke, my vision destabilized, and just as naturally, a sound one step short of a scream escaped from my arms—but unfortunately for her, nothing had even started yet.

Here we go, Nacchan-senpai. Ready, three, two, one… Go!

"[Rocket]."

"—Tch, khh…!"

The roar of an endlessly violent, explosive thrust that belied its name of 'walking the heavens.'

When it became a part of [Rega-Lielta], the activation sound effect was removed, granting it a mysterious stealth, but its output remained terrifyingly unchanged.

Its thrust, calculated based on my agility stat, was equivalent to a fifty percent increase in my actual AGI value when compared to simple running. When the effects of my various mobility enhancement skills were added, my total speed would easily surpass the instantaneous maximum velocity of an AGI stat over 500.

Needless to say, it was a speed range that no sane player would have ever experienced.

…And so.

"As expected of you, senpai. You've got guts."

She gasped, but in the end, there was no scream.

Without shamelessly clinging to me for dear life, she calmly wrapped her 'threads' around her own body and fastened herself to my avatar. Her composure was commendable.

So, as I kicked off the air a second and third time, I offered her a sincere compliment, only to receive a glare that seemed to say, 'Don't underestimate me.'

Very well, then let's get to the main event.

"Okay. In that case—*as requested*, I guess we'll stop *jogging* now."

"Eh?"

Oh my, why the surprised look?

Even though I was using my passive skills, I was still far, far from my best. This pace, to be frank, wasn't even a 'jog'…

"Now then, Nacchan-senpai…"

"Ah, eh? W-wait a—"

"I recommend you zip your lips until you get used to it."

Surely, you of all people should know this, right?

[Desperate Crimson], activate. Buff up.

Furthermore, ignite [Rocket], [Ignition], and [Matoi] in parallel.

Outer Force Output 'Kai' Critical Convergence—Release.

And so, in the next moment, a human body carrying precious cargo casually broke the sound barrier, leaving a trail of light across the sky along with a massive explosion and shockwave.

Then, trailing behind like a banner…

It goes without saying that a genuine scream colored the sky.

◇◆◇◆◇

"—It's not like I was underestimating you."

"Uh-huh."

"I mean, come on, I've seen it. On video and with my own eyes, many times."

"Right."

"I even did some prep work, like floating in the air for a long time, or dropping myself while suspended by threads. I won't deny I was a little arrogant, thinking I could adapt."

"I see."

"But, well. In the end, it didn't work, so I have to admit it—I was definitely still underestimating you somewhere. And you are, without a doubt, completely insane."

I see… I see now.

"Is that so… Well, Nacchan-senpai. While I have to respect your ability to pull off such an earnest and mysterious smug face, your voice and body are trembling so much that it kind of undermines your dignity—"

"Sh-shut up! Don't look at me, you idiot! Idiot, idiot! Stop it with this human rocket nonsense, I thought I was going to die, I'll get you back for this!"

"Seriously…"

And well, that was pretty much her review after our full-speed sprint. A few minutes after we transitioned back to a leisurely stroll through the air, the kitten who had caught her breath seemed to be full of energy, which was great.

In all honesty, at that speed, even my partner Sora-san would close her eyes and cling to me, so all things considered, she did amazingly well. As I said, her body and voice were trembling, but to only be in that state after surviving the first run was worthy of further praise.

So, yeah. That's right.

"Now, now, don't get so angry you start meowing."

"I'm not meowing!"

My fun little teasing… or rather, the playful banter to celebrate the formation of our partnership, would end here.

"Come forth, Sapphire."

"Huh? What—"

In response to my call, 'night' danced across the twilight sky.

The Subjugated Beast, its jet-black body adorned with countless stars, scooped up its master and the indignant senpai, then… with a look of utter delight, it flapped its massive wings.

"Wha, eh, woah…"

Knowing how diligent she was, she must have been aware of Sapphire. However, the reaction of someone who witnesses this majesty in person is always the same.

Even for a ranker, that holds true.

As if her anger from moments before had been completely blown away, the kitten stared at the massive back carrying them and let out a small voice. Seeing this, I, her master, gave a small smile.

I gently set down the body I had been holding all this time, and without words, telepathically gave Sapphire the order for a scenic flight, 'fly slowly.'

"You need to get used to this, too, not just my legs. We'll try out top speed again later… but for now, until you've calmed down."

It's not like I wanted to be mean and scare her.

"Once again, please enjoy the wondrous sky."

As I said that, I plopped down on the dragon's back, a place I was all too familiar with.

"...You really aren't cute. You're like an elementary school boy."

"What's that supposed to mean? Elementary schoolers are cute."

"No, you're supposed to deny it. …Idiot."

With her usual merciless complaints, she plopped down as well… and just as mercilessly, without a hint of hesitation, used my body as a convenient backrest.

"………………Well, this isn't so bad."

Immediately, her voice, now with a hint less trembling, sounded faintly cheerful.



    Chapter 776

    The Invited Kitten

    "Right. And that's about the long and short of it."

"Now I'm back, returned at last…!"

A short while after my meeting and introductory aerial stroll with my partner.

After a dinner break, as the evening set in, I returned to none other than our clan home to wrap up the day's schedule. Then, Sora-san logged in right after me, and it was obvious what we were doing.

"Welcome back!!!"

"Yeah, yeah. Welcome back."

It was a reunion ceremony with Junior No. 2 (Kanata), who I'm not just flattering myself by saying had been eagerly awaiting my return, and Junior No. 1 (Tetra), who greeted me with his usual nonchalance.

"Did you get a good rest?"

"Yeah, I'm in perfect shape. And, hey there. Been a good boy?"

"I have!!!"

I could tell just by looking at his face, I replied to Tetra while flexing a bicep. At the same time, I ruffled Kanata's hair, almost seeing a phantom tail wagging with glee.

I stole a glance at the two women off to the side, creating a heartwarming 'my, my, oh-ho-ho' scene next to the three guys—my master spotted me immediately, but that was fine.

Whatever it was I had felt earlier had now dissipated, and Ui-san's atmosphere was the picture of harmony I knew so well. As I thought, it was probably just my imagination.

And so, I returned her gentle, questioning smile with a casual one of my own, saying, "It's nothing."... and then, close by her.

"Tch…"

My partner, whose eyes met mine, turned her face away with a huff.

...Well, *that* wasn't a problem, so I swallowed a faint, wry smile. With the return greetings out of the way, it was time to quickly move on to the next topic.

Because the *other person in the room* had been fidgeting uncomfortably the whole time.

"Right. And that's about the long and short of it, Part 2!"

"What are you talking about?"

"Our special guest, Nacchan-senpai!"

I grandly ignored Tetra's typically flat retort. Pointing dramatically at the [Thread-Weaver], who had literally turned into a borrowed cat in the corner of the spacious common area—

"Whoops."

"Don't you dare dodge!"

—a thread flew silently towards me, likely because she disliked my goofy introduction, and I dodged it with a quick hop. Her technique in targeting only my neck with such speed and precision, without even grazing the surrounding clan members, was impressive, but I wasn't going to be caught so easily—

"………………"

"I'm sorry."

"Eh, ha… W-well, it's not like I'd get seriously angry over something like this…"

Uh, no, Nacchan-senpai, my apologies.

That apology wasn't for you. It was because I felt a long, hard stare from those amber eyes that had averted their gaze just a moment ago.

Anyway, I should probably tone down the fooling around.

"About the [Green Connect] stuff, Ui-san and Tetra…"

"Yes, I've heard about it."

"We're coordinating with Natsume, right? I know."

After the playful exchange, I cut to the chase, and the two rankers nodded in acknowledgment.

"Ah, I'm aware of it too!"

In addition, Kanata raised his hand and nodded repeatedly. I was about to tell him once was enough, but then I figured it's not like an avatar in a virtual world can strain its neck, so I let it be.

In that case, there was only one person who needed to be brought up to speed.

"Um… ?"

Only Sora-san, who had just logged in a few minutes ago for the first time in three days. And so, I began the belated briefing—

"Alright, stop."

"Hm?"

—or I tried to, until my senpai put a stop to it.

Wondering what it was about, I turned my eyes to her. The kitten approached the circle with a confident look and… well, she stood before Sora like a guardian statue.

There, in front of the girl who had frozen with a blank expression, she stood imposingly…

"Sora… is it? You're the partner of that [Acrobat], I presume?"

"Ah, y-yes…"

………………Ah, no, that's not it.

At first glance, it might seem like she was puffing out her chest and trying to intimidate her, but that wasn't it at all. I mean, look at her face, it's obvious.

"I've heard about you from the Princess. She said you're a really, reaaaaaaaaally… good, honest girl. —And I like good girls. Let's be friends."

"…………Huh? Ah… eh?"

That was it.

The face a girl makes when she's about to dote on something cute with all her might, unconditionally.

"I-it's a pleasure to meet you…? Um, Natsu...me-san."

"Natsume is fine. You can call me Nacchan, too."

"Nacchan-senp—"

"That's not allowed, and nothing is allowed for you."

Sora-san was startled by the unexpectedly high level of affection from a first meeting, as her timidly offered hand was grabbed enthusiastically by both of Natsume's. And beside this heartwarming scene, there was me, the poor soul who was cut down for trying to ride the wave.

And so, the one fool who swallowed his tears was of no consequence…

"Natsu—… Um, I'm sorry. This might be very, rude, of me, but…………"

"Mm-hm."

"………………………………C-could I, maybe, call you… Nacchan…?"

"Yes!!!"

As for this first meeting, it seemed the atmosphere was excellent.

◇◆◇◆◇

"—And that's about the long and short of it."

"…Part three, is i—oof!?"

I had wondered why she interrupted my explanation earlier, but it seems she intended to explain it herself as part of her introduction. The kitten, now settled on the sofa with Sora, kindly and clearly shared the outline of the [Green Connect] raid plan with my partner.

And at the end of it, while dropping an oversized washtub (made of thread) on the head of the junior who had just made a joke beside her, she gave me a look of exasperation—unlike Sora-san, who didn't even spare me a glance, remaining mercilessly indifferent.

"Sorry, but I'll be borrowing him for a while."

"I see… I understand. Um, yes—feel free, to do as you please…!"

As my partner declared me free to be borrowed without mercy, I wept in my heart.

"Did you hear that, Tetra-kun? She said, 'feel free to do as you please'…"

"What's that supposed to mean? What are you trying to get out of me? Stop it."

"What do you think, Kanata?"

"I think that's great, too!!!"

"I see. What's great???"

Well, setting aside the filler jokes.

"And so, again and again, with that… I'll basically be holed up in the *sky* with my senpai until the day of the raid, so I'm counting on everyone. If anything comes up, just let me know and I'll literally fly over, so please don't hesitate to ask, everyone."

"Got it."

"Understood."

"Yes, sir!"

To fulfill my role as the acting leader in place of the Clan Master, I began to wrap things up in a suitable manner.

Yes, in the true sense of the word 'suitable.' Since we don't have much time before the raid, the meeting itself must be wrapped up speedily and smoothly.

…Alright then. You two girls over there.

"Sora-san."

"—Nya, y-yes!?"

I called out to them, wondering what secrets they were whispering about so chummily. The girl who had been receiving Nacchan-senpai's mysterious whispers jumped with a start and averted her eyes.

Hah, I see. In other words, *what exactly did you whisper to her?* I turned my gaze to the kitten beside her, but she just looked away with a defiant huff, ignoring me completely.

Okay, I get it. I have zero chance of winning.

In that case, there's no reason to linger here any longer. So, to conclude the 'adjournment,' there's only one thing I desire.

"As the Clan Master, please give us some closing remarks."

"Huh…? Wh-ah, wha, eh…?!"

Just a little bit of payback, in the name of doting on my partner.



    Chapter 777

    Re: Lined Up in the Night's Silence

    "────Alright, see you later. Don't you dare be late."

"Underst—whoa, that was fast…"

Before I could even reply, Irori-senpai was gone, enveloped in the light of a teleport. And so, a somewhat lonely silence fell upon the home that had, until a moment ago, been so lively.

Once we were done sharing information, there was unfortunately no time to waste. Everyone had things to prepare and tasks to attend to, so the [Azure Sky Clan] quickly disbanded, each member diving into their own duties.

My master… went off to engage in some otherworldly training, aiming to surpass the pinnacle of her strength by integrating the benefits of equipment and skills she'd never used before.

As for Tetokana… it seems Kanata is getting a crash course from Tetra on how to handle his new armaments, so the two boys headed off somewhere together.

And Nacchan-senpai, well, I had some business to take care of, so she agreed to be on standby for about an hour. It was a sudden change of plans that came from checking a certain message, and she was kind enough to approve, so my life would probably be forfeit if I were late.

…And so.

So why, you might ask, wasn't I rushing off to my 'business'? Why was I still frozen on the couch in the common area, wrapped in silence? The reason was extremely simple.

"This one was fast, too…"

"………………"

The instant Nacchan-senpai left the space—the very moment all presence other than the two of them had vanished—my cute partner had stuck to my side as if drawn by a magnet. It was all her fault.

Just a moment ago, Sora-san had been pointedly looking away, glaring at me without a word, pulling a tsundere act that, while not quite on the level of a certain cat-eared senpai, was impressive nonetheless.

It was a strange feeling, but this had been the norm for the latter half of our trip yesterday and today, so I'd gotten used to it. All I could do now was simply accept it.

In front of others, she's aloof… or rather, she keeps a slight distance. The second we're alone, it's instantly like this. It was an extreme version of our usual pattern, but with one distinct difference.

"………………………………………………………………………………"

This. Sora-san was absolutely, completely, not saying a word.

Even the way she clung to me was a little different, a revolutionary departure from her usual lovey-dovey mode… And what was so revolutionary, you ask? It's obvious, isn't it? The sheer destructive power it had on my psyche. Are you kidding me?

Her hand reached out as always, but this time it only brushed against mine. The weight she leaned against my shoulder was also considerably lighter, more reserved. It was a familiar distance, yet undeniably different, one that couldn't help but reveal a storm of inner feelings.

And then, the finishing blow.

"Sora-san?"

"…………Yes."

"…………Hmm… Haha, still no good, huh?"

When I peeked at her face, which was turned away, and gently forced our eyes to meet… she would invariably look away shyly, her movements utterly adorable. That was the current situation.

In other words,

She's being too self-conscious.

She's too cute.

And I'm a dead man.

"…It's your fault, Haru!"

"Yeah, you're absolutely right."

And so, the reason for her change in behavior was crystal clear. Just as I'd thought, that 'incident' had apparently been a little too stimulating for a pure, fifteen-year-old maiden.

She was getting better, little by little, so all I could do was sincerely and quietly accept her, along with my list of crimes. All I could do was silently watch over the growth of a young girl who was beginning to search for the proper distance to keep with a 'man'.

Of course, I'd also keep silent about the fact that our current situation was far from a 'proper distance'. It was truly, truly too late for that now; pushing Sora away was fundamentally impossible for me.

All in all, I was sure it was a good change.

As for the suspicion that I had, as a result, put a noose around my own neck—I was already prepared to struggle for my life until I couldn't breathe, so it was a non-issue.

"Anyway."

Steeling myself, I slipped out of the absolute restraint of her light touch. With my freed hand, I gave my partner's head a pat as I stood up. Her crestfallen sigh of complaint was super effective on me, so I sincerely wished she'd stop, but this was a virtual avatar, so I could be a bit less reserved.

"Wha— Hey, wait…!?"

Besides, unfortunately, there was no time. I couldn't have the two of us creating our own lovey-dovey world while our clan members were all working hard. I was sure that ruffling her silky hair to deliberately break the mood was a necessary evil for which I'd be granted a full pardon.

And with that,

"Let's go. Nacchan-senpai is one thing, but it looks like it'd be bad to keep the other party waiting too."

"O-Okay…!"

I briskly pulled my partner to her feet, and we headed out of the house.

As for the criminally cute someone who immediately and diligently chased after me, catching my hand again as if it were the most natural thing in the world… well, I guess I'll turn a blind eye and call it overtime.

◇◆◇◆◇

A few minutes later, after a long-distance jump via the [Alv Portal], we arrived in the city of [Frontier], the second major player hub after the [Safe Area].

The public opening date, which had been repeatedly pushed back, was now officially set for after the [Green Connect] raid battle. The countdown had begun for this place to be filled with a truly countless number of people.

Right now, the sight of only a few early arrivals felt almost unnatural in the completed city. And there, at the edge of town, in a quiet place we had visited once before…

"────Have I kept you waiting?"

"……, …………. Nah, you're not late."

We exchanged a similar pleasantry as last time, and a 'silver' that shone with serenity in the night's darkness looked at me. It looked, blinked once, twice, and after a few seconds,

The beautiful person's gaze left me, and he—or she—looked up at the sky.

"Did you enjoy your little vacation, you damn cheeky junior?"

"You bet. I'm in top form, thanks to you. You damn annoying senpai."

"………………"

"You bet. I'm in top form, thanks to you. You slightly annoying senpai."

"If you were just gonna rephrase it, you should've held back the first time. Idiot."

Sorry about that. My mouth just slipped—or so I kept the playful excuse to myself. Just as I was thinking I needed to be more respectful next time after that one incident, [Screen] looked so calm, so… in a *good mood*, that it made me cast aside any 'needless reservations'.

As a junior, and as a person, I hesitated for a few seconds on whether to apologize for my rudeness the other day, but in the end…

"I'm sorry… for talking so big."

I ended up voicing a straightforward apology.

And then, without even looking at me, just listening to my voice.

"Hah."

A light, almost frivolous laugh echoed in the silence, yet there was a certain softness to it.

"That's not it, is it?"

"Yeah. Of course, it's not."

I'm glad they understood me correctly. Those words were by no means an apology for challenging their 'selfishness' with my own 'selfishness' and cheekily kicking it head-on.

"I wasn't able to make you say it was 'death-defyingly fun,' unfortunately."

That was the boast I'd made at the very, very beginning of our battle. A declaration that, after a fierce and winding fight, I ultimately admit I failed to fulfill.

It was nothing more than the one small regret I'd carried with me from that battle.

"…………"

The 'silver' gaze descended from the sky to look at me again. The one visible eye, peeking from behind their hair, looked at me as if observing something utterly ridiculous.

"────How old are you?"

"…Eighteen. I'll be nineteen in about half a year."

To the completely unexpected and incomprehensible question from [Screen], I threw back my true answer without much surprise or thought.

It goes without saying, but this was a complete breach of etiquette. In a virtual world where protecting one's real-life information is arguably even more crucial than in an analog (digital) online game, asking a player for their real-world profile was beyond inconsiderate.

But, just as I had casually forgiven it…

"I see. …I'll be twenty-four at the start of next year."

…it was because I felt that they, too, had forgiven me for quite a bit.

"In that case, my apologies as well. I'm sorry for giving a kid such a childish lecture."

"Don't call me a kid. I mean, I know I am, but when someone else says it, it's just a plain insult, you know?"

"What, you're self-aware? You're smarter than I thought."

And so, unexpectedly.

I couldn't possibly claim that we understood each other yet. I had no way of knowing what turn of heart had led to the expression they wore now.

And that's why, unexpectedly.

"────Haru."

The smile felt like the first I'd ever seen from them—so clumsy it was almost heartbreaking.

"That fight with you… even if it wasn't death-defying, I did have a little fun."

"…Well then, I'm glad to hear it."

Somehow, I couldn't look at them directly, and now it was my turn to look up at the sky.

<hr>

Spring sways gently.



    Chapter 778

    Gold and Silver

    "────Anyway, enough of the pointless chatter."

Now then, was that their true feeling, or a hopelessly out-of-character attempt to hide their embarrassment? After a conversation that I suppose could be considered a step forward in our 'friendship', Yurayura-shi looked up to the sky again.

They watched the 'starlight silhouette' that flew with particular freedom among the whimsically moving stars.

"Hurry up and call it. We've wasted enough time already."

"Yeah, yeah."

Their tone was as blunt as ever, or perhaps they'd just returned to their usual self. 'Did we really take a step forward in our friendship?' I questioned my previous thought, but I complied.

In my heart, I called out to my 'servant' through the path that connected us, even from a distance.

In that instant,

"────Wha, ah…!?"

Sapphire, responding with glee to its master's call, switched from a leisurely, silent circling overhead to a sudden dive. It brought Sora-san, who had been waiting for me in the sky while we finished our pointless but necessary exchange, down with a small scream.

Incidentally, at this point, my riding along with her was just one step short of being unnecessary.

With the implementation of [Stardust Beasts], players could now obtain tamed beasts that could be ridden, and with that came the Rider skill, which has slowly begun to appear among the player base. My dear partner recently etched that very skill into her status, so as long as we weren't flying at top speed, there were no problems.

Meanwhile, the actual master of the beast shows no signs of acquiring the skill. Why is that?

"…Heh, I see."

Putting aside my own secret sorrow, [Screen] looked at the massive beast that had, despite its dynamic and powerful appearance, landed as silently as a well-behaved child, and smirked.

"You two seem to have a connection with 'dragons,' huh."

"Well, I don't know about that."

They were probably referring to the matter with [Novem, the Earth-Governing Dragon]. The self-proclaimed traveler, who seemed to know 'something' that the rest of the player base, including myself, did not, offered me a frivolous, knowing smile, but since I had no idea what they were talking about, I could only tilt my head in response.

More importantly, what I wanted them to focus on right now was…

"Um…"

…my partner, who was frozen stiff before a stranger, on the back of Sapphire, who was happily rubbing its beak against my face. After letting out a scream, she had skillfully absorbed the shock of the landing.

However, before I could make my request, the silver eyes shifted from the 'dragon' and met the amber ones that had been sending a look of reserved interest their way.

"You're the Acrobat's partner. Sora, right?"

"Y-Yes! Um, it's nice to meet you…! I look forward to working with you!"

And, just as I expected, Sora-san was a bit intimidated by [Screen]'s intimidating face, which was, as always, gruff, sullen, and could be taken as somewhat hostile in all directions.

As if she thought she'd be eaten headfirst if she made a mistake, the moment she was addressed, she performed a Level 100 deep bow that was quite endearing.

"…………"

"What is it?"

For some reason, their gaze shifted again, and the silver eyes, tinged with an indescribable color, looked at me as if observing something strange.

"Are *you* really her partner?"

"Sorry for being an impolite guy who's completely unsuited for a polite and beautiful girl, okay??"

I wonder if I can flatter myself into thinking this lighthearted jab is also a sign of our deepening friendship.

When I gave a sullen reply to their joking confirmation, which was directed at me this time instead of Sora, he or she just snorted and dismissed it.

Hey, you started it. Take responsibility and see it through.

"It's okay, Sora. This person might seem like this, but in public they're known as 'Yura-choro'. The 'tsun' act will peel away in no time and they'll become 'dere-yura,' so you don't have to be scared."

"Huh? Don't be ridiculous, that's not what I'm known as 'in public.' You show a slightly nicer side and this is what I get? I'll kill you, you little brat."

"Yep, that's a demerit for the refreshingly foul mouth! Please try to be a 'polite teacher' who's suited for a 'polite and beautiful girl'!!!"

"I'll grind you to dust."

"Changing the words doesn't change the direction—Hyaaah!!"

After that bit of farce, I sent a rock cannon, which had come flying from above with no incantation, soaring into the distance with a somersault kick.

"See? Like I said. Their mouth is a little foul, but they're not a scary person."

"O-Oh… huh?"

"How in the world did you watch that and conclude I'm 'not a scary person'? Idiot."

With that amusing introduction out of the way, my role was successfully completed.

"────I'm counting on you, Yurayura-sensei. Ah, I'm not kidding, I'm being serious, so I'm really counting on you. This is no joke, [Screen]."

"Tch."

"Hey, did you just click your tongue at me?"

"I get it, just go already. Don't worry, I won't lay a hand on her."

"Hey, stop that. That's not what I'm worried about."

Seriously, are you a guy or a girl?—I swallowed that particular question, as it pertained to their real-life privacy.

"Sora."

I looked at her. Our eyes met, and in her amber irises… unlike the shrewd reality of our world, I saw the slight shyness characteristic of her virtual self, the one I knew so well.

"I-I'll be okay…!"

It seemed she was trusting my guarantee more than she was scared of the intimidating new person. She clenched both fists, showing her admirable determination with a single nod.

"Let's both do our best!"

"Okay, that's the spirit."

For the upcoming [Green Connect] raid, [Screen] Yurayura's name was, of course, not on the list of selected members due to their abilities being 'dangerous' in a broad sense.

However, that didn't mean they had no role to play. This was it. They were to be the training partner for none other than my partner, the one the world calls the [Maiden of the Scales], Sora-san.

I recalled our recent battle.

I recalled the endless barrage of bullets, which, while fewer in number than my partner's thousand swords, was no less of a threat. I recalled the overwhelming battle sense that had chased me down, me, who had been granted the title of the virtual world's fastest after trampling over every restriction.

That's why there was no room for doubt.

"…! Once again, I look forward to working with you!"

"…………"

"Yurayura-shi, your reply."

"Tch."

"A reply, not a tongue click!"

"I know, you're so annoying…!"

Their difficult personality aside… I could see a future where that, too, would quickly be melted away by Sora-san's ultimate angelic attribute, so it was truly fine.

"Cut the unnecessarily stiff formalities. As long as you do that, I'll look after you."

"O-Okay…!"

"Good. …Also, while we're at it."

Scratching their head awkwardly, they seemed to hesitate over whether to say something or not. In the end, they opened their mouth and muttered to this person—

"'Yura' is fine. …For both of you."

—that as a person to whom I was entrusting my precious partner, there was nothing lacking, nothing to worry about.

<hr>

A classic trope of a clumsy delinquent and an innocent beautiful girl. But rest assured, the main romance route is locked. The real question remains: are they a guy or a girl?



    Chapter 779

    And Apart, Two Pictures

    "Well then, I'm off────"

His takeoff was silent.

All my ears caught was the rustle of his clothes and the faint scream of torn air. In stark contrast to the visual absurdity of the moment, he quietly vanished into the night sky in the blink of an eye. I watched him go.

"…………"

"…………"

I was left with only one other person—a girl I hardly knew.

To think he could entrust his partner, who I'd heard he 'cherished so much it was sickening to watch,' to someone whose gender he didn't even know, and leave without a single look back.

"…Let's go."

"Ah, yes!"

Half impressed—no, I take that back.

Ten percent impressed, ninety percent exasperated. With that assessment made, I started walking again.

"Um, where to…"

I had expected the possibility of us being completely silent the whole time, but it seemed that while she gave off an air of shyness, she wasn't necessarily timid. Forming her words more firmly than I'd anticipated, the girl fell into step beside Yurayura… half a step behind. I glanced at her.

Even when our eyes met, her amber gaze didn't flee.

"I heard the bare minimum about you from the old man. Anyway, training or whatever, we can't do much in the middle of the city like this."

I see. There was no need to be overly considerate, thinking of her as just a fragile little girl. Having confirmed this rather welcome fact, I relaxed and strung together some suitable words.

Her nod, which I saw just before I turned my gaze away to look forward again, was more than enough of an answer.

After that, there was only one thing to do in this time—the travel time I had specifically secured by turning down that Acrobat's offer to 'see me off'.

"────I like spicy food."

"Huh…?"

It's a pain, but I do it because I think it's necessary. Just a single, playful act like this.

"It's just right when my tongue hurts so much I can't stand it. I'm not good with spice, I'm actually pretty weak to it. But I like it, so I eat it often, and sometimes it messes up my stomach."

"Ah, eh? Um, well… ?"

"What about you?"

"Yes?"

"You must have something you like."

"……………………S-Strawberries. I like them."

"Just as they are. Jam. Ice cream, shortcake, things like that."

"…Shortcake."

"Skimping on the strawberries is out of the question. It's best when there are at least two layers of cream in between."

"…………"

I'm sure she's wondering what I'm doing. Even I'm currently mocking myself for being so clumsy—but this is fine for now.

Yurayura doesn't *like* socializing, but that doesn't mean they *can't* do it.

There was that recent incident where I spectacularly misjudged some idiot's strange nature, but that doesn't mean I'm a bad judge of character either. That's why, if I put my mind to it, I can do it.

"────…………, heheh…"

I can at least dispel a single girl's tension and draw out a laugh.

"It's difficult and a lot of work to cut the sponge cake thinly and neatly, you know?"

"That's the perspective of someone who makes it. Do you?"

"Sometimes."

"That's impressive. A very ladylike and noble hobby."

And then, after another moment of silence, we walked side by side—

"I like black."

"I… suppose I like white."

"What? Not gold?"

"And you, Yura-san. Your favorite isn't silver?"

And so, the exchange between the blunt and dishonest he-or-she and the young girl continued.

◇◆◇◆◇

A few minutes after I had left Sora in the care of [Screen] Yurayura-shi—or rather, Yura.

"Hey. I told you, didn't I? Warn me before you stomp on the accelerator. I told you to give me a heads-up, a single word of warning. Didn't I? Hmm???"

"Yes, I did. That's why I said, 'let's go'…"

"Let me teach you something. What you did wasn't a warning, it was a 'declaration'. I told you to 'warn' me so I could mentally prepare myself."

"…………"

"In what world does an idiot press the detonation switch at the same time as they give the warning?"

And so, just like that.

As soon as we'd regrouped and resumed our training, I was receiving a lecture from Nacchan-senpai.

"Um, well, you see…"

"Hmm???"

"It's nothing, I'm sorry, I won't do it again."

I did have an excuse, or rather, my side of the story, but the pressure and glare coming from her absolute authority as my senior made raising the white flag in an instant unavoidable.

What the heck… I mean, during our second run, she was all cocky, saying things like, 'I'm used to it now, this is easy.' So of course I thought, 'Oh, really? Then she can handle it,' right?

It's not like I was trying to pull a prank or anything. Definitely not.

"…Good grief. I can only imagine what Sora has to put up with."

"Hey, stop that. Stop using my weaknesses against me the moment you get to know me."

"From now on, every time you do something stupid, I'm reporting it to her."

"Could you please, seriously, not do that…!!!"

Her counterattacks are devastating. What a merciless cat.

"Honestly, I don't know what Sora or the Princess see in this guy… well, whatever."

And with that, she tossed aside a whole series of exchanges that I definitely didn't want to be dismissed with a 'well, whatever,' and the merciless senpai instantly retracted her anger and teasing.

She was a person who got angry easily, but she also switched gears just as quickly.

────And so, after finishing our 'one full-out dash,' we were now on Sapphire's back. During Nacchan-senpai's break, her avatar, which had been using me as a backrest, rose again.

"Alright, my turn. It's frustrating, but it's a waste of time to just use this for a cooldown."

She stood up… on top of a dragon, in the middle of the sky, albeit during a stable flight.

My dragon, capable of flying without flapping its wings, has a back that is generally free from shaking. However, even the most skilled player cannot ignore the effects of the unavoidable wind and other factors.

Using her 'threads' to weave reins, which Sapphire obediently accepted, the [Thread-Weaver] skillfully and brilliantly controlled her balance, turning her yellow eyes to me.

"I'll watch you. Be grateful."

"I'm supposed to be teaching you things too, you know…"

"Be grateful?"

"It would be my utmost pleasure, Nacchan-senpai."

Having finally given up on a fight I knew I couldn't win, I surrendered my useless resistance. The white cat, her robes fluttering in the high-altitude wind, sniffed and said, "As long as you understand" before—

"Wait a minute???"

Taking advantage of the low weight of my transformed avatar, which was facing forward, she sent her 'threads' at me without a word, giving me no time to resist as she deftly spun me around.

And then, without a shred of hesitation, the cat settled into the space between my defenselessly outstretched legs.

What are you doing???

"Hey, what the— You idiot, *this* is the kind of outrageous act I should be reporting!"

"Oh, shut up! Don't scream in my ear!"

And the absurdity continued. To create such a crazy situation and then tell me to 'shut up'—just as I was about to retort further and quickly break contact,

I was pierced by eyes that held not a trace of playfulness or joking, and I fell silent.

"I know you're acting like an idiot, trying to be sincere and wearing yourself thin for the Princess, Sora, and one other person. All ten of the Southern Faction's top rankers know."

"What? What has Ashe been doing…!"

There was no need to verify the source of the information. The cause of this public knowledge—or rather, public shame—was undoubtedly singular.

"You're not going to get any ideas about other women at this point, are you? And knowing that, I'm not going to get any ideas about you either. Not even a little bit."

"Well, that's a relief, but that was some harsh emphasis…"

"So, you don't need to think about unnecessary things. Just show me your 'threads' already."

"Yeah, um… but we don't need to be this close—"

"We do, that's why we're like this. You know that, right?"

"………………"

Ah, unfortunately, I *did* know.

And because I did, I understood that she was, true to her words and her demeanor, seriously, earnestly, and honestly trying to be my 'instructor'.

…Damn it. Rejecting this sincerity felt terribly uncouth.

"Haaaah… You just want me to bring out the threads?"

"Yes. 'Weiß Schwarz,' was it? Those five cheeky ones will do."

"Yes, yes… ────Well then, I'm in your hands. Nacchan-sensei."

"Don't call me sensei."

In that case, it was best to stop dawdling and comply quickly to get out of this situation.

[Ninefold Shadow-Woven Gauntlet] activated. I twisted the threads, taming the power that would rampage if left to its own devices, and at the end of it—from my outstretched right arm, I extended the 'shadow threads' spun from my five fingers.

And so, on the back of a dragon soaring through the sky, lines of black stain, blending into the night, trailed behind us…

"Very good. Well then, let's begin the lesson."

"See, you are a sensei…"

"Be quiet."

After a declaration that was more of a warning, just like someone else's, shining threads of snow danced across the starry sky.

<hr>

For the record, both of their heart rates were perfectly normal.



    Chapter 780

    Black and White Duet

    Natsume is known to the world as a candidate for a 'Gift' awakening, but she doesn't possess a clear superpower—a 'power' like 'Almighty' or 'Recollection.'

However.

She does possess the reason why she is hailed as the one currently closest to a true awakening.

"Relax your power. But don't lose control."

"You ask for the impossible…!"

"Oh? It's not impossible at all."

From a pendant hidden beneath her clothes, her constantly active Anima, which creates 'threads' in response to her thoughts, perceives its master's wish and releases lines of white snow into the night.

"Who do you think you're duetting with?"

It was a form so ingrained it was beyond mind and body. A performance of her ten fingers, like breathing, that she would never forget even without 'Recollection,' never make a mistake.

This was not even an etude for her.

"Tch…"

The heartbeat I could feel from the back pressed against mine was perfectly normal; it seemed he wasn't overly conscious of the situation, which was excellent. As Natsume placed her own right hand over the junior's right hand, which was extending and weaving shadow threads, he let out only a single breath, betraying no agitation.

Very good. Then, let us begin.

"…………──────────"

I took a quiet, deep breath, and just like that, I deliberately let my mind go numb.

Sinking.

Immersing.

And then, unraveling.

Melding together.

I twist the 'threads'. They travel along *my* right hand, which is placed on my right hand, and entwine with the shadow threads that are being formed in imitation of *me*. What I can feel is an almost ridiculous degree of abandon.

It was nothing like Natsume's delicate and obedient [Little Snow Besen, Playing and Weaving White Snow Thread]. Its form as 'threads' was just one of its potential states; its true nature was a distorted, writhing torrent of power.

But it was certainly acknowledging. Obeying. Liking.

In that case, wonderful. This was by no means something beyond control. It was merely a like-minded problem child, worthy of playing with *me*.

I surface, just a little.

"────Haru."

"Ah, yes."

I broke the deep connection and called out to him as I reclaimed my sense of self. I carefully sorted through my thoughts, taking care not to misinterpret various things.

I packed away the colors of the deep layer I had touched one-sidedly into a box, never to be opened again. I locked it with many, many necessary keys.

"Call me."

"What?"

"Call *my* name. Just once is enough."

A small ritual, in lieu of payment. A call to wake me up.

"Uhh, um…? Ahh, Nacchan-senpai?"

"…Well, that'll do."

Honestly, it was regrettable. It was regrettable, but—well, I'll let it slide.

The 'Resonance' was complete. All that was left was to make use of what I had learned.

"Phew… [Ninefold Shadow-Woven Gauntlet], was it? This thing. It's a bizarre piece of work, the absolute opposite of elegance. Just like you, and a perfect fit for you."

"Hey, what's with the sudden insults?"

I tapped the slightly eerie-looking bracelet on the junior's right arm with my fingertips. In return, I received the expected cheeky complaint.

Ignored.

"That thing's control system is almost entirely skewed towards thought manipulation, isn't it? Why are you trying to 'play' it like me? It's pointless."

"…………Seriously, you can really tell all that just by touching? No, it's not pointless. Pure thought manipulation is too hard to control, so I have to reinforce it with imagery."

"How clumsy. Your title is weeping."

"Please stop with the emotional abuse, senpai."

…Right, adjustments needed. I'm getting too close. As long as I can't easily control this aspect, a true awakening of my Gift is nothing but a dream.

On the dragon's back, high in the sky. The wind, roughly sweeping through my hair, served as a good distraction, soothing my mind, which had been disordered by touching another person and another thing.

I took one, two, slow breaths.

"────Alright, I'll show you an example."

"So arbitrary. I told you I can't keep up…"

This time, I fully surfaced. Although it's an unavoidable consequence of my ability's nature, I'd have to make up for the unwillingly and unintentionally strange behavior I'd just displayed…

"Keep up, Haru."

…by immediately overwriting it with a cool, senpai-like demeanor.

I manipulated the 'threads'.

"W-whoa…!?"

My fingers danced, the white threads flashed, making the adjacent shadow threads leap.

And so too did the player's fingers. The junior, who was letting his strength drain away as instructed, had his entire right arm manipulated at Natsume's will, letting out a pathetic and adorable yelp.

"Hmph."

"What was that mocking laugh!?"

One smile. It felt good.

"Concentrate, you amateur. Make sure you remember all of this, isn't that your specialty?"

"You little…!!!"

I'd gotten the hang of handling this one.

Just like 'the Princess,' he was the biggest sore loser and enjoyer of the century. A monster of motivation whose fighting spirit and curiosity would well up endlessly if you just provoked them.

It was not yet a duet, but a clumsy cannon of lead and follow.

Weaving the threads, winding the threads, playing them in unison, drawing a picture, and dancing at the end of it…──── in the night sky watched over by the moon and stars, we launched the joint creation of white and black threads (Weiß Schwarz).

"──────……, …………"

*Flap, flap.*

As we clasped and opened our connected right hands, a great flapping echoed in the sky.

"See? Even something like this is easy. You'd better work hard, junior."

"…………Ha, haha…!"

In the quiet night sky, there were two dragon shadows.

The dragon of starlight, Sapphire, turned its head in surprise at the sound of flapping wings, and I felt a pleasant, minute shake indicating its further surprise at what it saw. When I looked back, what I saw was the face of a child.

"Whooooa!! Haha! Look, Sapphy, it's your spitting image!"

"So loud…! Ah, hey, don't get carried away!"

He was looking at the work he had been led to create. He unabashedly exposed his excitement and wonder, a child who spread his pure, innocent smile and voice to a degree that was almost exasperating.

Clasp and open, clasp and open. Like a young child engrossed in a toy, he made the thread-spun dragon flap its wings again and again, taking Natsume's hand, to which he was connected by thread, along for the ride.

There was no problem with it. There was no problem, but…

…because of the guilt-like emotion I felt at his completely innocent delight in this child's play, which I had created with the mischievous intent of startling him a little, my heart was once again slightly disturbed.

"Hey, whoa! Nacchan-san!!!"

"W-What is it? Don't shout so close to my────"

But the complaint I was about to add was, in the end.

"You're amazing!! As expected of you, senpai, you're seriously insane!"

"……, …………──────────Hmph! O-Of course I am!!!"

…deemed utterly ridiculous and quietly scattered into the night sky.

<hr>

'Resonance'… The power to intuitively understand the nature and essence of people and things you touch.

To put it simply, it's an ability that allows one to personally and freely use Arcadia's trademark brain-installation system. This allows the user to apply the cheat of 'understanding upon touch' to things other than their own possessions, or even to things that aren't objects at all, which naturally comes with a variety of benefits.

The fact that its nature is extremely strong in 'feeling' things is a side effect. Therefore, as seen with Nacchan becoming slightly strange during the chapter, if not handled carefully and skillfully, one's mind and thoughts can temporarily get mixed up, leading to… well, all sorts of trouble.

Basically, what I'm trying to say is, I love Nacchan. Why isn't she a heroine? Is this a bug?



    Chapter 781

    Special Period Still in Session

    "────Mmmph..."

Log out. Out of the pod. Dive into bed.

It was my first time back in the virtual world in three days. I didn't even need to think back on it; I'd spent almost the entire time in the sky. But still, returning from a dream world where the very density of time is different, I had one thing to say.

"Mmmbrain's... so... happy... mmmfeelssogood..."

It sounds like a rather dangerous declaration, but for a player like me, who has already undergone the requisite species change into an Arcadian—also known as an addict—it's nothing new.

The unique weariness that comes from the immense gap in physical abilities, a sensation you inevitably acquire when surfacing back to reality, is even pleasant. I suppose that makes me a bona fide veteran (lol).

It felt like coming home in more ways than one. Truly calming.

And, whether it's related to that mysterious blessing that keeps my strength and muscles from deteriorating, my body is never sore or stiff despite having been asleep for so long. That's the quality of the dream pod for you.

Which is why a "second sleep" is, in all honesty, no hardship at all. I can drift off as naturally as if I'd been awake and active in the real world, so now I have a choice.

Let's see, the current real time is just past eleven p.m.

Do I indulge my slovenly side and go from one dream world to another, still wrapped in this immense satisfaction? Or do I rebel against the faint sense of guilt or immorality that comes with going straight from gaming to sleep and squeeze in a study session, which had, of course, been neglected during my trip...?

That settles it. Alright, three... two... o-o-one, go!

"Hup!"

With a burst of energy—though with a sluggishness that was not just worlds but an entire abyss apart from my virtual self—I got out of bed, escaping its temptation. I've had my fill of luxury. I can't allow myself any more sweet, coddled moves like 'just a little bit longer, this is the last one.'

Get to it. Someone greedy enough to want both reality and the virtual world has no time to spare—

Just as I diligently headed to my desk to pull out my notebook...

"Hm?"

As if on cue, my phone buzzed in my hand. I glanced at the screen.

And my eyes caught the single phrase displayed as a notification on the lit-up LCD screen.

"——!"

Without a second thought, I bolted.

◇◆◇◆◇

A few minutes later.

"............................................ I could probably sue you for this."

"I said I'm sorry, didn't I?!"

In response to that single, incredibly urgent-sounding phrase—'HELP!!'—I had sprinted over at full speed, only to find myself being... used. I voiced my grievances with a sullen face and a disgruntled tone.

Used by whom, you ask? Well, who else. It was none other than Nia-chan, her wet hair being blown by a hairdryer as she sat on my lap, letting out sighs of pleasure that were quite separate from her 'words.'

Of course, whose lap? My lap. And who was wielding the hairdryer? Also me. In my other hand, I was even equipped with a large hairbrush, making me the complete package.

"If you're really sorry, could you at least try to hide that 'ahh, this is heaven~' vibe you've got going on? It's a truth of this world that a girl's cry for 'help' is a lethal weapon that lets her manipulate any man unconditionally, so you shouldn't use it so lightly—"

"Keep your hands moving—a little more to the right now—"

"Will this suffice, you little brat?"

What was this desperate cry for help, you ask? It was nothing more than the utterly deflating reason that 'my hairdryer broke.'

Sure, for a maiden with such long hair, it's probably a major crisis, but I wish she'd chosen her words more carefully. I felt like an idiot for rushing over, breathless.

"I said I'm sorry. I just couldn't have predicted you were *that* crazy about me, Nia-chan."

"How would you like it if I styled your hair into some proper princess-like ringlets?"

She'd do well to understand exactly who holds her 'life' in their hands right now. Of course, I don't have the slightest clue how to actually curl hair.

...Well, as much as I complain, there are some extenuating circumstances for Nia. The 'HELP!!' was from a sticker, not a message, and it was a comical one of a character her best friend, Mitsueda-san, often uses. Add to that the fact that five seconds after I tossed my phone and dashed off, a more detailed message arrived saying, 'Sorry, my hairdryer broke and I can't dry my hair, could you please help?' If I take that into account... taking that into account, I see. In short...

"..................Well, maybe a part of this was my fault...???"

"A part? I'd say it's almost entirely because you jumped to conclusions."

"So, how exactly does one curl hair?"

"Stop it! I said I'm sorry! I'm reflecting on my actions, I swear!"

It's frustrating, but I guess my overreaction was the problem—though, as someone entrusted with her well-being by her best friend, I have no intention of changing my possibly overprotective stance.

"Haaah... whatever. By the way, Nia-san, you have a crazy amount of hair, you know that? Don't tell me you go through this life-or-death battle every single time you get out of the bath? Seriously???"

"This is just a maiden's proper etiquette, you know? And don't say a maiden's hair volume is 'crazy.'"

"But hair is hair, isn't it?"

"Words with un-cute nuances are off-limits for girls!"

"What is with this girl?"

And so, naturally, she had just gotten out of the bath. It seemed a little late to be taking a bath, but I already knew from a leak from her best friend that Nia loved her baths, so it wasn't surprising.

Also not surprising was the unique fragrance gently wafting from her body. I'm not saying this in some perverted way; it was because it was something *I* had *brought* for her.

"So, how was the souvenir?"

"Mmm... it felt very... hot spring-y?"

"Well, it is from a hot spring."

It was a bath bomb I'd bought as a souvenir from my trip. I couldn't tell if she loved it or not, but her reaction suggested she'd at least enjoyed it. Which was perfectly fine by me.

"It feels a little weird, smelling different than usual."

"Can you even notice your own usual scent?"

"That's the point. Right now, it's a special scent I *can* notice. Also, don't say 'scent' to a maiden."

"You have a lot of off-limits words..."

This, too, was the first time in three days. We continued our aimless conversation, one without any destination from the start—utterly random, and for that very reason, undeniably peaceful.

"Nia-chan."

"Yeees?"

"You're too close. It's hard to work."

"I'm not accepting complaints from the someone whose hands are moving with such practiced skill."

As always... no, correction, thirty, forty, fifty percent more clingy than usual, I supported her slender body as I tackled this super-high-dimensional mission for the second time in my life.

And without ever saying something as foolish and dense as, 'Couldn't you have just asked Ashe?' to the foreign young lady sighing contentedly...

My first night back passed peacefully.

<hr>

He's an insanely fast learner, you know. Of course he'd get used to it after doing it just once. As for whether it really was only once during the trip... only the two of them will ever know.



    Chapter 782

    Two Cats

    The next day at noon. My night had bled into midnight while dealing with a certain troublesome indigo-haired girl, and after a morning spent catching up on the studies I hadn't been able to touch...

"How's Natsume doing?"

Just like dinner the previous night, we were gathered around the table for lunch after a long time.

Ashe, the 'Princess,' was naturally present. With a major event on the horizon, she had already finished her preparations and had time to spare. Putting down her chopsticks, she asked me about the condition of our faction-mate.

I already knew they were on good terms from the way Nacchan-senpai was always calling her 'Princess,' this and 'Princess,' that. It was clear from her tone that she was genuinely concerned.

And knowing the ever-caring Princess, she wasn't just being adored and supported by her vassals; she was no doubt doting on her cute junior in equal measure. Which is precisely why she's so adored and supported in the first place. What a precious and heartwarming circle of bonds. How wonderfully splendid—

...I thought to myself, feeling a sense of peace from a perspective I had no right to hold.

"Mm, she's doing great. So great, in fact, that her adaptation speed is almost scary."

As ever, I had no intention of competing with the ridiculously fast eater next to me. I leisurely savored the Yotsuya Dormitory chef's special ginger pork set meal and gave my answer based on yesterday's events.

"I can't say for sure if she'll manage to get the [Rider] skill, but even if she doesn't, she'll probably get good enough to handle Sapphire on her own."

"I see. That's Natsume for you."

"You look so proud."

"Of course. She's a junior I'm proud of."

Is that so. We were still in the middle of our meal, but I felt like saying 'thanks for the meal' already.

"—Alright then, the next step. Today and tomorrow will go as planned..."

With that, Ashe's garnet eyes, still holding a faint smile, shifted to the person next to me. The other person sitting across from me, next to Ashe.

"..., ..."

She was silently munching on the pickles from her set meal, trying her best to erase her presence as usual.

"The three of you, get to know each other well."

This was for the three-person cell that would be the de facto linchpin of our strategy against Green Connect. The final member to join Nacchan-senpai and me now replied, not with reluctance or unwillingness, but...

`Yes.`

...still, it was clear she wasn't exactly thrilled, either.

She typed out the particularly small word on her device and let out a soft sigh.

◇◆◇◆◇

"—And so, this is [Thread-Weaver], Nacchan-senpai."

"Nice to meet you."

And so it began, right after lunch.

"And over here, we have Nia-chan, also known as [Milmarinus, the Blue-Jade Fairy]."

"Nice to... meet you... too."

Nia had surprised me several times with how well-connected she was, even among the top players, but it seemed she'd never met Nacchan-senpai before. This was their first meeting.

The kitten I brought with me was being welcomed by the indigo-haired girl in her home, the atelier... but I wonder, is it because they're both cat-like characters?

Am I just imagining that they seem to be mysteriously wary of each other?

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

See, this silence. It's not exactly an awkward or tense atmosphere, but it feels like their vibes just aren't meshing or syncing up...—

"Sorry, time out."

Then, it was the kitten-senpai who made the first move.

There was just one problem. Her action was directed not at the girl she was supposed to be befriending, but at the beautiful girl (not a girl) standing blankly beside her.

She grabbed me by the scruff of my neck and forcefully dragged me out of Nia-chan's workshop. When I was pulled outside and naturally gave her a questioning look, Nacchan-senpai mumbled something with an indescribable expression on her face before finally—

"You see..."

"Yes?"

"I'm, uh, that kind of person."

"Yes?"

"Despite how I look, or, I don't know how to put it..."

"What is it?"

After a long, drawn-out moment of mumbling and hesitation...

"I'm............................................ not shy with strangers, but..."

"I see. So you're shy with strangers."

As soon as her timid whisper escaped, I expressed my understanding, only to be met with an unreasonable glare from my scary senior, who still had a grip on my collar.

"That's not it...! It's not with just anyone! It's just... when it's someone famous, or, you know, a renowned person—anyone would be like that, right?!"

"I get it, I get it. I couldn't agree more, I completely understand from the bottom of my heart so please stop shaking me please you're gonna rip my head off please stop...!"

It's not that unusual for her to be like this. I understood that she was flustered for some reason, but if that was the case, I wish she'd told me before we came here.

I, too, have come to deeply, *deeply* understand that Nia is a 'famous player,' a 'renowned artisan,' and an 'amazing person.' Pulled along by our initial meeting and our current relationship, I don't for a moment underestimate the name she carries: [Milmarinus, the Blue-Jade Fairy].

To Nacchan-senpai, Nia is a distinguished senior as well. I get how she feels.

"I got it. You're nervous, so you want me to mediate and smooth things over. Order received and perfectly understood, so please calm down. Here, let go of my collar."

"S-sorry. I'm counting on you..."

"Yeah, yeah."

Nacchan-senpai is an honest, good kid. She can be a bit *too* honest with her emotions and words, but she's a genuinely good kid who can express both her apologies and her requests just as honestly.

No matter how rough she gets, my affection for her only seems to grow.

With our strategy meeting successfully concluded, I knocked on the door again for a re-do of our entrance. It probably wasn't necessary to wait for a reply, so I cheerfully started to re-enter—

"Alright. Come here for a second."

"Eh...?"

Just as I was about to step inside, a hand shot out from in front of me, grabbing my wrist and forcibly dragging me toward the work area at the back of Nia-chan's room.

Naturally, I shot her a questioning look, only for Nia to give me a rude expression, as if looking at a criminal...

"Were you flirting with her?"

"I was not. I would not. There's no way I would—hup!"

"Ow!"

Using `Recall`, I instantly unequipped my transformation avatar's arm and leg gear and, without a shred of mercy, delivered a STR: 0 quality flick to the forehead of my exclusive artisan for her utterly ridiculous pronouncement.

My speed alone is top-tier, so it made a nice, sharp sound, but there's no need to worry. An artisan build may be frail compared to a warrior's, but her avatar is still superhuman compared to a real body.

She yelped and staggered back slightly, glaring at me, but I saw no need to apologize. In fact, I wanted an apology for even being suspected of 'something like that.'

As if I had any room to look at anyone else now.

"Stop saying stupid things and tell me what's necessary. What's wrong, Nia-chan? Why were you, a monster of social skills, frozen up in silence? Hey, no clinging!"

The partitioned work area was technically out of sight from the main room where Nacchan-senpai was probably waiting. But that didn't mean I could be lenient with her while someone else was in the same space.

So, I dodged with all my might. She made a clear pouty face, but I had to draw the line with an iron will. Yes, I really, really had to.

After all, the three of us are going to be a team.

If my senior were to look at us with disdain, thinking, *Do I have to team up with this pair of idiots in love (who aren't even a couple)?*... my spirit would be utterly crushed.

"Hmph...! C'mon, just a little bit is fine, hmph...!"

"Stop pouting. Now, talk. Why were you two staring at each other in silence?"

"Mmmph...! —............Why? It's obvious, isn't it?"

And so, my urgent task was to play mediator. Following up with Nacchan-senpai, I conducted a one-on-one, back-to-back mysterious counseling session, and the result was... well, you can guess.

"I-it's normal, right? To get nervous when you meet someone famous for the first time?"

"Okay, you two are perfectly compatible. Go on and clash head-on without fear."

I predict no problems for this squad's future.

And with that, my farce of a mission was swiftly completed, and we could move on to the next step.

<hr>

This is pretty much what happens when you introduce two cats for the first time.



    Chapter 783

    Two Cats, in the Sky

    —Now then. Let me take a moment to talk about my Starlight Beast, Sapphire.

With wings that span just over twenty meters when fully extended, he boasts a scale that puts him head and shoulders above all other confirmed tamed beasts.

His head, equipped with a long, magnificent beak, has the distinctive shape of a Pteranodon. His overall form might be more aptly described as a wyvern rather than a dragon.

Well, whether pterosaur or wyvern, he's still a 'dragon,' and in any case, he's cool, huge, and super cool. But the charms of my pride and joy don't end there.

Thinking back to when we first met, he took to me almost instantly—or rather, in a flash—even though I had utterly demolished him in a battle that lasted about a minute. As you can guess from that, this Sapphire, or Saffy-chan (kun?), is incredibly friendly.

He gets summoned only to find a stranger on his back, but he doesn't mind one bit. Whether it's someone he's just met or not... even if it's a certain [Traveler] who starts fooling around on his back, he's got the magnanimity to accept it.

He's loyal not just to his master, but to his master's connections as well. With that kind of personality, it's impossible not to dote on him like a cat... or rather, like a dragon. But still.

Even for the friendly Sapphire, there's something of an affection ranking.

And the order goes like this—first place, me.

Well, that's a given. And it's not like I've cheated my way to the top out of some master's bias; we've run experiments where we summon him at the same time as the other top three, and the confirmed data shows he flies straight to me. I don't care if you say, 'Of course he'd prioritize his master when his master calls.' No matter what anyone says, Sapphire is mine and I'll never give him up. If you've got a problem with that, come at me.

Putting that aside, in third place, Sora-san.

Well, this is also a given. As my partner, she spends the most time with me, so naturally, she spends more time with Sapphire than anyone else. She even recently acquired the [Rider] skill, and their bond is steadily deepening through their interactions. Plus, she's incredibly sweet and gentle with him, so of course he'd grow attached.

And then, after that, fourth place and below are all pretty much tied, with the top three standing out. But if Sora, who spends the second-longest time with him, is in third place...

Then who, you ask, is in second?

Well, that's... pretty obvious, isn't it?

"—Whoa...!? H-hey, wha... what's up with you! You're full of energy!"

And so, back to the matter at hand, high up in the sky.

For the first training session, continuing from the first day, I handed the reins to my senior and entrusted Sapphire to her. The cry of distress that rang out a second later was so predictable that I couldn't suppress a grin.

It was something I already knew would happen.

His mood was noticeably better than yesterday's, soaring through the clouds on a very mischievous trajectory. The dragon paid no mind to the screams of the kitten on his back. However, despite her screams, she didn't let go of the reins—or rather, the 'threads'—and her guts to dig in and hang on were impressive. Nacchan-senpai will be fine on her own.

Which means, the only problem is *this* one.

"—Why the long face, Nia-chan? You should be used to this by now, right?"

"........................I don't know what you mean by 'by now' or 'should be.' I have no idea. Also, if you let go of me, I will scream and cry like it's the end of the world."

I had a firm grip on her slender waist, and she was safely within the protection of my `Luna Nobody, Guardian of the Shimmering Moon`. The high-altitude winds, the G-forces from the excessive speed and wild turns—I was absorbing all of it, so it should have been perfectly comfortable for her. But judging from her face, she unfortunately wasn't feeling so great.

Well, it can't be helped.

"If you keep making that face, Saffy's going to get all depressed and feel bad again, you know."

"Ehh... Eeeeeh... C'mooon... give me a break... I like Sapphire-chan, but I'm the frail type of player who doesn't fly through the sky..."

That said, she only whines like this at the very beginning of each day. After flying for a while, her complexion usually starts to improve... In other words, Sapphire, who was hyped up from having his *favorite* on his back, was delivering his usual, cheerful, fatal-blow of a greeting.

It's a pure expression of affection. Just quietly... no, I mean, solemnly accept it.

"—Hey, why are you so ridiculously calm?! I'm freaking out here! I'm genuinely in trouble! What am I supposed to do?!"

"There's nothing to 'do.' Just keep doing what you're doing," is all I can say.

"Your calm and composed voice is so irritating!!!"

Well, this kitten over here also seems to be in top form, so I'll just leave her be.

"...Hey, you. You still don't have the [Rider] skill, right? How in the world are you stuck to him, even upside down, without even looking like you're holding on?"

"Guts."

Even with her face turning blue, or rather, pale, Nia-chan has certainly grown, seeing as she no longer screams. If she keeps adapting like this and one day mistakenly acquires the skill, Sapphire will be thrilled. Go for it—

I sent a half-hearted cheer from the bottom of my heart.

"Alright, Nia, your training starts now, too. Neither I nor Ashe have any intention of demanding perfection from the get-go. Just do your best with what you can, okay?"

"Mmmph........................ Nn. Your hand."

"I won't let go. Have I ever let go? Just relax and do your best."

If I intended to give an impossible order to a frail non-combatant, I would have assembled the three-person cell yesterday. I wouldn't waste precious time like this.

So, what I said is true. Therefore...

"Your goal is... let's see, how about continuing for five minutes straight?"

"Yeah, no, that's impossible. This isn't the kind of thing you can use for long periods of time, you know."

"My apologies. Well, again, just do what you can."

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

I said it in a light tone, and she shot me a sidelong glance. I wonder what's going through Nia-chan's mind...? I have a pretty good idea, but if I say it out loud, she'll probably get mad.

—*I want to push myself, even just a little, to be of help.* I could tell that's what she was thinking. I gave her a casual smile, as if to say 'just thinking that is more than enough.' I wonder if my feelings got through to her?

The indigo-haired girl let a wistful sigh dissolve into the sky.

"Okay, here I go...—`Truthnight Aquamarine, Night Queen Seeing Through the Moon`."

And amidst the blue of the sky, she made twin stars of brilliant indigo shine.

<hr>

Meanwhile, the constant BGM (Nacchan) never stopped.



    Chapter 784

    The Indigo Girl's Struggle

    The body-integrated Anima dwelling within Vestol's current sixth-ranked member, Milmarinus, possesses numerous rare qualities. It is a Third Tier Anima known as [Celestial Aquamarine, Shimmering Blue Jade Twin Stars].

First, it belongs to the already rare body-integrated category—in other words, despite the tagline of being an 'Anima,' it's a case where it has ultimately become one with its user.

Second is the 'Remote Constant Independent Standby' ability, which Nia utilizes as an artisan within a very narrow scope. The term alone is meaningless, but it refers to the power that permanently resides in my [Aquamarine Rabbit Heart], the cornerstone of my build.

It's that tricky ability where she can supposedly 'imbue a suitable gem with one magic per eye,' but apparently, that's not *exactly* what's happening. It isn't *imbuing* magic in the strictest sense.

It *holds* the magic, which has been placed in a standby state, anchored to the designated gemstone as a focal point.

By maintaining this state indefinitely, the aquamarine miracle allows a glimmer of power to be born anytime, anywhere, at the will of its blessed recipient—yes, it's every bit as absurd as it sounds.

We're not talking on a paltry scale of minutes, tens of minutes, or even hours. It's perfectly normal for it to last for days. Heck, even if it goes unused for months or years, Nia's eyes will eternally and forever continue to watch over the one she has blessed.

In other words, her power isn't temporarily lost due to this miracle. Rather, it's *because* she is constantly watching that she becomes unable to exercise her other powers.

According to Nia, there is probably no limit to the duration of this power. Furthermore, the power she granted me has never once been severed, even when I'm flying off to some remote corner of the world on her self-proclaimed magnificent legs. So for now, it's highly likely there's no distance limit, either.

Its lack of restrictions is simply staggering, but as someone who has spent some time with her… well, as someone who has gotten to know her, I can only say that it suits her perfectly.

Devoted and earnest. The fact that I feel a certain weight from it all might even be part of her charm.

But let's set those two points aside for now. The third, the clairvoyance ability activated by fully opening both her eyes—*Truthnight Aquamarine, Night Queen Seeing Through the Moon*—is the true key to this raid.

During our trip, when a mobilization order was issued for all current rank holders in the Western Faction, Nia was summoned.

It was then that she was forced to confess the details of her Anima, which she had kept hidden from the world. Apparently, the venue erupted for all sorts of reasons. For the great Ashe to show a genuinely troubled face in public, and for the esteemed Lady Helena to look up at the heavens… it must have been quite the scene.

Of course it was. The joker for the assault on 'Green Connect'—a raid whose future was uncertain in *so* many ways—had been trembling in their arms all along without them even knowing.

This ability to see through things was the fundamental power [Celestial Aquamarine] possessed from its initial First Tier, and it remains its one and only ability even now, after two evolutions.

It's a power not limited to mere physical clairvoyance; it can see even the conceptual source hidden within an object. While her gaze is blocked by 'beings that contain strong magic,' like players and enemies, it works on most inorganic matter, with the exception of works created by a magic artisan.

And so, while I was soaking in a hot spring, Nia was escorted—or rather, carried—with VIP treatment by none other than the Sword Queen herself. And as a result of her confirming it with her *own eyes*...

It was determined that her power is indeed effective in the abnormal space on the "back" of Green Connect, Jehatreglie—the field we will be challenging in two days.

Along with that, another fact was confirmed, one that would make anyone say, "Huh???"... but since it's unclear if that's relevant to the raid, we'll put a pin in it for now.

So, in other words, basically, to sum it all up...—

"..............................I can't... I'm gonna die..."

"Hey, mister."

"I am being considerate! Super considerate! Here, Nia, are you okay? Don't push yourself, alright?"

She herself says it's 'not meant for long-term use,' but expecting us not to have high hopes is asking the impossible. Neither I nor anyone else wants to push her too hard, but because she's a trump card that's perfect for this raid, she must be feeling the pressure herself.

That goes for the brilliant and talented Natsume-senpai, who ended up adapting to Sapphire at lightning speed, and for me, as I continue to watch over her while firmly securing her delicate avatar.

Together, the two of us have repeatedly told her, 'Don't overdo it,' but Nia is the type to push past her limits, wring out every last bit of grit, and then collapse just like this.

I move beyond simply supporting her swaying body to catch her in my arms, but since everyone here is dead serious right now, there's no room for embarrassment. As for Nia, who's entrusting her entire self to me without hesitation... well, judging from her zero-composure expression, it's probably the same for her.

When it comes to "work," she flips a switch. I already know she's a cool person.

"Uuueeegh...................... How long... was that...?"

"About a minute, wasn't it?"

"Yeah. That's two whole seconds longer than last time—whoa, hey, stop! I'm not teasing you!"

And so, several hours have passed since we began this special training. The 'five minutes' I casually threw out at the beginning was apparently a wildly impossible, reckless, and foolish pipe dream, and now I can only regret it.

I suppose I have no choice but to accept my punishment of repeated headbutts. As for our current progress, she can maintain activation for just under a minute, followed by an interval of about ten minutes to recover.

I keep telling her not to push herself, and I mean it from the bottom of my heart. However, I'm not approaching this with a casual attitude either, even if it is ultimately a game. So, I won't mince words when stating the facts.

Considering all the various factors involved in the 'Green Connect' raid, the duration is far too unreliable and the rest time is too long. To be blunt, she's unusable in her current state.

However, she improved by two seconds since the last attempt. ...And she improved by one second between the attempt before that and the last one, and by a whole three seconds between the two before that.

This is despite the immense strain it must be putting on her eyes and mind, this combo with high-speed flight, and despite her being unfamiliar with using her power this way. The necessary interval, too, has been steadily and surely decreasing, finally settling down to about ten minutes.

She's trying her best.

She's trying super hard.

She's trying ridiculously, absurdly hard.

"...Nia?"

"Y...es..."

There's no doubt about it.

"You've got guts, you know that? I like girls like you."

"...Yaay... Th-thank... you..."

That tsundere kitten is steadily starting to show her softer side.

And as for me... well, that's been the case for so long now that there's nothing new to say about it.

"Uwaah..."

"Come on, mister. Take proper care of her."

"Is that really a job you should be giving to a guy?"

"Then, Haru. Give her a proper 'there, there.'"

"Can't really run away when you call me out by name..."

Unlike Natsume-senpai, I can't say such things so easily. Even if I'm not being glib, it's hard for me to say them in front of others.

So unfortunately, I have no intention of offering any words right now—

"...Gufuheheh..."

"That laugh. Are you sure about that, young lady?"

While holding her limp body, I use my senior's command as my excuse.

As I gently and carefully stroke her swaying indigo hair, a rather strange reaction escapes from my arms. I let out a wry smile but don't stop my hand.

Well, whatever. When the opportunity arises, I'll do it later.

Just telling her that I honestly like that part of her...

I want to believe that something like that wouldn't be a crime.

<hr>

It's a sin. But I'll allow it. Go on.



    Chapter 785

    Taking Turns to Invade

    Night. My room.

Natsume-senpai and Nia are really something else... Wait, who am I to say that? No, seriously, they're amazing. I mean, even I get tired from flying nonstop for practically a whole day.

On my bed—the non-mechanical one.

Neither of them would ever whine about being 'tired~' or anything like that. They really are similar, those two. They'd probably become friends on their own even if I weren't around.

My words travel just a little bit farther.

It's past ten in the evening. For me, it's a bit too early to sleep. But on the other side of the device, the voice that's as ladylike and cheerful as ever, yet tinged with sleepiness, belongs to someone for whom it is late.

"Hm? Oh, yeah, things are going well. They're both making incredible progress for all their hard work. Natsume-senpai even went and acquired a new skill in just two days."

Words come back in reply. I can sense a hint of exhaustion in her voice, but she's been battling the formidable foe known as academics in the real world before diving into training in the virtual one. It's no wonder she's worn out.

"All the women I meet over there are way too tough. To the point where this guy watching gets worried... and that applies to you too, Sora-san."

Then again, it's not like I'm not tired myself. With the end of the day approaching, my brain isn't exactly firing on all cylinders; I'm just spouting whatever thoughts pop into my head.

"Haha, I'm one to talk, huh? True enough."

And so, as I check in on my partner, who I personally consider the number one hard worker, her sleepy voice immediately retorts, "You too." Well, I can't argue with that; I'm well aware.

As for me, I'm just enjoying this game to my heart's content, with my life on the line.

That fundamental stance of mine is unlikely to ever change, but just because I'm playing doesn't mean I don't get tired. On the contrary, 'playing seriously with all your might' is probably the most wholesome and fastest way to drain your stamina of anything in this world.

"Alright then, let's both try not to wear ourselves out so soon after our relaxing trip."

I savor this healthy and pleasant exhaustion... I thought I'd timed the end of our conversation perfectly, but as a matter of course, a lonely and dissatisfied sigh mixed with a "You're right" reaches my ears, and I can't help but give a wry smile.

"Yeah, good night, Sora. See you tomorrow."

We exchange our brief farewells for a short while.

As always, the call doesn't disconnect right away, and I listen to the utterly adorable and endearing breathing of my partner from the other side. I count the seconds—ten.

It's always my role to be the heartless one and bring down the curtain.

"Hnngh..."

Without so much as a thought for the device that had served its purpose, I toss it onto my pillow and let out a truly exhausted, mysterious sound that I would never let anyone else hear, then close my eyes.

I wasn't worried, but I was concerned. It's a relief that things on *that* side seem to be going well. It appears that Screen-dono has been surprisingly kind to her.

According to Sora, she's 'a cuter person than I imagined'... and I'm not sure whether I should laugh at Sora's immense generosity for calling *that person* cute, or at my partner's absolute angelic power that can transform *that person* into someone cute.

At any rate, I'm glad she seems to be having fun.

I was a little concerned that she might be sulking, since we hadn't met all day despite both being logged in—that was my pretext. The truth is, I just wanted to hear her voice.

But the very first thing I heard when we connected was her happy voice, so I'll just turn a blind eye to my own embarrassing heart for now.

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

—————... 

————... 

——...

...Something's off. My gut tells me it's about time...—

"...Yep, yep. Here she comes."

And then, right on cue, a doorbell with a cleverly designed chime that changes its tune depending on the time of day played a slow, elegant, and gentle melody throughout the room.

It was, I have to say, exactly as I had predicted. With a heave, I bounce up from the bed and head to the entrance to greet the sudden visitor, feeling not a shred of surprise.

I don't even need to check.

It's incredibly rude of me to assume, but when I open the door, standing there is—

"Good, your hair isn't wet. Excellent. You're so proper, as expected of you, Ashe."

"...What are you talking about?"

—a princess with unrealistically snow-white hair. It couldn't be anyone else; a strange intuition within me had declared it with absolute certainty.

<hr>

Keeping this one short since the next one is fairly long. Of course she wouldn't be satisfied with just one dinner and one lunch.



    Chapter 786

    What Is Stored Away in a Dream

    It had been over a full day since I returned from the three-night, four-day hot spring trip that I myself had produced. And I had been thinking that she was being awfully, well, quiet.

Because of that, or perhaps for some other reason, I couldn't help but feel a premonition—a sort of prophecy—that she'd be coming soon. I had assumed she would just barge into my room without warning as usual... but I'll admit it. In the end, the princess surpassed my expectations from a completely different angle.

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

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

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

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

As the hands of the clock crawled from ten to eleven, a time that even a university student would recognize as late, she came up to the living room as usual, and from there, I expected things to proceed as they always did.

Or so I thought.

I imagined that, as always, she would bring her cute selfishness as a gift, demanding tea and a late-night snack, that we would enjoy a relaxed and quiet conversation, and that she would make a swift exit before it got too late.

That was the usual scene I had envisioned.

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

She demanded nothing with words, nor was there any conversation. Ashe simply came up to my room, with the usual lack of hesitation or reservation in that regard, and—

—she nonchalantly and forcefully violated my usual safe distance. Just as I was about to head to the kitchen to prepare some tea, she took my hand and pulled me down onto her designated spot on the long sofa.

"......................Uh, um, so..."

"...Mmm................"

She pulled me down, and just like that... we've been this way for about ten minutes now, I think. To my left, she clings to my left arm, her head resting on my shoulder, eyes and mouth closed, completely still.

For her, though, this is too subdued to be called an 'attack,' but to call it the usual 'playing around'... well, how should I put it? It's just... you know?

*The distance and the atmosphere... are just too sweet.*

"Ashe-san?"

"...Mmm............"

I'd really appreciate it if you'd stop responding with that faintly languid sigh, whether it's a reaction or not. The very sound of *the* Sword Queen's unguarded voice is a rarity on par with a Terror Armament globally, and for me, it has the potential to be a fatal blow.

"Ah, well... what is it? Are you in tired mode or something?"

And so, the princess doesn't answer.

"I don't mind you being here at all, but are you sure you don't need to get some rest soon?"

And so, the princess doesn't answer.

"......................Um, want to lie down? If you're not picky about comfort, I mean... considering my gratitude for your daily efforts and the trip and everything, I wouldn't be opposed to offering my lap as a 'pillow'..."

And so she doesn't answer, doesn't respond, just stays there quietly and peacefully with her eyes closed.

But she never lets go of my arm, never moves her body away, and while still showing signs that she is definitely awake, Ashe steals a few more minutes from me—

"......................—Lately, I've been thinking."

"Wh-whoa, yeah?"

It was so typical of her, to begin speaking so abruptly, to broach a topic out of nowhere. Even if it was a picture-perfect scene of peace and tranquility, my own state was far from serene, so naturally, I flinched.

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

My eyes reflexively darted towards her. And there, shining with a transparency that would make even jewels envious, were garnet eyes that radiated a brilliance outshining the lights, capturing my entire being.

They captured me, wouldn't let go, and held even my consciousness fast.

"That it might be best... if I just stole you all away for myself."

She said something I didn't quite understand.

And yet, even without understanding, I had the distinct conviction that she had just said something absolutely outrageous... and as Ashe brought this inexplicable confusion upon my mind, she smiled bewitchingly.

*—Ah, this is bad.* I thought so, but my body remained frozen, as if enchanted.

"...!"

Upon my cheek, which must have been wearing a dumbfounded expression, she gently...

...let a kiss as light as a touch fall, before the princess closed her eyes once more and leaned her body against me.

"Haru."

"Yes."

My mind was failing to keep up entirely; I could only offer a reflexive reply. And from beside me, what reached my ears was a single, cheerful laugh, like that of a trickster delighted with a successful prank.

And inevitably, with the loser (me) feeling his temperature rise, she continued.

"...It was only three days and a bit. Or so I thought."

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

"But before even a day had passed, I found myself wishing I had made it a little shorter."

Her soft, pure white hair brushed against my neck.

"Four months ago... during the event, I was still fine."

That gesture was, without a doubt, a sincere and uncharacteristically open display of affection.

"'Love' is a strange and troublesome thing. I always thought I was the patient type, you know."

My body was no longer frozen. Right now, in this moment...

"—Turns out... I might not be able to hold back for much longer. What should I do, I wonder."

"...—"

...as this girl confessed her 'heat' so openly it felt as if the world itself might melt, my will to act had dissolved without a trace.

Was her fleeting smile one of self-deprecation, or was it a smile meant for me?

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

*Not good.*

*This is not good.*

I thought.

I thought, this can't go on—no, that's not it.

*I can't let it go on like this.* That's what I thought, driven by a torrent of indescribable emotions—a strange sense of duty, or maybe competitiveness. I acted on a baseless conviction that this was what I had to do.

"Ngh..."

Ashe let out a sound I'd never heard from her before, and it was none other than my fault.

I was the one who made her let that almost painfully cute sound be heard by the world, all because of the right hand I had extended after kicking aside my hesitation.

Come to think of it, this was something I had never done to her. An action that I'd had countless opportunities to do with Sora or Nia... which sounds pretty bad, but it's the truth.

Stroking her head. That's all.

It was something I had arbitrarily decided was alien to her, the one who stood higher than anyone else.

And so, was my arbitrary assumption right or wrong?

Was she really surprised by the unfamiliar sensation, or was I just imagining it? She stirred, opened her eyes, and her garnet irises reflected my own, which had never strayed from her even after she had closed her eyes.

And then...

"Ha, ha..."

"...Fufu."

...we both laughed at the same time.

One of us, holding onto indescribable emotions that remained indescribable. The other, laughing, this time genuinely amused at herself for being surprised by 'such a simple thing.'

"...You know, Ashe."

"...Yes. What is it?"

A secret of the night, just the two of us. We made a silent pact, with our eyes alone, vowing that even we would forget 'this time' ever happened once it was over.

"—I've thought the same thing, many times. *That*."

"............I see. ...So you have."

To what, exactly, did 'that' refer? I won't say it, won't add the necessary words, precisely so that it won't be understood. I leave it up to her to interpret freely.

Our eyes remained locked on each other.

She, never letting go of my arm.

I, continuing to carefully stroke her hair.

"This is a problem, isn't it?"

"It really is."

I said it in a way that could be taken any way. And I said it in a way that held both truth and lies, no matter which of her words it was applied to. Even the invincible princess couldn't possibly read me completely.

That's why, in the end, there was only one truth I could give her right now.

"There are too many precious people, and I just don't have enough bodies or hearts to go around."

Just this feeling, this heart, that continues to pile up without ever creating a contradiction.

That alone is no lie, and at this point, it's a sentiment I feel little hesitation in conveying. It's probably painfully obvious to anyone who looks, so there's likely no point in hiding it anyway.

I'm thinking.

I'm thinking.

Constantly, preciously, I continue to think.

—Because the "answer" is already visible, at a distance where I feel I could reach it just by stretching out my hand.

"...Haru."

"What is it?"

This time, my words were not a reflex, but a reply offered with a rational mind, my body temperature having settled. The princess, seeming somewhat satisfied and yet a little dissatisfied, enjoyed it before closing her eyes once more and speaking.

"I'm on your side."

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

"No matter what your 'answer' is. I'm sure of it, always."

"...................................... ...Does that mean, then..."

"Yes. That's right."

An extension of our secret. A guarantee of oblivion. As I was swept away by her heat-induced state in this fleeting night, I tried to push my question through, but her voice naturally stopped me.

"So even if you were to reject *everyone* and end up alone... that future will never come for you. Give up on that."

And then, she uttered a joke that was so utterly unlike her.

I hesitated for just a moment, wondering what words I should offer in return to such a statement from Ashe.

"Do you really think I'm capable of turning down three otherworldly young ladies at once?"

"............Fufu. Impossible. Absolutely."

In the end, I simply chose to laugh off the most impossible future together with her, as if I were dazed.

<hr>

So what did she come for in the end? Nothing. She just got lonely, so she came to be pampered. By the way, if he had chosen the wrong options, there was a low chance he would have been eaten.



    Chapter 787

    A Family Announcement

    And so, Friday arrived.

Beset by one event after another, day and night, time flew by as it always seemed to. The day before the big event finally came—

"Huh???"

"Eh???"

"The hell???"

"Hmmmm???"

"Well..."

The time was sunset, the place was the Eastern Round Table. Though the voices were each unique, the meaning they carried was one and the same: utter shock from a complete surprise.

Those dumbfounded cries came from about half of the nine rankers of the Eastern Faction, Istia, who had gathered minus one absent silver-haired member. The exceptions were Gen-san of the [Twin Fists], whose eyes had gone wide in a rare display of silent astonishment... and the tiny person standing next to me.

Specifically, the blue one.

Like the rest of us, she was on the receiving end of the news, yet she alone looked like she was in on the secret. With a perfectly composed expression, as if this was nothing to be surprised about, was Ri-na, the [Right Wing].

...And the ones who had just casually dropped the bombshell that created this whole situation were the remaining two.

"—Heeey, getting such a classic reaction is kinda making me blush!"

One of them, the red one, Mi-na of the [Left Wing], was as energetic as ever. But her grin was a little different from the one I knew, colored with a mischievous glee.

And then there was the other one, standing beside her.

"—...Well, it's not like this changes anything. There's no need to be weird about it, and I have no intention of making you. It would be helpful if you all just treated us the same as you always have."

And there was the blonde samurai, coolly and calmly spouting such nonsense.

*Yeah, no way.* 

*Like hell that's possible.* 

—After having a bombshell like, *'Hey everyone, we've decided to start dating,'* dropped on us, who could possibly just brush it off?

*What's with that cool expression, you handsome bastard? Are you invincible on all fronts? Give me a break.*

"...Uh... well, what can I say? So... huh? Irori, hey, are you serious?"

Goldow's voice, finally breaking the silence as the acting moderator, perfectly captured the room's consensus. At the very least, I definitely wasn't the only one floored.

And it was also undeniable that everyone's shared surprise was... directed more toward one of them in particular. Namely, the one who was just asked the question.

The invincible samurai, still standing there with a composed face, showing no sign of embarrassment whatsoever.

"Sorry to surprise you, but it's true. It's not a joke, nor are we playing around."

His reply was instantaneous and without hesitation.

The way he nonchalantly pushed away Mi-na, who was trying to glomp onto him at every opportunity, was unmistakably his *usual* self... which was precisely how we could tell he wasn't joking.

It seemed he was, in fact, serious.

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

A moment of silence fell once more. The shock and confusion had yet to fade, and our minds were slowly, slowly catching up to a reality that felt all too unreal...

"...Um, well... Mi-na-chan?"

In place of our father-figure Goldow, who had gone completely silent, the next to speak was Lady Hinayo. She too was blinking in clear confusion—

"—Congratulations. ...Is that the right thing to say?"

"Hee... ehehe! Thank youuuu!!!"

The moment she offered her congratulations and a smile to the junior she was so close to, whom she doted on like a younger sister, Mi-na shot past Irori and leaped straight into her arms.

With that, the atmosphere in the room finally broke.

I have no idea what Goldow was thinking; perhaps he was so shocked he'd entered a state of pure, blank nothingness. Setting him aside for a moment... there was one more. Gen-san had his eyes closed as usual, but a clumsy smile played on his lips, perhaps to express his congratulations. Setting him aside as well.

Ui-san joined in on doting on Mi-na, who was now clinging to Hinayo like a puppy getting showered with affection, doubling the hands petting her. As for Irori, who was watching them...

"Irori-senpai."

"What is it?"

"For real?"

"Don't make me repeat myself to every single person."

"I think the reason it doesn't feel real is because you're not embarrassed in the slightest, Irori-senpai."

"There's no reason to be embarrassed."

"Seriously...? For real, what's up with your mental fortitude?"

Tetra approached him and started a conversation.

It wasn't a particularly rare pairing. Junior number one generally didn't interact with anyone unless necessary, but he was on relatively good terms with everyone.

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

So, then.

The announcement, the sharing of information. It was sudden and without warning, so of course we were surprised... but fine. I'll accept their spirit, or whatever you want to call it.

No, it was more a sign of trust and affection than sincerity. I understood their intent—that they didn't want to keep secrets from us, and had no intention of doing so.

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

It's just that my heart hasn't quite caught up yet. But that would have been the case no matter when they told us; it would have always been 'sudden news.' Being shocked was a necessary part of the process.

To be honest, I'd had a vague inkling about the 'arrow' pointing from Mi-na, ever since that whole thing during our trip a while back.

So I was fine with her side of things. As for Irori, whom I hadn't suspected in the slightest, I'd just have to take my time and let it sink in.

I heard that due to Mi-na's idol career and other circumstances, it was more of a 'down the line' kind of thing, and that they'd have a unique relationship for a while, but...

Well, it's a happy occasion. There's no reason to hold back on the congratulations.

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

That's why, yes. I was thinking of following Tetra over to Irori's side, but.

"—...Ri-na?"

"Hm."

I wonder what's up with this little one (blue). She's been stuck to my side ever since she showed up at the Round Table in response to the summons.

"What's wrong?"

I know something is up with her. The person she's closest to in the world just had a major life event, so of course her heart must be in some turmoil.

She's the only one here besides the couple who was in on it. She may be acting composed, as if she isn't surprised in the slightest, but that doesn't mean that's how she feels on the inside.

"Mmm..."

She is, after all, acting strangely right now.

...Given the situation, a certain 'what if' comes to mind. But I'm hesitant to voice it, unsure if it's my place to ask.

She's always clinging to me as part of a duo, so I think we're pretty close, but... wait, what's with that hand?

*Hey, that tickles. Stop poking my side.*

"Ri—"

"I knew the whole time. I thought they should just get together already. So it's not a big deal."

Her voice was a whisper.

It's not that she's usually loud, but for Ri-na, who always speaks in a calm, steady monotone, this intentionally hushed tone was unusual.

"I-Is that so?"

Realizing her words were meant for me alone, I lowered my voice as well, observing the twin (not a twin) who was left behind in the commotion, a step away from the cheerful crowd.

We're pretty close, but I can't proudly say our bond is 'deep.' So naturally, I have no way of reading what's behind that perpetually calm, deadpan expression.

"I'm not lonely or anything like that, really."

"I see. If you say so, then I'll take your word for it."

So all I can do is listen to my tiny senior's words and nod. Whether she's being honest or putting on a brave face, if she tells me to believe her, then I will.

That should be fine. So please, release my side already.

"—It's just, a little."

"*Oof*... Um, could you please stop tickling me in sync with your words?"

"Before they got together, it was annoying thinking they should just hurry up and do it."

"Ignoring me???"

In the end, I had no idea what role was expected of me. As I stood next to a Ri-na who was, for once, stringing words together on her own,

"But now that they're together, it's still annoying. So, it's a little—unsettling, you know?"

"I-I see..."

I was subjected to endless tickling on my side.

*What is even happening right now?*

<hr>

This was a necessary moment.



    Chapter 788

    Istia's Usual Chaos

    ...And so. While the happy news was all well and good, it certainly wasn't the main topic.

Of course not.

Do you know what day this is? It is the eve of the final battle, the largest-scale conquest in the virtual world, the fight against Green Connect. With that in mind—

"Ah...! What...! In any case, tomorrow's the day. Right...?!"

Goldow, having somehow returned from his shutdown, tried to rally the troops, but sadly, he lacked even a shred of his usual authority.

His strained cheerfulness was so transparent he seemed less like our General Commander and more like a weary old man being run ragged by the whims of the younger generation.

Goldow gets along well with Irori, but it's a well-known fact that he dotes on the two tiny ones even more.

In other words...

"Mmm-hmm, you okay, Papa? You look so shocked."

"Hey, stop that. Stop it. You, stop. Don't call me Papa, just stop...!"

Ordinarily, he would have handled Mi-na's casual teasing with ease, but not today. Still reeling from the shock, he was flustered in a way I'd never seen before.

He was probably feeling like a lonely grandfather watching his granddaughter—no, great-granddaughter—leave the nest. I hope he stays strong.

"Weeell? When you have such a cute reaction, what's a girl to do? I feel like I should just give you a shoulder rub—"

"Hey, Haru!!! How are you holding up!!!!! Huh?!?"

"Whoa, you scared me! What kind of escape tactic was that, old man..."

"I'M NOT AN OLD MAN!!!"

In any case, we couldn't just keep flirting as the Ten Seats of Istia (minus one) forever. Even though we'd already made all the preparations we could, we still had to, you know?

We should at least try to brace ourselves before the big event.

"As for us, well, we're managing somehow. Natsume-senpai was ready from the start, and Nia's been working ten times harder than I ever expected... sorry. Don't glare at me like that."

"Everyone's just teasing me... —I see. Well, no news is good news. As long as Iris hasn't said anything, I wasn't too worried."

And so, I offered a little help to get us back on track.

The scary thing about our faction's Ten Seats is that I—the one the public has apparently branded with the incredibly dishonorable nickname 'Chief Acrobat'—am considered one of the sane ones. It's a crazy place.

Lately, even Hinayo-san has started to accept the fact that she's a true member of Istia, so from now on, I'm resolved to be more considerate of our commander's stomach issues.

"It's a bit awkward for me to ask, since I was the one who requested your cooperation... but as the one sending you out as our faction's representatives, let me confirm. Are you going to be... useful?"

And so, he threw the same question at me that I had been pondering yesterday.

In the end, even though we flew around nonstop for two days, our total training time was only about twenty hours... which was, of course, far too little.

So, I just honestly stated my current feelings.

"No problem. Our three-person cell will function without a doubt."

No wishful thinking, no optimistic observations, just the truth I believed in.

"Hah, is that so? As expected of the young lady of the aquamarine. She's got guts."

He replied with a pleased smile. I had no idea what he meant by 'as expected' or what that 'as expected' referred to, and it was probably best not to ask.

And so, next.

"No problems here, either."

Tetra spoke up just as Goldow's gaze shifted to him, not even waiting for the question.

"To be honest, the two of us will ultimately depend on Kanata, but..."

As he said this, my dark-clad junior glanced over at me for some reason.

"Well, it'll be fine. While the genuine article was away, he's picked up even more of your acrobatic style."

"What are you talking about?"

"I see. Then I've got nothing to worry about."

"What are you talking about???"

Unable to hold back, I rapid-fired my retorts of "What kind of conversation is this?" and saw Ui-san, the first seat three chairs away, let out a quiet, elegant chuckle.

It was a mystery whether she was amused by some growth in my second junior that I was unaware of, or if she simply enjoyed the situation of me being teased. At this point, my unconditional thought of 'I'm glad she's having fun' was proof of my own devotion as a disciple.

And so, next.

"Alright, then... Ui."

"Yes."

The General Commander's gaze naturally turned to her. The friend who, following the recent Triangle Duo, had decided to return to the public stage after a years-long absence.

He looked at her, their eyes met... and after a few seconds.

"Hah, it's foolish of me to even worry."

"My, what a thing to say."

Vivaciously, gracefully. The two exchanged contrasting laughs, and that was that.

"Go have fun."

"Yes, I'll do my best."

"Do your best... —No, I see. 'Do my best' is, well, not exactly wrong, is it?"

No one dared to interrupt with a tactless retort... except for one person. I, being the last one the General Commander shot an amused look at, probably had the right to return it with a deadpan stare.

And finally.

"Irori."

"Yeah."

Well now... should I say something like, 'Ready, set, go'?

"........."

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

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

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

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

The last of the four rankers Istia was sending to the Green Connect raid. The invincible samurai, one of the pair who had dropped that opening salvo, and our Pa— ahem, General Commander, were now locked in a staring contest.

While it looked like a standoff where neither would back down, all the spectators were certain that Goldow was being unilaterally crushed. At the end of this silent exchange was...

Naturally, one winner and one loser.

"...—Mi-na, go give him a shoulder rub."

"Hey."

"You got it, leave it to me!"

"Hey, wai— you, Irori, you bastard!— You're on the teasing side too?!"

The staring contest ended in a one-hit KO.

The winning move was... what would you even call that? A tiny bomb? I have no idea what any of it meant, but judging by the looks of it, it was devastatingly effective against the old man. Good for him.

In any case, the 'pep rally' had devolved into chaos because the convener himself, the General Commander, had been bugged out, and things never quite got back on track... But then again, it's not like we needed a meeting at this point anyway, so in the sense that it helped us relax, I suppose you could call it a success.

So, for now, as an outside observer, my impression was.

"What is this?"

Just a single, weary word. That was probably the most fitting response.

<hr>

Hey, is the Green Connect raid arc really about to start? Where am I supposed to find the time and energy to write this???



    Chapter 789

    That Innocent Person

    —And so, after the endless commotion, the party reached its peak.

After receiving words of encouragement from the General Commander, who had managed to pull himself together—or at least pretend to—for the closing remarks, and from our comrades who were staying behind, not chosen for the raid.

"So, you need something?"

We moved from the Eastern Round Table to a familiar, pure white training room. An instance field set up inside our faction's base, the [Otherworldly Underground Castle - Ruvalest].

I'd been suddenly hit with a 'let's talk for a bit' and, figuring it was no big deal, obediently followed and now stood beside my 'senior.'

It was obvious who I was addressing.

"It's not that I need anything in particular."

It was one of the two people who had just caused such a stir at our gathering.

And so, Irori, who was, as usual, spreading his annoyingly refreshing handsome face to the world... had an appearance that was slightly different from usual, something I'd noticed for a while now.

"I just need a partner to get used to this. So... again, just humor me for a bit."

"I don't mind, but..."

At his left hip. Next to the scabbard holding his familiar blue blade, was an unfamiliar sword with a crimson hilt wrap.

...It might sound weird to say this, but I could tell without him even drawing it. I knew who had gifted it to him, and by whose hands it was forged.

And so, as the samurai started walking away to create some distance, the words I sent to his back were,

"Finally looking like a proper dual-wielder, huh?"

"...Hah, you're not wrong."

Friendly smiles and lighthearted banter. That was more than enough—now then,

*Alright, time for a Recall.*

"Just a light spar?"

"Yeah."

As I drew my [Samidorizuki], Irori, with impressive skill, drew both of his swords in a single breath... one a deep blue, the other a fiery crimson, their blades glinting with contrasting colors.

*Ahh, it's definitely her work.*

As if to hide the smile that had unintentionally formed on my lips—a beat after confirming, I took a single step, not even a full run, and playfully lunged at him.

The one that met my jade blade was the crimson sword in his left hand.

The sound that echoed was the crystal-clear ring of steel.

"What's its name?"

"[Crimson Moon]."

"I see, so they're sister swords."

"Shouldn't it be brother swords?"

"Do people even use that kind of phrasing for swords in the first place?"

"You're the one who started it."

At this point, it was just swordplay we were all too familiar with. It would be a different story if we were serious, but in a light spar like this, we knew each other's moves inside and out.

Even if his weapon changed, his honed technique wouldn't change so easily. Thus, there was no tension, and if anything at all was different, it was...

"...What's with that look?"

"Nothing?"

Every time our blades clashed. A small, unconcealable emotion was transmitted through the crimson sword.

*Well, don't glare at me like that. I'm not going to tease you about this*—well, let's set that aside for now.

"A bit late, but congrats, man."

"...Well, I'll accept it."

When I offered the congratulations I hadn't been able to give earlier because I was tied up with Ri-na, something strange happened. I thought, *'Huh?'* The man who had maintained an invincible poker face in front of everyone else now suddenly looked uncomfortable.

What was this? Should I tease him about it?

As our swords clashed in an almost unconscious flow, I tilted my head at the choice before me—

"And, I should thank you as well."

"Huh?"

As if to stop me, Irori spoke, still looking uncomfortable.

"I won't go into the details. But if I hadn't met you, Haru, things wouldn't have turned out this way... At the very least, I'm sure of that."

"Hmm."

"Don't think about it. You don't need to understand. Just accept it."

He opened up and, just like that, rattled off his words. They didn't quite click with me, but... well, if that's what he was saying.

"Alright, in that case—who confessed first?"

"What do you mean, 'in that case'? Don't get cocky. It was me."

"Wait, you're actually telling me? Huh??? It was you????"

I let it slide, at my senior's request. Then, when I steered the conversation to some random small talk, I was met with an honest, straightforward, and this time, completely shameless manly reply that left me bewildered.

"How are things on your end? Any progress with that... pyramid relationship?"

"—Huh? Ah..."

It was a completely unexpected counter from Irori, and I was so thoroughly caught off guard that my reaction was delayed. The blade of the [Crimson Moon] slipped past my [Samidorizuki] and sliced my avatar in two.

"You fool."

"Could you stop being so sharp? In more ways than one."

"My apologies, that wasn't the right word—you oaf."

"That's basically the same thing...!"

Since damage was nullified in the training room, there was no effect other than a crimson line appearing where the sword hit and a shower of phosphorescent light instead of blood.

But the words, mainly, had an immense impact on my psyche.

...Maybe 'immense' is an overstatement. Let's just say it was extremely strong.

"Come on, don't just stand there daydreaming."

"Yeah, yeah, I—"

"Well, it's not like I'm one to talk about love and romance either, but."

"Are we continuing this topic...!?"

And so, while he toyed with me with his two swords as I struggled with just one, my mind in disarray.

"Your situation is too unique for anyone to call you a fool or a coward. I have no intention of doing something so ridiculous myself."

"I-I, see..."

I wonder what he was trying to say. As a slightly awkward atmosphere built up again... I could feel that Irori's dual blades were also starting to falter.

""............—""

Finally, a clash. It didn't take long for our jade and crimson blades to lock and come to a halt.

"...Haru. I'm about to ask you something strange."

"Yeah...?"

I had never seen it before. This expression on his face... one that showed a complete lack of confidence in his own heart, in the words he was about to say, in so many ways.

"You don't have to answer. And no matter what you say, I won't say anything. You'll have to trust me on that, but I promise to refrain from thinking anything of it either."

"..."

I didn't have to think hard to understand. He was about to ask something that wasn't simple. Seriously. Sincerely. To the point of being uncharacteristically considerate of me.

In that case,

"Okay."

All I could do was listen.

That level of trust was, at this point, a given. I conveyed this unspokenly with a light expression and a nod, and... Irori looked at me intently before speaking.

"Hypothetically. Let's say... that Ui-san developed feelings for you."

"..., ..."

"And let's say she confessed those feelings to you."

"..."

"...What would the you right now do?"

He spoke, he asked, and silence fell.

To be honest, it was a completely unexpected question. My brain had frozen about halfway through, and a resounding "Huh???" was taking up most of my mental capacity.

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

But, I understood. I understood that Irori was seriously, earnestly thinking about *something*, worrying about it, and that's why he had asked.

And so, I took my time, and I thought.

And thought.

And thought—

And at the end of it all.

"—...It's impossible, I guess."

My answer was just a few words.

Across our two swords, his blue-green eyes, staring at me, did not waver.

"I know that Ui-san cares for me in a special way."

"...I suppose so."

"I can't imagine it, but I won't say the possibility of her seeing me as a man is zero."

"Right."

"But anything beyond that is 'impossible.'"

"..."

I'm ashamed to admit it, but the me right now has his hands completely full.

I'm in the middle of a desperate sprint towards an 'answer,' holding more feelings than I can carry in both hands, sacrificing my vitality and mental state every day.

That's why the 'her' that we know would absolutely, positively...

Never choose an option that would become a burden to me, her 'disciple.'

"The 'Ui-san' we know is like that, right?"

"...You're right."

I'm well aware that this answer is based on presumption and my own dependence on her. But as her 'disciple,' as long as I look up to her as my 'master,' I can't give any other answer.

Any words that betray that trust would, without exception, be an insult to my master.

"...And it's just a gut feeling, but I don't think there's anything like that right now... probably."

"Is that your feeling as her disciple?"

"Pretty much. ...Since you were the one who brought it up, I'd like you to take what I'm about to say to the grave without getting emotional."

"That depends. Let's hear it."

"Seriously..."

The solemn atmosphere had already dissipated by more than half. That must have meant that Irori had come to his own terms with my answer.

In that case, a little extra.

"Seriously, please listen to this on the premise that there's no nuance of looking down on her or making fun of her, okay? I'm just going to state a near-certain fact, alright?"

"Go on."

"Okay, uhm... —Ui-san, probably, is on the level of an elementary schooler."

"....................................................—Huh?"

Wait, don't move your sword. Stop. I'm not done talking.

"No, listen, that woman, she's popular, right...? There's no way she's not popular...!? A person that charming in every way, there's no way she's not popular with men, right...!?"

"That's a given, but."

"What's your deal, anyway?"

Setting aside the ever-present [Sword Saint] fanboy.

"But you know, that woman, she probably, almost certainly, no, definitely, doesn't get it."

That alone should have conveyed my meaning. The proof was in Irori's immediate skeptical expression, as if to say, 'That can't be true.'

However, I know.

As her disciple, I've spent a long time with her, and in doing so, I've naturally come to learn of numerous ditzy episodes.

"I thought so too at first. I thought, 'Ah, this person is the man-killer type who's fully aware of her own charm.' In fact, I still haven't completely abandoned that perception. But you know, she doesn't get it. Seriously, for real, she just doesn't get it...!!!"

"........................Seriously?"

After I insisted that much, Irori must have realized I wasn't joking. He let out a bewildered sound, the likes of which I'd never heard from him before, and the strength left his sword.

Very well, time for the finishing blow.

"For the sake of my master's honor, I'll omit the details, but I've been told stories that make me go 'Huh???' With that in mind, let me state this with certainty."

That person... Ui-san, she certainly understands her own charm. But that fact is, in a subtle way, not connected to the realm of 'romance.'

—She has stopped at the understanding of being 'liked by people.'

"Ui-san has definitely never been in a romantic relationship."

"........."

"Probably hasn't even had a first love, I'd bet? It's a mystery if she even perceives the opposite sex in the same way we normal people do."

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

"Her awareness in that area is incredibly thin."

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

"Don't you have one too? An episode where you thought, 'Ma'am, is your sense of distance with men okay?' I can say with conviction that you definitely have one."

"............................................................I do..."

See?

I told you so.

"...Is it because of her environment?"

"Probably...?"

From a young age, she was immersed in the dojo, raised surrounded by older men like her grandfather and his disciples. On top of that, her own nature is solely focused on the 'sword,' having spent her time single-mindedly pursuing the path that captivated her... the 'modern-day samurai,' as the little one calls her.

Well, it's nothing new that she's not a normal person, but—

"................I had thought."

"Yeah?"

"That she was very, incredibly... an adult, far beyond my reach, and so................"

"Yeah."

"That she was enlightened..."

"I get it."

"...A manifestation of the composure befitting the name [Sword Saint], I thought..."

"I know what you mean."

Well, that's what you'd think.

Anyone would be swallowed by that mysterious and overwhelming aura and think that.

And you'd never imagine. That her 'composure' towards the opposite sex was—

"................An elementary schooler, huh..."

That it was, by some miracle or grand accident of her upbringing, preserved as it was. That it was due to the pure, girlish 'innocence' she still possessed to this day.

"Irori."

"........."

And so, at some point, his sword was lowered.

As I nodded endlessly at my senior, who was now staring into space with a dazed expression and a half-smile, I patted his shoulder encouragingly, as a predecessor who had once walked this path unknowingly.

"I totally get it."

I could only offer my heartfelt agreement.

<hr>

I told you before, didn't I? Your read on the Master is a critical fumble. What I'm trying to say is that the Sword Saint is just that innocent.

By the way, the 'ditzy episodes' that were omitted to protect the master's honor are confirmed to be released in a massive info-dump somewhere down the line, so wait for it.



    Chapter 790

    Couple (Future Tense)

    "—H-Hey, welcome ba...ck? Eh, what, what's wrong?"

After about half an hour of practice, I returned once more to the Round Table. Passing through the dazzling light of the transfer, I was greeted by a single person, just as I had expected.

I had no doubt she would be waiting. And the fact that no one else was around was surely out of consideration for us.

If it's just this level of meddling, well. I suppose I should gratefully accept it.

"Don't cling to me. Not yet, anyway."

"Ehh, what's the big deal? We've done this much before...!"

"This is how things get out of hand. Don't loosen the boundaries."

It was fine for her to come running up to me so devotedly, but trying to leap into my arms was not. Trusting in the strength of my Mage build, which was far beyond my real-world body, I caught her head in mid-air with a 'thwack.' The sound that came out was not a scream, but a complaint.

A complaint... and a sly grin.

"Ooh, so things are gonna get out of hand, are they? I see, I see, so even Irorin can't resist things getting out of hand, hmm? Ooooh???"

"Yourウザさ has evolved..."

But I had decided not to deny that kind of teasing.

My ability to hide my feelings until now was less due to my exceptional acting skills and more because my true nature was hard to read in the first place.

Therefore,

"Don't you dare underestimate a man. You'll be the one who ends up crying."

A single, straightforward warning was all it took.

"Ah, yes... I understand."

I have no idea what she was imagining, but her smile vanished, replaced by confusion and other things.

When I let go of her head, which had started to feel hot, Mi-na landed safely and scurried back to her seat.

She was utterly adorable—and so, with that playful exchange over.

"A-Anyway! What's wrong? You're making a weird face."

The question she threw out to change the subject was the same as before. Even though I thought I'd composed myself, the fact that she could read me meant that the news had been a bigger shock than I'd realized.

"No, it's nothing................ An elementary schooler. On the level of an elementary schooler, huh..."

And so, without thinking, the words just slipped out, proof of that very truth.

"Huh? Elementary schoo... —Eh? What? You wanna fight???"

"You fool. I wasn't talking to you."

"Stop it with that 'you fool' thing!!! When you say it so coldly with that dead serious Irorin face, it makes me start to think I really am a fool!!!"

"...?"

"What! Why'd you tilt your head!?"

"You're not a dunce, but you are a fool of a certain kind, are you not?"

"What'd you say, you bastard—!!!"

"Which means we're a good match, two fools together."

"Hah!? —You're so annoying!!!!! What is with this guy, what's with him, just casually saying things like that now, stop hitting my weak spot so perfectly!!"

And so, while deflecting the next round of teasing that arose from my slip of the tongue.

Come to think of it, now that he mentioned it, my junior's 'fact' might be something I could deeply agree with. As I pondered this... I couldn't help but recall something from the not-so-distant past.

I don't know.

I have absolutely no idea what will happen, but—

"Is this less of a 'debt' and more of a 'sin'... I wonder."

"YES, IT IS! I'M GLAD YOU'RE AWARE OF IT! WHAT ARE YOU EVEN TALKING ABOUT!?"

Setting aside the adorable little thing currently attacking me.

I had thought she was an adult. But now that I thought about it, she wasn't that much older than me. Looking back, she had always possessed a certain innocence and naivety.

I wondered if that girlish woman had correctly interpreted that as a confession. And if she had—

Wouldn't both he and I undergo an unexpected change?

"How careless of me..."

"Look at me! Pay attention to your future girlfriend!!!"

For a rare moment, Irori let out a sigh born from simple guilt, exposed to only one person.

<hr>

It was short, but I think the compressed sweetness gave it some weight, so please forgive me.



    Chapter 791

    From My Home to My Home, and Then to My Home

    "—Ah."

"—Oh."

After about half an hour of sparring, I left the faction headquarters and returned to my familiar home, the clan home. As I stepped through the dazzling light of the transfer gate, I bumped into a single person, just as expected.

I had been wondering if we'd miss each other again today, just like yesterday. I was debating whether to call her again, or if calling two days in a row was too clingy.

My partner, who had apparently returned earlier, her training with the [Screen] finished... the moment she saw my face, a sound escaped her lips and her expression brightened.

For a moment, she seemed to try to control the soft smile spreading across her cheeks.

Then, I couldn't tell if it was because her own face wouldn't listen to her, or if it was directed at me for making her face do that.

Though she looked happy, she had a hint of a pout. With a complex expression that was hard to describe but undeniably cute, she trotted over and—

"*Oof...*"

A critical hit. She rammed her forehead right into my solar plexus.

Of course, dodging was not an option. And so, as I took the light impact with a resigned smile of my own, hiding my embarrassment... a few seconds later.

"...Good evening."

Having successfully composed her face, she pulled away slightly, yet still from up close, she offered a greeting with a deadly upward glance that may or may not have been intentional.

"Yeah, good evening. How did things go on your end?"

That kind of devastatingly cute move was business as usual at this point. If I let myself get knocked out by it every time, I wouldn't have enough lives to last. So, the best course of action was to either play it cool or endure it.

And so, I tried my best to be casual, letting my hand fall onto her golden head as I brought up a new topic.

"It was strict, but she was kind. I learned a lot."

The honest girl accepts everything honestly. My hand, my smile, my words—she probably sees right through it all and entrusts herself to me anyway.

She really is something else.

"Well then, I'll be looking forward to seeing you shine tomorrow."

"Hee... ehehe."

Just a light pat on the head, and this is the result. She really, truly is something else.

And then, after what felt like only a few minutes.

"Oh, are you done already?"

"Mmph... Don't make me sound like a clingy baby!"

*I mean, you kind of are,*—I thought, but didn't say. Understanding Sora's intention as she finally pulled away completely, I asked, and she replied with a smile that contained a hint of bravado.

"Let's do our best tomorrow, okay?"

"Yeah. It's a race to see who gets MVP."

I had already told Sora about my plans for later today. And in situations like this, my partner is a good girl who doesn't complain.

"Well then... good night, Haru."

"Mhm. Good night, Sora."

I don't have to worry about making her hold back. Our trust is more than sufficient, right down to the part where she'll demand I make it up to her later.

And so, we exchanged a quick greeting, and so, we passed each other, and,

"...?"

*Wait, wasn't she going to log out in her own room...*—the moment I belatedly questioned this.

"—!"

"Whoa... whoa there!?"

Making it seem like she was going to touch the front door of the home, which also served as a transfer gate, she hit me with a surprise attack. A light weight slammed into my back, and I couldn't help but let out a cry of surprise.

"...You've gotten mischievous, haven't you?"

When I turned around, however, all that was left was the blue afterglow of a transfer. Wherever she had flown off to, Sora-san was surely pleased with the success of her prank.

*What is this? Is my partner too cute?*—I thought, my mind bubbling with such nonsense, and composed my slightly flustered emotions as I headed to my destination.

Not to my own room, but to the room of a certain clan member.

And so, I unhesitatingly opened the door bearing a nameplate with 'Ui' written in ridiculously masterful cursive, without even knocking...

"Man... I can't get used to this."

A familiar sight spread out before me.

A bamboo grove, bamboo leaves, the sound of a gentle breeze. A purely Japanese-style scene, with one slightly out-of-place Western-style cottage... in other words, the 'entrance' I had just come out of was the only new addition.

This was, unchanged, my master's castle.

As for how this was possible, it was the result of her doing whatever she wanted.

[Rear Truffles, Secret Key of the Divine Hall Loving the Outer Heavens]—the unique domain boasted by the Terror Armament that had left even the [Sword Queen] dumbfounded, had been connected to the clan home, another pocket dimension.

It made absolutely no sense, but it couldn't be helped. Just like with Anima, it was impossible for anyone but the owner to truly understand the unique equipment in this world.

In fact, with so many items that even their owners didn't fully comprehend, it was healthier to just throw understanding out the window and vaguely accept it... oh.

Slightly in the distance, my gaze met a pair of gray eyes sitting on the veranda.

And at the same time,

"Ooh...?"

A completely unexpected sight jumped into my view, and a bewildered sound escaped my lips. Not that the sight itself was strange, but...

It was certainly a rare sight.

"Good evening...?"

Given the situation, I approached quietly. And so—my master, who had a small girl on her lap, smiled softly and replied, "Good evening."

"She's already asleep, so you don't have to whisper."

"Ah, I see."

She's asleep, so there's no need to worry about the volume of my voice. In the context of a virtual world, that meant her consciousness had already left her body.

With her light beige hair scattered, her eyelids lowered, and her chest rising and falling in a quiet, steady rhythm, the girl—Ri-na—looked for all the world like she was 'alive and sleeping.' But this is what logging out outside of a safe zone in Arcadia looked like.

Ui-san's domain was technically a 'safe zone,' but due to its various special specifications, logging out here left the body behind... which is why this happened.

"...So, what's going on?"

"Fufu... I wonder what indeed."

Incidentally, if anyone were to try anything untoward to a sleeping player within this domain, they would be subject to divine punishment from the domain itself. The security was top-notch.

That aside, about our guest. The [Yueltemis, Cradle of the Divine Hall] connected to 'our home' should be systematically part of the clan home, but just as Natsume-senpai had been invited the other day, it was possible to invite outsiders using a member's authority.

So there was nothing strange about Ri-na being here, but the question was why she was here. Did Ui-san bring her, or did she follow her...

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

—Well, it doesn't really matter. An unconscious body (avatar) is, at this moment, truly no different from a doll, but before she reached that state, there must have been a peaceful and harmonious scene.

It's not for a man to tactlessly pry. Just be silent and revere the moment. That's enough.

<hr>

Screenshot, please.



    Chapter 792

    A Moonlit Conversation

    —And so,

"I really don't think this is okay in a lot of ways."

"Ri-na-chan is quite fond of you, Haru-kun. I don't think she'll get mad over something like this..."

"Hmm..."

On my master's lap, who as usual was saying something slightly off-kilter, was my [Samidorizuki], undergoing its routine maintenance. And, having changed locations, on my lap, with her head resting on it, was an avatar without a person inside... in other words, a Ri-na who would not awaken.

I don't even think about it anymore, but if I consciously think about it, in reality, we're only one year apart.

Although she's now more firmly in the 'little sister' category than Sora was in the beginning, she's still seventeen, a peer of mine. She's definitely not someone I should be touching so carelessly.

Even if it is just an empty shell, and even if my heart doesn't stir in the slightest whether I touch her or have her on my lap, I should still be considerate.

"I still have no idea why she's so attached to me, though."

But, somehow, I guess it can't be helped... maybe.

My suggestion of 'Should I put her to bed in the back room?' was met with an indescribably subtle atmosphere and completely ignored, and so we ended up in this arrangement.

"For example, my first impression when I first met you, Haru-kun, was that you were a 'kind-looking boy'... so maybe it was a 'feeling' at first sight?"

"A feeling."

And so, my master, as if nothing was wrong.

Whether she knew of my inner turmoil of what to do about all this or not... no, she almost certainly sensed it, but seemed to approve of this situation.

"She's been calling you 'onii-san,' hasn't she?"

"Ah, that. I wonder what that's about. I'm the only one."

"Perhaps... she actually wants to call you 'onii-chan'?"

"Haha, you must be joking."

Even though she was unconscious, her presence was real. And so, even though I understood she wouldn't wake up or speak, I didn't perceive this moment as us being 'alone.'

That's why.

"You never know. All girls yearn for a kind and dependable 'older brother.' It doesn't matter if they're related by blood or not."

"Seriously...?"

"By the way, Irori-kun was also 'onii-san' at first."

"Seriously???"

"It changed to 'Irorin' and 'Irori-kun' respectively within a month, though."

"Seriously...?????"

"I don't know, but maybe you were deemed worthy...?"

"No way... No way, no way. Hahaha, as if."

Maybe she wanted things to be this way right now.

I couldn't read her intentions, and I didn't try to. I just tilted my head inwardly at my master's unusually playful and talkative demeanor, a good thirty percent more so than usual.

"Master, one more time with the 'Irorin,' please."

"Yes, it's done."

My attempt at a playful retort while closing my eyes to my confusion was met with a masterful deflection. When I respectfully accepted the [Samidorizuki] she offered with a smile, she let out a small sigh, "Fuu."

"..."

Needless to say, it was a rare gesture.

And so, I hesitated whether to comment on it or not—

"...That was a surprise. About Irori-kun and the others."

In the end, it was not I who was about to keep silent, but, in a truly unexpected turn, Ui-san herself who quietly brought up the topic, as if confessing her own 'uncharacteristic behavior.'

"I'm ashamed to say I didn't notice a thing."

—*Of course you didn't,* I thought, but I kept that incredibly rude thought to myself.

"...It was the same for me. I think everyone was surprised, without exception."

When I gave a noncommittal reply—the only kind I could give... she looked down at her lap, then at the moon, and then turned her eyes to me.

"...What sort of thing is 'love'?"

To be honest, I couldn't grasp the meaning of her words right away.

They were that out of place with the image I had of her. And at the same time, they were utterly, innocently and naively, her.

And then, a beat later.

"...I'm, I'm sorry. Please forget I said that."

I must have had a dumbfounded look on my face. Seeing my inability to reply immediately, Ui-san quickly retracted her words.

Though our telepathy was nothing compared to mine and my partner's, as her disciple, I could at least read some of her feelings from her expression and tone of voice.

*I've done something wrong*—she must have thought. Because she knew that I myself was currently struggling with that very same 'love' every day.

"Haha."

"...!"

And so, I laughed, thinking she was being overly considerate. And just as I expected, she looked down guiltily, with the same reaction she has when she's about to be lectured.

I'm very grateful that she treasures and values me so much. But,

"It's okay if you don't always have to be my 'master.' —Hey, I mean that in a good way, you know? A good, extremely positive way."

Which is a strange thing to say in itself.

But because I deeply understood how important the 'master and disciple' relationship was to her, when she looked at me with a sudden, anxious expression, I couldn't help but follow up with reassurances.

And so, in that way, I was still the same old me, unable to look cool in front of my master.

"Look, it's frustrating to always be on the receiving end. Don't you think it's okay for me to have something to teach you once in a while, Ui-san?"

"...Is it frustrating?"

"Of course it is. I'm a guy, after all."

I said, spouting more nonsense.

"It's difficult."

"Yes...?"

"This thing called 'love.' —It's the most difficult thing in the world."

"..."

"If my personal opinion is enough, that's what it is."

At this point, I had no qualms about baring my soul to my master. If a little self-disclosure could help her in any way.

"For better or for worse, it's something that changes you. Whether you change for the better or for the worse depends on you and the other person. And, well... it's something that absolutely keeps moving forward... I suppose."

"Something that keeps moving forward..."

"Yes. You see, you can't go back, no matter how hard you struggle. Just as time moves forward on its own, relationships also move forward on their own, don't they? Unless you get amnesia, there's no going back to not knowing someone, right? It's like that."

As I said it, I started to lose track of what I was saying. But, even in my confusion, I had a certain embarrassing conviction that 'that's just how it is.'

"It's difficult. Feelings and emotions, they just pile up endlessly."

"........."

"Heavy, so heavy—well, the challenge is bottomless, sky-high."

I hoped my master... no, the innocent woman before me, would keep my ramblings to herself, tucked away with her embarrassment.

"Was that helpful?"

To wrap things up. I put on a poker face and asked as if nothing had happened.

"...Haru-kun."

Ui-san, with another rare gesture.

She called my name, but then gently averted her gaze from me.

"Surely, that... —must be a wonderful thing."

With an expression I still couldn't read on her profile, she looked up at the moon and whispered quietly.

<hr>

Talking about 'love' just the two of them was embarrassing for the Master. In other words, the Sword Saint is, as always, invincibly wonderful and innocent.



    Chapter 793

    Interlude

    "—...Well, I'm feeling pretty good, I guess."

Nine in the morning the next day, after a slow, leisurely wake-up.

I certainly hadn't done anything as reckless as staying up all night gazing at the moon with my master on the eve of a major raid. As a result of being a good boy and resting my body, my condition upon waking was decent.

In other words, pretty much business as usual. I wasn't feeling particularly nervous, despite the big event being literally right around the corner. I'd say I was in pretty good shape.

It was only natural. Even during the [White Throne] raid, I was excited for a [Colored Monster] conquest, but I don't remember being very nervous. Even if the footage is broadcast to the world, that's after it's all over, so I don't have to be directly conscious of being watched.

In that case, it's just another game conquest.

"...Alright. Time to get fired up!"

With my spirit and expectations in order, I would face this with all I had and enjoy it. That's all there was to it.

◇◆◇◆◇

Sometime after bidding farewell to my bed, as I was leisurely enjoying a late, light breakfast, the doorbell rang, calling for me.

Wondering who it could be, I opened the front door to find—

"Good morning."

"Morning. What's up?"

Standing there was our chef in a suit... or rather, the impeccably dressed working man, Chitose Kazuharu, the Representative Assistant of Yotsuya Development, all by himself.

"What's up? It's a word of encouragement from the client to our conductor."

"Ah, well, thanks..."

He looked at me, probably seeing my relaxed state, and then,

"Really, Kasuga-kun, when it comes to 'games,' you're as reliable as they come."

He said, and then laughed with great amusement. ...Is he implying I'm not reliable in real life? You're right, I'll do my best to improve.

"Well, you know. This time, it's less about 'We're definitely going to beat it' and more about 'We're definitely going to find a thread of a strategy,' so there's that too."

"That being said, I can at least hope for a happy accident, can't I?"

"Of course. We're hoping for a 'happy accident' ourselves."

"Excellent—then, I will be sure to watch."

His words were likely meant literally. His impeccably tailored suit... meaning he was heading out now, to his actual workplace, the Yotsuya headquarters.

As an observer, he would be watching us (the players) from the outside.

"...Uh, well. If I happen to die a pathetic, accidental death, please have a good laugh."

"I wouldn't be able to laugh if that actually happened, but I can laugh at that kind of insurance policy."

And so, after I made a half-joking remark,

"You've never once betrayed anyone's expectations on the main stage, have you?"

With those words, which as always carried a subtle weight, Kazu-san颯爽と去っていった.

"...Seriously, everyone just keeps piling on the expectations."

It gets me motivated. It really does, but in a lot of ways, it's too much.

Look at me now. I was feeling nice and relaxed, but now a useless tension has started to creep in. What am I supposed to do about this—well, that aside.

"...What should I do for lunch?"

My biggest concern at the moment was, without a doubt, lunchtime without the chef.

—And so, another person leaves the carefree young man's side.

"...If this succeeds, then more than half."

His smile from seconds ago vanished, replaced by a serious expression as he pondered something complex. As someone who knew things that only a handful of people in the world knew, his mind was burdened with a great deal.

"Now then—I wonder how much longer this 'game' will last."

His whisper to the outside world was, as yet, unheard by anyone.



    Chapter 794

    To the Gathering Place

    —The domain where [Green Connect, Jehatreglie] resides. Its location is five hundred kilometers due west of the Great Bell Tower in the players' primary base, the [Safe Area].

It's the central point of the places where the 'nations' once stood, which also exist in the east, south, and north.

It was a massive crater, several kilometers in diameter, as if a divine hand had scooped out the earth. There were four of these in this virtual world... no, if you include the lair of the [White Throne], which for some reason was the only one to leave the [Garden of Divine Creation] and set up shop in a beginner's field, then there were five.

They are Arcadia's greatest conquest targets, and the five colored pillars that the administration and development staff—or rather, the 'insiders'—have secretly acknowledged as 'content related to the Grand Clear.'

Their detailed story is still unknown. But with an overwhelming and profound presence that certainly hints at a 'past,' that—... uh, that...

........................

"—In the end, what is that thing, biologically speaking...?"

"A turtle, right?"

"Isn't it a dragon that looks like a turtle...?"

"Its face is square, so it could also be a hippopotamus..."

"Ah, haha... It usually comes down to those three choices, doesn't it?"

And so, just as the white, blue, and gray trio stated their respective opinions, no one, neither among us nor in the general public, has been able to find the perfect words to describe its form.

That 'turtle that looks like a dragon with a hippo's face' continues to fill the massive crater with its ridiculously huge body, as motionless as ever today. Its scale is, as always, off the charts.

"Man, being able to fly is just too broken. When you can ignore the environment and obstacles and just fly in a straight line, even a long journey of hundreds of kilometers feels like nothing..."

Past noon, high in the sky.

Starting a five-hundred-kilometer journey an hour before the meeting time might sound reckless on paper, but with our cheerful 'wings,' it was a piece of cake.

We soared through the sky with ease, successfully completing our journey a whole ten minutes early. To be honest, as the master of these wings, I couldn't help but nod in agreement with Natsume-senpai's words.

"—If everyone could tame a flying [Stardust Beast], the world would shrink dramatically, and not just metaphorically. ...Well, as it stands, that's impossible for anyone but a certain someone."

And so, on Sapphire's back, I heard a rare voice. Irori, who had, of course, endured his first high-speed flight with a cool expression, was now giving me an annoyingly deadpan look.

"What's with that look, you? You should be grateful I gave you a ride."

"Thank you. If you don't mind, I'd like to ask for a ride back as well."

And with that, the invincible samurai casually leaped off Sapphire's back. Nia, who I was also carrying, let out a cry of "Nyehh...!?" behind me, but there was no need to worry.

A mere hundred-meter fall is hardly dangerous.

"—The rankers are all a bunch of idiots."

"Being able to say that in this situation is, in a lot of ways, really something, Kagura-san..."

And then, a rare voice, part two. Behind me, and one more behind that. The last of the eight passengers on the Sapphire Express, which included the five full members of the clan [Azure Sky], a kitten, and a samurai.

It was his first time flying too, just like Irori, but to my surprise, he also had a cool expression on his face. The exclusive magic artisan, who had casually given my starlight companion, which had easily broken five hundred kilometers per hour, a 'nice' and an amused comment, was showing off a vitality, or rather, a courage, that exceeded my expectations.

And so, with only two exceptions, Kagura-san, who had just dropped the problematic statement 'a bunch of idiots' on the back of a dragon filled with rankers, including himself, didn't seem to mind in the slightest.

"Can't really deny that, though..."

"Well, I'd like to be considered separate from the really crazy ones at the top."

"And I'd like the West to be separate, too. In fact, I wish they'd change the name from 'ranker' to 'seat holder' or something to make a clear distinction."

"Fufu."

And on top of that, the others felt the same way. The fact that there were no complaints from the remaining applicable parties—Natsume-senpai, Tetra, Nia, and Ui-san—somehow revealed the unspoken pecking order.

It seemed my 'Weaver' was, as I had thought, quite the formidable figure.

"...Senpai, are you not getting off?"

Well then, we were now above our destination. Since it was just before the meeting time, a large number of players had already gathered below. And so, we were naturally bathed in a downpour of countless gazes.

As I kept Sapphire hovering in the sky, exchanging idle chatter with my fellow passengers and absentmindedly observing the scene on the ground, Tetra's suspicious voice called out to me.

My apologies, but please forgive me.

"Well... it's just, you know—what an incredible sight."

"It's amazing... and so big..."

"Ah... yeah. This is my first time seeing it in person, too. It's magnificent."

And so, three of them were so captivated by the sight, whether out of interest or something else, that their gazes were glued to it.

Five hundred kilometers from the [Safe Area]. Though it was technically still within the first 'circle,' the 'Beginner Circle,' this was, of course, a non-safe zone.

It's unclear if it's due to the pressure from the abnormal existence that is Green Connect, but there are no enemy territories in this area. However, having hundreds of players 'meet up' in a field far from any city is a big deal.

Everyone has their own circumstances. Very few can leave just before and make it in time like us, and some may have even set out the day before.

In other words, those players would normally have to camp out... that is, they would have to take the risk of logging out with their avatars left in a non-safe zone.

Needless to say, that's not good.

It's not just about the death penalty. The further you travel, the greater the risk of having your progress reset by respawning, a risk you can't ignore.

Even if you end up being safe, it's inevitable that you'll wear down your mental state, big or small, with the feeling of gambling every time. It's a problem and a challenge unique to the 'journeys' in Arcadia, which exists because the world is too vast for a game.

So, what I'm getting at is that if there were a way to solve all these problems at once, it would be a top-tier 'power' in the virtual world.

For example—the super-massive 'barrier' right below us.

"The maximum diameter is a little over a kilometer, right...?"

"Apparently. It's probably still expanding a little right now."

"That's seriously insane..."

A perfect circle drawn with a triangle at its center, formed by three vertices. If you look closely, you can see glowing lines composed of complex and intricate magical patterns running along the ground, forming a massive domain.

[Three Laws Protection Barrier]—was that it? It is a law of absolute safety, a permanent, enemy-impermeable sanctuary, realized through the cooperation of three rankers from the Northern Faction, Nortalia.

"Hah, what a luxurious base camp."

"What are you talking about? A [Colored Monster] raid is, without a doubt, content that deserves everything you can possibly pour into it."

"That's true... Alright. Okay everyone, we're heading down."

Instantly convinced by Natsume-senpai's blunt retort to my muttered comment, I cut short my admiration of the ridiculously fantastical scene and sent a telepathic command to Sapphire to descend.

Our landing spot will be... —Ah, yes, yes.

For now, right next to the cheerfully bouncing figure in light green will do just fine.

<hr>

Second junior (Kanata) is keeping his mouth zipped because he's surrounded by such an imposing lineup. And next time, the cast is gonna explode again, so be ready.



    Chapter 795

    The Tomoe Trio

    Although Sapphire takes the form of a dragon with great wings, it doesn't actually fly by flapping them. If you were to ask me how it flies, my only answer would be, 'I have no idea.' Regardless, this fact comes with several major advantages.

One is its silent flight. Another is the wonderfully considerate fact that it produces very little wind pressure or other environmental effects during takeoff and landing.

And so, the moment Sapphire completed a quiet, splendidly smooth landing—its massive body, far lighter than its size would suggest but still orders of magnitude heavier than a human, along with the added weight of its passengers, causing the ground to tremble ever so slightly—

"—Woooah, I missed you, Sapphy-chaaan!!!"

"Whoa?!"

"Hey, what the—"

"Careful...!"

"Eek?!"

A vibrant, single-minded ruffian charged forward without a second thought, bellowing a war cry as he crashed into the Stardust Beast's chest. The sudden jolt made the three younger-looking members of our group, minus Ui-san, plus our blue-haired companion cry out in surprise.

The rest of us, myself included, remained completely unfazed. Those of us who had seen the ruffian's wind-up, having easily predicted this outcome, just sighed and began to dismount—or rather, dis-dragon.

"Try to keep it in moderation."

"Okaaaaaaaay!!!!"

"That is not the voice of moderation."

For now, I'll ignore the chartreuse-colored embodiment of freedom who blows everything away—the Northern Faction's number one ranker, Lux the [Traveler]—and proceed with my own greetings.

"""..."""

Six eyes were fixed on me. Well, I was drawing stares from all around, but three pairs in particular stood out. I should probably prioritize the ones right in front of me.

One woman and two men. Their expressions were divided.

First, the woman. She was calm, or perhaps more accurately, natural. She possessed a different kind of big-shot aura than Lux... a quiet yet palpable presence. A delicate maiden with long, ibis-pink hair that swayed gently.

Her brilliant emerald eyes watched me with a soft warmth.

Then, the two men. Slender youths with somewhat stern, tightened expressions—likely a sign of caution. They flanked the woman protectively, their appearances identical save for one having his mid-back length chestnut hair flowing freely while the other had it tied back.

Both pairs of eyes fixed on me were a sharp, deep royal blue.

Clad in matching, intricately designed monochrome priest robes, the trio looked for all the world like they were a matching set straight out of a painting.

*I see, I see. They seem to be just as the preliminary information described.*

In that case, it's proper for the junior to greet them first.

"It's a pleasure to meet you. I am Haru, the [Acrobat], rank four of the Eastern Faction, Istia—"

Just as I began the exchange with the customary pleasantries, a sweet, cheerful voice boldly cut me off.

"—I've been wanting to meet you for so long."

"..."

It was half *'no way'* and half *'of course.'* And just a sliver of *'you've got to be kidding me.'* In that case, the others who know 'her' as I do...

I could distinctly feel the gazes of the two girls behind me, Sora and Nia, stabbing into my back.

"I've been watching all of your exploits ever since you rose to prominence. Your magnificent, 'protagonist-like' performance has been a source of great entertainment for me every day."

"Uh, thank you... I guess."

Contrary to her gentle, easygoing appearance, her speech was crisp and clear. Her voice itself was soft, but it carried... an indescribable pressure, a certain power.

Yes, as I thought, a powerful presence. And above all else—

"Um, you're a bit close..."

Her sense of personal space was something else. She had advanced on me with an unrelenting *thump, thump, thump* and was now right in front of me. At some point she'd taken my right hand, wrapping it reverently in both of hers, and our faces were now less than thirty centimeters apart.

My back felt like a pincushion. The four blue eyes in front of me were also taking on a dangerous glint, but—well, I wasn't worried about *them*.

If anything, they were...

"—Alright, that's enough."

"—Saya-nee, stop it."

"Oh... my, my."

...undoubtedly on my side, seeing as they ruthlessly peeled her off me, ensuring my safety in more ways than one.

And so,

"...You probably already know, but I apologize."

"No, no, not at all."

One of them secured the 'problem child' of sorts, while the other—the young man with his hair down—remained before me. He instantly dropped his cautious expression and offered a friendly smile.

"My apologies for the late introduction. I'm Shoh, rank four of the Northern Faction, Nortalia, the [Mirror Law]. In a different way from my sister over there, I've been looking forward to meeting you, [Acrobat]-san."

"Ah, likewise."

As I shook the hand he cordially extended,

"—Then, I'll go next. Apologies for the circumstances... I'm Ren, rank five of the Northern Faction, the [Sword Law]. I saw your performance in the recent Triangle Duo. It was magnificent."

"Thank you, I'm honored."

...the other young man, who had secured a safe distance, introduced himself while holding onto the woman, who was now quietly puffing out her cheeks.

As I responded, I couldn't help but let out a wry, detached smile, thinking, *'What a handful,'* as everything unfolded exactly as my research had suggested...

""Come on, Saya-nee, your introduction."

"Oh, honestly, I know."

Their timing was impeccable, though perhaps not quite on the level of a certain pair of wings. After being scolded by her two 'younger brothers,' the woman was released and turned to face me once more.

And then... she just stared again. Her green eyes gazed at me for a long moment before she spoke.

"—I am Sayaka, rank three of the Northern Faction. My title is the [Orb Law]."

She was Nortalia's number three. The one who sat in the middle of the 'Unyielding Seats of the North' that filled ranks one through five—the woman people called the 'Enchanting Saintess'—possessed a truly charming...

"Ufufu..."

"..."

Correction. She possessed a truly beautiful, dangerous, and bewitching smile as she looked at me.

"Please, let's get along—Haru-sama."

As if deliberately trying to do so, she sent daggers into my back with her words, all while radiating an overwhelmingly unique aura.



    Chapter 796

    Green Connect, Jehatreglie

    The Colored Monster, one of the 'Five Colored Pillars,' is Green Connect, Jehatreglie—a monster of such outrageous proportions that it boasts the largest body in all of Arcadia, leaving all others in the dust.

Its overwhelming majesty fills a massive crater roughly three kilometers in diameter, which means if it were to extend the colossal tail wrapped around its body, it would easily exceed a staggering ten kilometers in length. What an absurdity.

Naturally, it is not an existence that a mere human can face head-on.

And it, in turn, does not deign to fight such minuscule beings with its own body.

There is only one condition for Green Connect to awaken... or rather, to activate. A creature must set foot upon its back, which resembles a mountain range overgrown with giant trees.

Even then, however, its only action is to slightly lift its eyelids. Fortunately for us, it shows no sign of taking any real action, so we don't have to worry about cataclysmic environmental destruction every time a player pokes it.

The battle to conquer it unfolds entirely upon its back.

First, a premise: a vast 'otherworld' spreads across the shell on Green Connect's back. While some whisper hopeful theories that it can't possibly be on the same ridiculous scale as the [Garden of Divine Creation], which is currently said to be infinite, the truth remains unknown.

This is because a certain circumstance imposes a time limit on any attempt to conquer it. Furthermore, information gathered from two past attempts strongly suggests that the structure of the environment on its back changes with each challenge, making a complete mapping practically impossible.

Anyone even vaguely familiar with Arcadia would likely tilt their head at this soul-crushing design and ask, *'Isn't that the domain of the White Throne?'*

And they would be absolutely correct. Powers related to space are the specialty of Tsarkalv of the White Throne, which governs 'Boundaries.' It is not a power that Green Connect, Jehatreglie, which supposedly governs the power of 'Covenant,' should possess.

That's right, it *shouldn't* possess it. From a meta perspective, it's unlikely that the 'Five Colored Pillars,' the game's main attractions, would have overlapping abilities.

Taking that into account, a half-conclusive answer has already been reached. The 'otherworld' on Green Connect's back might be something that the creature acquired later—a side effect.

Innumerable dungeons have been incorporated into the back of Green Connect, Jehatreglie.

Dungeons, or instance dungeon areas—these are the epitome of the 'otherworld' concept, even in a meta sense, and are common in many games.

And so, hypothesis one: Green Connect is some kind of entity that grows by absorbing its environment.

Hypothesis two: Green Connect acquires the properties of the environments it absorbs as its own abilities.

Hypothesis three: There is likely no capacity limit to those abilities.

In other words... Green Connect, which had been inactive since the service began, must have absorbed dungeons in its 'past,' and as a result, transformed its own existence into a dungeon. That seems to be the prevailing theory.

And in doing so, it has come to spread an even vaster field upon its already gigantic body—all while adhering to the absolute rules of the game system, the will of the divine.

This directly informs our strategy as players. The method of conquering Green Connect, Jehatreglie that has been discovered to date is, in short,

to run across the back of the unmoving giant, dashing through the endless otherworld,

and believing it will lead to the goal—to crush the countless dungeons, the only visible signs of progress, one by one.

It is, in essence, a relentless, overwhelming advance.

"...So, in the end, we still have no idea what the exact path is, right?"

Within the barrier, the assembled forces numbered not just one hundred, but well over two hundred, even three hundred. This massive contingent was a result of thorough preparation for unforeseen circumstances like personnel trouble.

At the head of this army of elites, the 'Princess' delivered a speech to unify our resolve and boost morale as the designated time approached. Watching her from a distance,

"Well, can't be helped. My 'crown' is completely useless here, after all."

As I chewed over the information—a review that was greatly appreciated for its calming effect—my muttered thoughts, a rehash of what I'd thought while studying, were answered by a cheerful female voice.

"I heard. All the 'paths' just get sucked into the nearest dungeon, right?"

"Yep, yep, yep. It's a real pain."

"...However, that is precisely why we were able to solidify a minimum guideline."

Then, the voice of the invincible samurai chimed in, piggybacking on Lux's usual bright and lighthearted tone. As he watched Alicia's masterful stage presence, Irori's follow-up was nothing less than the truth.

It was because of the power of Lux's 'crown,' the [Treasure Hunter], that we were able to confirm with certainty that conquering the countless dungeons was the correct path.

What awaits us at the end of that path, and how long that path may be... The most crucial details remain unknown, but there's a world of difference between knowing what you need to do and not.

"Fufu... That was your brilliant contribution, Lu-chan."

"It was, it was! Ehehe, praise me more!"

Ui-san's words of praise, and Lux's immediate descent into a puddle of delighted goo in response, could be said to be a well-deserved reward. It also keeps the peace, so I'd appreciate it if my master would continue to keep the high-tension monster restrained.

At least in terms of physical strength (STR), she should have no problem—

"—Well, whatever. It's gonna be tough, but it'd be great if we can finish it this time."

"It really would be. Gatherin' this many people must be a pain."

"A few hundred people... Every time, it's a huge undertaking. Seriously."

And then, three more voices. In the circle of top-tier rankers who had gathered in one spot, it was only natural that most were bearers of renowned titles.

As if completely oblivious to their own number one ranker making a ridiculously sloppy, blissed-out face in the chest of another faction's leader, the men of the north exchanged casual, friendly words.

They were rank two [Wolf Pack], rank seven [Great Tiger], and rank ten [Cloud Cover].

From our Eastern Faction, the [Sword Saint], [Peerless], [Undying], and myself, the [Acrobat], had come. From the Southern Faction, the [Sword Queen] and [Thread-Weaver] had joined, along with the [Traveler], making for a total of ten rankers.

This was the roster of rankers for this conquest... or more precisely, the breakdown of the seats for rankers from the combat-oriented factions, excluding Vestol of the Western Faction.

It feels arrogant to critique, but it's an extremely sound selection of personnel.

In terms of mobility, combat strength, and survivability, as well as the ability to single-handedly ensure the safety of their companions, this lineup represents the best of the best.

When it comes to defense, [Castle Lord]-chan and the [Knight] are absolutely superior, but since this raid requires high-speed dungeon clearing, a certain level of attack power and agility is also a prerequisite.

Among them, the one who seems particularly suited for this is...

"What're you lookin' at?"

"Just thinking your hairstyle is on point today."

"Oh? Flattery'll get you nowhere, ya know."

...none other than Tiger Lucky, or Torakichi-kun, who, despite his words, was clearly pleased by my half-hearted compliment.

His various abilities, which are unreasonably effective not just in PvP but also against mobs, are a given, but his wild intuition for sniffing out dungeons is also something to be noted.

Of course, the [Sword Queen] and the [Sword Saint] are in a league of their own, but... at least in terms of reliability, he's on a completely different level than me, who is nothing but a bundle of instability. He will undoubtedly perform admirably with overwhelming momentum, without ever faltering.

"...He seems to be led by the nose by someone most of the time, but every so often, he's the one doing the leading."

"Every so often... is that all?"

"I feel like it's a bit more frequent than that..."

I could hear a whispered conversation from the three girls nearby—including the two non-combat rankers—but fortunately, my ears aren't as sharp as a cat's (or a tiger's).

"You better pull your weight too, Haru. Loser with the fewest clears has to do a penalty game, obviously."

"I don't know what's so obvious about it, but you're on. I'll think of some options, so you can pick your favorite."

"What's that supposed to mean, you idiot? Don't you get cheeky and assume you're gonna win again."

"Nah, come on, you know. When you consider the absolute difference in our movement speed..."

"I've got you beat in strength, power, and fighting spirit!"

"Lately, I've heard I'm pretty excessive when it comes to strength and power myself."

"—You're not going to point out the redundancy in his words..."

"He's not thinking about it. Just let the two idiots enjoy their conversation."

As I tuned out the voices of my juniors, number one and two, beside me,

"—...Alright, see you in an hour."

...at the head of the group, Alicia finished the final meeting, concluding her words.

"Let the conquest begin."

She conveyed a serene fighting spirit to all present.



    Chapter 797

    The Ten Seats of the West

    And so. From final team-up meetings for each pre-determined squad to individual build adjustments and checks on weapons and carried items, the ways to use the 'one hour' Alicia had announced were likely endless.

However, what I needed to do was, once again, already decided.

It was only natural. I had already greeted the 'Three Laws of the North,' but there were other notable players here whom I had never met before...

Well, you know. There were quite a few of them.

"—Well, well, well! Finally! We finally meet!"

"—We just never had a chance to cross paths, did we?"

And so, the moment I approached, I was instantly captured.

They must have been waiting for me to come and offer my greetings. The instant I arrived at the gathering of ten... no, nine esteemed individuals, two men stepped forward and seized my hands.

Then came a forced handshake, followed by a physically demanding up-down-left-right handshake. I was grateful for the enthusiastic welcome, but I really wish they had let me say just one word first.

*Kagura-san. Please stop standing in the back, exuding a big-shot aura and laughing, and help me.*

"Ah, yes, um... H-hello. I'm Haru, rank four of the Eastern Faction, the [Acrobat]. I've come to belatedly offer my greetings to all the artisans—"

"Gahaha! No need for all that stiff formality! Let's just get along, brother!"

"Welcome, welcome. You're just the fine young man we heard you were."

What should I do? The punishment of having my hands shaken endlessly isn't stopping.

What is this, what am I supposed to do...—Just as I began to struggle with how to handle this particular brand of intimacy, where the goodwill was palpable but the response was perplexing,

"Hey, hey, that's enough! Gan-chan, O-jiji, let go of his hands! Can't you see you're bothering him?!"

Another person, one of the nine before me, threw me a lifeline.

At that, the two men, who had been swatted on their hands, obediently let go of me... and seamlessly targeted Nia, who had peeked out from behind my back.

"Whoops, look what we have here! It's been a while! How've you been, Nia-boy!"

"Nia-chan, welcome. Glad to see you're doing well."

"Yeah, yeah, thanks, I'm great!"

And so, the blue-haired girl, caught by the two friendly figures, offered a gruff greeting.

"I see, this is one of those patterns where the conversation will never progress... —Hey, you big shots over there enjoying the show, could you hurry up and get this under control?"

With a complaint, she turned her eyes.

In her line of sight were the 'big shots,' three figures each with their own shade of red hair, displaying a rich variety of expressions...

One laughed, one was silent—and one stepped forward.

"My apologies. I do enjoy watching a lively scene."

He was a man with long, crimson hair tied at the nape of his neck, clad in unadorned, rugged artisan's attire.

"..."

He was the kind of man whose presence commanded attention the moment he spoke, naturally making one straighten up. His expression was calm, but his presence was immense.

If I had to think of someone with a similar atmosphere...—it would be someone like Yotsuya Togo.

"Our Kagura has been in your care for some time."

"Not at all. If anything, she's the one who's always taking care of me."

In other words, a natural demeanor would suffice. Fortunately or unfortunately, I had grown accustomed to exchanging casual banter with celestial beings from a different dimension.

And so, after taking a single, small, deep breath, I confidently returned his words.

"What's this? He seems more like a big shot in person than I was led to believe."

"He was more clueless and endearing in the beginning, you know."

The crimson-haired artisan turned back with an amused expression, and my personal Magicrafter playfully picked up his words. ...I haven't heard the details of their relationship, but it's clear they're close.

And just then.

"Do you like our beloved failure?"

To the playful remark, delivered without losing a shred of his imposing presence, I offered a smile. He must have understood my unspoken answer, as he nodded in satisfaction.

He nodded, and spoke once more.

"—I am Enra, current leader of the Western Faction, Vestol. My title is the [Crimson Arm]. It's a pleasure to meet you, Haru."

"The pleasure is all mine."

When I took his outstretched hand, the handshake was firm and warm.

And his introduction as the current leader was the signal.

"Current second-in-command. I'll skip the introduction; you already know me, right?"

"Of course, very, very well."

To the playful voice that followed, I simply returned a fond smile. Then, my gaze met the person standing right next to Kagura-san.

"—..."

She stared... no, she glared at me.

What emotions dwelled within the large golden eyes that watched me? Combined with her spunky, pomegranate-colored short hair, she exuded an incredibly strong-willed aura.

...It was just an aura, though.

"...—Third seat. My title is the [Scorching Arm]. My name is Kokoro."

I will absolutely not say it out loud. No matter what, I will not voice my thoughts.

"Well, let's get along."

"Y-yes..."

It's just that... her tiny figure and her incredibly cute voice, which sounded unmistakably like a little girl's, were a complete mismatch with her dignified expression and aura.

No, seriously. I repeat, I will not make any careless remarks.

"—Heeey!!! Next up is the long-awaited fourth seat!!!!"

"That would be Nonomi-san of the [Colorful Beauty]. Thanks for your hard work the other day. Okay, next."

"Wait a minute?!?"

"...Fifth seat, [Origami], Tsugumi."

"Tsugu-tsugu, why are you skipping me too?! This was Nonomi-chan's big moment!!!"

Setting aside my noisy friend who was behaving as usual, I moved on to the next person.

He had glossy black short hair that covered his eyes. His sleepy black eyes and overall appearance bore a slight resemblance to a certain 'silver' someone, but the complete lack of sternness in his expression gave him a totally different impression.

To put it nicely, he was a listless pretty boy. To be blunt, an apathetic one.

True to the information I had, he was a man of few words, falling silent as if his mission was complete after an extremely brief introduction.

I probably couldn't expect any further introduction, nor should I. In fact, from what I knew, the fact that he spoke at all was an incredibly rare event.

Thank you very much. A pleasure to meet you.

"...Oh, right. I'm Nia, by the way."

And so, the current sixth seat, the [Fairy of Blue Jade (Milmarinus)], was the one clinging to my back.

"Alright, my turn! I'm Ganju, the seventh seat! Title's [Iron Extension]! Nice to meet ya!"

Next was one of the men who had given me such a warm welcome earlier. The one with the cheerful, energetic voice, the short old man, Ganju of the [Iron Extension].

His messy brown hair was so coarse it would make a scrubbing brush weep. His extremely shaggy beard would undoubtedly make a child cry if it brushed against them. And his short, stout body, short legs, and thick arms... well, the inspiration for his avatar was obvious.

"Alright, my turn. I'm Oz-ji, eighth seat, [Big Spender]. A pleasure to meet you, Haru-kun."

Next up was the other half of the enthusiastic welcoming pair.

Our own General (O-jiji) in the Eastern Faction is quite the old man, but this one was a bona fide grandpa (O-jiji). Unlike the muscular Ganju, Oz-ji-sama had the short stature of someone who had shrunk with age.

His magnificent white beard had a dignity rivaling that of a dwarf, but his head was as clean as the sun (bald).

"Don't stare. It's embarrassing."

"Oh, I'm sorry."

And it seems he has a good sense of humor.

Furthermore, his physical vitality was proven by the earlier handshake. There was no need to worry about whether it was safe to bring him onto the battlefield.

"..."

Now then.

"..."

"..."

"..."

"..."

What to do about the next one? I wouldn't mind waiting for the little creature to muster up its courage...—

"Eek...!?"

"Seriously..."

Just trying to make eye contact produced this result. Wondering what on earth to do, I glanced behind me, and Nia, reading my plea for help, stepped forward with an ambiguous smile.

She stepped forward and...

"Okay, Shizu-chan, gotcha!"

"Hyaaaa...!!? I'm sorry...! I'm sorry...!"

And just like that, the small animal was secured.

"Aaaand so...—This is Shizuku-chan, the current ninth seat, [Raindrop Koropokkuru]. As you can probably tell, she's suuuuuuper shy, so please forgive her for not introducing herself."

"Ah, yeah. I don't mind at all, but..."

A girl with a wasabi-green, straight-banged short bob. Her eyes were light green... actually, she was green all over. She wore what looked like the traditional clothing of a northern people, but her own color and the color of her clothes were mostly green. She probably had a passive camouflage effect in any area with plant life.

She was also small. Small and incredibly delicate. She looked even smaller than the pipsqueak pair in our Eastern Faction, so she was probably a middle schooler, or maybe even an elementary schooler avatar.

However,

"Also, I think you know, but she's an 'onee-san.' So be sure to show her proper respect."

"Of course."

"You don't have to respect meee...! It's quite alright...!!"

This person is older than Ui-san, you know. If her public profile is to be believed.

Is she like this in real life, or is it roleplay...? It's a mystery, but she's rather amusing to watch, so personally, I don't mind either way. I mean, if she were *just* super shy, I'd worry about how tough life must be for her, but as you can see, she's a ranker.

She's already earned her abilities and her position.

In that case, even if her difficult disposition is her true nature, it just adds to her character.

"—...Mmm, is it about time?"

"Ah, yes, please."

And so, we come to the last of this incredibly unique lineup.

Nia was poking Shizuku-chan's cheeks, despite having just told me to respect her. And Shizuku-chan, letting out a sound that was somewhere between a scream and a whimper, "Hyaaaaah...," was letting it happen, looking weak and frail.

As I watched this scene, tilting my head and wondering if they were actually friends, a voice called out to me from beside. It was a person who I assumed was a young man, who had appeared next to me at some point.

"Well then, if you'll excuse me. I'm Balast, the current tenth seat, the [Hit Maker]. ...As you can see, I'm just a normal guy, so I apologize for being the one to bring up the rear of this lineup of colorful characters—"

"Are you saying that as a joke?"

Well, I couldn't help but shoot a merciless retort at Balast, who had casually slipped a joke into his introduction, but I am absolutely not at fault. I mean, come on.

In what world is there a normal, average person who would casually strike up a conversation with a stranger for the first time while wearing a Tyrannosaurus Rex costume? Don't you dare underestimate 'normal.'

"Ah, by the way, that was a pun on 'tori' as in 'last' and 'tori' as in 'bird'... you know. The theory that they had feathers."

"Please, for the love of god, stop explaining your jokes with such a cheerful expression. What is this, what's the correct way to react, that's what I'm desperately trying to figure out right now."

As I watched the fluffy Tyrannosaurus, which I personally didn't want to acknowledge as it shattered my dreams, happily waving its short little arms,

"...You know, Nia-chan."

"Yes? What is it?"

I had but one thought.

"You were one of the relatively sane ones, huh..."

"What do you mean by 'relatively'???"

It seemed that rankers, no matter where you went, were all a little... off, somewhere.

That was all.



    Chapter 798

    That's One of Our Own

    Despite being thrown for a loop by the cast of colorful characters and the perfect punchline, my round of greetings with the 'big shots' was now complete. My friends list had suddenly grown much longer, but that was something I was genuinely happy about, and I hoped we could all get along from here on out.

And with that, on to the next one.

"Yo, Lotta. Long time no see."

"I wouldn't say that. We just saw each other at the Four Pillar War."

Even so, that was two weeks ago.

It still felt like it had been a while. When I spotted my friend and waved, the handsome young man with ash-blond hair walked over, a friendly smile on his face as usual.

Today, he was dressed in a more swordsman-like style. He wasn't wearing the priest's robes for his current main job as a support class, but rather the red-themed light armor that I remembered so well.

And at his hip hung a single longsword, its scabbard radiating a palpable pressure. It was the same look he had when we first met, during the preliminaries for the Four Pillar War before last.

—Incidentally, the target of this raid, Green Connect, corresponds to the Western Faction, Vestol.

This meant that the 'ranker slot exemption rule for *former* rankers' unfortunately didn't apply to Lotta, who belonged to Istia. He was only here to provide support, and there was no way he could join the actual raid.

Considering how perfect his abilities would be for this, it was a real shame.

"The Triangle Duo, I was lucky enough to watch it at the venue. It was truly magnificent."

"Thanks...—Lucky? Wait, you mean you got in the normal way?"

"Of course. If you want to go as a fan of someone, you have to do it fair and square."

"That's why it feels so strangely intense coming from you."

And so, the passion of the self-proclaimed '[Acrobat] Fan Number One' was as fervent as ever. If he'd managed to display not just luck but super-luck to win the high-stakes lottery and get into the venue, then he must have enjoyed himself immensely.

"Well then?"

"Ah. This way."

With that, my chat with my friend came to a neat and tidy end. With a major event right around the corner, neither of us had time to spare, so we had to move things along quickly.

After leaving the gathering of western artisans, I followed Lotta, who had sent me a message beforehand saying, 'There's someone who wants me to introduce you.'

"Oh...?"

The figure at our destination was the complete opposite of what I had imagined.

"Ah, hello."

And so, the 'woman' who had spotted me offered a soft greeting.—I mean, seriously, the voice that entered my ears was so gentle I foolishly thought my head might turn into a balloon and float away.

An impossibly light and airy voice.

A lovely avatar that was neither large nor small, as if packed with feminine softness. Beneath her long, fluffy blond hair, which was just as soft as her voice, her eyes shone a deep blue.

If I had to describe her in one word, it would be...

"Nice to meet you. My name is Hiyodori."

"Ah, yes. Nice to meet you..."

...sunshine. She had a very warm, comforting feeling about her.

"I'm so happy. I've been wanting to meet you. Though I know it's a bit audacious for a general player like myself."

As she spoke, the fluffy lady approached, ignoring Lotta who stood by as if to say, 'Go on, mingle.' I was feeling a slight sense of bewilderment for various reasons, but...

Well, I could at least shake the hand of a woman I was meeting for the first time. The ever-watchful supervisors in the distance probably wouldn't get angry at me for that—

"Nfuu..."

"..."

"Nfufuu..."

"..., ...? ..."

"Nfufufu-fuu..."

What is this?

She wouldn't let go of my hand, and just kept staring at me with a soft, beaming smile... No, her voice... no, her whole aura felt strange.

Not strange, but... familiar.

"—Teeen."

"Huh?"

"Niiine, eiiight."

And then, a mysterious countdown began. With each passing second, her voice subtly changed, and the sense of familiarity grew stronger, accompanied by a certain feeling.

And so, as the sense of 'kinship' intensified and the countdown reached the halfway point of "fiiive,"

"Wait just a minute..."

"..."

Half exasperated, half horrified, I rubbed my temples with my free hand and let out a bitter groan. The *unfamiliar* yet *familiar* woman broke into a familiar grin—

"Alright, you pass. We'll call it a close one, shall we?"

"That's impossible. That's some kind of skill at this point...!"

Her acting skills were truly terrifying.

Sure, looking back, there were hints like her player name. But her performance was so perfect that I couldn't have possibly guessed from that alone.

Her voice, her way of speaking, her expressions, and even the aura she projected.

It was simply a matter of Mitsueda Hiyori-sama's role-playing being so exceptional that it could completely deceive even me, someone who interacts with her fairly often.

"By the way, this is a secret over here, so *shhh*. I'm just Hiyodori-san, a general member of the [Mirage Workshop], with absolutely no connection whatsoever to a certain someone."

"Ah, right... You're pretty amazing, in a lot of ways."

This was a complete and utter defeat. She said it was a secret, but I wouldn't doubt it if she told me she had managed to keep it a 'secret' from everyone.

Now that she mentioned it, it made sense, but if she hadn't, I seriously would have never noticed.

"By the way, my close friends and acquaintances affectionately call me 'Hiyo-chan' or 'Hiyohiyo.'"

"The fact that no one's figured it out even with a name that close is even more incredible..."

"By the way, my close friends and acquaintances affectionately call me 'Hiyo-chan' or 'Hiyohiyo'!"

"Yes, yes. A pleasure to meet you, Hiyodori-san."

"So stubborn!"

*You like that kind of distance, don't you?*

And, I see. It all made sense now—not just Sora-san, who had been glancing over from a distance, but also Nia, who hadn't looked this way at all while mingling with the artisans.

To think there was a hint hidden there as well...—

"I don't know what on earth you're talking about, and I didn't hear a thing."

""Whoops."

A voice rose from beside us. We both quickly shut our mouths, though in Mitsueda-san's case, it was likely a deliberate act of risk management.

She was, after all, speaking to the former ranker [Insighter] and right-hand man of the [General Commander]. I had enough trust in him not to carelessly divulge someone's personal information.

"Our time is limited for now. He must be getting tired of waiting, don't you think, Hiyodori-kun?"

"...Hmm? Wait, the fact that you're acquainted with Lotta suggests you're not a general player even in the virtual world."

"I think he's more likely so nervous he's thinking, 'I hope they never come,' actually."

And so, my muttered retort was completely ignored. She flawlessly slipped back into her role-play in less than a second, smiling softly as she said,

"Well then, please come this way."

...and began to lead me and Lotta somewhere.

After following her for a short while, we arrived at a spot away from the bustling crowd of players preparing for the big event, in the shadow of a grove of trees.

"—Ah..."

"Oh."

I spotted a lone figure. Lurking in the shadows was someone clad all in black... no, all in navy blue.

A picture-perfect Japanese 'ninja' was standing right there.



    Chapter 799

    A Sprinting Greeting

    A simple, practical top and fitted hakama trousers, topped with matte-finished gauntlets and leggings.

His feet were, of course, protected by waraji sandals, which were also dyed a light-swallowing black—a testament to his thoroughness. As for the final touch, his head… well, it was exactly what you’d expect.

And the finishing blow was the single piece of cloth covering his head, revealing only his eyes, which furiously flip-flopped between the “sophistication” of traditional attire and a suspicious person. As I thought, there was only one word for it.

"A ninja… I knew it, but…"

"It's just painful, isn't it?"

As I voiced my impression of his ‘live appearance,’ which I’d already researched beforehand, a rather scathing comment flew in from next to me.

"He walks around town dressed like that, you know. He just loves to be the center of attention, so for various reasons, I can't be seen walking next to him."

"Ah, yeah, for various reasons…"

Even if she was playing a different person with terrifying acting skills, she was still the ‘Archiver, illustrator, idol voice actress, and 20-year-old university student’ with an absolutely immense level of fame.

If the wrong person saw her, something could happen. She was probably trying to avoid any unnecessary attention.

In any case, you could tell they were close.

"So blunt…"

Her sweet, fluffy voice (which was actually a knife) must have pierced his heart. The ninja-don who was now wilting with a forlorn sigh… well, and I say this knowing full well how rude it is…

He had, uh, no… presence.

"…Yeah. He seems like an approachable fellow."

"Wow, such carefully chosen words. You're amazing, Haru-san."

"Am I just imagining things, or are you taking a jab at me from a completely different angle?"

Anyway, putting aside the artist-idol-etcetera-sama, who might be the second most difficult person to interact with after a certain maid named Itsuki…

""………………""

Following our first contact just a few dozen seconds ago, our eyes met again.

Both his and my eyes are black. But unlike mine, which I personally feel are rather childish, his were slightly sanpaku and had a nice, sharp edge to them.

As expected, I didn't feel any presence or pressure from him, which was strange… but setting that aside, as a man, there was something I had to say to him, face-to-face.

Namely,

"—That looks awesome. Nice ninja."

"…!!!!!"

I offered a hand and a word of praise.

"Ehh…"

I'm sorry that the little bird next to me is chirping with a sweet, fluffy voice, but unfortunately, I'm a boy. In other words, I'm an incorrigible fool with an eternal elementary schooler living in my heart.

What's cool is cool.

This is a world of dreams, after all, so I can't lie to my own heart, especially not more than in reality.

"…I knew it. I saw it all, I understood…!"

The ninja's black glove met my outstretched right hand. The sanpaku eyes peeking from under his hood were now filled not only with sharpness but also with a new, fiery emotion.

"You're a man… who understands… romance!!"

"Good is good. Please, continue to walk your 'path'."

Well, to be honest, I was thinking, *what is this?* myself, but…

"—I'm [Hayagake]. It's an honor to meet you, First Clearer-kun."

"I'm Haru. The honor is all mine, great forerunner-dono."

Don't look at me with such a blank face, Hiyodori-san. It's a sad thing, but we men are not at all averse to this kind of thing—

And so.

"…………──────────────"

The revered former fastest and the feared, yet current fastest, finally met face to face.

And by a strange coincidence, we were both boys who understood romance.

Or rather, fools who acknowledged the eternal elementary schoolers living in our hearts.

"…Ah, Hiyodori-kun."

"Yes?"

Once such men have finished their introductions, what follows is an inevitable, unspoken understanding.

Alright, it's on. Let's get this started…

"Excuse me for a sec… watch out."

"Huh, what—"

Lot-- Irori pulled the chick next to me by the hand, and with the surrounding area secured, any and all concerns about the major event about to unfold vanished.

Therefore,

"…On your mark…"

There was no hesitation in the voice chanting the 'ritual'.

"…get set."

And the ninja, responding, added the second phrase with a smile.

""──────────!!""

The 'go' was the impact of us both shattering the air.

The rules were established in an instant, accompanied by nothing more than our pride.

No cheating with boosts from active skills or equipment. The only things permitted were the aid of passive skills that couldn't be turned off and the basic stats we had built up.

Ah, something important was missing.

One or two more things to fuel our legs were—

"Nnghhaaaaaaaahhhhhhaaaaaaahhhh-YEAHHH!!!"

"Doryaaaaaaaaahhhhhhhhhhaaaa-RAAAAHHH!!!"

—an absolute faith in the skills we've relentlessly polished, and a little bit of grit.

Off the starting dash, I was the one who took the lead. The course was a hundred percent decided on a whim and pure energy; I figured a lap around the perimeter of Green Connect would be enough since it's *over ten kilometers long*.

It was a natural outcome. The jump motion reduction from [Rega-Lielta] and the initial speed boost from various other skills were working at full capacity. On top of that, showing no mercy, I even ignited [Matoi], so there was no way I could lose at the start.

That's why I took the lead—but my skin tingled.

I couldn't stop my cheeks from rising at the presence that had stuck right to my back.

The area surrounding the large basin where Green Connect resides resembles a massive forest with trees scattered about, not quite dense enough to be called a proper forest. In other words, it's a terrain littered with just enough obstacles to make it difficult to run through.

Of course, if you're just jogging at a normal speed, there's no problem. However, if you're sprinting non-stop at several hundred kilometers per hour, it's a different story.

It's an extreme race where even grazing an obstacle would guarantee you become a stain on a tree.

Using my 'talent,' I've already 'memorized' the entire visible scene from the starting point. Furthermore, my usual extreme physical control—a human macro that follows the pre-laid path almost unconsciously—is in top form. However, since I'm running in a circle…

the 'information' supporting my legs, which allows me to dash straight while avoiding all obstacles, will eventually run out.

"Ngh—…!!!"

I was overtaken.

After finishing the first leg of the run. The 'breath' absolutely necessary to map out the next course—a unique, unconquerable weakness in my legs, which have achieved the 'fastest' speed through means unattainable by others. It was a fatal point of stagnation.

The presence that had been stuck to my back vanished, a gust of wind caressed my cheek, and…

a jet-black wind leaped out in front of me, running with confidence.

On what kind of technique is this law built?

After how much training was this skill established?

And—how many times, hundreds, thousands, tens of thousands of times, did he have to become a 'stain' on the ground, walls, and everything else before this art was perfected?

…Ah, ahh—

You're on, you bastard.

"I'm not gonna lose."

Outer Force Output: [Kai], critical convergence.

Memorization complete, route constructed, movement set.

Now, one step.

"Wh—…!!?"

And behind me, a voice of astonishment. Now we're even. Come on, let's run to our hearts' content.

Overtaking, being overtaken, and running past it all… it's clear that a new, precious, and irreplaceable friendship, one unlike any I've had before, is shining dazzlingly ahead.<hr>

Ah, those two lovable idiots.

*Ahem* This part is embarrassing. My apologies for the consecutive posts, which includes an apology for the huge blunder in the previous chapter. I depicted it as if Irori-san would be participating, but since he is a *former* ranker of Istia, he gets caught by the 'slot restriction.' It's a no-go. I have already corrected the text, so if you could please take a quick look at the beginning of the previous chapter, I would be very grateful. I'm so sorry. Please forgive me.



    Chapter 800

    A Greeting Gift

    —The heated, back-and-forth race concluded with my victory after I unleashed a pseudo-[Shukuchi] combined with a merciless [Kai] on the final straightaway.

It was a technique taught by the [Sword Saint]-sama and is undoubtedly one of the most unconventional skills in Arcadia today, but it's still a technique born from training. I see no reason to be called a cheater.

And my opponent seemed to have no complaints or objections to either the process or the outcome.

After running a course of over ten kilometers in roughly a minute flat, we exchanged smiles that were the very picture of refreshment (by our standards), with neither winner nor loser…

""You two were really having fun, weren't you? Did you enjoy yourselves?""

""We are very sorry."

What followed was, as expected, a foregone conclusion.

Having concluded our passionate battle, Hayagake-shi and I were made to sit seiza-style together, by order of the two girls who had been waiting for us at the goal, which was also the starting point.

""Really, this guy…""

""We are truly sorry."

Standing before us like sentinels were gold and indigo. Note that the former is not my partner. She's giving me the stink eye from the side.

Anyway, we're a group of four who, according to someone, have been judged as a kind of 'in-group'… and in this day and age, when a group of relatively close men and women get together, it's always the men who are in the weaker position. When you mess around and get scolded, all we boys can do is hang our heads.

Thus, the breakdown of the lecture directed at such weak and pitiful creatures was as follows—

"Honestly, give me a break. When one of your own does something embarrassing, we're the ones who get embarrassed. Oh, and by 'one of your own,' I mean as fellow clan members, of course."

"Are you idiots? Are you two little idiots? A full-power, ultra-high-speed dash outside the safe zone… what were you planning to do if you had an accident? Hmm?"

"If you want to act like boys on your own time, I could let it slide. But TPO, you know? Have you heard of it? 'Time,' 'Place,' and 'Occasion.'"

"How could you pull such a huge stunt right before something so important? Respaw…ning is okay since the *Saintesses* are here, but if you'd gotten a death penalty, 'idiot' wouldn't have even begun to cover it, you know?"

And so it went. A tsunami of sound reasoning, sound reasoning, and more sound reasoning. Well, of course, we had our own side of the story, some excuses…

""…Well, you see, we did save, and we were only going at about seventy percent, so we could have recovered if we were about to crash, yes. We did, uh, enjoy ourselves…""

We did, but.

"Wow, you're perfectly in sync. Amazing."

"You two really get along, don't you? It's almost funny how well you click."

""We're sorry."

When faced with the pressure of the two smiling girls, this was the result.

A hopelessly foolish person might have continued to pile on excuses, but fortunately, Hayagake-shi and I are common-sense-having boys (fools) who can just barely stop ourselves.

We're capable of sincerely apologizing after doing something stupid.

"…What are they doing?"

"Being idiots. Isn't that business as usual?"

"Haha…"

The conversation from my kouhai No. 1, Natsume-senpai, and kouhai No. 2, who had come over after hearing the commotion and were now observing the fools, stung my heart.

Adding to that, my senpai seemed to have immediately lost interest after witnessing my pathetic state and promptly turned on her heel and left, which only deepened the vortex of sorrow.

"Honestly…—Come on, let's go. Unlike the loner Hayassan, Haru-san is a busy person. Save the extra socializing for another time, please."

"Oh, okay… Roger that."

And then, as has become the usual routine lately, Hiyodori-san, who has become quite unsparing with me as well, grabbed the collar of the ninja outfit and started dragging Hayagake-shi away.

The way the unladylike action suited her… and the way Hayagake-shi didn't even show a hint of resistance, suggests this might be a common sight.

"Ah, no, wait a sec. Just a moment! Just one moment…!"

As I watched his sorrowful figure, unable to move myself as Nia glared at me, the ninja being scraped along the ground offered a slight resistance, as if remembering something.

With an `Ehh…?` expression, she narrowed her eyes, but whether out of mercy or not, his little sister—or rather, cousin—stopped walking… and in that opening, his eyes from within the ninja hood turned to me once more.

"—Thanks for putting in a good word for me!"

And with that, he offered a few words.

"Ahh…—Don't mention it! Let's talk again after the raid!"

The way Hiyodori-san and Nia tilted their heads suggests that only the three of us knew what that exchange meant.

Really, don't mention it. I'm glad you're happy, brother.

And after seeing off my new friend, who made a dramatic exit while being dragged away by a girl.

"Honestly… we ended up drawing weird attention. Idiot."

"If you wanted to avoid attention, you could have just ignored us instead of scolding…"

"Mmm???"

"It's nothing."

Left behind were just me and Nia.

And a few onlookers, including some friends and acquaintances—

"Ouch."

"Haru, maybe you could, like… make the difference between when you're calm and when you're not… a little more gradual… I, think, maybe, possibly?"

"What's with the super hesitant speech? Ah, yes, it was nothing, I'm sorry."

A cute little impact struck the back of my head, delivered by my partner.

However, the moment she clearly interacted with me, a reaction of varying degrees rose from the gallery… and a flustered Sora-san quickly ran away.

What was that? So cute—

"Stop it, don't poke the crown of my head."

"Hmph."

Next, while dealing with the indigo-haired girl who was, what can I even say about her.

Suddenly, I sensed a gaze… no, I've been getting gazes from all directions before and after the commotion, but this one clearly held a special intent.

*Come on, notice me. Look over here.* If I wasn't mistaken, that emotion was strongly imbued in it. When I turned to trace it—it was easy to pinpoint the source.

Our eyes met naturally, and she, of course, noticed too.

And so,

"Sorry, let me through."

It seemed she wasn't the type to hesitate when it was her turn. My prediction was correct. She called out confidently, parting the crowd, and came to stand before me with a dignified expression.

About her height, though. Standing tall and proud before me, who was sitting seiza-style, she only gained an advantage of about two heads. That scaling is incredibly cute.

Since it's an avatar she designed herself, it might be okay to mention it… but well, it's probably safest to keep my mouth shut until we get to know each other properly.

—Anyway,

"Umm… yes?"

She stood before me, but said nothing.

The little girl in the oversized black-and-red traditional-patterned hoodie, worn like a one-piece dress… or rather, the [Scorching Arm]-dono, third seat of the Western Faction, remained silent.

Five seconds, ten seconds, she continued to stare at my face as if appraising me.

"…You let a good one get away."

She muttered something I didn't understand, and then her expression suddenly softened.

"What was that?"

"Nothing. Don't worry about it."

When I asked, she kept her thoughts to herself. But well, it's our very first meeting, so I'll just be grateful that a somewhat friendly expression has appeared on her face.

"I've heard all about your exploits, [Acrobat]. Especially that 'infinite kumite' you took on with Iris—that was insane. I got so fired up, I couldn't help but shout."

"Oh, uh… well, I'm honored by your praise."

"And your slightly humble demeanor in normal times is just as rumored. I prefer the you who's happily swinging weapons around… but well, this isn't bad either."

"Well, thanks…"

She continued her torrent of chatter with a cute voice. I had the impression she was taciturn during the introductions, but it seems that wasn't her true personality.

As I revised my impression, with Nia still perched on my head, I listened obediently to her words… and the girl looked at me once more, a hint of amusement in her eyes, before.

"Alright, well then—this is a thank you for the entertainment, and a token of our new acquaintance."

"Huh? Hey, whoa!"

She suddenly took a 'piece of work' from her inventory and, with a charming grin, tossed it to me with incredible carelessness.

"Ugh, nyah!"

And thus, a tragedy was born.

I managed to catch it reflexively at close range, which was good, but because I moved so suddenly, a rather genuine shriek came from Nia, who had been resting her chin on my head looking bored.

I don't even have to look to know she probably bit her tongue hard.

"Umm…?"

Anyway, setting aside the unimportant matters.

As if her business was done by throwing the object, she turned to leave. When I questioned her small, retreating back… she responded with a single, raised hand.

"Just like I said. If it's no use to you, feel free to display it in your room or something."

And with that, she left behind only her incredibly cool demeanor, unbefitting of her youthful appearance—correction. That, plus a 'piece of work' that radiated immense pressure.

"Ehh…"

Confused, I looked down at my hands, where a sheathed dagger now rested. It was given to me in such a cool way that I don't feel like giving it back, but…

"……………………………………Ehh…?"

Is this okay? Is this something I can really accept for a casual reason like 'a token of our new acquaintance'? I mean, the information pressure is—

"……………………………………………………?????"

—a little bit off, isn't it?

Trembling with questions, premonitions, and dread, I gently tapped the hilt with my fingertip to open the details window, and it was a one-hit KO. The information that floated before my speechless eyes was:

────────────────────────
[Diaus Altara]
Crafted Weapon: Dagger
Grade 50　Weight 31　Durability 1640/1640

An obsidian blade. Its budding lies with the star-fragment.
────────────────────────

Setting aside the simple and concise flavor text, the important thing is the abnormal numbers.

Thanks to the appraisal ability I gained when Nia granted me the [Mako] skill, I can now see three curt but crucial stats…

Weight is fine.

A value of 31 simply indicates a weight of just over three kilograms. It's ridiculously heavy for a dagger, but that's common in fantasy. With the strength of a superhuman avatar, this is practically nothing, so there's no real problem.

Durability is also fine.

In fact, this is the only part that's within the normal range. As far as I know, the average for the dagger category is around 1200, so this would just be considered 'quite a bit sturdier than average.' If you allocate resources to durability during crafting, you can get a result like this.

Which leaves the last stat, Grade—yep, this is weird. Am I imagining things, or do I see the very round number of 50? Please let me be imagining things.

"Wow… you got something pretty incredible, didn't you?"

"Y-yeah… this is something incredible, isn't it?"

Unfortunately, Nia-chan's words, having recovered from biting her tongue, confirmed that I was not imagining things. What is going on?

To be blunt, and it goes without saying, this is not something that can be casually tossed over.

For reference, the weapon I own with the highest grade is the jade blade I received from my master, [Samidorizuki], which has a numerical Grade of 51.

My next best, [Parabellum Bullet], is Grade 47, which means this thing—[Diaus Altara]—is a genuine top-of-the-line, high-end gear.

"………………"

Judging by the length of the scabbard, the blade is probably about fifty centimeters long. Including the hilt, the total length would be around seventy centimeters, not the scale of an orthodox dagger.

Including the fact that the guard is practically non-existent in size, it's what you'd call a gladius-type… As I thought that, I pulled the blade from its simple,渋-colored scabbard.

What emerged was a form of 'black' that didn't shine—but swallowed and sealed the light. The body of the sword was like polished obsidian, with smooth contours, as if a starless night had been solidified.

And the only part that was polished to a mirror finish, reflecting light, was its terrifyingly beautiful edge. The exquisite harmony they created was nothing short of a masterpiece, like a work of art.

"…Umm… Nia-chan? For reference, if you were to put a price on this…"

"Millions."

"………………………Ten? A hundred?"

"Do you really want to know?"

"…………………………………………Maybe I'll pass…"

I gently returned the blade to its scabbard, and suddenly felt a sense of dread just from touching it, so I used 'Recall' to send it straight to my inventory.

The fact that it was sent… means the system has recognized the transfer, and that it has now officially become mine.

"…S-she said it was a thank you, for the entertainment."

"She did say that."

"And a token, of our new acquaintance."

"Yup, said that too."

After confirming the facts, there was only one conclusion.

"—…Alright. I'll gratefully, put it to use, I guess."

There's no need to be startled, scared, or awestruck. If she's giving it to me, I'll just accept it. And if it's a gift given out of one hundred percent goodwill…

"Your voice is trembling, though."

"………………I-is it just my imagination?"

There's no need to hesitate, and no need to tremble, I'm sure.<hr>

Go on, tremble.

Ah, here are the specs for [Samidorizuki] and [Parabellum Bullet].
────────────────────────
[Samidorizuki]
Crafted Weapon: Katana
Grade 51　Weight 88　Durability 10100/10100
────────────────────────
[Parabellum Bullet]
Crafted Weapon: Tanto
Grade 47　Weight 1　Durability 1/1
────────────────────────

And while I'm at it, here are the specs for the sword Irori-san uses.
────────────────────────
[Restilia Broad]
Crafted Weapon: Longsword
Grade 33　Weight 62　Durability 1520/1520
────────────────────────

Note that in the current version of Arcadia, anything over 'Grade 30' is considered high-spec. The highest tier, known as high-end gear, remains around Grade 50.



    Chapter 801

    From Past to Present, From Present to Future

    "—Good work out there?"

"Ahh, same to you."

Greetings as a representative and greetings for a first meeting. Which is more difficult and tiring depends on the person, but there's no need to rank them. We can just acknowledge each other's efforts.

Without even thinking about such complicated things, we could just mutually offer concern for our shared hard work, and things would be as usual. The 'Princess,' who I had been aware of the entire time, watching over me from a distance with a gaze that made me think, "Is she my guardian?" was…

"You truly are well-liked by people."

"I think it's more that the players I meet in Arcadia are all fundamentally 'good people' who like others to begin with."

She offered a smile that was, for some, difficult to distinguish from a neutral expression, and laughed cheerfully.

"—Still, to be liked by Kokoro on a first meeting is quite something. You're the same old charmer, aren't you?"

"Hey, what do you mean, 'same old'? I can't take that as a compliment, you know?"

And then, from the other side. I found myself sandwiched between a rare combination. Kagura-san, her red hair shining brilliantly even under the sun, chimed in with a teasing voice.

My exclusive magic crafter seemed unfazed even in the presence of the [Sword Queen].

"Ah, umm… so, I received a gift from her…"

And, just in case. Just in case, you know?

Even if it's a loose relationship based on the sound of the word, we call each other 'exclusive,' and on top of that, she's my undeniable partner-in-fate, my 'Weaver of Legends'… well, I thought it was my duty as the 'wielder' to ask.

"Isn't that great? In terms of pure skill as a magic crafter, Kokoro is definitely an artisan who is above me. This is more than just a good deal, you should be grateful."

When I checked her reaction to the dagger, she didn't seem to mind at all.

"…Hm? What is it, did you think I'd be jealous or something?"

"Eh, ah, no, no, of course not, haha…"

On the contrary, she gave me a grin, and my shallow self was instantly defeated. No, that's not it, really, it's just, as a matter of courtesy, I thought I should check in, you know, do things by the book…

"She did get a head start on you, though. If I had intended to monopolize you from the beginning, I wouldn't have introduced you to Nia in the first place."

"That's… well, your crafting categories are different, right?"

"Oh my. Did I ever say a single word about being unskilled in anything other than weapons and armor?"

"She's saying something terrifying again."

Ah, no, wait a minute.

Now that I think about it, I remember her saying something like 'I also do some metalwork' when we met… and thinking about it even further, even though she said she was 'good with iron,' she handled wood perfectly fine when she worked on Sora-san's staff, didn't she?

"And most importantly, have you forgotten? Regarding the Narrator's Armament, I showed you my sincerity by seriously offering to 'introduce you to someone higher up,' didn't I?"

"That really blew me away…"

And that incident was what solidified my feeling of 'I'm going to stick with this person.' But it's too embarrassing to say something like that to her face—

"That incident is what solidified my decision not to keep you all to myself."

…I couldn't say it, but she said it so boldly.

"When I showed my sincerity, you kicked it back with even greater sincerity. For someone like that, if I don't give it my all and engage with you earnestly, it would be a disgrace to my craft."

"She's saying something incredibly cool again…"

I'm no match for her.

Precisely because I know her big-sisterly persona is a product of role-playing, I can't help but respect her guts to be so cool and her original personality as well.

"…Hehe."

See, the Princess is smiling too—or so I thought, as I was casually watching at first.

"Kagura is as cool as ever."

"And your smile is as hard to read as ever, Iris."

I sensed a relationship I knew nothing about was about to be revealed, and successfully kept my mouth shut.

And so, Ashe, whose compliment was met with a complaint, stared at Kagura-san with a perfectly calm and gentle, 100-point expression, as if agreeing with her words, before saying,

"………………—I'm relieved."

"About what?"

"That you didn't hate me, it seems."

"Don't go feeling relieved just because we exchanged a few words."

Just as she always does with me, she read her heart. Looking as if she had truly found relief, Ashe's expression softened slightly.

Seeing that from the side, Kagura-san also let a faint smile grace her cheeks.

"I don't hate you. And lately, you've been getting interesting, you know."

"I see…—Then, someday, will you forge a 'sword' for me again?"

That, in essence, was the core of their unknown relationship. Sandwiched between them, I listened in genuine surprise while maintaining my silence, as the two friends exchanged words.

"Hah, no way in hell."

"…Why?"

"I don't dislike you, but I absolutely hate forging swords for you."

"You're saying something terrible."

"Who's the terrible one here? It's boring enough having to kick aside any playful spirit and focus solely on making it sturdy, but how many of those did you smash to pieces on the very same day?"

"………………I apologized, over and over again."

"It doesn't help when you're just going to *snap, snap* them again on the very same day you apologize."

"So you do hate me."

"Ahh, I just hate forging swords for you."

"…Mean artisan."

"Did you say something, selfish princess?"

—I'm probably not the only one thinking, *what is this, this is amazing*.

Beside us, I can feel Sora and Nia, who had been chatting by themselves so as not to get mixed up in our conversation, as well as our other friends and acquaintances, all listening quietly.

Judging by the flow of the conversation, it's probably been a long time since they've spoken. And from the surprised looks on everyone's faces, it must be a story from a distant, hidden past.

I sense this is a story from a time before the [Sword Queen] was born in this virtual world.

"Kagura."

"What is it?"

Now, as we look forward together.

Before the great wall we are about to challenge, and the long, earthen bridge built by the hands of many mages.
The princess and king who leads us all took a step forward.

"The victory party, be sure to attend, okay? I want to talk a lot more."

"Even if you say cute things, I'm not forging you a sword."

With a gentle smile directed at her friend, she raised the morale of the great crowd following behind…

Whether she knew it or not.



    Chapter 802

    O Ye Who Have Waited Eagerly, Roar, Gallop, and Thus Conquer - Part 1

    The number of personnel for the Green Connect raid is one hundred and twenty. This includes the twenty from the ten seats of the Western Faction (Vestol), who are the corresponding color and a special枠, plus the ten ranker slots from the other three factions, and an additional one hundred from the general pool.

And the breakdown of the total force, in other words, the team composition, is thirty-five groups.

The basic structure is ten ultra-elite tag teams of one artisan and one combat ranker each, plus twenty-five squads of the remaining hundred-ish general players in a 1:2:1 formation of transport, combat, and artisan roles.

The transport role is filled by players with the [Rider] skill and tamed Stardust Beasts… but during the previous Starry Paradise event, the second of its kind, the hardcore players were serious about taming, so this role is also effectively filled with elite combatants.

It goes without saying that these one hundred—no, seventy-five, excluding the twenty-five artisans from the West—were selected from the very cream of the crop of Arcadia's massive player base.

With just three of them, they could probably conquer any high-difficulty dungeon without issue, unless it's a raid-scale one or one of those *few, famous exceptions*.

And on top of that, if you bear the title of a ranker, even solo conquering is not a problem.

At the very least, those who were believed to be capable of it were selected—so all we have to do is steel our resolve with all our might internally, while putting on a cool face externally.

"Everyone, are you ready?"

And so, at the end of the constructed bridge.

Just before the edge of the shell, where crossing it would literally change the world, the standard-bearer asks. She turns, a smile she tried to make understandable for everyone on her face… and just like that time, she doesn't ask for a verbal response.

Not a single person has left or fallen behind. From the players who followed not behind—no, beside her, she silently received their wordless fighting spirit and excitement.

"Yes. Then…—Let's go."

She took a triumphant step, signaling the start of the battle.

And one hundred and nineteen pairs of legs followed. While not perfectly synchronized, the over-raid, with their spirit and will united, surged into the battle zone.

And so, the moment a person stepped onto its 'back'.

────────────────────────────.

It wasn't a voice, not even a breath.

It was the sound of an abnormal existence of an utterly outrageous scale quietly lifting its eyelids.

The body of Green Connect, Jehatreglie, which had shown no reaction at all, not just to people stepping on its back but even to them punching its face with all their might, certainly stirred—

"The raid begins."

With the princess's quiet voice as the trigger.

With an attitude that basically said, 'So what?', the festival-loving fools who sit at the top of the virtual world let out a war cry and started running.

In groups of four, some of three. Each team as a single unit, the moment they crossed the boundary line, a completely different scene spread out before them… and as they scattered across the open, treeless hills,

"""""────────"""""

With a silent battle cry, countless star-shadows overflowed.

All of them were big. Canines of all sorts, felines of all sorts, boars, deer, horses, even ostriches—a diverse lineup of tamed beasts stood ready.

And while their forms were varied, they all shared one common specialty.

"Ooh… hmm. Quite fast."

The sturdy legs that carried their respective riders and sped away all at once were so impressive that I couldn't help but let out a voice of admiration. They were truly worthy of being called 'transporters'.

—And with that.

"Haru, Natsume, and Nia. If anything happens, stick to the plan."

""Roger.""

"R-ro, roger…!"

After observing the distribution of the scattered raid and deciding on a course, we received the final confirmation from the princess. When my squadmates on either side and I responded, Ashe gave a faint smile…

"Later, then."

She effortlessly swept up the [Scorching Arm]-dono, who had been standing by as if to say 'whenever you're ready,' into a princess carry, dyed her dress blue, and dashed away.

Naturally, she was gone in an instant.

*Seriously? And that's just a simple sprint, not [Shukuchi] or anything?*

"Alright then, let's get going too."

"Counting on you, Gin—… He won't bite, will he? This guy."

And while I was watching the 'strongest' leave with seventy percent awe and thirty percent exasperation, the [Wolf Pack], who had naturally summoned his great wolf mount, took the [Crimson Arm]-dono and left.

"Alright, let's go, old man! Don't get thrown off!"

"Don't hold back! Let 'er rip, Tiger boy!"

The [Great Tiger], carrying the [Iron Extension]-dono with his invisible jaw-arms, kicked off the ground with a roar and flew away.

"Let me know if your back starts to hurt, old man!"

"Drive safely, please."

The [Big Spender]-dono, wrapped in a white mist… a 'cloud,' was carried away, gliding across the ground with a speed that made me a little worried, his white beard trailing behind him.

"Then let's go too, Tsugu-Tsugu!!!"

"………………"

This time, the [Origami]-dono, lifted by the 'wind,' was whisked away into the distance by the [Traveler].

And now, five teams remain.

"—'With might I conceal, is this body truly a coward's (fox's)?'"

The song that had been echoing quietly from earlier came to a close.

"[Your Realm]—… Well, good luck with the practice run."

"I'll be watching over you from the shadows, rising star!!!"

"Yes, sir!!"

Taking the hand of the [Vivid Beauty] standing beside him, Tetra activated his magic and sank into the shadows along with her. And as for the owner of the shadow, the rising star himself, Kanata…

"I'm off!"

The moment our eyes met, he shot off into the distance, full of spirit.

And then, four teams remain.

"Alright, then…—Come on out, Sapphire."

I summon my star-shadow, and on its back rides…

"I'm borrowing it."

"A tyrannosaurus riding a dragon…!"

The Irori and [Hit Maker]-dono pair.

"Shall we go?"

"Y-y-y-yes, ma'am…!"

The Ui-san and [Raindrop Koropokkuru]-dono pair.

And then,

"—Haru!"

"Well, let's both give it our all."

"Yeah."

My partner and my other partner bumped fists with me one after another. In other words, the riders were the three teams, excluding our three-man cell with me as the main member—

"I'm counting on you."

"──────"

There was no hesitation in the wings that took flight.

The one in control is the girl who is both my partner and close with Sapphire. Her dazzling golden hair scattering in the wind, Sora, piloting the dragon, glanced back at me one last time.

""…""

We exchanged a single smile.

The dragon soared into the sky, faster than anyone who had left before, and vanished.

—And so, only one team of three remains.

We who were left behind weren't taking it easy by any means.

"Natsume-senpai?"

"………………………………………………Okay. Reception is good, no problems."

We were simply waiting without interruption for her, the key to this Green Connect raid strategy, to finish her preparations. In other words, now that she's returned a smug look in place of a thumbs-up.

"Alright then, a little late to the party—let's blow past every single one of those front-runners!"

There is not a shred of apprehension in unleashing the legs we've been waiting for. Then, if you'll excuse us.

"Doesn't starting like this make us look infinitely less cool than everyone else…?"

"Touch me somewhere weird and I'll scratch you. Especially in that male form of yours."

"Yeah, yeah, complain all you want… alright, [Rocket]!!"

Course decided, straight up into the sky. The complaints coming from the flowers in my arms are just part of the charm.

Now then, let's triumphantly—challenge the endless wall (Colored Raid).<hr>

It feels like it just started and then ended. I think I deserve praise for moving over a hundred people in three thousand characters.



    Chapter 803

    O Long-Awaited Ones, Roar Forth and Reign Supreme - Part Two

    Summoning the tamed creatures known as [Stardust Beasts] comes with several restrictions.

The first is the cost. When summoning, one must pay an MP cost determined for each [Stardust Beast]—the primary factor being its physical size—and a continuous maintenance cost is required to keep it summoned.

There is a clear method to improve this: unlike players, who have STR, AGI, and MID, the beasts only have these three stats, and increasing their MID will reduce the cost. If raised to a certain level, keeping one summoned at all times is not just a dream.

Of course, this comes with the caveat that it must be a *tamed beast of a common-sense scale*—

The second restriction is the compounding cost of re-summoning. Should a [Stardust Beast] be defeated in battle or for any other reason and forcibly returned to its master's shadow, it can be called back immediately, but the summoning cost doubles. This effect stacks.

In other words, the first revival costs twice the normal amount. The second would be four times, and so on.

Everyone pours affection into their beasts… In fact, one theory suggests that being such a person is a condition for successful taming in the first place. It’s hard to imagine anyone treating their loyal, emotionally expressive servant in such a way, but it means that zombie-like tactics through infinite revivals are impossible.

Finally, the third restriction. This one is common to all [Stardust Beasts]…

If one moves a certain distance away from its master, the starry shadow will be forcibly sent back after exactly one hundred seconds.

"Th… Thank you!"

High in the sky, the "dragon" that had been carrying us at top speed lost its form and vanished.

The telltale sign—its outline blurring—had appeared a few seconds prior. I threw out my thanks just before Sapphire disappeared, wrestling my airborne body under control amidst the roaring winds—

"《A Tower in This Hand (Turm Riese)》"

What the girl—Sora—drew was a runway of giant swords, floating in the heavens.

"E-Eeeek…!?"

"Whoa, so this is that thing…!"

And so, they made their landing—or rather, their sword-ing—as if it were the most natural thing in the world.

The two artisans were safely letting out screams and cheers of excitement, a testament to the fact that the two samurai had landed coolly beside Sora, each carrying their respective partner in their own way.

As the young girl felt a prickling unease from the admiring gazes thrown at her from all sides, her cheeks flushed with an innocent shyness. Oblivious to this, the others declared,

"Well then."

"We pray for your fortunes in battle."

Though brief, the violent speed had given us more than enough distance. From here, all that was left was to rampage without worrying about running into other parties.

Thus, the 'students' and 'teachers' kicked off their footholds without a hint of hesitation, leaping from the height of several hundred meters and splitting off to the left and right as they fell.

"Ehh…"

I knew it already, but the courage of those who stand at the top of this world is on another dimension entirely. I've only grown used to it through repeated experience. That scream I could hear from the distant sky—"Hyaaaaaaahhh…"—that was the *normal* reaction.

"What are you spacing out for?"

"Ah, wha… I-I'm sorry…!"

I had been watching the true celestial beings depart with a dazed expression when a voice from ahead pulled my consciousness back, and an apology reflexively left my lips.

It was true. The time limit bestowed upon us the moment we entered this domain was already ticking away; there was no time to stand still.

The role assigned to Sora for this assault on [Green Connect] was…

"Sora, let's go—like I said before, you won't need to be my 'guardian' for a while."

To go all-out clearing the dungeon alongside the current second seat of the Western Faction, the artisan Kagura.

Before me, the artisan with a greatsword nearly her own height strapped to her back ran lightly, her crimson hair swaying. Just like that, she reached the tip of our foothold, and then,

"I'll be right behind you, so you go cut loose!"

With just as little hesitation as the brave warriors of the East.

She shot me a bright cheer as she looked back, a smile never leaving her face as she fell. And so, the girl who ended up last in line shouted as she ran—

"Wait, what do you mean *behind me*!?"

Her voice was half surprise, half protest, directed at the artisan who had so boldly led the way.



    Chapter 804

    O Long-Awaited Ones, Roar Forth and Reign Supreme - Part Three

    Under the constraint of not being allowed to fall, not even once.

There are several points of caution when tackling Arcadia's dungeons, which, in exchange for often lacking tricky gimmicks, provide a diverse and unique array of enemies.

First and foremost, the enemies to be most wary of are the 'reflect-type,' 'retaliation-type,' and 'mutual-destruction-type'—in short, the types of utter bastards that *share the damage with you when you attack them*.

This is the most lethal and, thankfully, the rarest type you'll encounter. In the seven or so months since I started Arcadia, I've only experienced it once.

And that wasn't even from an enemy, but from a player's ultra-rare skill that 'forcefully reflects damage upon death.'

While Arcadia is designed with a fair number of 'gotcha' mechanics, truly unreasonable situations that are absolutely impossible to deal with on a first encounter are extremely few and far between.

Not that they don't exist, which is its own problem… but at least for the hordes of mobs that infest these places, it's merciful that you don't have to be on high alert for that kind of unfairness.

Now, bosses are another story. But well, for them, you just have to be cautious on a case-by-case basis.

Next up are *unknown status ailments*. This game has a truly staggering number of buffs and debuffs. I'm not even kidding; people say there are easily not just in the triple digits, but the quadruple digits.

Naturally, it's impossible for a normal person to remember them all.

And even if you had some special ability to memorize everything, you'd still inevitably be caught off guard by one new unknown after another. There's no perfect countermeasure for this; you just have to do your best to adapt on the spot.

Well, there are countless other things to be careful about, but—anyway.

This isn't just about Arcadia. When it comes to preparing for and responding to unknown threats, the smartest approach in any situation boils down to *this*.

Don't get close. Don't touch.

And if possible—*don't let them do a single thing*.

"《Mistlurade》"

The moment I ignited [Rocket], a deep violet light lit up in both my hands, ready to fire my weapons.

My aim was already set. Thus, the [Parabellum Bullets] shot out at tremendous speed, heading straight for the craniums of the two pests blocking my path.

Of course, they were already enchanted for a power boost. In the fraction of a second before my vision blurred from the super-acceleration, I confirmed the heads of the two centipedes, clad in crimson shells streaked with black patterns, had exploded… Okay, I've got a rough grasp of the difficulty.

Alright then, how about you all just hurry up and explode?

I don't have time for the leisurely elegance of checking enemy names. For this dungeon cleanup leading to [Green Connect], what's required of me is not conquest, but—

"—Hup!"

—one thing only: annihilation.

A hundred shots on the run. I unleashed every last one of the swarm of [Parabellum Bullets] I had summoned along my [Rocket]'s trajectory, then leaped over and left them behind, gifting the giant centipedes a rain of blades.

And on the off chance this is a rare gimmick-type dungeon where 'annihilation' is the trigger to open the path… well, it's not impossible, so.

"《Exploding Rabbit (Bullet)》"

I drew my crimson blades, then shattered them. The moment I felt the few remaining presences behind me vanish with a deafening roar, I had already taken my second step.

"Haha, a horde-type, huh? Simple and straightforward—I love it!"

So I said, on my fifth step.

The structure was a single path. But seeing the endless stream of centipedes pouring out from countless narrow holes in the walls and ceiling, constantly filling the passage, it was clearly a simple numbers game.

In other words, the type of place where you'll have a hell of a time without a certain level of firepower.

In other words, the type of place where I don't need to worry about all those dangers.

"Come, my partner, Stella."

In the span of a single blink, I'd scattered more than fifty giant centipedes.

None of them had any special reaction upon being hit or dying… or rather, the only reaction was a grand spray of poisonous-looking body fluids.

That means, even if there was a possibility, they're 'counter-attack' types, not 'reflect' types. No problem at all. Why? Because there's no way something like that—

"Don't you dare complain that this isn't enough for you, y'hear?!"

—can catch up to me anymore, not with the way I've trained.

Memory complete, path constructed, movements set—chaining [Rocket]. I swung the star-sword in my right hand, carving through everything I passed.

Five seconds.

Ten seconds.

Fifteen seconds.

Twenty seconds—that was the *end*.

Emerging from the narrow passage, my vision opened up to a vast cavern. Enthroned there, with countless centipedes at its feet, was a centipede so long it could be mistaken for a dragon… no, that's not right.

"Why a caterpillar???"

Is there some story here about it being their subordinate or vassal?

I couldn't help but let out a questioning retort at the sight of the 'king' or 'queen' clad in red and black 'armor' made from the shells of countless patched-together centipedes, but again, this was no time for that.

Well, whatever.

Here's hoping we meet again somewhere and I get a chance to ponder it then—

"'Shot.'"

A single greeting. I mercilessly fired my [Alv Stella] for a direct hit to its head. The instant the caterpillar let out a high-pitched, indescribable shriek and entered a battle stance, I ignored it.

"—《Seven Stars》"

I finished my volley in the blink of an eye, arrested my body as it flew high into the air, and sheathed my jade blade.

And then, I clenched my left fist.

[An-ru Galta (Hypothesis: The Armor that Sings of the King's Path)] equipped. Furthermore, [Frezon Revolver] fully loaded.

[Rocket], ignite.

"《Shinden—"

External Rotation Output 'Kai,' critical convergence.

"—Kai》!"

An earth-shattering roar, a seismic blow.

Assaulted in an instant by a veritable mountain of devastating power focused on what seemed to be its weak point—its head… the caterpillar's HP bar was helpless but to be blown away, and the poor thing exploded in a burst of pale blue phosphorescence.



    Chapter 805

    O Long-Awaited Ones, Roar Forth and Reign Supreme - Part Four

    Defeat the boss = clear the dungeon. This is the common path in all games where combat is a primary element, a promised finish line that is rarely ever betrayed.

However, this particular raid has a step that comes *after* that.

"Alright, got it!"

From within the phosphorescence scattered by the giant exploded caterpillar, a crystal pillar emitting a brilliant green light emerged. In other words, this thing I grabbed the instant it appeared is… whoops.

Before I had time to examine my spoils, a blue light swelled to fill the entire space, instantly engulfing my vision—the dungeon was *closing*.

Another severance. A brief moment later my avatar was thrown outside… and as the wind running across the world above the clouds brushed my cheek, the return process completed without a hitch.

And with that!

"I'm baaack!"

"Ehh…???"

"What an idiot…"

Getting back up into the sky and following the markers on my radar made rejoining them a piece of cake. When I returned to Sapphire's back, spoils firmly in hand, my squadmates' reactions were pure, unadulterated shock.

Truly regrettable. Never mind Nia, even Natsume-senpai could probably crush a non-high-difficulty dungeon at lightning speed with just her fingertips.

Well, that aside.

"Here, I'm counting on *you*, *our dear artisan*."

"W-Whoa!? Don't throw it!"

I casually tossed over the crystal pillar, which was still glowing even after being brought outside. Nia fumbled but managed to catch it, rewarding me with a complaint and a sharp glare.

Unfortunately, we don't have time for playful banter…

"Any problems?"

"Nope! If *that* was the biggest reaction around here, then just as predicted, we don't need to worry about the difficulty. My MP will hold up fine too, including my 'backup' supply."

"Right—in that case, *the path has been laid*, so get your butt in gear and work."

"You don't have to tell me twice."

Her words were those of a senior who works her junior to the bone, but she's more than fulfilling her role, so I have absolutely zero room to complain or feel any resentment.

Well then, following the guidance of the 'thread' that was connecting the cliff-towers in sequence…

"From now on I'm just gonna toss 'em up and start running, so you handle the confirmation part, 'kay?!"

All that's left for me is to throw myself into one RTA after another.

◇◆◇◆◇

The 'Time Limit'—an unavoidable trial in conquering the otherworldly realm upon the back of [Green Connect, Jehatreglie]—is in reality a special status ailment applied to all intruders the moment they set foot in the domain.

Its name is unknown, and its icon is shaped like a dancing leaf etched with a pattern resembling an eye. The effect it has on players is *certain death after exactly thirty minutes*.

In other words, players can only operate on the back of [Green Connect] for a mere half-hour… If the summary ended there, it would be natural for everyone to throw in the towel and declare it 'unconquerable.'

Naturally, a solution to this gimmick has been prepared.

"Nia?"

"I may not be a certain someone, but you can leave this to me!"

Atop the dragon, who kept its massive body afloat in the sky without even flapping its wings, guarding the fort while its master was away.

The artisan gripped the crystal pillar entrusted to her by her crush, whose monstrous level was becoming more apparent by the moment—the 'Dungeon Core' that appears exclusively in dungeons absorbed by [Green Connect]—and ignited her own magical light.

There are countless variations of Magic Craft formulas. The one wielded by the current sixth seat, [Milmarinus], was a spherical puzzle formed by countless overlapping layers of magic circles.

She wasn't creating it.

What was required of her was to *decipher* it.

"…, ……—"

The moment she activated the formula, she understood. It was an undeniable first-time experience, and she finally understood what her seniors meant when they had all said, *'It's impossible to put into words, but you'll get it the second you touch it.'*

This was, indeed, impossible to verbalize. She had no way of knowing what this thing was or what it wanted—and yet, she vaguely knew how to solve it.

*Click. Click. Click-clack-click.*

It was like breathing, like walking. If someone were to ask her exactly how she was doing it, she wouldn't be able to explain the detailed logic, and it was the same thing.

Without understanding, without needing to understand…

"Alright, it's, done!"

"……Looks like this one's an idiot too, huh?"

Nia let out a cheer, having unlocked in thirty seconds what they said a normal, *highly skilled* artisan would take two to three minutes to solve. Beside her, Natsume let out a sigh, thinking, *'Are these two peas in a pod?'*

As if in protest that such a thing was truly regrettable, the blue-haired girl sent a glare his way. In her hands, the 'Core' flickered as if speaking something, then silently dissolved and was absorbed into the artisan's avatar… and at the same time, the 'leaf' icon lit up below every raid member's status bar, and the number that had begun to accumulate a short while ago ticked up by one.

◇◆◇◆◇

The giant body collapsed with a tremor before scattering into phosphorescence a moment later.

A colossal, crimson-burning crab. The scene was so vivid it felt strange that the aroma of cooked food didn't waft through the air. To her companion who had split the boss enemy in two upon encountering it—

"No matter how low-level it is, it's not supposed to be something you can kill in one hit…"

The [Scorching Arm] let out a sigh that was pure exasperation at a known quantity. However, the one receiving that sort of gaze—a kind she had unwillingly grown all too used to—simply brushed it off with a cool expression.

"There are many others besides myself who can do this much."

"You don't call a few dozen people in a virtual world 'many.'"

The [Sword Queen], who stated it as a fact without a hint of doubt or humility, simply offered a small smile to the petite girl who had shot back a quick retort.

"Hn."

"Yeah, yeah, I'm on it."

When Iris sent her 'sword' back into the void and opened her arms to call her partner, Kokoro allowed herself to be lifted up without any particular shyness or hesitation.

"Progress is good."

"Indeed."

While in Iris's arms, she caught the 'Core' that emerged from the remnants of the boss's phosphorescence and fell towards them. She might be on the fuzzy line of whether she could be called a friend, but…

"The rate of buff accumulation is worlds apart from last time."

At the very least, they knew each other well enough that she felt no surprise as the crystal pillar vanished from those hands in mere seconds. Even with the deciphering-difficulty-reduction buff in effect from the full deployment of the Western Faction's rankers, her operational speed was still abnormal, but praising it now felt redundant.

And so, another count was added… fifteen minutes after the start of the assault, the number piled up beside the time-limit icon now read '102.'

The buff acquired from this flow of boss defeats and 'Core' deciphering was additional raid time, functioning at a rate of '1 count = 10 seconds.'

In other words, they had currently earned one thousand and twenty seconds… seventeen minutes of time. Even for a full-throttle start from perfect condition, it was more than enough of a gain—

A blue light, a severance, and then a clearing of vision.

"Next."

"Right."

The moment their bodies were sent back to the sea of trees where giant trees stood in groves, the [Sword Queen], her dress now dyed blue, began to run swiftly while still holding her companion.

It was a world of difference from the previous attempt she remembered. In addition to the overall increase in player strength over time, the momentum was fueled by a significant boost in motivation, starting with herself.

Their progress was already more than double… but that only put them slightly ahead of being evenly matched. If their exhaustion accumulated even a little and their clear speed dropped, the time limit would mercilessly close the distance.

Therefore, whatever came next depended on whether the raid could meet some condition and open a new path before each of them fell.

Somewhere else in the vast otherworld, another victory was won, and the count ticked up again.

The assault on the third [Colored Monster] had only just begun.



    Chapter 806

    Interlude: The House-Sitting Chick

    "It's frustrating, isn't it? Having no choice but to wait."

"Ah…"

By the side of [Green Connect], which had stirred the very earth with the simple act of lifting its eyelids as the raid began. Amidst the restless stirrings of the standby group, a massive force of several hundred players.

No, not amidst them. More like on the fringes, the very edge of the outside.

It was the usual. Although I have a fair number of friends and acquaintances, mainly among the artisans of my faction, I generally only interact with them freely in indirect spaces like the forums.

Even if I'm confident in my acting, I still have to practice at least a minimum of risk management. It's not that I never show my face at these gatherings, but I don't actively join the circle.

"I'm not exactly a war-and-festivals-loving kind of person myself, but when you're left behind like this, you feel a sense of loneliness you just can't ignore, you know?"

"……Um, well…"

And my friends and acquaintances understand that stance of mine. Because they understand, they don't try to drag me into their circles even if we're in the same place.

So, it was an unavoidable accident.

To have a vacant-sounding voice escape my lips when someone suddenly spoke to me while I was blankly staring up at the massive form of [Green Connect] without any particular thought.

"I'm sorry, but that's not me. My official job is to stay behind…"

Should I praise his skill, or glare at him with a smile and ask why? As if he were a child playing a prank, he had stealthily approached, and by the time I noticed, he was standing right beside me. I conveyed my difficulty in agreeing with him…

"You were a great help during the assault on the 'Garden of Blazing Heavens,' though."

"Oh, please stop. I was really just a *fixture* the whole time."

"Haha. And a truly, artistically *piercing* fixture you were, at that."

"Alright, that's enough, stop. This topic is over. I'm never being a backup again."

We had a connection from the past… or rather, looking back on it now, it was a connection forged by a forcefulness that was almost infuriating. About a year ago, this former ranker, with whom I had the pleasure of tackling a certain high-difficulty dungeon, smiled refreshingly.

Really, I wish he'd stop with the unnecessary flattery.

Unlike my best friend's (Nia's) thing, where she's always sleep-talking about how 'it's nothing special,' my own skills are, in fact, nothing special.

That 'Garden of Blazing Heavens' was probably the one and only place in this virtual world where I could truly shine. That's fine. I'm perfectly happy to have fulfilled my role safely—

"………………—Well, it's been two hours."

"So it has."

And so, putting aside such utterly trivial matters as truly trivial.

"Would it be safe to assume things are going smoothly?"

"Who knows. At the very least, they've already far surpassed the previous record… but there's always the possibility that the entire raid could be spat back out at any moment."

Two hours have passed since the large-scale unit, which included my best friend, my family, and my quasi-family, entered the domain of Arcadia's greatest content, the [Colored Monster].

It must be an amazing feat.

Even I can understand that much—but still. Unfortunately, this little chick, who is genuinely out of the loop when it comes to talk of raids and the like, can only grasp the current situation in a fuzzy way.

So,

"I can't seem to calm down."

"…You might be the calmest one here, you know."

"That's just because I'm so infinitely out of place that I haven't really processed any of it."

These words weren't me trying to act composed; they were, without a doubt, my honest feelings and the truth of the matter… but perhaps it's better to just accept it.

His name is Lotta, the [Insider]—a player whose very title speaks of his ' discerning eye' in various senses, and whose default mode is to test and measure both things and people.

My 'form' in this virtual world is singular. I'm nothing more than a frail little chick who became an Arcadia player just to be by my precious best friend's side.

So please, feel free.

"I hope everyone does their best."

"I agree. Your master too—"

"Hayassan? Eh, I don't really care about him."

"……And yet, he's a man who deserves to be praised."

Even if he tries to probe my inner thoughts, the only thing that will come out of this chick's belly is a top-secret secret, no joke. That's why I'm not afraid, even when that [Insider] turns his curious eyes on me.

Even in the one-in-a-million chance he saw through to my true identity, his position means he would… for his own sake, have to lock his own lips, tightly and securely.

"And what about Haru?"

"He's escorting my best friend. If he doesn't do a perfect job, I'll have to give him a piece of my mind."

"…Haha. As always, my favorite seems to be having trouble with women."

So close, yet so far. This side and that side, separated by the wall of the domain.

Here, where several hundred people—including two who were less than friends, barely acquaintances—waited for the raid's return… and hopefully, their triumphant return, each person holding their own thoughts, or perhaps sharing them.

The brave warriors have yet to return, not a single one.



    Chapter 807

    And So Come the Children of Blue, With No Way to Close the Door - Part One

    "HRAAAGH!!"

—Twin-headed dog (boss), defeated.

◇◆◇◆◇

"GYAAAH!!"

—Stone bear (boss), defeated.

◇◆◇◆◇

"DAAARRAAAAGH!!!!"

—Six-winged giant eagle (boss), defeated.

◇◆◇◆◇

"NUUUAAAAAAGGGHHHH!!!!"

—And others, a rich variety of beasts showcasing horrifically evil faces and forms, or things where I couldn't even tell what they were supposed to be a motif of.

Defeated, defeated, defeated, endlessly defeated.

"—Hah… Hey, come on… Even I'm… getting tired, you son of a…!"

And now. After blowing away a lion's head with a full-force left hook and watching the massive body of a goat with a serpent's tail—a chimera—collapse with a tremor, it has been exactly two hours.

How many dungeons have I cleared up to this point? How many boss enemies have I beaten down? Just how many…

"Alright, secured…!"

…of these ten-second increments have I managed to grasp?

A flash of teleportation light erupts, and my body is thrown out of the alternate space and back into the otherworld. The scenery that unfolds is not the world of cliffs above the clouds.

I graduated from that starting point several tens of minutes ago. Having hunted down most of the dungeons in the towering cliffs, I moved on, and the current field is a giant *lake*.

The countless floating islands are the main points where entrances to the other spaces are scattered… whoops.

"Rgh, nex—t!?"

It took me about a second to regulate my ragged breathing. Just as I was about to throw the [Dungeon Core] into the air and follow the 'thread' to my next RTA, as I had been doing…

My body was suddenly squeezed tight, my freedom stolen, and I naturally let out a bewildered cry as I tripped and fell flat on my face. Luckily, a fall like this won't chip away at my HP…

"…Uh, have you lost your mind?"

"If anything, that's you. All the time."

"I'm pretty sure I'm not crazy on a daily basis…"

Behind me, a quiet landing sound and a presence. Forced into a passionate embrace with the ground of the floating island, I turned my head to see my senior, clad in a white robe, standing beside me.

"Rest. Just for three minutes."

And what she brought was, in words alone, an act of mercy. However…

"'Just'? That's twenty percent of our remaining time—"

"At the pace you're going now, pushing yourself for three minutes won't earn you much anyway."

"Ugh, guh… How pathetic…"

Considering the current situation, it was an order I couldn't just happily accept.

Our initial thirty minutes of time had completely melted away, and an hour and a half had passed since we started consuming the count the raid had been desperately earning.

It's been a cycle of increasing and decreasing, then increasing and decreasing and decreasing, then increasing and decreasing and decreasing and decreasing and decreasing and decreasing.

Now, with less than fifteen minutes of stock remaining before our designated annihilation, even if we cling on desperately, it's questionable whether we can even weave together another hour.

The pace at which the count is increasing has visibly dropped. Of course it has.

"…Hey, do you have any idea how many counts our squad has racked up in two hours? You, of all people, have no right to say that. Are you trying to provoke the other members?"

"I'm sorry."

Well, just as I, who received the scolding, am feeling the fatigue from my diligent efforts, there probably isn't a single member of the raid who isn't exhausted by now.

And that's not just limited to the combatants—

"Besides, at this rate, even if you run ahead by yourself, *she won't be able to keep up*."

That part was a whisper.

Just for me to hear. And so the other person couldn't. She was probably being considerate, but it was likely unnecessary.

As my senior approached my side, Nia, who was staring intently at the 'Core' in her hands from atop Sapphire without moving, was…

"…, ……Hah…"

…clutching several crystal pillars awaiting deciphering in the bag slung over her shoulder.

Without even wiping away the virtual sweat trickling down her cheek. She was just desperately trying to fulfill her duty while hiding her ragged breathing and declining performance.

Magic Craft is a type of magic even more delicate than that used for combat. In other words, each and every formulaic operation requires immense concentration—it's heavy mental labor that eats up brain memory like crazy.

If you do it without a break, this is what *naturally* happens. Not only that, but she's also been continuously conducting wide-area dungeon scans in parallel using her 'eyes,' so the burden must be unimaginable.

—To be honest,

"……So, how many more seconds?"

"Two minutes. You've decided to listen, I see."

I want to let her rest, right now.

It's because I feel that way that I accepted why Natsume-senpai stopped me, and I relaxed the tension in my prone avatar. She was absolutely right.

Not just for my sake, but for Nia's too—I had to stop.

"It feels weird for me to say this, and I know it's incredibly meddlesome of me… but I've gotten attached to her, so I'm giving you an order as your bossy senior."

"……"

"Putting the success of the raid aside, make sure you spoil her when this is all over, you hear?"

"……………………"

"I'll take that look on your face as a yes."

And so, with that additional secret conversation.

I turned my gaze from where I lay. She didn't even seem to have the余裕 to notice she was being watched, simply continuing to fight with the face of an artisan.

I looked at her figure, her deep blue eyes shining with pure focus, her hood—which exerts a perception-blocking effect only on video recordings—pulled down low.

As always, she looks so cool, I thought.

"……I'll do my best. Seriously."

"I've got your verbal confirmation too. Do it right, boy."

When I thought about who she was ultimately doing this for, it was only natural for my heart to tremble.

Even a kitten can be a senior. Natsume-senpai, sprinkling her occasional resourcefulness with a smile, stood up and walked toward Nia.

Please, support her both physically and mentally in my stead…—and as I watched her reliable back, it happened.

"Tch—"

I could have sworn I saw the ears of a white cat stand up in a flash.

The kitten who had stopped without warning… or rather, the seventh seat of the Southern Faction, the [Thread-Weaver], shot a sharp glance somewhere. And the next moment, what appeared on her elegant face was…

"It's here. The 'thread' was pulled."

…not the expression of a mere adorable kitten.

"The situation's changed…!"

It was the genuine expression of a ferocious feline.



    Chapter 808
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    "────You called for us, right?!"

"────Yeah, I called! Though I have no idea who's coming or when they'll get here!"

A dead-end great hall with only a single entrance. The roars of battle echoed throughout.

Without stopping their feet or their hands, two light warriors exchanged shouts.

Behind them, a single artillery mage stood ready. And further behind her, a healing mage watched with bated breath, constantly prepared to cast a recovery spell.

While their four-person party deviated slightly from the standard 1:2:1 formation for a general assault on [Green Connect], they were, without question, the finest of elites, skimmed from the very cream of the crop, even if they couldn't compare to the special forces like the rankers.

And yet, five minutes have passed since the encounter. This wing of an immensely powerful raid party had not only failed to press their attack but was now facing a relentless, fatal onslaught that offered no chance of retreat—

"Ah—"

"Watch out—that was close!"

The irregular being, which had just retracted its horns in an instant, nearly slaughtered one of the vanguards with ease.

To put it simply, its form was that of tree roots. To be more precise, it was a small stag composed of a mysterious material resembling intricately tangled tree roots.

Enemy name: [Administrator:02]—it goes without saying that upon facing it, all four members of the squad let out the same sound, whether in word or thought: *Huh?*

One glance was all it took to see its meaningful and bizarre individual name.

Up until this point, the path here had been nothing more than one of countless sequential dungeons. That's precisely why the abnormality of the encounter in the boss room stood out so starkly.

And that's why no one stopped the light warrior Lilac, the squad leader who doubled as both a combatant and an artisan, from almost reflexively pulling the "thread" wrapped around his arm.

Their lives were only spared because each of them was a seasoned player who had correctly perceived the sudden crisis the moment they encountered it. Thus, the biggest problem now was…

"If we die, the thread will break…! Lilac-san, you should fall back—"

"I can't! With only one vanguard, we'd be wiped out in seconds! We have no choice!"

They had desperately clung to life, but the reality was that they were already on the verge of burning out, battered and bruised.

As the fist-fighter Daskull knocked away the root-horn spear that had nearly pierced the duelist Lilac's heart—his critical point—the squad leader shouted over his advice, insisting on the reckless choice of maintaining their current formation.

And of course, the threat wasn't limited to a single horn. Without a moment's rest, a flood of dark-colored spears surged from a one-hundred-and-eighty-degree arc, bearing down on the two warriors. If only their power was mercifully low in proportion to their ridiculous numbers…

"You… damn…!"

In the five minutes that felt like an eternity, they had already witnessed this lethal attack twice.

Estimating the interval to be just over two minutes, Lilac gnashed his teeth and prepared his only answer to the unavoidable area-of-effect attack. He kicked Daskull behind him for cover, stepped forward, and raised his two gleaming silver longswords.

"[Resonant Blade's Defiant Cry]!"

The moment the crossed blades rang out, one skill and one ability hidden within his Anima twin swords activated. The resulting taunt effect drew the full fury of the wooden roots onto himself…

They converged, and a brilliant flash of light followed. The result, a few seconds later—

"Ah, damn it all to hell…!"

Everyone survived. But they were now, truly, at their absolute limit.

The flawlessly activated 'Full Auto Parrying' had splendidly deflected the onslaught right up to its maximum threshold, but even a saint's patience runs out. His overtaxed Anima had fallen silent.

It would take a full two days for it to be in a good mood again… and obviously, they couldn't wait that long. Game over was looming, and the strength to resist was what they craved most right now.

—In other words, to be continued.

The protagonists of this story were unfortunately not present. Facing a presumed raid-level boss that toyed with them—the so-called finest elites—without moving from its spot since the encounter began, they had no card left to play.

And so, as those who could never reach the heavens they looked up to, there was only one way they could shine.

"We'll hold the line, no matter what! Heroes are supposed to show up late, right?!"

"Gah… Let's give it all we've got!"

"—*That which is a crimson, seething thunderclap*…! Artillery is ready anytime! Awaiting the signal!"

"I won't let them die…! I won't let them die!"

All they could do was risk their lives to preserve the avatars connected by the guiding "thread."

Even side characters who could never be special have their pride. They might never be heroes, but they had the confidence, self-respect, and honor of being invited to the grandest stage of all.

If that's the case, then for that very reason—

""""Anyone, just get here fast!""""

They shouted their pleas to the heavens, yet their fighting spirit never waned as they faced forward.

And then, the stag, which had only been bestowing death in silence, without a sound or a move, began to move. The players, too, moved, raising a battle cry as they desperately fought to stay alive.

The abnormal entity overwhelmed the veterans with the sheer pressure of its numbers alone. The monstrous creature of wood, the very embodiment of eeriness, began to pluck off the humans who, not knowing when to quit, rose to challenge it again—

That future should have arrived one second ago.

"[Rebellion]"

A single gust of wind blew upon the battlefield. Whether it belonged to a "hero" or not was yet to be seen.

<hr>

From Kanata, to here.
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    Not a single person on the battlefield was able to clearly see *it*.

Not the user, whose vision was lost in the extreme high-speed maneuver, nor the elite players who, despite being caught off guard by the sudden godsend, were accustomed to top-tier battlefields.

All any of them could see was the color of "water" painting a faint afterimage.

And so, the wind carrying a short sword of transparent, glowing blue crystal raged forth… and what appeared was a single boy who had sliced through the countless wooden tentacles infesting the area in one fell swoop.

"—I'll take the aggro!"

Putting a stop to the utter annihilation of the allied forces, he fearlessly raised his voice before the monster. And in the instant his gaze met the *enemy*, an enemy he could tell was *different* just from the pressure of the information it exuded—

"—"

"Tch—"

A will-less, silent cry. A fighting spirit-filled silence. The moment both sides raised their spear and blade, sound returned to the battlefield that had enjoyed a brief moment of quiet.

Tree roots rent the air, and a single arrow darted across the ground.

Even without a taunt skill, the boy's presence was more than enough to be judged a 'threat.' That single, diving slash was all it took to steal the entirety of the enemy's hate. The dark-colored spears now converged on Kanata alone.

And the dozens of lethal, sharp points aimed at him were—

"—[Fire Enchant]."

He ran along the floor, darted up the walls, and crisscrossed the ceiling, leaving every single one of them behind before uttering the key words to imbue his attacks with power. Now glowing a brilliant crimson that burned all it touched were,

"[Rebellion]."

His soul's other half, bestowed upon him by the world.

Twin blue swords, twin crimson feet. While standing on the ceiling, he dodged the spears aimed at him with minimal movement, then, without hesitation, used the deadly points now embedded in the ceiling as footholds to slide straight down the rigid wooden lances.

His impact was faster than the blink of an eye.

"—…Tch!"

A red flash of lightning raced by, accompanied by a chain of crisp sounds from both slashes and strikes.

The trigger of the black sword held in his mouth was pulled. Kicking off from zero-to-a-hundred acceleration and hundred-to-zero deceleration as if they were nothing, he unleashed a relentless assault that carved wounds into [Administrator:02].

Left slash, right slash, followed by a left kick and a right kick. The acrobatic four-hit combo, delivered in a single breath, struck true, and the wooden monster scattered a brilliant light effect in place of blood—

"Tch…!?"

Or so everyone on the battlefield thought.

But the crimson that should have signaled a successful hit never danced in the air. The stag, still showing no voice or reaction, merely responded with the same emotionless action as before.

In other words, an immediate counterattack.

"—Tch, that was close…! I'm sorry, but what's going on with that thing?!"

Not only did it not show a damage effect, its HP bar didn't even appear.

Kanata, who had just retreated from a storm of wooden whips that seemed to explode outwards with a momentary burst of super-acceleration far exceeding five hundred kilometers per hour, cried out in confusion…

"We were just about to ask you 'what's going on with *you*'?!"

"Isn't Kanata-kun, like, insane?!"

"Acrobat No. 2 is becoming even more of an Acrobat No. 2…!"

But the voices that answered him were even more confused and bewildered than his own. They all knew this was no time for such things, which only served to underscore their utter astonishment.

"—Tch, j-just like you see! No matter how many times we hit it, its HP won't show up! Which means… we can probably assume *that's* what this is!"

But as expected of the squad leader, Lilac, while the other members were reeling in shock from the ranker-level display of skill, prioritized sharing information, his voice trembling.

And so, the necessary information was fully conveyed.

"An enemy with no status bar… a common trait of the 'Colored Monsters'…!"

"At the very least, we should assume it's in a different league from your average dungeon boss!"

"I see, understood—"

Kanata fixed his gaze on the enemy once more, readying his twin swords and feet.

As if to say no more chatter would be permitted, he glared at the tsunami of roots surging towards him and,

"That's what they say, Tetra-kun!"

He called out to his own shadow. In that instant,

As if laughing at the overwhelming mass of attacks closing in, calling them 'tepid,' an even more overwhelming torrent of darkness erupted from beneath Kanata's feet, tearing through and consuming the countless spears.

And then,

"—So, what's the situation over there? Are you having a tough time keeping up the fight?"

""""Whoa, you scared us!""""

Another small boy now stood behind Lilac's squad, who had completely entered spectator mode. Without a sound or a hint of his presence,

The [Undying] one, commanding shadows and cloaked in darkness, asked in a tone utterly devoid of tension.

"Can you fight? Or can't you?"

""""We can fight!""""

"I see. Then, do your best—there's no risk of death anymore, so move as you please."

He asked, nodded, and muttered a few indifferent words… and with just that, under the brilliant aura of a 'ranker' that instilled infinite fighting spirit and morale in his allies,

"Gah… Alright! Kanata-kun! We'll take over as tanks!"

"Go be the flashy damage dealer you were meant to be!"

"Ah, r-roger that!"

"Hey, how much longer do I have to hold this incantation?! Can I just fire it already?!"

"The weight on my shoulders just completely vanished…!"

"…Well, you seem more energetic than I thought."

Beside Tetra, who coolly summoned his 'bow' while ignoring the men whose vigor had not only been restored to one hundred percent but had surged even higher, was,

"G-Go, everyone…!"

Another voice. Though she didn't quite have the air of a goddess of victory, the cheers from the party's sole woman, Saishiki Kenbi, were a welcome addition.

"—…"

Still without expression or face, the hunt for the silent monster was about to begin.
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    The Anima belonging to Natsume, the seventh-ranked member of the Southern Faction and holder of the title [Thread-Weaver]—[Little Snow Besen, Playing and Weaving White Snow Thread]—is not, by nature, a weapon for combat. It is nothing more than a powerless thread.

It is only through the skills and techniques honed by one of the virtual world's greatest geniuses, polished through overwhelming talent and dedication, that the glittering snow-white radiance is imbued with "power."

As proof, all the abilities hidden within that Anima are unrelated to direct combat—for example, the power to tie bonds.

The fundamental ability of [Little Snow Besen, Playing and Weaving White Snow Thread], known as 'Enmusubi (Distant Binding),' allows for limited remote communication with anyone who has a thread tied to them as a marker. It can announce one's location, send signals, and even… pull the markers towards each other. That is the extent of its power.

In other words, it is an irreplaceable authority in extremely limited situations, such as when long-distance coordination is required in a large-scale raid.

""""—What is this, what's going on?!""""

"That's the enemy. If we beat it, there's a high chance something will progress."

"I see!"

"Then let's take it down!"

"We'll help out!"

Ten minutes had passed since the battle began, which meant five minutes had passed since the first reinforcements, Kanata's group, arrived. Now, a third squad that had just joined the battle nodded instantly at the concise explanation from Tetra, who was providing support from the rear. The three combatants, leaving their artisan behind, joined the front lines of the impromptu raid.

That brought the total number of combatants to twelve. In terms of numbers, it was only a two-party link-up, a one-third raid, but when every single member was one of the virtual world's top elites—

"Are we… pushing them back?"

"Looks like it…"

"That enemy is a monster, but our side is full of monsters, too…"

—The whispered words of the artisans, including Nonomi who had arrived last, huddling together so as not to get in the way behind the [Undying] one who controlled the shadows and guarded everyone's backs, said it all.

"We can do this…—Everyone, let's close in!"

It is the way of the player to band together to defeat an enemy they cannot face alone. The torrent of roots that had seemed so overwhelming when four people were desperately fighting it was now something they could handle, with three times the number of hands to resist.

And so, ten voices responded to Lilac's cry, who was now certain of victory. They couldn't hope for the quiet, black-clad boy to join them, but their morale was no longer fragile enough to be dampened by such a small thing.

The torrent of shadow devoured countless roots.

The swords and fists of the defenders struck down threats closing in on their allies.

The blades of the charging attackers chipped away at the enemy's life.

The artillery barrage shook the stage, and the presence of the healers in the rear supported their footing.

It was the movement of an ideal party. And at the end of what was an extremely high-level execution, despite being a hastily assembled unit brought together by circumstance, was the inevitable conclusion.

"—, —…—…"

It was nothing less than the end for the mighty one, now battered, broken, and covered in countless wounds.

"—…, Kanata!"

"Tch… It's charged! Ready when you are!"

Observing from the rear, Tetra, sensing that everyone saw the opportunity, called out to his partner for this operation. A prompt response confirmed his readiness, leaving no hesitation in the hand that drew the bow.

"Tch—Vanguard, fall back!"

In that instant, Lilac, sensing the pressure swelling from behind, let out a command.

Of course, not a single fool missed it. The tanks and skirmishers supporting the front line retreated in unison, and once a vacant space was created on the battlefield, holding only the enemy,

"[Promeia, Shadow's Elegant Conquest]."

A small arrow of shadow, released without a sound, struck true at the feet of the stag—[Administrator:02]. In that moment, the monster's shadow erupted as if in an explosion, turning against its master and piercing its wooden body with countless blades.

And then, a momentary opening arrived.

One rising star, whose growth never ceases, dashed forward.

"—'Awaken.'"

He carried twin blue swords. The "water"-colored blades, a gift from the renowned 'Yuukajin,' were no ordinary weapons. They bore the title of the second masterpiece from the original creator of the 'Alpha Timart, the man-made art that rivals divine creation.'

Its name was [Atiomart -Rain=Memento-]—and the power it held was simple and clear.

The crystal blades, imbued with the quietly raging power of water, used the trajectory of the wielder's path as a starting point, and,

"'Phantom Raindrop.'"

It converted the 'speed' of the drawn flash into 'power,' bringing forth a magical blade of watery light to sunder the enemy.

And so, [Rebellion] raced across the ground, and Kanata's twin blades touched nothing and no one… without breaking the taboo of being unable to attack while sliding, they danced through the air.

They danced, they drew, and in a fleeting moment, just as when he first joined the battle, they moved again. Unseen by any eye, a double ring of blades deployed to surround the enemy and shot forth at divine speed—

"—[Wadatsumi no Harae (Exorcism of the Sea God)]…!"

The crisp sound of a clean slice echoed.

The wooden monster that had wielded its might without a sound was cut in two, its horned head sent tumbling to the ground.

<hr>

◇[Atiomart -Rain=Memento-] Weapon created: Type-1 Magic Power Manifestation Armament.
A memory of the sound of rain that soothed and quenched the world in the distant past, in the age of gods.
Though it has ceased, though it has dried, the tune of mercy bestowed by the earth is still here.
O you, what do you seek? O you, who do you see? O you, are you worthy of walking through eternity?
I ask this of the wielder, our beloved child. Is it the path you desire, or the end?

This is the second, and first successful, 'Yuukajin'-style Alpha Timart, created using the [Lost Echoes] artifact [Rain Crystal of Oblivion]—a fossil of rain (???)—as its core, with an overwhelming amount of rare materials from the [Great Water Spirit Rapharn] poured into it. By relying on the Rapharn materials and the [Water Spirit's Blessing] skill, which were a perfect match in various senses, it has succeeded in minimizing the cost incurred by activating its ability. In addition to the 'full consumption of power stored through high-speed movement,' the cost is kept within a barely acceptable range of a 'Level 5 down for one full day' for several uses. The level down cost follows a 'first-in, last-out' system, meaning the most recently gained levels are subtracted first. To mitigate the resulting loss in combat power, Kanata reset his stats and focused his later points into MID. In other words, one use of 'Awaken' is equivalent to 'MID -50.'

As for the power it holds, its performance in the chapter tells about eighty percent of the story. It manifests an ultra-powerful water blade that can coordinate with Kanata's [Rebellion] without any adverse interference. The direction and projection of the blade can be controlled by thought. While he still can't seamlessly launch an attack directly from his sliding motion, by upgrading the sliding motion itself into an attack action, he has succeeded in closing the 'one-beat' gap to a 'split-second' gap.
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    About ten minutes. Cursing the fact that we were likely at the farthest possible position, almost completely opposite from our target, we were heading towards the call for help signaled by the guiding "thread" when it happened.

"—Tch, what was that…!?"

On the back of Sapphire, who was flying through the sky at top speed, I reflexively shouted, my eyes fixed on the distance.

"H-Huh…?"

And at the end of the gaze of Nia, who had somehow managed to finish processing the stacked cores and was now slumped exhaustedly in my arms, her shoulders twitching slightly.

"…"

And beside me, in the glowing yellow eyes of the kitten who was calmly watching the situation unfold, narrowing her eyes. The anomaly that had occurred was both clear and spectacular.

Straight ahead, at our destination, which we had been closing in on while glaring at the dwindling seconds of our remaining time. Still far in the distance, a tower of deep green light shot up into the sky.

"—A 'victory salute'…"

If Nia was thinking the same thing, then all three of our thoughts were aligned. The only familiar words to describe the sight before us were the ones Natsume-senpai had just muttered.

It was the light phenomenon that occurs when an unconquered dungeon is cleared for the first time, a pillar of light illuminating the high heavens. Although the color was green instead of the usual red, no player would mistake that sight.

I had never actually seen it from the outside with my own eyes, but since I've accumulated knowledge from the archives in the real world, I was no exception. The way the pillar rose was exactly the same.

And then,

"…So? What—"

What happened? What changed, what shifted?

I was keenly aware of the precious seconds ticking by—one, two, three—and an impatient sound was about to escape my lips when it happened.

"—Gah…!!?"

"—Whoa, Eek!?"

"—Nya…!?"

Three different voices, but all tinged with the same color of surprise. It was only natural.

We were high in the sky, on the back of a dragon…—and yet, a vibration reached us. A tremor, as if a giant monster had punched the very earth from below, shot through the otherworldly land, and the roar of the ground struck our eardrums.

And so, atop Sapphire, who had intelligently aborted her flight and shifted to a stable hovering position, we all reflexively grabbed onto each other, and on top of our huddled mass, someone's "thread" wrapped around us, binding us tightly together…

"""…"""

We naturally held our breath, waiting for further anomalies, but it seemed there were no more tremors or aftershocks.

I see, it seems the situation has stabilized—leaving behind three new anomalies that were now easily visible, brought about by the tremor.

Three "towers."

Each in the far distance. If you included the location of the recent victory salute, they seemed to form a square. Unlike the pillar of light that pierced the heavens, these were more like shimmering, rising pillars of mana… or rather, they probably were—

"What is that… It's like I'm looking at the sun…!"

Nia's words, spoken after she saw them with her glowing azure twin stars, confirmed it. They were indeed towers of rising mana.

"…Haru."

"Yeah."

Close. When I turned at the voice, I was surprised by how close her glowing yellow eyes were, but with all due respect to everyone involved, this was absolutely not the time to be concerned about that.

Something had happened. The situation had shifted. Without a doubt, the stage has progressed somehow.

However, the remaining time was just under ten minutes.

The countdown has not been extended. We are still, and have always been, on the very edge of a cliff. There's no time to leisurely ponder things, no time for idle chatter.

"Which one has no one around it?"

"That one."

As I asked, my senpai naturally pointed to the farthest tower.

"What about the other two?"

"Probably just barely manageable. If we send only the special forces and a few nearby squads, and the rest buy time for us as if their lives depended on it… that should, probably, be just enough."

"Alright, I get it. Let's go with that."

There was no other choice.

Even if I could see that the place I needed to go was so far away it made me want to curse, and even if I knew I couldn't reach it in ten minutes even at a full sprint.

"Nia-chan."

"Y-Yes…"

If you do it, it can be done.—Fortunately, I have the trump card for that right here.

"It's time to use it. Let's do this."

"Ah…—R-Roger that…!"

And the reply that came back was a spirited, almost desperate shout, tinged with a hint of tragedy. Again, this wasn't the time, but… fully understanding that I was forcing her to do something difficult, I steeled myself to 'make it up to her' later, while she,

"Vis! It's your turn!"

On top of his master, who was on top of a dragon. The stardust that emerged from the shadows in response to her call scurried up and, on top of her head, a single, tiny mouse shone with white stars like a pair of eyes.

Its nickname is Vis… but for some reason, Nia says its official name is a secret. This little mouse was the King of the Zodiac, whom I had dealt a rather unfortunate blow to during a past event.

Its taming condition was probably 'to find it.' In other words, this Stardust Beast, a perfect match for the [Milmarinus], held only one power within its body.

"—"

In place of a squeak, the soundless starlight let out a high-pitched cry of magical energy.

Then, what shone was, of course,

"Alright Sapphire, it's the king's 'imperial command'—let's fly!"

None other than the blue star that serves me.

Limited special ability: 'Lightspeed (Star Return Flight)'—a power that can only be used upon receiving the command from the special ability of Nia's little mouse, Vis, 'Remrita (Rat King's Command).'

It is the power to convert its own body into a tiny 'dragon star' instead of a 'shooting star,' breaking through its own speed limit. That power, which I once easily overcame, was by no means something to be taken lightly.

Because it was a power that truly shone only when it had something to carry on its back.

In the sky of a changing world, the starlight dragon embraced the humans on its back with its wings, transforming into a point of light. And the tiny star, which normally would be impossible to see without straining one's eyes,

Combined its own power—and the power of its master, with whom it had forged a bond—and,

Became a fiercely glowing blue star that shot across the sky, leaving time itself behind.

<hr>

— ◇Status / RIM◇ Name：Sapphire Lv：57 STR(Strength)：10 AGI(Agility)：360 MID(Mind)：200 —
※Since these are monster-based stats, the numbers do not correspond to player performance. Do not challenge it to an arm-wrestling match with STR: 10.

◇'Lightspeed (Star Return Flight)'
As written in the main text, it's an inherent ability of the transformed [—] that allows it to break its speed limit by turning its body and its companions into a tiny star. The key is that it's not a simple 'super acceleration skill' but a 'power to break the speed limit.' In other words, it's a power that allows it to achieve a speed even beyond the maximum speed it could output through any means. To put it simply, it can go about 1.3 times faster.

And when it flies with a being it has bonded with and allowed on its back, the dragon also borrows the power of its knight. This means Sapphire can 'add the speed of the protagonist (idiot) who has gone beyond his limits by unstintingly pouring in every means at his disposal to achieve his absolute maximum speed on top of her own limit-breaking speed' to fly through the sky. Mach speed is a yawn.

Note that the passengers who appear to be absorbed are not actually assimilated; they are in a state of '—Now heading to player destination—' with a sense of floating similar to teleportation. However, there is a side effect where your senses are mercilessly shaken according to the output speed, so non-exceptional people may or may not take quite a bit of damage. Poor Nia.

On another note, there are too many steps in this whole process. I can't see the end of this, give me a break.
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    ◇Raid chat◇

[Iris]: 'Keep information transfer concise and simple.'
[Iris]: 'To avoid confusion, only the leader or one artisan from each squad should speak.'
[Iris]: 'Be aware that the chat function cannot be used inside dungeons.'

[Iris]: Everyone, let's do our best.

—…

—…

—…

[Lux]: What was that just now?!?!?!
[Iris]: Report. Anyone involved in the change of situation, please share information immediately.
[Iris]: Lux, please be quiet.

[Lilac]: Report. A special boss has been defeated by four parties, including the squad with [Undying].
[Lilac]: Name: [Administrator:02].
[Lilac]: Appearance: 'A stag composed entirely of tree roots.'
[Lilac]: Estimated threat level: 'Half-raid class' or higher.
[Lilac]: In addition to its unusual name, it has traits similar to a Colored Monster, such as no HP bar.

[Lilac]: Also, after its defeat, an object resembling some kind of console appeared.
[Lilac]: Artisans, including [Saishiki Kenbi], are currently analyzing it.
[Lilac]: Awaiting instructions.
[Iris]: Proceed.

[Iris]: We have no time to spare.
[Iris]: If the analysis is successful, and if it triggers some kind of progression,
[Iris]: Do not hesitate to jump in.
[Iris]: However, if it involves a transfer,
[Iris]: if possible, leave one person behind with Natsume's thread.
[Iris]: A report would be appreciated as well. She should be sending reinforcements your way.

[Lilac]: Understood. Ending communication. Rejoining my party.

[Tiger Star]: Princess. We're right in front of one of them weird towers.
[Tiger Star]: We're goin' in. Ain't got no time.
[Iris]: Please do.
[Iris]: If we're to make an easy assumption, there's a possibility that the unusual individual from the report is inside.
[Iris]: Be careful.
[Tiger Star]: You mean 'beat the snot out of it ASAP,' right?
[Tiger Star]: Alright, we're headin' in.

[Iris]: Everyone, follow Natsume's threads.
[Iris]: Squads that have not been pulled should continue to buy time.
[Iris]: Squads that have been called, move quickly.

[Balast]: Report. Currently rushing to a tower.
[Balast]: Met up with Sora-chan & Kagura-neesan's group of four on the way.
[Balast]: But we're a bit far, so it might take an estimated five minutes…
[Balast]: or more to arrive.
[Iris]: Understood. If possible, report again after you clear it.

[Balast]: Well, with this lineup, there's zero concern on the combat side, I suppose.
[Balast]: My apologies, understood. Ending communication.

—…

—…

—…

[Iris]: Haru.

[Iris]: Where are you now?

◇◆◇◆◇

There are some things in this world you just shouldn't do.

And I'm not just talking about serious stuff like breaking the law. There are lines, vague yet definite, that exist for moral reasons, for the sake of others.

Yes, for example, when it comes to games—

"—You gotta be kidding me, what is this shitty boss?!"

"—You gotta be kidding me, what is this shitty boss?!"

—like throwing a massive time-wasting element into content that requires a speedrun on the edge of possibility.

Not just my voice, but even Natsume-senpai's genuinely enraged roar, unbecoming of a maiden, echoed through the enclosed space. Deep within the "tower" we had reached in just under three minutes thanks to Sapphire's all-out 'Lightspeed.'

Enemy Name: [Administrator:03]—a creature that could be described as a turtle made entirely of tree roots, was taunting its challengers with its utter immobility.

"Hey, Haru! Do something already!"

"'Something' is a bit vague!"

To be clear, 'immobile' meant the main body was immobile. The writhing, spreading root-spears were still moving every which way. But the two of us could handle intercepting those just fine…

The big problem was that two minutes had passed since the start of the battle—and in all that time, the two of us rankers hadn't been able to inflict any real damage on it.

No matter if we slashed, struck, or shot at it, the iron-walled (wooden) fortress, about three meters long, wouldn't yield or even flinch. It deflected all physical attacks with its shell (wood) and hide (wood)… and even though we couldn't see its HP bar, it was painfully easy to tell our attacks were having no effect whatsoever.

Swords didn't work, fists didn't work, and to top it off, even my penetrating strikes, [Trembling Transmission] & [Echo], were resisted as the roots dispersed the impact.

It made no sense. It was such absurd defensive power that it was better to assume it had physical immunity. So, what about magic? Well—

"Let's just burn it! It's made of wood, isn't it? It'll work!"

"I told you! My 'flames' don't work that way, you idiot!"

My water magic, boosted by a spirit's blessing skill, was completely negated, and as for Natsume-senpai, well, you heard her. Her 'black flames,' which should be at least somewhat effective against any living creature in this world since they all possess mana to some degree, were unfortunately useless here.

Because,

"That thing has zero mana too, right?! Then of course it won't work! It won't have a single bit of effect! Nia punching it would be more effective! Sorry for snapping at you!"

"Sorry, don't be so mad!"

Her dark magic was a flame of plunder that grew more ferocious depending on the target's mana reserves. Conversely, it had absolutely no effect on things that didn't involve mana—a heatless shadow.

In other words, it was useless against that thing, which the [Milmarinus]'s 'eyes' had judged to have no mana as she watched the battle nervously from the rear.

It was a compatibility issue. Nothing to be done about it.

She was already contributing far beyond any normal person just by handling most of the root interceptions with her masterful thread manipulation. I had no intention of complaining to her.

Because the only one I should be directing that at is the bastard right in front of me. Which means, after all is said and done, it's just as she said—

"Right, no choice then…!"

It seems I have to do *something* here.

"Natsume-senpai, I'm leaving the guard entirely to you!"

"For how many seconds!"

"As long as you can!"

And so, I entrusted the ceaseless barrage of countless spear-points to my senpai without hesitation and came to a stop.

It was a considerable number of attacks and pressure, likely befitting a half-raid class boss, but I was sure the [Thread-Weaver] whom I respect could handle it without a problem.

I'll just pretend the angry-sounding voice that reached my ears was my imagination. For now, I just need to close my eyes and…—sink, quietly, quietly.

I summon my Jade Blade.

"'Shifuu Ittou'…—"

What I'm about to unleash is an unfinished technique. Unlike the fourth strike, "Hibachi," which can't be perfected because it has no theoretical upper limit to its power, this is an immature blade, incomplete simply because my skill is lacking.

There's no way I can show something like this to the world as a disciple of the [Sword Saint]. But as a ranker, I can't afford to show a pathetic display by not playing the cards I hold.

Then there's no choice. I'll swallow my pride and use this moment as a chance to train.

Right hand in a normal grip, left hand in a reverse grip, and the tip pointed to the ground. A sword that cuts with every step. This time, I will draw not a line, not a flash, not a circle, but—

"Trial, Third, Strike…!"

A "point"—aimed down.

Outer Force Output 'Kai,' critically converged threefold. I pressed the tip of my [Samidorizuki], filled with all my power, against the ground at my feet… and without moving, I stomped with both feet, shaking the enclosed space with a tremor.

That's one.

Another one, and another one.

The diffusion of power that would have carelessly shattered the ground if this weren't an indestructible boss room was proof of my own immaturity. I endured the shame, shaking the earth again and again, but just for this moment, I kicked away all unnecessary thoughts and reeled in my focus and intent.

Twisting it,

And twisting it,

And twisting it together—now.

Alright, you damn turtle bastard. If this doesn't work, my only option left is to play my trump card at the risk of self-destruction, but I'm guessing even you aren't truly invincible, right?

If you're not going to move, not going to budge, and stay glued to the floor without leaving for even a second,

Then your weak spot is probably your belly or something like that!

"—[Kodama (Echo)]!"

Twenty percent speculation, eighty percent wishful thinking. Believing the unseen underbelly to be the breakthrough point, I unleashed the third strike, a ground-running blade.

The combined output of 'Kai' was slammed into the ground, and through a forceful multi-stage rocket system, a slashing attack was sent to the target's feet—a stationary assault blade.

It requires an absurd level of precision in thought-based control, and at my current level, I can't avoid the power dissipating underground, reducing its power to that of a normal special move. Furthermore, it forces a threefold power convergence at once, consumes a massive amount of stamina, and has too long a charge time, making it far from practical for combat use.

However, when the opponent is a turtle bastard that shows no sign of moving an inch, it's a different story.

The unleashed sword strike traveled through the ground.

And the wooden monster, its completely undefended belly attacked by a formless blade, in a complete reversal of its unyielding fortress-like demeanor until now… in what looked almost like an effortless motion,

"—, —"

With a hard-to-describe slicing sound, it was launched into the air.

""—""

In that instant, we rankers did not miss our chance.

The recoil—my body won't move.

The thread runs.

It catches me, it captures the enemy.

"Gah… ugh—!"

Though the previous absurdity of it being immobile no matter what we did was gone, her strained voice told me that its weight was not entirely an illusion.

But she gritted her teeth, and,

"—Let 'em have it!"

"HRAAAAGH!"

With sheer willpower, she manipulated the thread, flinging my body forward with gusto.

My legs were pulled out from under me, and I was thrown down, hitting the back of my head hard—a small price to pay. A Lv.100 avatar wouldn't take damage from something like that; it was a necessary expense to be ignored.

And then, in the middle of a forced high-speed slide.

My initial motion assisted, I was sent flying—beneath the turtle, which was slowly falling through the air as the threads desperately tried to hold it aloft.

Right in front of its truly defenseless weak point, freedom returned to my body.

There's no time to converge 'Kai.' No time to prepare a major technique that requires skill.

Then, I will unleash a pure ultimate attack that requires no technique.

Kesshiki, One Sword—

"Oral Tradition!"

It is the proof given to those recognized by the world as having inherited the style, a trophy.

It is the crystalized form of an art that has become a skill.

"—[Yuikaze (Bound Wind)]!"

I unleash a follow-up, a finishing blade. A split-second sword strike that can be unleashed instantly and forcefully from any stance, with the entire power of the previously used technique added on top.

And so, the falling super-heavyweight and the rising Jade Blade intersected—

And what was left behind,

"—…Gah…!"

Was just me, rolling on the floor, looking up at the scattering deep green phosphorescence, having avoided a future as a turtle-and-ground sandwich.

<hr>

I used that for the first time in 570 chapters.



    Chapter 813

    And So Came the Blue Chilrrrrrrrrrrr0r10r of the 7SevenⅦLacquer

    Just as I had once used a combo starting with [Angalta, God-Wedge Spirit Sword] to deplete Ashe's HP in a single blow, the effect of the orally transmitted Art, [Yuikaze], which I received from the [Sword Saint], works by 'adding the power of the previously used technique.' It doesn't reference the 'power dealt to the enemy,' but rather the 'output that was released.'

In other words, it doesn't necessarily have to be the 'next attack' against 'an enemy' or 'the same enemy.' Furthermore, no matter where, how much, or in what manner the released output is directed, the number plugged into the formula is the combined maximum value.

This meant that the [Yuikaze] I just unleashed was enhanced with the full output of my Echo technique—a move so powerful that even if ninety percent of its force was dispersed, it could still take out an average player in one hit.

So yeah, there's no doubt it was ridiculously powerful, but—

"So it was a hard-shelled weakling, huh…"

Based on the ferocity of its attacks and its absurdly high defensive capabilities, I had estimated it to be a half-raid-class boss. But seeing the 'turtle' fall so anticlimactically left me feeling a bit let down… or rather, relieved.

As I lay there, my body still immobile, muttering to myself, the situation began to change.

The remnants of [Administrator:03] danced in the air. The defeat effect of the boss with the bizarre name swirled and flowed as if it still possessed a will of its own.

It flowed, moved, and then gathered… The deep green phosphorescence shone brightly at the center of the boss room before coalescing into a single object and dissipating into mist.

"Nia!"

"Ah, yes!"

And so, with no time to spare. With our time limit already under ten minutes, we couldn't afford to give every new development a meticulous reaction and analysis.

Thus, the immediate command and response were inevitable. Our conquest was still underway.

"Can you move? Or are you giving up?"

An unknown object had suddenly appeared in a piece of content that required an artisan's participation; it was only natural to have an artisan handle it. My senior, who had arrived at the correct answer in no time flat, kindly came over to ask how I was doing.

"Give me thirty seconds…"

"Mm. Looks like you can still push on."

And just like that, her kindness departed after a brisk five-second conversation.

It's not… it's not like I feel lonely or anything. Not at all…

"So, how is it?"

She left me and headed over to Nia, who was examining the object left behind by the dissipating light—a monolith, to put it simply.

Barely ten seconds had passed since she started looking at and touching it.

It was far too soon to expect any results… a thought I'm sure Natsume-senpai shared. But,

"It's a console," Nia replied without hesitation, her expression serious as she faced the object, defying our expectations.

"…A console?"

As Natsume-senpai voiced the obvious question and I tilted my head from my spot on the ground to listen, the [Milmarinus] nodded, her gaze fixed on the monolith. It was made of some strange material that was neither wood, stone, nor metal, and was covered in densely packed Arcadia script.

"Somehow… I don't know how, but… it told me. What it can do… what it wants to do… I'm sorry, it's a little hard to explain in words."

"…Well, that sort of thing happens all the time in this world. What should we be doing?"

Setting the questions aside for now, she first sought a course of action. With her usual perfect composure, Natsume-senpai posed the question, and Nia, whose Anima eyes had begun to glow, offered a single word.

"Wait."

"Understood. —Honestly, she's so cool."

And so, beside the now-engrossed, blue-hued girl who was likely deaf to the world,

The white cat-like figure shot me an amused glance.

"The gap is so extreme that it gives me a whole different set of problems every day… ugh."

As promised, thirty seconds passed. As I got to my feet, the words I returned, almost without thinking, were the kind that could easily be mistaken for doting.

…Yeah, this is bad.

I might be more exhausted than I thought.

◇◆◇◆◇

"Hah, so it was all bark and no bite. Just a tough name and a tough look."

At the base of one of the towers.

The Great Tiger snorted, having crushed the 'dragon' that lay in wait in the dungeon's depths with unreasonable force, claiming a victory without a hint of danger.

"What's with that confidence! I'd say you're just more of a monster than the monster was!!"

Following his remark was the boisterous voice of his lively companion.

"No need to flatter me. It was weirdly emotionless, a more boring fight than any random trash boss. —So, this is it. I'm countin' on you, old man."

"You got it! Leave it to me!!!"

What had appeared was a mysterious and profound 'console'… in other words, something outside his own combat-focused expertise. With a casual wave, he passed the baton, and Ganju charged toward his work with a hearty laugh.

They had known each other for a long time. The relationship of a client who relied on him for their weapons, including the spear he now wielded, and the artisan who made them. He was used to the booming voice that paid no mind to its surroundings, letting it wash over him like a gentle breeze as he smiled.

Smiling, he briefly considered his options before choosing to guard the artisan who was both his friend, his partner, and the lifeline of their expedition, plopping down on the spot.

Unfortunately, he only had one body, so his report would have to wait.

"…No tremors. So the trigger was defeating even one of the four special individuals for the first time. The later events were either to simply reveal their locations and encourage progress, or perhaps…—"

And then, the thoughts he kept hidden were spoken in an unaccented murmur.

"…Four of them. After the 'stag,' now there's a 'dragon.'"

The whisper, unheard by anyone, carried a note of amusement.

"In that case, that leaves the 'turtle' and… I wonder what the last one could be?"

He posed his question to the silent world.

◇◆◇◆◇

"………………"

There stood a single, speechless person in a mascot costume.

"…Is this… its full power?"

There stood a single samurai, whose admiration had turned to awe.

"…And here I was, trying to act all cool. You don't expect to get zero screen time, you know?"

And there stood a single artisan, quietly letting his true voice slip out.

Before them all, in the center of their collective gaze, was—

"*Ende*."

A girl, standing still on the former battlefield from which she had just vanquished all violence, scattering the 'swords' that served her with a single breath.

Her opponent had been a monster of tangled roots, estimated to be half-raid-class, just as the reports suggested. Compounded by its unusual name and its indescribably bizarre appearance, even the peerless warrior had thought 'this looks like a pain' upon encountering it… but this was the result.

The battle lasted roughly thirty seconds. What was meant to be a probing attack ended up finishing it right then and there.

"Phew… —Ah, um, excuse me!"

Whether she noticed their gazes or read their minds, Sora turned around abruptly, her cute reaction belying the utter devastation she had wrought just seconds before. All they could do was laugh.

And even if it was a wry laugh, in this place where they were constantly pressed for time, they could only welcome such absurdity and madness.

"That was splendid. Good work. —Alright, you two artisans."

"Aye, leave it to us."

"That was amazing. Well then, shall we show off what we can do next?"

After all, they themselves were a part of the absurdity and madness that existed in this virtual world.

At the very least, those present here were aware and proud of it, and accustomed to dealing with beings of similar caliber on a daily basis.

Faced with such a nonchalant attitude… Sora, who had the awareness but whose pride was still developing, blinked in surprise, her expression a complex mix of wonder and confusion. Then,

"…Ah, I… I'll go make a report!"

"Yes, please do."

Again, it was a reaction that didn't fit the unreasonable, borderline nonsensical display of power from moments before.

Irori simply smiled as he watched the girl's back as she ran off alone, her cheeks flushed with embarrassment. He saw her off with true, absolute trust, not a single worry in his mind.

<hr>

Sora is so cute (and so violent).
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    Chapter 815

    sign in to guest account……accept.

    "—…It's all… gone."

And so, those were the words murmured by someone looking up at the sky somewhere in the 'other world.'

"The special individuals, all of them defeated…?"

Those were the words of someone watching the towers of light that had erupted with a great tremor—a tremor that perhaps shook only the pillar that governed color, or perhaps resonated throughout the entire virtual world, beyond the bounds of the raid.

"…Now what?"

With the four points conquered, the world offered no further reaction, as if to say, 'It's not over yet.'

"""What's going to happen…?"""

With little time to analyze their questions, every player who had crossed the boundary continued to fight, striving to fulfill their respective roles. In the end—

"—I… think… I get it… now…!"

The first to grasp the tail of the unknown was a maiden whose eyes, capable of seeing through all things, shone brightly, driven by the passion of love.

◇◆◇◆◇

"—Is this for real?!"

"—Seriously?!"

And so, it was impossible to hold back the shouts.

The cheers that burst forth reflexively came not just from my own mouth, but from across from me as well. Natsume-senpai and I had been holding our breath, and what we received was a single ray of hope.

Less than ten minutes had passed since the analysis began.

Which meant we had precious little time remaining. We couldn't afford to break her concentration; all we could do was trust and wait for Nia, who had accepted that trust from us—

"There's no time for anything, is there?!"

"None at all!"

"Just do whatever you can!"

—to connect with us, her voice strained with fatigue yet kicking aside despair, conveying only the fact that there was no time for explanations, for seeking agreement, or for sharing the situation with our distant allies.

Five ticks were left on the count.

In just fifty short seconds, our defeat in this raid would be sealed.

"—System Call—*Relocate*!!"

Taking the hands of us who were watching from either side, she slammed the fruits of her analysis into the world… and the next phase that arrived was…

"*Unit codes*—[Nier], [Haru], [Natsume]!"

…a flash of teleportation, connecting this place and that, as blue requested and azure answered.

""—!""

"—Gah… nice!"

A moment of disconnection, and then reconnection. Carried, brought along, and thrown out, my eyes widened at the unknown scenery that opened up before me—but it was just me and my senior.

I had instinctively scooped her up to brace for the teleportation, leaving the landing entirely to me. As if she had known from the start… no, she *had* known.

With a spirited cry, Nia pushed off from my arms, kicking her own virtual body forward as if to shake off her exhaustion, and broke into a sprint.

And the place she ran toward so desperately…

…was a small, quiet space.

A space without sound, without scent, filled only with a cold air.

A lonely space, filled with nothing but a mournful, dim darkness.

"Huh…?!"

"What in the world is that…?!"

There was only one thing.

As if to reject true darkness, a green crystal glowed faintly. A single laptop, with that tiny, marble-sized object displayed on its screen.

Without a moment's hesitation, Nia threw herself at it.

"—Program!"

Not stroking the screen, not touching the keyboard, she simply held her hands over it and activated her own arts, her voice hoarse with fatigue and anxiety.

"No wonder its mana is at zero! This thing isn't alive! —Well, no, it is alive, but it's also, ah, not that, it's more like it's already dead… —Whatever, just!"

I didn't understand, but her words seemed to be an explanation for us, who could only stand there dumbfounded, and a recap for herself.

"This is the main body! Everything else is just a mishmash of connected parts! It started out smaller than anything else, and over thousands, tens of thousands of years, it grew bigger than anything else!"

Thirty-something seconds remaining.

—*Click*.

"No wonder it's so docile despite its scary face…! It's not an enemy, it was just waiting. It's so broken that it can't fulfill its 'role' anymore…!"

Twenty-something seconds remaining.

—*Click, click*.

"It's not a 'time limit,' it's a 'grace period' this thing gave us! It's been working so hard to suppress its own power, which would normally go berserk and absorb everything indiscriminately the moment we were invited in. That's the only reason we can even be here!"

Ten seconds left.

Now, as if burning through her last reserves, the [Milmarinus] manipulated the 'puzzle' with a ferocity and speed we had never seen before. The two of us could only continue to stare, utterly dumbfounded.

Of course, we had no idea what she was talking about. And naturally, we had no idea what was happening.

But—

"That's why!"

Nine seconds.

"In other words!"

Eight seconds.

"Basically!"

Seven seconds.

"You were—"

Six, five, four seconds.

*Click, click, click-click-click-click-click*.

*Click*.

"—calling out for 'help,' weren't you!!!!!"

Leaving everyone's understanding in the dust, the aquamarine's skill and emotion raced onward—to zero.

"Hah… haaah… heheh… hehehehe…"

The count… was gone.

It had taken the limit icon that signaled our defeat along with it.

""……………………"

And we were still alive.

There were no changes to our status, no sign of our HP and avatars being suddenly erased. We were simply allowed to continue existing in this quiet space.

And so, the fierce air that had clung to Nia instantly dissipated. A limp, floppy smile spread across her face as she collapsed, utterly spent.

"What in the world was I even saying… that was scary…"

With a voice so faint it sounded like she might die at any moment, she revealed that her lack of understanding was something she genuinely shared with us.

I see. So she didn't know what was going on, but she somehow managed to do something, and it worked out… Well, just as Natsume-senpai had said a little while ago…

…it's the kind of thing that happens all the time in this world, Arcadia.

—And now.

"…Uh, hey, sorry to bother you when you're exhausted… Nia-san?"

"……………………"

Those words she'd rattled off, which apparently even she didn't fully comprehend—she could explain them later for all I cared.

Right now, what we—that is, the combatants taking over the stage from the artisan who looked like she had just successfully completed some kind of 'job'—needed to ask was…

"What, uh… what's coming?"

…just one thing.

It was the only reason for the faint tremors my skin could feel, and the intense, dreadful premonition my consciousness was sensing.

"""……………………"

The two of us, unable to keep up with the situation, were still being rushed along by time. The one who had followed a flash of insight beyond her own understanding. Our gazes met and held for several seconds.

"……—Sorry. This might be hell."

Her words, unfitting for her gentle smile, were ominous. And so, the moment I exchanged a strained smile with the senior beside me—

The world, without a sound, exploded.

<hr>

It's fine that you don't get it. The characters don't get it all, either. But about ninety percent of the elements needed to guess what's going on have been laid out in the two-point-four million characters leading up to this point.

Of course, there will be a reasonable explanation later, but any theorists out there are welcome to treat this as a snack.



    Chapter 816

    Shine and Show, O Rare One. Art Thou Worthy of Being Entrusted with Love? Part One

    "We still don't have any time, and even I don't fully understand the details, so I'll just explain what's necessary… what's about to happen, and what I need you combatants to do, okay?"

Like a cube bursting outward in six directions, the walls and ceiling receded at a speed even I couldn't follow, and in a single breath—the cramped room transformed into a space so impossibly vast that its 'size' alone inspired a sense of awe.

"Clearing 'Green Connect' isn't a 'challenge,' it's a 'rescue.' 'Support' or 'assistance' might fit better. Basically, this child is trying to do something."

We were only able to perceive the transformation because a light had appeared, blowing away the darkness.

Or rather, it was as if the brightness of a display had been turned up; we could see even without a light source. It was dark, yet it didn't feel dark—an indescribable sensation, as if 'color' was being directly slammed into our consciousness from within the gloom.

"What's being asked of us is, to put it simply, debugging. We need to fix the broken system and help it fulfill the 'role' it's stuck error-looping on."

And so, at the center of this ridiculously huge space that we could see into forever…

Nia, who had collapsed in front of the 'laptop' and was likely ensnared by a massive sense of sensory fatigue, organized her thoughts, her expression revealing how hard her unmoving head was working.

"So, if I put the solution in extremely simple terms… we need to gather the resource—Mana—that it can't integrate anymore because of all the overlapping errors."

As the situation continued to shift from one phase to the next without a moment's pause, leaving us to watch in stunned silence, the artisan, though utterly exhausted, delivered the news with utmost seriousness.

"What we have to do hasn't changed—just keep defeating bosses, infinitely…!"

""—…Defeat… you say…""

My voice, and Natsume-senpai's, overlapped hoarsely as we looked out. In this enormous space, which could without exaggeration swallow a 'city' whole, lights began to appear.

One, two, three…—surpassing ten, then a hundred, continuing on without end.

"Sorry. Most of its functions are broken, so there wasn't a choice…"

Faint lights welled up from the void, and under them, polygons began to gather in a very game-like fashion… an effect that repeated itself a countless number of times.

"All I could do was one thing. On behalf of 'this child,' which has been stuck mechanically repeating a single procedure forever, I had to forcefully bring them here."

"Forcefully…"

"Bring them?"

"The teleportation gate generation function that all dungeons have when they're cleared… I forcibly—activated all of them, from one end to the other, all at once."

""……………………"

"And, um… I set the forced teleportation target to boss enemies, and the destination to here."

""……………………………………"

"What we need is the same as before. The 'Dungeon Core' linked to each boss."

""…………………………………………………………"

Light, light, light-light-light.

And then, one after another—a pandemonium of monsters and fiends began to take shape.

"…………Nia."

"Yes…"

"I was just wondering… couldn't you have specified a range, or adjusted the number of summons…?"

"Um, to put it simply, the only button still working was the 'Indiscriminate All-Call Button'…"

"…I see. Understood. You really had no choice, then. I get it. You did a great job, you're amazing."

And so, first I gave up.

"…Nia?"

"Yes…"

"Was it impossible to just stop after you dealt with the time limit…?"

"Well, the order of events was reversed… Um, how do I put it… I summoned the bosses from the mana pools all over this world—the dungeons—and in the instant the 'gates' connected, I scraped together the bit of mana that flowed in and barely managed to run the program to secure our safety, kind of…"

"…………To think you managed to string all that together in the heat of the moment and in such a short time. …I get it. No complaints. You did wonderfully."

And so, Natsume-senpai also gave up.

""Well then… I guess we have no choice.""

Having steeled our resolve one by one, we turned back to the collapsed MVP with a smile and stepped forward.

"The fact that they're spawning in a somewhat fixed direction is a stroke of luck in this mess, I suppose."

"It's a bit too much of a fan-shape to call it 'one direction,' though…"

"No complaining. Or are you planning to complain to Nia after she worked so hard?"

"That would make me a real bastard. On the contrary, I have nothing but praise. As expected of my personal artisan."

"Save the doting for when you two are alone."

"Does doting even count if there's no third party around…?"

Beside my senior, who was testing the feel of the 'threads' wrapped around her ten fingers, I performed some deliberately exaggerated stretches to force my heart to calm down.

"Well, Nia went above and beyond and we got here first… but the others are probably just as crazy. I'm sure they'll figure it out soon and reinforcements will come flooding in."

"My own personal magitech artisan is working hard on that front, too. I couldn't agree more. At worst, we just have to risk our lives to buy a few dozen seconds, right?"

The rumbling of the earth grew closer.

This impossibly vast space was likely a type of dungeon, functionally the same as a single boss room. And with such a countless horde of monsters gathered… it wouldn't be surprising if ten or twenty of them had superior senses.

Thus, in a wide-open space with no cover, there was no way they wouldn't notice us. And since they are 'enemies,' they would, with few exceptions, attack players on sight. If one started running, a chain reaction would follow.

And so, a great tsunami of a hundred demons was formed.

The sight of countless, varied monstrosities surging forward was a vision of hell, carrying with it a pressure and sense of death that surpassed even the remnants of the Crimson Circle we once faced.

"Hey, Haru."

"What is it, Natsume-senpai?"

Therefore, if anyone…

"I'm… a little… unbelievably scared right now."

…were to let their voice and body tremble, there would be no reason to laugh.

"I wholeheartedly agree…"

Because I was the same, able only to tremble and concur.

—And yet, but however.

"…I'm only going to say this once, so listen up. In this ridiculous situation, having you, the Acrobat, next to me is… the fifth most reassuring thing, right after the Sword Queen, Mei, the Sword Saint, and Gin-san!"

"Fifth place, huh? That's some pretty high praise, isn't it!"

I ignite the flames, and plunge a blade into my own heart.

My senior sent black flames racing along her 'threads' at the exact same moment I unsheathed my rabbit short-sword and unhesitatingly blew away my own HP.

And so, two 'crowns,' each embodying their owner's name, shone brilliantly side-by-side.

And what we screamed was—

""Come on and get us!!!!!""

—nothing but a defiant roar, a war cry as if to tell them to be terrified of us.

<hr>

It's party time.

By the way, the forced teleportation positions of the hundred demons are like this because Nia-chan intervened as much as she could. And the reason they're being teleported one after another, despite it being an all-call, is because Nia-chan barely succeeded in adjusting it to be sequential instead of all at once.

In short, Nia-chan is a genius, got a problem with that?



    Chapter 817

    Shine and Show, O Rare One. Art Thou Worthy of Being Entrusted with Love? Part Two

    Visuals clear, estimation impossible. Surging toward me are countless monsters.

The scene is nothing short of a catastrophe. If you asked all of humanity to draw 'the end of the world,' I'd wager a decent percentage would come up with this very picture of madness.

Naturally, there's no way I can fight something like that with a sound mind.

If I'm diving into that, a paltry player's HP pool is utterly meaningless. Even with the death-negating effect of my [Aquamarine Rabbit Heart], I have to assume that taking even a single hit means it's over.

Why?

"Haru!"

Because the role I've been assigned is solo frontline—in other words, the pinnacle of foolishness, where I must draw the aggro of well over a hundred boss-class enemies and dance like a madman.

The number of fatal blows aimed at me at any given moment will surely be more than ten or twenty, so a single safety net would be utterly useless.

In that case, it's more important to toss that safety net out with my HP and activate the cooldown reduction effect of [Crown Crown] to its maximum from the get-go.

"Alright, let's go!"

[Desperate Crimson] activated, [Rocket] ignited.

I have no damn clue if it's because of some intervention during the control phase or what, but I'm grateful the bosses are being teleported so far away.

If I meet them head-on, I can create distance from Nia and that mysterious PC, who I absolutely must protect.

"—Alright, for a little warm-up…!"

One giant step, several hundred meters. In the blink of an eye, I've closed the distance with the rumbling, roaring picture of hell. In my hand, I summon a harbinger worthy of kicking off this impossible, unreasonable, reckless grand pandemonium.

"The first spear!"

[Rocket] & [Ignition] activated, external output 'Revolve' brought to critical convergence. Alright, now wind up and with gusto, let 'er—riiiiiiiip!!!!!

"*Rock—*"

A rough targeting and then, a do-or-die strike.

I activate [Lumina Raygust] as well.

As expected of a pandemonium of monsters so varied and rich in personality, they differ not only in shape but also in size and performance, their speeds ranging from top to bottom. Naturally, their advance stretches out vertically. The one leading the charge… a giant falcon with the tail of a serpent, has one of its eyes explode.

Lodged in it, of course, is the tip of the [Laparis Lafan, Demonic Crimson-Blue Spear: Whale Rabbit] that I threw.

And then,

"—*et*!!"

I slam my left fist, cloaked in a storm, into its other eye. A clear victory in the opening exchange… or not quite, it seems. So here's an extra [Sextuple] for you, take it!

"That's one…!"

And so, the enemy's vanguard explodes. A phosphorescent light dances, and a crystal pillar tinged with green emerges.

For a split second, I hesitate, wondering if I should secure it like before—but an answer arrives without me asking. I follow it, ignore the crystal, and grab the spear now floating beside me.

The 'Dungeon Core' dissolved on its own within my field of vision. Ignore them from now on, confirmed. More importantly… now dance. The next one is within arm's reach.

[Exchange Implode] activated. Contract set, three seconds.

"—Aaaaaaaahhh!"

Spamming *Recall*. Spamming [Rocket]. Screaming a reckless cry.

With the spear in my left hand, I summon one weapon after another, smashing them into the monsters I pass without a thought. In the end, what's left in my right hand is…—

Hey, what kind of cutting edge do you have? I like you, newbie.

A single flash in its first battle. The obsidian blade of the [Diaus Altara] lops off the arm of a tough-looking miniature golem with little resistance.

And with that, the finale is all set. The wiring is perfect, as you can see.

"—And, boom."

Time to pull the trigger. I tug on the threads of the [Nine Tail] connected to the [Ruby Bullets] I've scattered across a wide area to pick a fight… and the shadow fingers woven from my 'male' form's mana don't act as a hammer, but instead ignite the 'gun' itself, which was made exclusively for my transformed body.

A deafening roar, a blinding flash.

The crimson cannons I left right under the noses of these vicious-looking bosses burst, and the reactive rounds they detonate scatter a violent torrent of crimson mana.

And with that, all equippable weapons have been equipped & all have registered an attack judgment.

The contract is fulfilled. Activating is the weapon enhancement effect of a successful [Exchange Implode], 'Catastrophe'—and I apply it, of course, to…

…the blade of the great scythe, which is taller than I am, now gleaming with an aqueous light.

Vision clear. Memory complete. Route constructed. Bidding a temporary farewell to breath and thought—

"Alright, brace yourselves and fight me… noooooow—!"

[Rocket], super-continuous ignition.

The magic armaments I own that were crafted by the Yuhijin, like [Atiomart -Sakura=Memento-] and [Laparis Lafan, Demonic Crimson-Blue Spear: Whale Rabbit], have a certain characteristic that is both a merit and a demerit.

That is, 'the feedback is faint.'

It's hard to describe the difference from reality, but naturally, in Arcadia, there is 'feedback' when you attack. No matter the target, if you cut it with a sword, you feel the sensation of cutting with a sword in your own hands. The same goes for blunt attacks.

For some people, this is difficult to handle, and it's one of the things that raises the bar for combat in the virtual world… but anyway, the point is, there's a 'sensation.'

This 'feedback'—in other words, 'recoil'—is incredibly faint when you attack with a magic armament. Faint is an understatement; honestly, it's non-existent. It's a different story if the attack is blocked by a force or method that can interfere with it, but generally, it just slips right through.

Incidentally, according to Kagura-san, it's currently 'difficult to create a striking surface,' so there are no blunt-type magic armaments. That leaves slashing or piercing, so it's either cut or stab.

In other words, it's not just a clean cut, it's utterly smooth. The problem with this is that you can't judge the success of an attack by anything other than sight and intuition.

You can't receive information on whether an attack hit or missed through any sense other than sight. Without considerable practice, this can cause your brain to error out and become a real problem.

At the very least, in Arcadia, where you fight by actually swinging a weapon with your own virtual body—the feedback (hitstop) plays an important role beyond just the feeling of satisfaction.

So, that's the demerit. I had a terrible time during my training with [Atiomart -Sakura=Memento-], and although I'm used to it now, it was a real struggle at first.

Now for the merit. As for how 'faint feedback' acts as a plus in battle… well, this part is simple.

—No matter how recklessly I chain my attacks, my speed isn't stolen by the target.

Which means, when I use it to my heart's content, this is what happens.

◇◆◇◆◇

"…That thing is definitely not human…"

Technically, she was the one who gave the order. So she should probably praise her junior for following it and rocketing off at a speed impossible to track. But was *that* something to be praised?

He moved in every direction. One moment he would stop, and the next he would be moving again, repeating the cycle.

It was impossible to track his form. All Natsume's eyes could see was the parade of a hundred demons, which had stopped in one place and begun to circle, and within that chaos, a line of watery light drawing a completely incomprehensible pattern… As always, it made absolutely no sense.

Innumerable fatal blows flew past him. Arms were swung, legs were kicked, tentacles and wings were brandished, and on top of that, beams of light and magic of all colors flew about.

And in the midst of that… except for the momentary stops he made to recalculate his high-speed maneuvering routes, he continued to fly, kicking aside deceleration and embracing only acceleration.

"…………—… Haaaaaaah…!!!"

And so, seeing that state of affairs,

What Natsume, who had been left behind to cover the rear, should be shouting was not an innocent question like, 'I wonder what's going on in his head,' but…

"That idiot is drawing the aggro of every single one of them! Not a single one is slipping through to come this way! Is he telling me to get to the front too?! —Fine by me, just you wait!"

…a war cry, a hundred percent fueled by desperation, second only to her junior's… And so, the threads danced,

"—*Schwert Weiss*…!"

Weaving threads, weaving her body, the black-and-white kitten kicked off the floor, scattering flames.

Her lithe body, wrapped in threads as her title suggested, ran swiftly. While she couldn't catch up to her idiotic junior, she moved with a speed that could not be achieved by her stats alone—

—and plunged without hesitation into the vortex of hell.

<hr>

In other words, the blade of a great scythe taller than he is can swing around in every direction, accelerating all the while, its momentum unhindered no matter what or how much it cuts or tears. Scary.

On another note, they did say they'd teach each other, after all.



    Chapter 818

    Meanwhile (In the Past)

    [Iris]: Haru

[Iris]: Where are you now?

────────────…

──────────…

────────…

──────…

[Haru] Reached the tower that was insanely far away. [Haru] Going in now. Leaving the other two to you.

────────────…

──────────…

────────…

──────…

────…

[DooBru]: Reporting in, have merged with Great Tiger's squad. [DooBru]: `Dragon`-type unique individual [Administrator:01] has been defeated. [DooBru]: Currently analyzing the console. According to Ganju-dono, progress is "decent."

[DooBru]: Further report. Two additional squads have joined us. [DooBru]: Analysis will continue with four artisans. Will report again when there's progress.

──────…

────…

──…

[Sora]: We have defeated [Administrator:04]. [Sora]: Its motif is unknown. The details are difficult to explain, so I will share them in another venue. [Sora]: Currently, [Pyromancer]-san and [Hit Maker]-san are analyzing it.

[Sora]: End of report. I will contact you again if there is any progress here.

────────…

──────…

────…

[Gin]: Merged with Sora-chan's group. [Gin]: Picked up the Sword Saint-sama on the way, so we've got a whole lot of firepower concentrated in one spot. [Gin]: We've got time, so should we run through some nearby dungeons while they're analyzing?

[Iris]: Gin, you're on standby. You're the most suitable for communications. [Iris]: Ask the two from the East. They should each be more than enough on their own. [Gin]: Roger. What about Sora-chan? [Iris]: Standby. I'm leaving the artisans' protection to her. [Iris]: Sora alone is more than sufficient. If additional reinforcements arrive, assign them to buy time as well. [Iris]: However, they must stay near the tower. Limit their range to an area they can return from within a hundred seconds on foot.

[Gin]: Understood. Later.

──────…

────…

[Haru]: Defeated [Administrator:03]. Turtle-type. [Haru]: Nia is analyzing the console.

[Haru]: Ahh… [Haru]: Iris, you seeing this right now?

[Haru]: Okay. End of comms.

──────────…

────────…

──────…

────…

[Rickey]: Joined up with Tiger-san's team. [Rickey]: Progress is still just "decent," apparently.

◇◆◇◆◇

"…"

"Jeez, what a damn面倒な spec this is."

Was it because she couldn't answer her beloved's call at the worst possible moment, or was it something else? Kokoro muttered as she glanced at the dissatisfied, blank expression—one she could faintly read despite not being particularly close to her. The invincible princess, however, composed herself in an instant.

"Right. No matter how we try to work around it, we can't hope for perfect coordination. When I think about what would have happened if Natsume hadn't risen through the ranks… it might have been as hopeless to clear as last time, you know?"

Watching Iris put on a calm, prim-and-proper face, Kokoro let out a small smile.

Again, they weren't particularly close. Which meant that Iris had become expressive enough for even someone like her to read.

"Look at the count. It's already looking pretty hopeless this time, too, you know?"

"…"

See? Just a casual, mean-spirited comment, and this is the result.

It was still incredibly difficult to read her, as always, but there was a world of difference between subtle and nothing. The pout that must have seeped out from her unparalleled competitive spirit was quite adorable, wasn't it?

"…It's just that I haven't heard anything else from Haru."

And the expression that followed was the same.

Only three ticks remained on the count—in other words, the success of the raid would be decided in a little over thirty seconds. To be able to make a face like that in this situation was nothing short of admirable.

*What in the world is she thinking to be able to smile right now?*

"When I don't know where he is or what he's doing… including those around him—"

"Yes?"

As the literal, undisputed top fighting force, she was likely expected to buy time with maximum efficiency.

The `thread` wrapped around her hand never pulled her toward the tower. The [Sword Queen], who continued to lay waste to the dungeon without slowing her pace since the battle began, smiled without stopping.

She smiled, then fell silent for a moment, as if to tease…

As if she had believed in—as if she had known—what was about to happen.

Counting it out, it was exactly thirty seconds.

"—See? Told you."

An affectionate whisper, and a massive tremor that was just as, if not more, intense than the last one. To these two things that arrived simultaneously, the renowned [Scorching Arm] could only offer… a single, exasperated smile.

"What kind of trust do you two have? Are you married?"

"Yes. Eventually."

"Oh, man, I'm definitely using this in the archive. I can't wait to see the looks on the Acrobat's face and all your fans' faces around the world."

"Hehe."

"Don't you laugh all high and mighty. As always, there's no fun in teasing you—"

And so, the two, who were birds of a feather in a sense.

Never once letting a hint of tension enter their conversation even as they were hounded by the pressing situation, they dashed across the field at incredible speed, one carrying the other.

An unknown, second transformation. The time limit had vanished from the status bar.

They had no way of knowing what had happened. The only thing they understood was that this raid was far from over—and if that was the case…

As the two changed course and headed straight for the nearest tower, at the edge of their vision, the end of the raid chat, which was inevitably buzzing due to the sudden, immense change, was updated…

[Hayagake]: Arrived.

Another one who was just like a certain someone.

Or perhaps even more concise and to the point than that someone… though in reality, he was just shy. The voice of the one who had been operating solo since the raid began was jotted down, a single, lonely word.

<hr>

Putting aside Mr. Hayagake, who should really write *where* he arrived, Sora-san trying her best to write a proper, formal message is so cute, isn't it?



    Chapter 819

    Shine Forth, O Chosen One. Art Thou Worthy of Entrusted Love? Part 3

    "—Rankers are terrifying… I mean, I knew that, but still…"

The battle was far away, yet the rumble of the earth and the pressure of the sounds still reached her, proof that it was taking place in the same space.

*If the worst happens, I'm going to get swallowed up by that, aren't I…?* She averted her eyes from a potential future she wanted to avoid from the bottom of her heart. She watched in terror as a flash of water danced through the fray, followed by a line of flame joining the pandemonium of the brawl.

"Ngh… come… on…!"

This was, without a doubt, the highest level of phantom fatigue she had ever experienced. Forcing her avatar, now at maximum sluggishness, to move, she scraped together every last bit of energy from the corners of her being and slowly pushed herself up.

She couldn't stay down forever. Of course not.

The raid… and her role in it, were far from over.

"All righty then…?"

After one last look, searing the image of the light dancing on the battlefield—a desperate, life-or-death struggle—into her memory, Milmarinus (the Sapphire Fairy) turned her back as if to shake it off, her sapphire gaze fixed on one thing.

A laptop—a jarringly out-of-place object from the real world that didn't fit the setting in the slightest.

She knew it the moment she saw it with these `eyes`. The shell itself had no function; this, too, was a type of magical manifestation. Tapping on the keyboard, which was even meticulously printed, would likely yield no response.

It was the embodiment of a power that accurately input, organized, and managed data. Like all of Arcadia's magical theories, its form was designed to reinforce its authority through imagery.

Therefore, what she needed to touch was not the outside, but the inside.

"Shall we have a little… talk?"

Green Connect, Jehatreglie—the sentient software housed within the hardware of a PC.

She didn't know what she had to do. But she knew what was being asked of her. All they had to do was help this child.

To that end, she just had to thoroughly investigate and figure out what she could possibly do.

This child knew what needed to be done. And a strange, indescribable conviction filled her chest, telling her that it should not be stopped.

In Arcadia, one should never underestimate an inexplicable 'hunch'.

Following that occult-like theory, Nia mustered her strength and deployed her formula once again. With a puzzle, she challenged the green crystal displayed on the LCD screen.

It was at that very moment.

"—Whoa-AIEEEE!!?!"

"—Gah, whaaah?!"

Two meters directly to Nia's side.

A jet-black anomaly appeared at the same time the PC screen flickered, tumbling and sliding across the floor while scattering a magnificent scream and sound effects. After interacting with the floor for over a dozen meters, trailing the Doppler effect behind it, it came to a limp halt and stopped moving.

""…………………………""

Several seconds of silence passed between Nia, who had let out a shriek that was just barely permissible for a maiden, and the motionless, suspicious person… and then, the former, having figured things out, briskly looked away from the black lump and turned back to her task.

"A-Aren't you going to say you're worried or something…"

"This is no time for gags!"

"My life-or-death entrance was treated as a gag…!"

And so, right next to Nia, who was now truly deploying her formula, the figure who had been a rolling black dust rag in the distance a moment ago had job-changed into a suspicious person, a ninja—one of her own.

Hayagake, who had appeared alone, hung his head with a truly pained expression.

"…"

However, the ninja wasn't completely oblivious to the situation. It wasn't as if he couldn't feel the perilous atmosphere. And so, he immediately raised his head—

"………………………………………………………………???"

He looked forward, then backward, then forward once more, and finally, after one last look behind him, he uttered a single phrase.

"What is this, hell???"

"That's right!! We're practically one step away from the climax!!!"

"Forget one step away, isn't this it?!"

Correctly grasping that he had jumped into a truly incomprehensible depiction of hell, his black-clad body trembled as he let out a bewildered cry.

"Uh, me, what, what should I…"

"Figure it out yourself!!"

◇◆◇◆◇

"Ehh…?"

Hayagake stood there looking lost, as if he'd just been scolded by his cousin's best friend who had just laid down the law and returned to her focus. The sound he let out, however, was a prelude to thought.

He was bewildered, but not confused.

He was shaken, but he wouldn't let that stop him. Even if his crown had been taken, he was still the former fastest. He was used to running in environments where he had no one to rely on but himself.

He looked forward. A girl he knew was challenging some piece of modern technology that was extremely out of place in a fantasy world, but he had no idea what she was doing.

He had slightly above-average skill in `Mako`, but of course, it was nothing more than a hobby. His ability was a far cry from the top artisans, including the Milmarinus (Sapphire Fairy) before him.

It was clear that even if he tried to help, he wouldn't be able to increase her work speed by even ten percent. In the worst-case scenario, he might even get in the way.

So, he looked behind him.

Even more incomprehensible.

It was a hellish scene that elicited no other thought than, *'What is that, it's terrifying.'* Two rankers versus a whole bunch of what he presumed were boss enemies. The numbers and the visuals were beyond his comprehension. All he could tell was that it wasn't a realm he should step into half-heartedly.

"………………………………………………………………"

He crossed his arms, made a grim face to feign seriousness, and thought.

*Isn't the correct answer to just stay put?*

He had run to a distant location he believed no one else could reach, based on the changing situation. He had gone to the dungeon entrance, to the very back, and back again, then back to the end again, making two round trips in total with reports in between.

He had received the order to charge from the [Sword Queen]-sama herself and had passed through a portal that had been left wide open at what seemed to be the boss room's dead end… but now, what to do?

He had run faster than anyone else—with a few exceptions—and had continued to map the terrain and the dungeon, leaving markers along the way.

He should have fulfilled the important role entrusted to him in the previous clear attempt to the best of his ability this time as well. Therefore, he should trust his objective judgment that he 'shouldn't do anything unnecessary' and prepare to move in case a role for him emerged later… he should….

"…………………………Ahh…"

But that's what he thought.

The order he received from the Princess was, "Go. I'll leave the rest to your judgment"—words of trembling trust. So, this must be her fault.

It was her fault that he turned on his heel, faced what was behind him, and his feet took a step forward on their own.

A flash of water was dancing. He could clearly see the pale azure figure dashing through the ground and sky in a cheerful instant.

It was just his own assumption. —But he couldn't help but feel like he was being called.

Not by *him*. By this *stage*.

"…Well, I'm a man too, I guess."

It wasn't as if there was truly nothing he could do. In that case, it was fine to challenge himself to some fun for the first time in a while.

"Sometimes, you just gotta show off a little to the world—right?!"

With a desperate-sounding cry of fighting spirit, the black figure vanished.

For this moment only, he felt like there was no need to hesitate to run.

<hr>

Run, run, and keep on running. A way of life defined by just that.



    Chapter 820

    Shine Forth, O Chosen One. Art Thou Worthy of Entrusted Love? Part 4

    "—Hah, so Nia was first out. Well, that was predictable."

"Naturally."

Four points of light surrounded the monolith.

One was a `fire` that swayed serenely, one was a `flame` that burned fiercely, one was a `rain` that danced through the air, and one was a `rainbow` that lightly scattered its colors.

[Scorching Arm], [Pyromancer], [Raindrop Koropokkuru], [Hit Maker]—the artisans who held ranks in the West and stood at the pinnacle of their craft were in the midst of expanding their respective formulas to tackle the unknown analysis.

Amidst it all, Enra let out a lighthearted quip, his voice filled with amusement upon receiving the report from Gin, who was acting as the liaison between the inside and outside of the dungeon. Next to him, Kagura chimed in her agreement.

Red, crimson, scarlet. Hues of the same color, yet their brilliance was anything but similar.

Any magus-artisan with a certain level of skill would unanimously declare that they 'resembled each other in no way at all'. As their brilliant flames clashed, they both laughed without taking their eyes off what was in front of them.

Needless to say, the space had until then been filled with extreme concentration. In other words, silence. And even now, though the shackle of time that had been chasing them was gone, the artisans' spirits had not waned.

""──────…, …""

The other two, Shizuku and Balast, were proof of that, continuing to focus intently on the object of their analysis without a word. The latter, with his comical and unique attire, was one thing, but the face of the small, girlish avatar was etched with desperation.

In other words, it was likely just these two, with their friendly vibe and similar hair colors, who were the strange ones.

Sora, the only one standing outside the circle of artisans and watching over the profoundly fantastical scene—entrusted with the role of guard—silently came to this conclusion without voicing it.

Sora had no deep technical knowledge of `Mako`. Therefore, she had no way of guessing what they were doing.

However, she knew Kagura. She knew her personality and her stance when it came to `work` and `responsibility`.

Therefore, the thought that she was likely not dropping her performance in the slightest while chatting… well, it was as clear as day. And as for the [Scorching Arm], touted as being even more skilled than her in both name and reality, it went without saying.

And the astute girl's mind didn't stop at understanding and admiration.

"—Um… is it really… natural?"

This was not a situation for joking around. It was not the time to be distracted. And yet, she had read the intent behind the two who had exchanged lighthearted words, and she spoke up hesitantly.

In response to Sora's question, two mouths curved into smiles.

"The system gave her the cute title [Milmarinus (the Sapphire Fairy)], but… among us artisans, Nia is mostly known as a 'witch'."

It was Enra, Nia's direct superior (Clan Master), and…

"The 'Witch Who Sees Through Memories.' She makes a really disgusted face when you call her that, though."

…Kagura, a senior with whom Nia had a close relationship.

"The Witch Who Sees Through Memories…"

Just as Enra had said, Sora repeated the name under her breath and tilted her head. It was a name the non-artisan had never heard before.

"Everything that exists in Arcadia has a [Memory]. Not just living things, but even the rocks rolling around are no exception. All of it."

"It might be more accurate to call it a [Record], though. Because this is a game, a created world, information is carved into everything that exists here."

They took turns finishing each other's sentences. Whether they knew the girl was thinking how well they got along, for reasons unrelated to their words, was another matter.

"Being able to read and utilize that information well is one of the most fundamental and ultimate techniques for a magus-artisan—hey, like the [Atiomart -Sakura=Memento-] that Kagura and I made. The 'Lost Echoes' it was made from are a prime example."

"Don't talk about your 'failure' with such a proud look on your face, it's embarrassing."

The two crimson figures continued their words, and their description of the sapphire one was singular.

"In that regard… that is, when it comes to deciphering things. Like this one, analyzing something unknown with her own `eyes`—"

"Well, there's probably no one who can match her. At least, not in this virtual world."

One who had no equal.

The fact that the highest-ranking artisan in present-day Arcadia, and those associated with her, all praised her in unison spoke volumes of her ability.

Indeed, even at this very moment, her friend and rival in love was proving them right and forging ahead.

As Sora felt the outline of Nia, the 'embodiment of liveliness' second only to her partner, become more vivid through their words—the astute girl's mind, however,

"…Um—I understand the intention to create a highlight for the archive from what would otherwise be a silent work scene, but… are you sure this is okay?"

...still did not stop at understanding and admiration.

"I have a feeling Nia-san is going to be really angry with you two later…"

""………………""

And so, the two artisans fell silent as if nothing had happened and dove back into their work.

It was a brief scene, just moments before the four points of light surrounding the monolith would reach their answer.

◇◆◇◆◇

"—Thiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiis huuuuuuurts…ッ!!!!"

A little under two minutes since the start of the battle. Having traversed seconds that felt like an eternity to reach this point, I let out the scream my brain was outputting and yelled it from the corner of my mouth.

Limit-breaking maneuvers with no time to even breathe, countless bosses slain… and yet, the pandemonium's encirclement was only growing stronger, not weaker.

Even if I consistently took one down every few seconds, the extermination speed was nowhere near enough. The number of bosses being teleported in one after another was overwhelming my processing speed.

And on top of that,

"Guh… crap—"

*Bishiri*. My body suddenly froze. A debuff icon for incapacitation flashed on my status bar. And I had no way to escape the lethal rain of attacks pouring down from all directions….

In that instant, a single `thread` pulled me, forcibly yanking my avatar out of the unavoidable kill circle. Following it back, the source of the saving hand was, of course,

"Which one?!"

"I don't know!!!"

"Tch… then everything in sight—"

...a single white cat, wreathed in black flames.

"I'll burn it all!"

And then, a dragon of flaming thread raced through the entire area.

Enemy equals monster. Monster equals demon. While that's a very generic fantasy interpretation, the reality is that the `MP` possessed by a boss enemy is incomparable to that of a player.

Therefore, her dark magic was naturally far more devastating against them than against humans, becoming a hellish flame that was super effective against enemies regardless of type, and it raged wildly.

She did as she said. The burning blackness filled the entire area—

"Good job, Nassen!"

"What did you just say?!"

The debuff icon vanished. I drove my newly freed body and ignited [Rocket], deeming it my role to deal with the flying types attacking from the `top`—the hole in the circular wall.

Shifu Itto, Second Strike.

"[Shizuku]!!"

A spinning flash of the blade, a soaring circular slash to mince the swarming abominations—

"You damn, ghaaa…!"

—I can't.

Recalling my jade blade, I followed up with a barrage of punches. I forcefully compensated for the lack of power with ranged strikes from [Frezon Revolver], then used another [Rocket] to deliver a kick to the one that still survived.

My techniques are lacking their usual sharpness. My fatigue is reaching a point where I can no longer fake it… no, it's already there. I've reached my limit of averting my eyes from the truth.

On top of that, as time passed, foes with troublesome traits other than slowness—in other words, agile movements—joined the fray, leading to a repeat of the previous scene every few seconds.

A breakdown was undoubtedly in the near future.

"Whoa, hey, what…?!"

A mutual support system had naturally formed. Just as the white thread had pulled my body, I pulled on the shadow thread attached to my partner, catching the avatar who let out a mix of surprise and complaint.

Well then, time to start a game of tag.

"Hey, you! What are you doing?!"

I abandoned offense entirely and focused solely on escape. But I kept the targets' attention on me, choosing a route that ran close to the pandemonium to prevent any stray shots from hitting Nia in the distance.

My senior, who had been suddenly carried like a sack of rice, was yelling and screaming, but the fact that she had the composure to instantly extinguish her black flames probably meant she was in better shape than me.

…In that case, I guess there's only one option.

"Sorry, I'm at my limit. I'm definitely going to mess up and get killed soon."

"…!"

While kiting the ever-growing, ever-pursuing horde of monsters, I bluntly stated my own end.

It's frustrating, but it can't be helped. I'm well aware of the fact that I'm not some truly invincible being with limitless stamina… so, in order to struggle until the very end.

"Can I ask you for… fifty seconds, senpai?"

"………………"

To burn out this body, which would soon be useless, until the very end.

"Without dying, of course. I'm going to give it my all and clean up… ah, ninety, or maybe eighty percent of them. I need you to protect Nia somehow until the next wave arrives."

"…So, you prioritize not letting Nia get scared over the success of the raid, huh?"

"Is this really the time for teasing? I'm thinking about the raid too, you know."

That's why I have no hesitation in betting myself here.

Dropping out midway is, again, frustrating, but if the raid succeeds in the end, it's all good. I'd rather not regret not playing a card I could have played later on.

So,

"Haru."

"Yeah?"

"You're not cute, but I don't dislike that manly side of you."

"Hah."

"Leave it to me. Both now, and after."

I left my senior, who had pushed my back without much argument, in that spot—

Taking a large step back, I turned around.

My black hair gave way to white, and I began to chant sonorously,

"—'I am he who soars through the sky.'"

The answer to the ever-swelling tide of death, an unreasonable power dwelling within a human body.

<hr>

One and a half minutes left.



    Chapter 821

    Shine Forth, O Chosen One. Art Thou Worthy of Entrusted Love? Part 5

    "—'I am he who soars through the sky.'"

I remember it clearly, the day I first saw him through a video.

We hadn't had a chance to meet face-to-face. That's a fact, but… that doesn't mean I couldn't have made an opportunity to meet him.

If I had wanted to go see the face of my long-awaited 'junior,' I could have gone anytime.

"'A single falling star connects all, clad in green, it sways as a hurricane.'"

Even without looking into my own heart now, I know.

I was just scared, that's all.

"You little…!"

I manipulate the threads.

The only thing I can do, the technique that Natsume, the [Thread-Weaver] of this virtual world, wields with pride—a technique that a certain someone looked up to with an innocent smile of admiration.

In the corner of my consciousness, I maintain control of over twenty `threads` connecting the raid members, an act of combat while never letting go. Back and forth, here and there, I gather my far-from-perfect concentration.

"""""──────────!!!"""""

Kicking aside any excuses, I meet the great tsunami of monsters attacking from the front with a wall of white thread and black flame. Only one voice of encouragement reaches me—

"'I am he who seizes the sky'…!"

—the voice of my junior, delivered to my back along with a presumptuously worried gaze.

I understand now. I already know.

There was no need to be scared, no need to feel pressured, no need to hesitate.

This guy, who shattered the image I had eagerly envisioned, who soared to the great heights beyond the clouds in a single breath as if to say he didn't care about others' (Natsume's) expectations—

He's cheeky, energetic, childish, honest, innocent, and still cheeky,

In short, even more than Natsume had hoped for.

"Guh… [Star—"

He's just an endlessly endearing guy who relies on and acts spoiled with his senior (me) so easily.

"—Weave]!!"

If that's the case, it would be a lie not to respond to it all. For her, that is not a heavy shackle (pressure) that binds her, but a driving force (motivation) to step forward boldly.

A moon woven from thread and filled with flame falls.

The earth roars, and the abominations shriek. The 'maximum firepower' boasted by an individual ranker is no joke; the trump card, a wide-range annihilation technique, significantly削いだ the momentum of the approaching tsunami.

However,

"'The fate yet unseen is—"

The chant is still in progress. And yet, the reality is that her ultimate move was dragged out so early. Just as the [Acrobat], the embodiment of chaos, had confessed his limits, Natsume, the [Thread-Weaver], is also a single player before she is a 'ranker.'

No matter how far she deviates from the norm, as long as she is an existence bound by the system, she has her limits. If everything could be achieved with a single thought, a single burst of spirit, there would be no struggle.

Therefore,

"Tch…"

'Without dying'—in order to protect one of the orders, she turned her threads to her own defense, and a fatal blow slipped past her side. That, too, was the logic of the virtual world.

There was no way Natsume alone could hold back the overwhelming numbers that even the two of them together couldn't keep up with. That's why, after more than forty seconds,

After single-handedly accomplishing over eighty percent of what was asked of her and showing her pride as a senior.

"Alright… baton touch."

This time, as a junior herself.

She smiled and entrusted the next turn to the third person who had been on stage for a while, without a hint of hesitation.

◇◆◇◆◇

Run, run, run, run, run, and keep on running.

In the end, that's the only thing I can do. It's the same in both the real and virtual worlds; since I was a child, it's been harder to remember a time when I wasn't running.

A pathological speed holic. From a young age, acquaintances, friends, and even my parents would tell me, 'Don't you dare get interested in vehicles.' When I completely ignored all their worries and became a racer, my mother fainted from worry, and my father almost disowned me.

In all honesty, I don't know what would have happened to me if I hadn't encountered a world where I could run around as I pleased without worrying about accidents or injuries. I'm not kidding when I say it's not unlikely I would have blown my life away early on.

Running is living. The wind caressing my skin is proof of my existence.

I've lost count of how many times in my life I've been told, 'You're crazy,' and I understand that I'm probably missing a few screws compared to others.

That's why, having lived a life where I was always seen as an eccentric,

The act of being trusted and relied upon feels ticklish and embarrassing.

Such renowned rankers. They couldn't possibly have missed the presence of someone stepping onto their stage—yet, as I began my strange act of simply circling the perimeter, they didn't even give me a questioning or strange look.

They just continued to wield their power with reckless abandon, as if to say, 'Do what you need to do.' After running and watching my two juniors, who were soaring to great heights, from a distance,

As if I were watching my favorite hero movie over and over, I picked up the chant, etched into my memory from the video, with my ears.

"Ahh… what a great era to be born in."

By now, my legs were spinning without any conscious effort. I was a one-trick pony who continued to carve my one and only skill into the world, preparing for the fleeting 'turn' that might come.

"A fool like me, who just causes trouble for his family and ends up being treated carelessly…!"

From the scabbard at my lower back,

"Can become the surprise hero who saves the heroes—that's what this means!!"

With my right hand, fitted with a spiraling crimson ring, I drew a single blade.

The jet-black that dashes becomes a blur, and the brilliant crimson bursts forth.

It was a blade perfectly suited for a fool who could do nothing but run, a blade whose true potential could only be unleashed by running. Its power was limitless, directly proportional to the length of the approach, a single demon-forged blade that did nothing but store power.

""────────""

We passed each other, with no time to even meet eyes, but we surely exchanged wills and smiles.

"[Rabbit Dagger—"

The giver was the [Pyromancer], the receiver was the former fastest.

The name forged upon it was,

"—Impact]!!!"

...a delightfully amusing lineup, befitting a young man who proclaimed himself a fool.

And so, I surpassed the current fastest from behind, who had once surpassed me from behind without even showing his face… and to show off my own petty pride, I carved my speed (blade) into my footsteps.

Thus, a single strike with all my soul. The crimson blade, which in exchange for displaying immense power based on its charge, was fated to self-destruct with a single blow without exception, dissipated into thin air.

It left a sparkle in the trail where the black figure had dashed for an instant, followed by a magnificent blue—the death effect signifying the demise of a vast number of boss enemies.

And so, the ninja who had cut down not only the one chanting but also the one resisting with threads, the fatal threats surrounding his two juniors, in a single blow… thought, if I don't act cool now, when will I?

"Alright… well then."

He turned around, a full-on smug look on his face.

"The rest is up to you, bro."

With his body unable to move a single step due to the recoil and everything else, he gave a clean thumbs-up.

He was crushed by the next wave of death that naturally came bursting through the curtain of death effects, and unceremoniously scattered into red death effects as he made his exit.

"'The swift heavenly storm—"

And what was left behind was,

"—resides in the soul (here) that yearns for the beyond.'"

...a single junior, battered and bruised but at his peak, who had just been shown two of the coolest backs in a row and was now intensely heated up.

And so, the chant was spun,

"[Lightning Gale]!"

And the invincible, fastest star in the virtual world was unleashed.

<hr>

Both of them were surpassed by the junior who appeared so dashingly.

◇ [Rabbit Dagger: Impact] Crafted Weapon: Dagger
A crimson dagger carved from the demon horn of a Ruby Rabbit that guards a crimson spiral.
Within the demonic brilliance that governs the immortality of 'Red' lies a peculiar power—
O foolish one, O proud one, never be content as the second rabbit.

The second Rabbit Dagger, crafted by Kagura the Pyromancer, pretty much exactly as described in the main story.
Its shape is not as bizarre as the [Parabellum], which has been called 'strange' and 'weirdly shaped' many times, but rather a stiletto knife with a slightly twisted base.
A noteworthy point is that the blade part is a disposable component with no durability, and it is guaranteed to be completely destroyed and disappear 0.1 seconds after registering an attack hit in any form.

• [Bullet Stock]
The one and only unique effect of the [Impact]. Its attack power increases infinitely in proportion to the user's continuous, uninterrupted running distance. However, even though it's limitless, the accumulated value of distance equals power is minuscule, and an approach of a few hundred meters or a few kilometers won't produce much power. The strike that Hayagake unleashed this time had a rough approach distance of over forty kilometers to achieve that effect. Also, the stock resets the moment the user stops, so the attack must be performed seamlessly and while still running.

Repairing the vanished blade requires [Ruby Rabbit Demon Horns], not Luna. It's necessary to carefully feed them a considerable number, one by one, so immediate repair and return to the front lines is impossible.
Kagura, who judged that being asked to repair it after every single strike would be a deadly pain, drilled the maintenance method into him, so he'll be diligently repairing it himself later.



    Chapter 822

    Show Your Radiance, O Chosen One. Are You Worthy of Being Entrusted with Love? Part Six

    Starlight Magic: [Lightning Gale]—a special body enhancement art that transforms one's own body into the grand magic of lightning and wind. A unique spell renowned for being in the top five in the virtual world for its sheer lawlessness.

Its maximum duration is thirty seconds. The price is a complete seal on all skills for a number of days equal to the number of seconds it was active.

It wasn't just lawless; its difficulty to handle and its unreliability also placed it high in the rankings of problem children. But once activated, the violence it unleashed was not merely immense, but truly colossal.

"[Eyes Oculus]."

My right golden eye opened, my thought acceleration fixed at its maximum rate.

Against an over-leveled "shadow" or the strongest player, the "Princess," I might have needed it, but for this, the silver eye's attack prediction was an unnecessary luxury.

My movements—easily surpassing a numerical equivalent of 2000 AGI with all my skills combined—were not quite at the literal speed of lightning, but still…

"H-here I gooo! ORAA!"

…there was no way some run-of-the-mill boss enemy could possibly keep up.

Coordinates set, a single lightning-strike step. The movement of my avatar, having deviated from the laws of physics, could not accurately be described as "walking" or "running." It was, quite simply, a flash of electricity.

Not walking, but transferring. Not running, but sending. Once I set a route and a goal and took a step, my body, converted into lightning, carved flashes of light across both ground and sky.

And so, in a tenth of a second, I crossed the pandemonium of monsters. I looked back, un-targeting the countless creatures that had lost all their HP and were entering their death sequence, and then—

The second bolt of lightning.

I didn't need a weapon; a single touch was enough. If even a fingertip grazed them, a high-powered magic attack, woven from my absurd 1500 MID, would burst forth in an instant.

Even if they had resistance to lightning, a swirling gale would follow in its wake. Even if they had resistance to wind, the piercing thunder would strike first. The great strength of its composite attributes was one thing, but the raw firepower was simply too high for a complete resistance to be realistic.

Even against fantasy itself, that held true.

As always, for one of my own trump cards, it was just ridiculously, absurdly broken… but hey, if it wasn't this powerful, I wouldn't even bother using it, right?

Five seconds passed.

Ten seconds passed. Which meant, up to this point—

"Take it all, you damn thief…!"

—all my skills would be unusable for ten days straight. The price for this feeling of omnipotence and exhilaration was, fittingly, an unavoidable and utterly unbearable theft of time.

Well, can't be helped. It's a fate I just have to accept… and on that note, here we go!!!

"Tempest Release…!"

Even when using just one eye, the ten-fold acceleration of the mana-guzzling [Eyes Oculus] could only be maintained for just under fifteen seconds. And no matter how accustomed I was to insane, high-speed combat maneuvers, there was no way I could control this demonic form's extraordinary speed with my normal thought process.

In other words, the practical activation time for [Lightning Gale] was less than half of its supposed thirty seconds. I mean, who would even accept being unable to use skills for an entire month? Setting that aside—the limit was fifteen seconds.

A lightning step. A swift storm roared with the heavens' thunder.

Double the base spec of 'Double Final Action Speed.'

In other words, after unleashing speeds easily exceeding an AGI equivalent of 4000, and commanding lightning and wind attacks amplified by a final critical excitation, I tore through with all my being.

"How's that…?"

"…Eighty… ninety percent, you say?"

At the end of my furious rampage.

After clearing the entire stage as if to laugh at my formerly hesitant self, Itsuki-senpai, who hadn't moved an inch from where the storm had passed, let out a drained voice.

As for me, I was now collapsed at her feet like a worn-out rag doll.

"…"

"Ah, yes. Mm-hmm. You did great. Get some rest."

An intense sensory fatigue washed over me. In Arcadia, where there is no pain, its substitute was a ridiculous headache—a numbness that invaded my thoughts, leaving me unable to even muster a witty retort.

The results were spectacular, far beyond my expectations.

But what came next was—the sound of teleportation spinning despair, and the tremor of the earth against my cheek.

From the very beginning until now, I had slain hundreds, yet their momentum didn't stop. Boss enemies were constantly being warped in, once again swelling into a massive horde before my eyes.

This was simply hell. What's the deal with the balance on this thing? Seriously, give me a break.

"Ugh… hnn… Natsume-senpai…?"

"What is it?"

"Solo… how long do you think you can hold out…?"

"…If you mean fighting every single one without letting any slip past…"

"Yeah."

"M-maybe… forty, fifty seconds. I suppose…?"

"I see. So you're at the point where you don't even have the energy to bluff…"

Honestly, it was a miracle that the three of us had managed to resist for nearly five minutes in total.

For powerful enemies that players should challenge in numbers to become the numerous ones themselves was something that should never happen in a game. It was only natural for the game balance to shatter without a trace; trying to hold our ground was impossible from the start.

So now, all we could do was…

"Think I can manage even without my skills…?"

"If you actually manage that, you'll officially stop being a human player."

…come full circle and just exchange weary banter.

The earth-shaking rumble approached from the distance.

"Man… what should I do? I really don't want to get swallowed up by that…"

"Well, it would be a pitiful way to go. …Should we just do a mercy killing? Go out together in a nice explosion?"

The end was drawing closer, little by little.

"That's a pretty wild suggestion. Wouldn't that just give us a whole different kind of trauma?"

"I'll hold you gently and then pull the trigger out of your line of sight. It'll be over in an instant."

"Hey, are you okay? You seem to be panicking quite a bit, you know?"

"I told you from the start…! I'm just as scared as anyone else, you know…!!"

Just the two of us, all alone on this vast, far-too-wide stage. With the one we had to protect at our backs, we glared, each with our own expression, at the tsunami of unreasonableness we could no longer hold back.

"…Hngh… come on…!!"

"And you're standing… seriously, you're quite the monster."

We stood side-by-side, weapons and pride in hand, displaying our unending resistance.

All my skills were sealed. My MP was completely drained. I was so exhausted that even simple movements were a struggle, let alone combat—but that, and that alone, was a NO.

"It's not over yet…"

The raid was still ongoing.

There was Nia, fighting in the distance. And the faces of my friends, who were likely praying for my success somewhere in another world… no, more than that, I could see them, placing an almost overwhelming amount of trust in me.

"Giving up just isn't in my character as an acrobat…!"

"…Hah, look at you, trying to act all cool!"

*Recall*—an ability, not a skill, allowed me to summon [Samidorizuki]. With my right hand, I drew my rabbit dagger, preparing to dual-wield the green and red blades.

I still had one last trump card up my sleeve. However, it came with a host of problems, and I probably wouldn't be able to move properly anyway. I was genuinely on the verge of collapsing at any moment.

But still… no, *because* of that.

"Well then, shall we? …By the way, how long do you think we'll last as a pair?"

"Fifty-five seconds."

"Hah, an extra five seconds—I'll gladly take it…!!"

To step forth, to the very end of my limits and beyond—that is what it means to have an adventure. Kicking away my fear, with my incredibly reliable senior beside me, just like always.

I moved forward, without hesitation.

—Or so I say, but this is just an excuse in hindsight.

It's not that I didn't believe it was possible, you know.

It's not that I wasn't hoping for it.

I was just so desperate, so close to death, so utterly exhausted that my brain wasn't working properly. The proof of that… should be clear from my reaction in that moment.

Because of course I'd shout.

I should be cheering.

Because that voice, the one I wanted to hear more than anyone else's at that very instant, had finally arrived.

"—Sword Ring (Schwert Kreis)!"

My partner's voice struck my ears.

<hr>

The protagonist.



    Chapter 823

    Show Your Radiance, O Chosen One. Are You Worthy of Being Entrusted with Love? Part Seven

    Breaking through the blue light of teleportation, an impossibly vast space opened up before me.

In the corner of my vision, a small mechanical terminal, unsuited for this world, caught my eye. And from in front of it, where an artisan knelt with her hands outstretched, I felt a brilliant blue gaze turn toward me.

Five of us had made the jump together. Four artisans, who had announced that the "path" was open and gone on ahead… and just one person, myself, entrusted with the great duty of being their guard.

Them running ahead, always ahead, was just how it always was.

And so, watching their backs from behind was also something I had grown completely used to.

That's why the girl, without a hint of hesitation or doubt—

"Sword Ring (Schwert Kreis)!"

—ran forward with a single-minded purpose, just as her partner would, and manifested the "power" she had woven into her very being.

Her targets were right in front: countless giant bodies, an immense threat, a great tsunami of over a hundred monsters. Against them stood just one, a tiny, tiny golden wind that—

"—Hundred Towers of Earth's Roar (Einzige Hederate)!!!"

—rained giant towers of swords upon the world.

The ring on her right hand flashed, and a torrent of magic overflowed. As if the very embodiment of her talent, an immense magical power, accompanied by a pressure that made space itself creak, transformed into giant towers of golden sand.

And then, with a single command.

A hundred giant swords that shattered physics, common sense, and everything in between—accompanied by a deafening roar that crushed sound itself, they rained down upon the pandemonium.

"—… …"

It was, without a doubt, an abnormal sight. It was only natural that anyone who witnessed it would be struck speechless. And not even a Ranker would be an exception.

[Thread-Weaver], right before my eyes, was the prime example, stunned into a stupor by an unreasonableness that surpassed all unreasonableness. In other words, her reaction was the correct one, which means—

"H-Haru, are you alri—?!"

"Hahaha! Are you kidding me?! My partner's the absolute best! That's my Sora-san for you!!"

—that was treated as a matter of course.

Without a shred of surprise, with nothing but perfect faith. The cheer from her partner, who happily caught the girl as she ran towards him, was without a doubt something worthy of being called just as abnormal.

◇◆◇◆◇

…Alright then.

I was so mesmerized by her ridiculously cool entrance that I ended up catching my partner in my arms—a scene that is now scheduled for worldwide broadcast. I'll just kick that terrifying future out of my mind for now.

"H-Hey, you two, this isn't the place to be flirt—"

"You see how it is! I'm counting on you!"

"Y-yes!"

I might have gotten a little carried away, but I'm well aware of the situation. And Sora-san is more than used to my… eccentricities when I get excited.

And so, before the scolding could even finish, our communication and actions were instantaneous.

With Sora's overwhelming firepower—easily on par with the famous "Eastern Wings" or [Scorching Heat Gaze]—it wouldn't be impossible to have our processing speed outpace the rate at which new bosses were being teleported in. If that's the case, our first priority is to clean the stage once more.

This time, without any of my desperate, reckless moves. If we can reset the field completely, we should be able to secure a moment's respite, unless some kind of situational shift occurs.

And something of that level…

"Here I go…!"

"You got it!"

…my partner—no, *we* can do it.

"`Eternal Diamond of the Heart's Bond Connecting Heaven and Earth!`"

We stood side-by-side, our chanted keyword the very embodiment of our bond. Shining brightly and emitting a resonant wave like the earth's own heartbeat was a pair of partner rings, imbued with the blessing of the unknown entity, the 'Earth Ruler.'

[Perdia Eternity: Earth-Vow Stars that Dream of the Azure Sky]—a lawless treasure that, without exaggeration, ranks among the highest in Arcadia today. Its miracle is the integrated sharing of MID and MP with a specific target.

My own MP is completely empty, but that's beside the point. For the next eighty-eight seconds, our MID status will be the sum of both our values… in other words…

1550 (me) + 950 (Sora) = 2500, an utterly abnormal figure.

Of course, with all my skills, including magic, locked away, there's no way for me to use it. That makes my body, in effect, an optional accessory for my partner. The star of the show from here on out is—

"Twin Sword Ring (Elden Kreis)."

—my amazing partner.

As the hundred towers that had been holding back unreasonableness with their own unreasonableness vanished, the endless march of the pandemonium resumed. Meeting them was a single, small figure who stepped forward alone.

In her hands, she held sand and fire. Her [Cradle of Sword-Craft], having reached the Third Tier and now capable of wielding two attributes simultaneously, wove the magic swords together, her ten fingers creating a new form.

"Magic Sword Fusion (Integrate)."

In the next instant, a radiant sword, like a sun that illuminates and scorches all, materialized in her hands.

"The Blazing (Terravelme)—"

Now, witness it, world.

"—Twisted Sword of Earth's Roar (Widersch)!!"

This is what true unreasonableness looks like.

And so, with a single swing, a massive flash of golden flame erupted, melting and severing everything in its path.

A sword of glass that did not evaporate but instead melted with the flame, flowing as it embraced all the heat within. A formless blade that extended its point endlessly at its master's will, stretching to the very ends of the earth.

It devoured all the death in its path and brought silence to the scorched stage.

<hr>

S-Sora is so cute.



    Chapter 824

    Show Your Radiance, O Chosen One. Are You Worthy of Being Entrusted with Love? Part Eight

    Sora's Anima, [Cradle of Sword-Craft], gained two new abilities upon evolving to its Third Tier.

The first was something called 'Twin Magic Attendant (Elden Grad),' which allowed her to use two magic swords of different attributes simultaneously. The second was 'Magic Sword Fusion (Integrate),' which generated even greater power when using those dual attributes.

The former was a simple expansion of utility—though being able to handle two attributes at once was actually a much bigger deal than it sounded. But putting aside its straightforward nature…

…the latter was the one that was ridiculously, absurdly powerful. In my opinion, acquiring this ability boosted Sora-san's overall combat power by at least fifty percent.

Fusion, or rather, *Integrate*. The characters were different, but the meaning was the same: the ability to mix two magic swords to create a single, more powerful one. There were supposed weaknesses, something about the integration efficiency of magical power and the unavoidable output diffusion from attribute collision, but…

…by relying on our partner rings, we could use the brute force of our stats to completely solve the power problem, just like that.

What remained was a demonically powerful weapon that combined the merits of each sword into a best-of-both-worlds package. In the case of this 'Sand x Flame (Terravelme),' it possessed the versatility of sand's 'half-physical, half-magic' damage, which worked regardless of the opponent's nature, combined with the 'defense-piercing' property of fire.

Needless to say, it was completely broken. To the point where it wouldn't be strange if people said Sora-san was all that was needed. And on top of all that, what made it even more insane was—

"…Hey, I don't want to believe it, but…"

"Yeah."

As she stared blankly at the sea of blue phosphorescence that filled the horizon, where the horde of monstrosities had been completely bisected from end to end…

…Itsuki-senpai, who had witnessed my partner's all-out swing, asked with a slightly trembling voice.

"That just now… was that a normal attack…?"

Her eyes then shifted to the girl's hand.

The blade had extended like a flash of light, reaching far beyond the range of a normal 'sword' for only a moment. She stared in a daze at the radiant sword that remained in its master's hand as if nothing had happened.

If that was the case, there was only one answer I could give.

"That's right—whoa!?"

At that moment, an avatar's body went limp and fell onto me from the side. Dispelling her fire, extinguishing her crown, and putting away her threads, Natsume-senpai looked for all the world like she had completely checked out…

"So it was stupid of me to worry… Roger that. Break time. I'll leave the rest to you. I'm at my limit too."

…and with that, she promptly used me as a pillow and switched off.

*Seriously?* I wanted to say, seeing as I was also at my limit, but considering she was likely still maintaining control of her 'threads' remotely, I couldn't really complain.

As someone who had effectively retired from the front lines, it was my duty to gladly support my senior, who still seemed to have a role to play.

—And so, with that…

"Sora."

I called out to the small, slender back of my partner just ahead.

The brief moment of silence was broken as the horde of boss enemies began to multiply once more. The girl, who had been calmly watching a sight that would instill nothing but despair in any normal person, turned…

"…!"

…gave me a small smile, and then ran off without a hint of hesitation.

As if to say that words were unnecessary.

◇◆◇◆◇

"—And that's the story. One KIA and two effectively out of action."

"Great work…!!!"

"Well, that's a massive success with no room for complaint, wouldn't you say?"

And so, leaving the battlefield to Sora alone, we made a swift retreat. Leaving a young girl behind to pull out of the fight might sound like the work of a complete scumbag on paper… but including Nia and Kagura-san, who praised and supported my decision, no one here condemned it.

Seeing the 'one' who was, even now, trampling the 'many' in the distance, it was only natural.

If that was the case, we should be more concerned with our situation here.

"So, how's it looking—ah, sorry, am I distracting you?"

"Not at all. A little chat is no trouble at all, you know."

"Not at all. A little chat is no trouble at all, y'see."

"Are you two best friends or something?"

Two people answered my question. The current and former top artisans, with their dazzling crimson hair, had responded in perfect sync. I guess this means…

…seeing the rather desperate looks on the other artisans' faces, including Nia's, that these two are just on another level. Is that the right way to see it?

"Thanks to your hard work, we've already secured a decent amount of magic power. I'm not sure what *this thing* is trying to do, but we're at about twenty percent of the required output, I'd say."

"Twenty percent after all that?!"

"Your standards are all messed up… You should properly recognize the insane fact that just four people have made twenty percent progress on content that should be challenged with an over-raid, you know?"

"Well, yeah, I guess so."

"Also, your partner is completely and utterly broken in every way."

"Yes, I'm very aware of that."

Even without looking, I could still hear the screams of monsters in the distance.

Enra-shi, part of the circle surrounding the laptop, was multitasking—deploying formulas, chatting, and even peeking over at my partner's heroic feats with a look of awe. I couldn't bring myself to retort with something like, 'Isn't that rude?'

After all, the fact that everything about Sora-san was completely broken was a pure and simple truth I had been aware of since the very beginning.

"At any rate, this phase is stable. She's not even going all out yet, is she?"

"Yeah. We went all out at the start, but…"

As we spoke, the effect of [Eternal Diamond of the Heart's Bond Connecting Heaven and Earth] wore off.

Our integrated MID returned to its original value. With the resulting drop in power, Sora-san, considering MP efficiency, unhesitatingly dispelled the dual-attribute radiant sword into the void.

But, however, even so.

"Well, as you can see."

""Whoa…""

In its place, a hundred towers of sand materialized. The super-massive blades, freed from her hands, soared through the air, wreaking havoc with just as much, if not more, ferocity than the glass sword.

The crimson-haired artisans' reactions were understandable; it was the work of a demon lord or something. Natsume-senpai had even given up watching, choosing instead to lie flat on the ground and escape reality.

I probably shouldn't mention that that too is a type of normal attack…

"Putting that aside."

And so, after we breezed through the information sharing and status check, thanks to the grace of the 'Maiden of the Scales,' the [Crimson Arm] spoke up, his gaze and voice turning serious.

"Securing magic power and output isn't a problem. Leaving it to the little lady should be more than enough, and reinforcements led by the [Sword Saint] should be arriving any moment now."

"The problem is over here."

My personal Magicrafter followed, her tone changing as well.

"*This* is a little tricky. I see why Nia is making that face."

"I'm not making a face…!!"

Ignoring the blue-haired girl, who apparently still had enough energy to react to being teased…

"What do you mean, tricky?"

It wasn't my intention to keep distracting them with questions, but this was a task that would be necessary for sharing information with the others who would join later anyway. Since they themselves had said it was 'no problem,' I figured there was no need for me to be overly considerate.

So, I asked for details without hesitation, and received two nods.

"Just as Nia probably told you… to put it in mechanical terms, all the circuits are completely shredded, and most of the functions are gone without a trace. We can see the final destination, but we have to rebuild the path to get there step by step."

First was Kagura-san. Then, perhaps to distribute the burden despite saying it was fine, Enra-shi spoke next, alternating with her.

"In short, we're basically reconstructing the system, but… there's some weird thing, like a strange bug, that's taken up residence in there."

"A bug?"

"Details unknown. Can't explain it. We don't know if this is what's causing the problem, or if the problem caused this… but anyway, there's something we don't understand nesting in the foundation."

Just as they said, it must be some 'thing' that's difficult to summarize. I glanced around, and Nia, Balast-shi, and Shizuku-chan-san were all nodding in agreement.

"So, when we start messing with the system, that thing will almost certainly react."

"Basically, it's highly likely that we'll shift to the next phase. That's why we're currently splitting the work, thoroughly analyzing and understanding every nook and cranny of the system so we can respond smoothly to whatever happens next… all while being hindered by that 'strange thing'."

"I see, so that's…"

I understood what they meant by 'tricky.' In that case, for now, thanks to Sora-san's efforts, it seemed we weren't pressed for time—

*Clink.*

"…"

"…What's wrong?"

Of course, the first one to notice the abnormality was me.

And based on 'past experience,' a bad feeling instantly swelled within me. Naturally, Kagura-san was the first to notice the change in my expression.

*Clink, clink.*

"…Hm?"

Next, following my lead, Enra-shi noticed the 'sound' and tilted his head.

"""…"""

The three of us, myself included, silently looked toward my lower back—where, untouched, my rabbit dagger was moving on its own, its scabbard rattling. The crimson blade that housed the color 'Red.'

Next, my gaze shifted.

"""…"""

The other two followed, and their eyes, along with mine, landed on… my right middle finger. The star sword's ring, emitting a faint glow. The soul-bound ring that housed the color 'White.'

I had far too many memories of this. Not just me, the one who had experienced it firsthand, but from their reactions, it seemed the other two had also seamlessly connected this to memories from video footage.

Their abnormal reaction that occurs during a raid against a 'Colored Monster.'

Which meant that right now, there was only one thing I should be pleading to the world for. And in the next moment, as I opened my mouth—

"Wait a min—"

—the answer that cut me off was nothing more than a single, playful 'transition.'

<hr>

Just to be clear, the rabbit dagger and Stella were just warning him, "This is bad," it's not like the protagonist caused this or anything.

Anyway, we're heading into the climax from here, but I'm almost certain to be posting in bursts. It's hopeless, just give up.



    Chapter 825

    unit code —

    import save data………………

───Haru────────────────────

I──────I──I────────────────

──at──────of────good night────

────good night──good night──good night────

────────It's Haru's fault────

──────────……

────────……

──────……

────……

────I'm going to be alone for a little while──────────

──I'm sorry──────I'm sorry──I'm sorry────

──────I'm sorry──────

────────……

──────……

────……

──────────────Haru──

──────Haru──────Haru────Haru──HaruハルHaruハルHaルHArUharuHaruharuHaRuharUharuharrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrr──

────To my partner────

────I want to call you… Haru────

────Please────please──please────

────I swear to the 'Moon', to be with you wherever you go Aruarurrrrrrrrrrrrrrr──

Moon.

The moon is the only naturally occurring stable satellite of the Earth. Among the permanently existing satellites of the planets in the solar system, it is the innermost satellite, and in the solar system, the 5th largest moon is the only definitive artifact that exists in this this this this this this this world h10errrrrrrrrrrrrrrrre odo875918d3186928412412086490125780916285000000000000000000000Moon──Moon──Moon──Moon──Moon──Moon──Moon────Moon──────Sky.

Sky. Sky. Cosmos. SORA. Sora. SORA. Sora. sora.

────DRIVE・ON────

Who are you?

Who am I?

Found you.
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I have to erase it.



    Chapter 826

    I Exist Because I Think of You, The World Continues Because I Wish It So, Part One

    The first anomaly was on the laptop's screen.

The monitor, which had been displaying only a green crystal amidst the darkness, was suddenly wracked with static, the gentle, pale light torn asunder as it raged.

And then,

"Huh?!"

"Hyaah…!?"

"Whoa!?"

The second anomaly struck the artisans' hands.

With the exception of the current and former leaders, who had anticipated the abnormality and braced themselves, cries of surprise erupted from a blue-haired girl, a green-haired one, and a single dinosaur. But every single one of them was met with rejection; the hands of all five artisans deploying the formula were simultaneously thrown back from their terminals.

And then, the third anomaly.

"…Just now, at the end…"

"Yeah… it moved."

It wasn't that they weren't surprised. But with the composure befitting their ranks, and making full use of the split-second of preparation they had, the two of them hadn't been simply thrown back empty-handed. They murmured to each other.

Murmured, as they both turned to face the same direction… the complete opposite of where my partner was currently holding back the pandemonium.

"Haru."

They called my name, their tones troubled. It was, without a doubt,

"…Think you can manage one more push?"

"If you can't… well, let's just say… I have a really bad feeling about this."

—a plea for help.

Yes, of course it was. Anyone who saw *that thing* would steel their hearts and request a reboot, even from a groggy mess of a guy who had exhausted his mind and body to the very brink.

It was an unnatural, extremely game-like spectacle.

While there were similar things, like enemy spawn animations, the ones I knew were seamlessly integrated into Arcadia's photorealistic graphics, designed to minimize any sense of違和感 (dissonance).

"""""…"""""

But the literal 'foreign object' that had appeared, the one all of us, myself included, were now staring at, was so mismatched with the world that it threatened to break my brain… it was almost unpleasant to look at.

A gaudy, pitch-black mass of polygons.

It emerged from the void, clattering, sloshing, and squelching as it stuck together and grew, a mysterious, bizarre, and grotesque existence whose substance couldn't be grasped by sight.

It made no sense. There was no way to understand what was happening.

But if there was one thing I could instinctively sense—

"…Natsume-senpai?"

"…What is it?"

"May I ask for your assistance?"

"…Even if you didn't ask, I have to stand up. There's no other choice, is there…!"

—it was that whatever that thing was becoming, that thing that was constantly adhering to itself and growing, that thing that was projecting an intensely chilling 'will'… was something utterly and fatally dangerous to us.

◇◆◇◆◇

"—H-huh… wh-what…?"

An earth-shaking tremor, and then, an indescribably awful sensation. Feeling it come from behind her, the girl spun around, her eyes met with a sight that was both meaningless and incomprehensible.

A black mass, growing in volume at an accelerating rate. It wasn't the physiological revulsion one might feel from an insect-type enemy, but a different kind of discomfort, one she couldn't quite put into words.

And then, their eyes met.

"—Hk…!?"

*Gyorori*—a massive, single eye opened.

Through countless adhesions, it had achieved a form so large it had to be looked up at even from a distance. It resembled a lizard, yet also a lion, and also a great bird… a form so distorted, bizarre, and unpleasant that no suitable name could be chosen for it.

It couldn't even be called quadrupedal. It wasn't crawling; it seemed to be merely throwing its leg-like appendages, which simply grew from its body, onto the ground.

Despite being a single shade of lusterless black, it looked disturbingly lifelike. And not on its 'head,' but right in the center of what appeared to be its torso, a single eye, as if torn from its very body, had opened.

◆◇◆◇◆

*I felt like it was looking straight at me… no, that's not it.*

*Because I knew… that it was looking at me.*

◆◇◆◇◆

I felt like it was looking straight at me.

"—Ruby!"

As if to kick away the fear of the unknown and the terror of ignorance, the girl took up her staff and swung her sword.

The name she called was her starlight shadow. The body she wore was a mirror. Seven tails swayed in the air. Activating *Trance* and uniting in 'Possession,' she poured her overflowing magic into the soul-bound ring, along with her wish.

It's scary, terrifying, I don't understand, but none of that matters.

Because when she looked behind her.

"Sword Ring (Schwert Kreis)."

Far away, back to back. As always, as if it were a matter of course, even when faced with an unknown that made her tremble—

—the sight of her partner, ready to face it, filled her vision.

"Twin Performance of a Thousand Swords (Zwei Tausend)!!"

Her heart was easily roused, as if there was no need to be afraid.

◇◆◇◆◇

"…I can't even tell which one is the real monster anymore."

"Hey now, even you, senpai, are not allowed to call my partner a monster."

"If it's a girl that honest and super-duper cute, I'd welcome her even if she was a monster."

"You're acquitted."

"Get a grip, you Soracon."

Just as I thought the incomprehensible black mass had performed its dramatic eye-opening, a thousand supporting strikes from my partner flew in from behind and began to hack the giant, bizarre form to pieces.

A thousand swords here, a thousand swords there; as always, my partner is invincible.

And, just as I suspected, no matter how long I waited, no status bar popped up above the monster's head. It didn't even display a name, leaving me with absolutely no material to even begin to guess what it was.

However,

"…It looks like it's in pain."

"Sure does."

"…I think we can assume it's working."

"Yeah, looks like it."

There were no screams. No exaggerated reactions.

But I could definitely see it flinching from Sora's magic swords—each with its own trajectory quirks, undoubtedly the work of that little fox, Ruby—as the thousand blades assailed it.

Other than that, I knew nothing. But…

"Well then, I guess I'll get serious too…! I'm counting on you lot over there, you esteemed folks!!"

"You got it! Leave it to us!"

"Roger that! Go get 'em!"

This is a raid. Which means this crazy thing that just appeared deserves to be beaten up. If it's got enough common sense to feel pain when it's cut, then there's no need to overthink things—oh, look, it's starting to move forward.

Its path is a straight line to the laptop.

At the very least, letting it get close is probably a bad idea.

"Are you okay to charge at that? In both senses of the word."

"I don't know about one, but the other is fine. I've memorized the trajectory patterns."

"…I see. You two are so well-matched it's laughable."

Its hostility and the threat it posed were more than clear. Which meant we had no choice but to challenge it.

About five minutes had passed since Sora and the others joined us. Reinforcements had to be arriving any second now. All my exhausted body needed to do was buy another ten, maybe twenty seconds.

"In that case… well, I'll support you as much as I can."

"Yeah, thanks."

And, for better or for worse.

The final trump card I could bet to achieve that—

"'The Red Circle remains in this world.'"

—dwells within me, a power that surpasses miracles.

<hr>

It's okay for things you don't understand to remain that way.

For now.



    Chapter 827

    Because You Think of Me, I Am. Because I Wish It, the World Endures. Part Two.

    "—*My memories are carved into my soul.*"

That wasn't a song to be spun, but an invocation to be called forth.

"—*My shining crown resides within my body.*"

My Transformed body meant I had no hat to match, but a crimson light—the embodiment of a will, or perhaps a last testament—dwelt within and coiled around me… turning my long white hair into “ears.”

This was the second ability, following *Recall*.

A unique ability, not quite a skill, that now resided in my avatar. Its name was—

"《My Name is Rega=Lielta, the King Clad in Red》"

Alright. It's time to go— Time to go— Time to go—.

Even if all my skills save for a few exceptions were sealed, I couldn't call myself the [Sword Saint]'s disciple if I let that render me completely useless.

And so… if it was just a matter of taking one step, then another.

*Kesshiki Itto—*

Whether through sheer grit or something else, I would make it happen.

*《Flying Water》*

I called forth a single strike, unleashing my jade blade. A flash of light shot toward the distant beyond.

In an instant that left even a blink behind, I swung my sword at the giant single eye on the black mass's torso—what was obviously its weak point—and a strange sensation met my blade as my body was sent flying into the air.

I clicked my tongue. *But of course.* It was impossible to properly handle the *Three Claddings* without the protection of my skills, so I'd have to swallow a bit of gracelessness.

Right then, time for a follow-up.

I stretched to my limit. As I landed the slash, the thread from my [Ninefold Shadow-Woven Gauntlet (Nine Tail)] connected to my right arm. I pulled with all my might, and the shadow thread contracted at immense speed, like a rubber band.

"—!!"

Furthermore, the *over-stacked excess stats* exploded with their full power. Compensating for the disadvantage of having no miraculous skills, my body was launched like a rocket by the absurd output, and I delivered a second strike.

I ran my [Samidorizuki] along its back without missing my mark, but the feedback was just as strangely thin and peculiar as the first strike, like cutting through mud… and damn it, this is a mess, my head's going crazy, it's so loud, shut up, I can't focus at all—

Ah, crap.

"—Haru?!"

For a moment, I froze—on top of a monster being bombarded by a thousand swords, a kill zone that was dangerous not just on two levels, but two hundred. A “thread” slipped through the gaps between the magic swords and pulled me back.

And just like that, the stacked external stimulus jolted my consciousness, successfully rebooting me.

Forcing my body, which couldn't keep up with the jumble of thoughts, to move, I instantly picked a gap in the sandstorm and dodged with pure reflex—and in that moment, far below…

I saw the black mass I had been using as a foothold swell up as if to explode, releasing countless “fragments” from its grotesque body in complete defiance of the law of conservation of mass.

I saw it— Ah, I see it— I'm watching too, clear as day—.

Once again thrown around by excessive output near the ceiling of the vast space, my consciousness, which filled my head like a torrent due to parallel processing rather than thought acceleration, clamored wildly in a short span of time.

*What is that thing—it's a complete monster—did that last attack even work?—The feedback from the eye and the back was the same—Let's try a physical blow—Shouldn't we deal with the split fragments first?—Hey, I recognize some of those—The bird-thing with the slithery tail—That's the first one we beat—What, is this how it's gonna be?—Like the vengeful spirits of those we've defeated?—It's a horror movie incarnation—Whatever, for now…*

*"All this noise is pissing me off, I'm just gonna blow them all away…!"*

I told the noisy me in my head to shut up. To move my body as I willed, I saw the path I laid out, and I, I, and I all gave the GO sign, approving the action.

Alright, let's go, me! Time to divide and conquer— I'll handle the initial move, I'll control the output, and I'll take care of whatever happens after impact— Divergent Output: 'Kai' Critical Convergence—

Time to charge.

At this point, breaking my limits was a given. Taking advantage of the fact that the *absolute number of thoughts I could split* had increased, I kicked the future to the curb, not giving a damn about the backlash, and threw my entire being into the now.

And so, the very instant I saw the change below, I did a high-speed flip back into the dead center of the cluster of black fragments just before they could split and scatter—and from there, the Fourth Wind, First Sword.

*《Trickle》*

With my unleashed spinning blade, I chopped every last one of their forms, all familiar from 'memory,' into pieces.

The feedback was like mud, same as the main body. Their combat strength in a straight fight was unknown, but at the very least, their durability seemed to be significantly degraded—

Okay, time out— Okay, time out— Okay, time out—.

"Guhh…!!! Can't…! I'm gonna die…!!!!!"

"Wha-?! H-Hey…?!"

It was the obvious result of playing a trump card that's ridiculously draining even at peak condition while battered and bruised, but only my partner and I knew that.

Five seconds after activation. After rampaging at breakneck speed, returning at breakneck speed, and collapsing at her feet at breakneck speed, it was no wonder my senior let out a half-furious cry at the sight of me.

This is bad. Using the *Three Claddings* is just too much. I have to gear down…

*What am I, an idiot—? More like a moron, right?— I'll take both. Alright, you're up—.*

"—…Alright, I'm good, I can still go!"

"What is wrong with you?! What's happening?! This is creeping me out!"

Natsume-senpai is being her usual energetic self beside me, but with *one of me gone*, the 'crosstalk' in my head continues, and my brain's various capacities remain overloaded.

And since the black mass shows no sign of stopping its advance, there's no time to chat.

"Natsume-senpai, keep it up just like that!"

"Just like what?!"

"Just give me a shove if I freeze up and we're golden!"

"My heart is not golden right now!"

"Hell yeah!"

"Don't 'hell yeah' me!"

Now then, let's see how long my consciousness holds out…!

The unique ability separated from the skill 《King of the Brilliant Rabbit (Rega=Lielta)》—《My Name is Rega=Lielta, the King Clad in Red》.

It was a vestige of 'infinity,' a power left to me by the great Rielta Helia of the Crimson Circle, the very incarnation of 'cladding power,' on some whim of its own.

*To multiply oneself and house those selves within oneself.* To put its essence into words is nonsensical, but its in-game effect is quite simple—a four-fold cap. Everything related to my avatar is multiplied in proportion to the number of selves I layer upon myself.

For example, my status values.

And the effects of any and all actions.

This wasn't limited to positive things for me, like the number of attacks and their power; it also included negative things, like damage taken, without exception. It even extended to the *number of my thoughts*.

It's been a little under three months since I acquired it, and I'm still diligently researching it.

I never feel like I'm getting anywhere close to 'handling it without issue,' and the simple horror of my thoughts multiplying has made me hesitant to use it regularly, but… well, it lets me wield absurd power even without skills, so it's undeniably a top-tier ability.

"Alright, let's do this!"

"I'm definitely smacking this guy later…!!!"

It would be a crime to let it go to waste. A super-class trump card truly befitting the name 'Anomalous Power'—in other words, one of my many 'aces in the hole.'

<hr>

Confused? Don't worry, the protagonist, myself, and all of you are in the same boat.

For reference, here's a comparison of his total stats in the *Three Claddings* (triple) mode.

With Sora co-op [Perdia Eternity (Star Sworn to Dream of the Azure Sky)] boost & Transformed Desperate Crimson ver.
────────────────
◇Status / Trance◇
Title：Acrobat
Name：Haru
Lv：110
STR (Strength)：100
AGI (Agility)：1025
DEX (Dexterity)：775
VIT (Vitality)：100
MID (Mind)：1550
LUC (Luck)：0
────────────────

+《My Name is Rega=Lielta, the King Clad in Red》 Three Claddings ver.
────────────────
◇Status / Trance◇
Title：Acrobat
Name：Haru
Lv：110
STR (Strength)：300
AGI (Agility)：3075
DEX (Dexterity)：2325
VIT (Vitality)：300
MID (Mind)：4650
LUC (Luck)：0
────────────────

While he looks like a complete monster, in reality, a limiter caused by a certain reason is in effect, essentially capping his stats, so it's not as simple as him being able to wield this power directly. As explained in the main text, the specification that negative effects are also multiplied is included, so it's not like he becomes a completely lawless, invincible being, as seen when he was defeated using this during the Four Pillar War.
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    "And that's fourth rank and unranked…?"

"S-Scary…"

"I'm more scared of the fact that I'm starting to get used to this…"

Ten seconds had passed since the [Acrobat], who had collapsed with a look of utter exhaustion, rebooted as if it were the most natural thing in the world and began a boisterous rampage with indescribable movements.

Watching him, then looking at the opposite side, a dinosaur let out a genuine, uncharacteristically serious voice. One girl trembled in fear, struck by the sheer violence unleashed by an ally who was far beyond her comprehension. And one girl in blue let out a small sigh.

Though they held official ranks, they were, first and foremost, players enjoying a game.

As people in the spotlight, they had a minimum sense of awareness and responsibility, but the artisans from the West, who had few opportunities to stand on the main stage, were fundamentally more like ordinary people.

It wasn't their fault for being bewildered on the battlefield or for being dazed in the heat of battle. That was normal, and if there was anyone qualified to give them a push from behind, it would be…

"Alright, you lot, let's get serious too."

"Don't just stand there spacing out. Fire yourselves up."

…only the very few oddballs who, even on the same stage, maintained a presence and composure befitting the name 'highest rank,' comparable to those of the other three factions.

One flame and one blaze were lit. Without even flinching at the impact of their own hands clapping together violently just moments before, the 'Flame-Player' and the [Crimson Arm] redeployed their formulas without hesitation.

"…Just as I thought."

"Yep. *That* is *that*."

As they re-engaged their respective targets, they glanced at the monstrous black mass that was steadily approaching and nodded to each other—the *obstacles* were gone.

Incomprehensible. Unfathomable. But there was no issue with the *outcome*. Now was not the time to ponder how or why this had happened.

It was obvious that the [Acrobat]'s manic energy was just a bluff to hide his exhaustion. The [Thread-Weaver] had likely accumulated more mental fatigue than anyone else in this raid, and even the abnormal 'unranked' player's power was by no means infinite.

"Balast, Shizuku-chan, I need your assistance. The unknown factor has jumped out into the open on its own. Let's start building the bypass at once—Kagura."

"I know. Leave paving the uncharted territory to me."

They couldn't afford to stop either; the only difference was whether it was their bodies or their formulas that were running. When it came to doing what needed to be done on this stage, there was no distinction between warriors and artisans.

"Aye, aye, sir!"

"I-I'll do my humble best…!"

Rain and rainbows then lined up alongside the clashing fires, and following them was…

"Nia, I'm leaving your specialty to you."

"You got it…!"

…the tranquil brilliance of a starry planetarium, seeing through memories and perceiving the unknown.

◇◆◇◆◇

"—So this thing really is *that kind of enemy*, isn't it?!"

I was desperately sprinting through time that had been stretched thin, but a limit is a limit, which means what lies beyond the limit is just a critical, ultra-limited limit.

I was walking a tightrope second by second, where it wouldn't be strange for the line controlling my avatar to snap at any moment. In complete contrast to me, whose focus was rapidly deteriorating, I screamed a genuine cry at the monster that was likely growing in size in sync with Sora's annihilation of the bosses.

Despite the thousand swords that were more than just 'support,' this thing was a true monster, not even flinching no matter how many times I slashed, beat, or shot it.

It was better when it occasionally dispersed 'fragments' like before, as that at least felt like something I could fight back against since I could deal with them. But the main body… honestly, I was at a loss.

Nothing I did felt like it was working.

It didn't so much as flinch… rather, it seemed merely annoyed. It might have been a different story if I could land a major technique, but unfortunately, I had no such energy left.

I was using my deepest, darkest ace to force out some output and stay in the fight, but with my skills, stamina, and willpower all empty, I was facing a critical resource shortage.

My exhausted senior was in the same boat, leaving only Sora to rely on. But she had her own problems. Her proxy, Ruby, could only control the basic form of the magic swords—meaning big moves like the giant swords from *Optimize Alert* were limited to Sora's direct control.

So could I ask her to 'switch'? Not a chance. The Sora over there was at her limit, too.

Well, of course she was. No matter how strong, invincible, and cute my partner was, she wasn't some perfect, infinite, lawless being. Just holding off a limitless horde of boss enemies by herself was a miracle.

So, really, truly… all I could wish for was one thing.

"ARE THE REINFORCEMENTS HERE YET?!!?!?"

"SERIOUSLY, WHERE ARE THEY?!!!!!!"

My heart in sync with the little cat, our prayers were not to a god, but to our seniors.

Two devoted juniors were fighting their hearts out, wearing their bodies and minds to a frazzle. Someone, anyone, please hurry up and get here— …Ah, there it is.

See? I told you. This is the limit.

"—, Haru?!"

*Clunk.* The strength drained from my avatar.

It happened in the instant I was stepping forward. The sudden stop saved me from wiping out due to my own speed, but it left me completely unable to evade any incoming threats.

As if on cue, a released 'fragment' took the form of a giant, eight-legged lion and made a beeline for its stationary prey. The little fox, cleverly sensing my predicament, put up a curtain of magic sword fire, but the separated bodies were numerous, and there were only so many resources to spare for holding them back.

Three seconds until the black lion's fangs, having broken through the interference, would crush not just my throat but my entire body. Of course, the 'thread' was pulling me, but a puppet being dragged along helplessly couldn't escape a boss-level monster in this virtual world.

…Well then. Yeah. Fine.

"Hah."

Can't be helped. This is it for me.

*BUT I'M NOT GOING DOWN FOR FREE!* 

*Recall*—every last [Ruby Bullet] I had.

After extravagantly firing them all at the start, my MP had been drained by [Lightning Gale] and [Eyes Oculus], so I hadn't had time to replicate them. Only a mere four appeared.

But that was more than enough to take a stray cat down with me in the ensuing explosion. …And of course, I still had the grit to pull the trigger just once more!

"Come on, kitty. My senpai is a hundred times scarier than you…!!!"

I entrusted my back to the pulling 'thread.'

Leaving mid-battle is truly regrettable. It's easy to imagine she's just as exhausted as I am, and I'm not without guilt for pushing the rest onto my senior, but… well, you know.

Really, it can't be helped. I fought my absolute hardest.

Alright then, that's that.

"—!!"

Sorry, Sora. The rest is up to you.

…………Or so I thought.

I'd steeled my resolve, my finger on the trigger.

"…………Honestly, every single one of them…"

It's almost cliché how they pull off these artistically late hero moves.

—Faster than a blink, a biting cold rushed past me. What filled my vision next was a blindingly white wall of ice… and,

I wonder if even *he* was焦った in the face of this zero-leeway battlefield.

Including the countless magic swords flying about, the wave of white frost that magnificently stole the freedom of not only the lion closing in on me but all the other 'fragments' as well, was worthy of a shiver in two senses of the word.

And then,

"—Kesshiki Itto, the Fifteenth Strike."

The voice that next struck my ears completely robbed me of all tension.

"《Ryōran (Diamond Storm)》"

An unparalleled blade, flashing and surging, had arrived on the battlefield.
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    The techniques of [Kesshiki Ittoryu], of which I knew well over thirty, were categorized into sets of ten, with the First through Tenth Strikes, Eleventh through Twentieth, and so on, each having different applications.

The first set, including《Flying Water》, was foundational, versatile, and all-purpose. By using them selectively, one could handle basically any situation. According to their creator, the [Sword Saint]-sama herself, 'the techniques from the Eleventh onward are just half-joking show-off moves.'

But of course, the sword of someone who, like her grandfather, was a true combatant could never be mere pageantry. Regardless of her own words, if faced with a specific situation that deviated from the basics…

Those 'show-off moves' would become nothing less than transcendent acts of violence.

Perhaps because the attending magic swords were frozen solid, or perhaps because my partner had sensed the arrival of reinforcements before I did, the sandstorm that she must have instantly judged to be an obstruction vanished all at once. And, the moment the voice that brought with it an infinite sense of security resounded across the stage—

—a gentle breeze caressed my cheek, and *everything in front of me ceased to exist*.

The towering ice wall, the massive black lion swallowed by the ice—it was as if an invisible typhoon had swept them away, space and all… Then, the ensuing blast wave and roar violently toyed with my hair.

Endlessly, and again.

"…Haha, as expected."

The Eleventh set of strikes was the Blade of Limited-Situation, Wide-Range Annihilation. Following the Thirteenth Strike, the underwater sword known as《Uminari (Sea Roar)》, the Fifteenth Strike,《Ryōran (Diamond Storm)》, was of the same lineage.

Thus, what manifested was a barrier of sword-storm that drew a rhombus.

Trying to track her form without thought acceleration was beyond reckless. By limiting the trajectory of her continuous, ultra-high-speed *Shukuchi*—similar to the Seventh Strike,《Nanahoshi (Seven Stars)》—to a simple quadrilateral, she achieved a semi-permanent chain. From her infinitely looping, swift body, she unleashed the Sixth Strike,《Ekō (Layered Light)》, a ranged blade, into the area within the rhombus.

Furthermore, by using a power-preservation method similar to, though incomplete, the final strike《Yuikaze》, the sword-wind that grew in power with each circuit of the perimeter rapidly evolved from a 'gentle breeze' to a 'great storm.'

In a limited situation… a flat, vast field with no obstacles, something one couldn't often hope for, this inexhaustible sword seemed capable of suppressing even a raid boss, no metaphor needed.

…So, with something like that having gone off,

"—, ——, ——————"

It was only natural that even the black mass would let out a distorted scream and halt its advance… So it has vocal cords. Man, that sound, like scratching glass, is harsh—

And so, about ten seconds after the sword-storm began to rage.

"—Haru-kun."

She annihilated the scattered 'fragments,' pulverizing them along with the ice that had captured them. After unleashing a storm of countless, immeasurably powerful blades upon the black mass without mercy,

Just as when I had been fighting it, no clear signs of success like damage effects could be seen. But the monster writhed in an agony that had clearly surpassed mere 'annoyance,' scattering blackness from its body into the void. Paying it no mind,

"I'm sorry. It seems I was quite late…"

…right beside me, the figure of grey—my master—who had transformed from a great storm into a small human form with an unnervingly complete lack of lingering presence, knelt down and looked at me as I lay there.

Embarrassingly enough, I could no longer move a muscle. And so, piling on the shame, I could only quietly accept the small hand that gently caressed my forehead.

"…………Nah. Not at all. I had it totally under control, you know."

When I responded with a joking bit of bravado, Ui-san offered a single smile.

With that, she stood up, a longsword in her hand.

"Please, leave the rest to me."

With those commanding words, she began to walk away, showing her disciple the back of a master who radiated nothing but invincibility.

Well then. I know it's probably too soon to say, but—

"We've won…"

…I doubt anyone could laugh at the whisper that escaped my exhausted lips.

◇◆◇◆◇

"—…So, what exactly is the situation here?"

"Honestly, the way you can instantly take the optimal action with zero understanding is something else…"

Passing through the light of teleportation, he emerged into a ridiculously large space. He had thrown out an immediate follow-up to the crisis his junior was in, but he had no idea what was going on.

Beside him, the [Thread-Weaver] muttered something that could have been praise or a jab in an exhausted voice. The samurai who had arrived late to the stage could only tilt his head.

The floor, the distant walls, and the ceiling were all perfectly flat. In the center of the massive, ostentatiously artificial square was a single, out-of-place object: a laptop PC.

Seeing the artisans who had arrived first gathered around it, he could surmise that *it* was some kind of key… but his own involvement likely lay elsewhere.

And so, it took him not an instant, but a few seconds to grasp the situation. The [Peerless] warrior, following up on the azure blade he had already sent forth, drew his scarlet blade and asked again.

"Anyway…—should I just start cutting everything up?"

"—That's right. It's an all-you-can-slash, infinite-refill-mandatory buffet. You must be thrilled, you battle maniac."

Then, a cheeky reply came from his second junior.

Not from the relatively more charming little cat with whom he had little interaction, but from his quick-witted friend who had just been *plucked* from the front lines by her 'thread' and sent tumbling across the ground.

…However, contrary to his sharp tongue,

He must have reached the absolute pinnacle of exhaustion. Seeing his junior's unconcealed, uncharacteristically haggard face, a smile naturally spread across Irori's lips.

And so,

"…………This probably isn't the time for jokes, so just one thing."

"Huh…? H-Hey, I don't need it. I don't want it. Hey, stop, now is not the time for one of your 'you lack training' lectures, get back to the front lines—"

"You held out well. Leave the rest to me."

Throwing some appropriate words of praise at the fool who seemed to think he was nothing but a 'walking sharp-tongued complaint,' Irori rushed to the front lines without needing to be told twice.

There was only one path to take—without hesitation, he turned his back on the great 'guide' and headed for the girl who was single-handedly taking on a pandemonium of demons.

One step,

Two steps,

Three steps,

This was different from the past, when, spurred on by someone else, he had recklessly forced a makeshift solution.

He had grown accustomed to the balance of his stats, expanded his repertoire of suitable skills, and through diligent training, had completely mastered his style. Now, he no longer needed to fear any backlash unless he was going all out.

An extreme focus on STR. A body control technique relying on delicate power application that had mastered the manipulation of 'inner' strength. Each step was a mighty stomp that seemed to shatter the earth, easily closing any distance.

"—…!"

It took but a blink of an eye to reach his destination.

She turned. To the girl (Sora) who had perfectly perceived Irori appearing beside her in a single breath, he offered a prepared smile… and the thousand sand-swords that filled the air parted to make way.

Excellent indeed. A sense for battle that could only be called magnificent. As expected of his partner.

"Hah…!"

Then there was no issue whatsoever with fighting alongside her.

The black mass in the rear was now facing the renowned [Sword Saint], so there was no need for him to worry about it. What he had to do was take the place of his friend, who had likely pushed himself to the limit and exhausted his strength.

"Now—freeze and burn to ashes."

He had only to steel his heart and swing his sword, so as not to be outdone by his friend's partner.

And so, the clashing white frost and crimson moon unleashed sword-ki of azure and scarlet, opposing colors. The conflicting magical powers, however, obeyed the will of the swordsman they acknowledged as their master and intertwined—in the next moment.

"《Hishaku Sōsō (Crimson Dipper, Azure Splendor)》"

A freezing, burning ice-flame erupted, roaring as it illuminated the lightless cavern.
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    "—…"

Out of the corner of her eye, she watched the brilliant crimson and azure flames and flashes of light ravage the pandemonium of demons, and took a breath.

She possessed a 'power' cultivated over a great length of time, her breathing as steady in the heart of battle as it was in times of peace. The [Sword Saint], who had never once been swayed by the circumstances on a battlefield where she swung her blade, remained perfectly calm in both breath and spirit.

"《Shinden》"

Deciding she need not worry about what was behind her, she turned her gaze away and met the approaching black creature with her fingertips.

In that instant, the great serpent that had opened its maw to swallow the small human whole exploded and scattered. The cause of the monster's death, which had burst from the inside out from an immense force, was that its fangs had been *lightly caressed*.

Thus, she paid no mind to the black remnants that lost their form and scattered.

"What a strange creature this is…"

As she casually dealt with all of the 'fragments' that dispersed and relentlessly attacked, the [Sword Saint] narrowed her eyes, focusing on the single, massive black mass that grew larger by the second.

It was only natural that she'd use the word 'creature.' No matter how you looked at it, it was a monster that couldn't possibly be a proper living being… or even something with a will.

"'Come'—[Kaitō: Renge (Revolving Sword: Lotus Flower)]"

A soft murmur of words. It was a call, a sound of request.

And as its master spoke, as if answering an echo, the sound of a wooden mallet rang out—and in that instant, a new sword appeared, as if coming to be held in her hands of its own accord.

It was a blade of five-shaku three-sun, deviating from standard form with its long triangular shape, thick at the base and thin at the tip. For someone of her smaller stature, drawing such an unorthodox weapon would normally be exceedingly difficult, and yet,

"The Sixth Strike."

…the [Sword Saint] acted as if it were the most natural thing in the world.

"《Ekō (Layered Light)》"

No one could perceive the details of her movement, but the greatsword that was surely drawn unleashed an invisible flash, and a roar like the scream of a world slain by the surging sword-wind echoed out.

Combined with the performance of the specially forged 'sword,' it was a completely different beast from her disciple's version. The ranged blade, which would surely cleave a boss enemy in two upon a direct hit, struck true…

"—————————, ——"

…piercing the body of the strange monster and drawing out an indescribable scream—for the thirty-odd seconds since she had arrived on the stage, *it had been the same thing over and over*.

Naturally, then, the [Sword Saint], who continued to wield this overwhelmingly one-sided power, had but one thought.

"I see. This is getting us nowhere."

*This feels meaningless.*.

This wasn't an emotion born of 'boredom' or 'dissatisfaction' with the one-sided battle or an opponent who couldn't resist her… but rather, a feeling of 'unease' toward an unknown 'enemy' that seemed to be affected, yet gave no real feedback.

Ui herself was not well-versed in 'games,' and unlike her disciple or her brilliant friends, she was not skilled in strategy or deduction. Therefore, when faced with something that her 'sword,' in which she had absolute confidence, did not seem to work on, *she would basically just give up on thinking*.

She would stop thinking.

Meaning, she would stop wasting her thoughts.

In other words—she would pour all of her resources into her blade, muster an overwhelming 'power' that would crush the 'ineffective,' and step forward to cut down everything in her path.

When she was alone, it was a matter of course.

And now that she desired and sought the circle of her 'comrades,' the meaning changed, but the result was the same.

"…Well then, let's begin."

The [Sword Saint] smiled, ready to be the 'guide' for so many.

"Behold, the full power of Istia's Rank 1, the [Sword Saint]."

With that declaration, she took a single step.

"'Adorn this one strike.'"

A single chime of the mallet. The sword, its purpose served, vanished from her hand. Uncowed by the earth-shaking tremors of the writhing creature, she walked with leisure… and power gathered to her.

"'Accept this one sword.'"

The mallet echoed. With each step she took, she was clad in the resonance of the chiming mallet.

"'Where is this worldly lawlessness?'"

What should be in the [Sword Saint]'s hand is—at any and all times, just a single 'sword.'

"'The name I have inherited is here.'"

Then what her Anima brings forth is something befitting one who has stepped beyond the pinnacle.

"Prototype Sword…—"

*Forging space itself into a blade, she manifested a hundred-shaku of lawlessness.*

It had no visible form or shape; its existence was proclaimed only by an overwhelming pressure and a distortion of space. And even if one could sense its presence, only a single phrase would come to mind for all who witnessed it.

Namely—this was not something a human could wield.

To which she would surely reply—My name is the [Sword Saint].

Her crown flickered, ash turning to white. Her long hair, now shining with a pure white light that would burn all eyes, swayed as the woman who had mastered the sword and ruled the blade swung her empty hand.

And thus, the governed 'sword' obeyed its master's will.

"《Tengen (Heavenly Manifestation)》"

With a single, sweeping slash, she sent the *tiny monster*, so large it had to be looked up at, flying.
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    """""—Huh…?"""""

"—The hell?????"

"…………Hey, disciple, why are you the most surprised one here?"

An invisible 'something' that distorted space unleashed a thunderous slash, its impact easily swallowing up the spectacle of the invincible samurai who had begun to rampage with his crimson and azure flames. Following the artisans, who had their attention inevitably drawn to the sight of the [Sword Saint] displaying a ridiculously and nonsensically powerful ability…

…I, who was more aware of her capabilities than others, let out a voice of utter disbelief.

*Master, what was that? This disciple has never heard of such a thing.*

And so, with a joke-like tremor and impact, the 'something'—most likely an impossibly large 'sword'—was swung with tremendous speed. It *lifted*, *carried*, and *sent flying* the massive black monster that had, until then, only flinched but never faltered.

Then, a few seconds of silence—followed by another massive tremor.

"—, —, —, —, ——————"

The unknown entity, now crumpled on the ground like a tattered rag, let out a bizarre, grotesque, and utterly unpleasant cry, its giant body thrashing violently.

I think it's safe to say it now. It's definitely *in pain*.

"Well, yeah, that's gotta hurt…"

"I think we're beyond that dimension at this point…"

By now, the overwhelming sense of invincibility had brought such a feeling of relief that the tension from a minute ago had completely vanished. It was only natural that I and my senior, who had reeled me in with her fishing 'thread' from the front lines, would exchange drained words.

And, beside us.

"A-At any rate, it's a huge help that she put some distance between us!"

"Y-Yeah, you're right. Now we can focus better. Let's do our best…!"

Their voices betrayed their barely concealed shock. The head artisan, and the vice-head who was slightly breaking character, spoke up, and the dazed artisans shook their heads and re-immersed themselves in their respective formulas.

Just as the two had said, the current location of the violently thrown black mass was quite far away.

It had been pushed back so far that it more than made up for all the ground it had gained. Needless to say, this must have given everyone a considerable amount of mental breathing room.

And, furthermore,

"—Well now, what's the situation here?"

…the reasons for that mental breathing room began to chain together.

One flash of teleportation light, one figure appearing. The amount of reassurance they brought with them was infinite.

The Northern Faction's second-in-command, [Wolf Pack]—a man said to have no equal in anti-enemy combat, especially in situations involving large *groups*, whether they be mobs or bosses.

With his arrival, the situation could be called well and truly safe. Any sense of tension was now less than dust in a trash can where deleted data goes to be shredded.

"Hmm…"

Then, the slender man who held the title of 'strongest against hordes,' surpassing even the [Sword Queen] and [Sword Saint], turned his sharp, yellow eyes to each person present.

"Natsume-chan?"

He addressed the little cat, who was likely the most skilled in combat command, to inquire about the situation. This seemed perfectly natural to me, and I anticipated a sharp order from Natsume-senpai—

"Haru, pass."

"Why'd you say that like you're passing me jerky?"

—I was spacing out when, for some reason, the pass came flying my way.

Why me???

"Isn't it obvious? The most incomprehensible one here… well, the [Sword Saint]-sama is tied, but you're the only one who knows Sora's limits and all that jazz accurately."

"Ah, well…"

When she put it that way, she was absolutely right. I'd said something foolish, but frankly, my brain wasn't working in the slightest anymore, so I hoped she'd forgive me… and with that,

"Gin-san, could you take over for my partner?"

Leaving aside my master's side, from which *ridiculous roars* continued to echo as if there was nothing to worry about, I turned my attention to one side only.

My partner has been working on her stamina recently, but… that's her one weakness. Sora isn't very good at maintaining all-out combat for extended periods.

Well, given her combat style, it's only natural that she requires an inhuman level of concentration—

"Yep, roger that. Leave it to me."

Ignoring me as I shook my head, my mind still cluttered with miscellaneous thoughts despite its sluggishness, he responded and acted instantly, as expected of a ranked player. Gin-san smiled and replied,

"It's your turn, [Wolves, Moonlit Wandering Wolves (Ulvs)]."

…and *without moving a single step from where he stood*, he simply turned his gaze and calmly spoke the name.

In the next instant, an endless 'presence' overflowed from his body like a waterfall—an invisible pack of wolves, unable to interfere with anything but their designated prey, heading for their *target*.

Within the power of the Sixth Tier Anima, [Wolves, Moonlit Wandering Wolves (Ulvs)], the authority of 'Kin Summoning,'

"Alright, tear 'em to shreds."

…while there was a limit to the number of summons for each individual target, there was *no limit to the number of designated targets*.

And so, a literal countless number of wolves rushed forth, revealing—

""Whoa…………""

—a true hellscape that swallowed up the pandemonium of demons, which was already being trampled.

Precisely because we couldn't see the spiritual wolves he commanded, the scene was exceptionally bizarre. Watching the horde of bosses being torn apart by invisible jaws filled us with a sense of pity.

I'd heard that it wasn't an Anima that could be used carelessly due to its somewhat special resource management, but still, the impression that came to mind was…

""That's brutal…""

"Haha, you're making me blush."

…best summed up in a single word.

<hr>

[Wolves, Moonlit Wandering Wolves (Ulvs)]
Anima: Ring
One of the few Sixth Tier Anima in the virtual world, formerly ranked third in the unofficial Anima rankings for the weapon category. Although it dropped one rank with the emergence of [Cradle of Sword-Craft], it is no less lawless in its power.

Its hidden authority, as depicted this time and during the Triangle Duo, is the 'Summoning of spiritual wolves that are invisible, intangible, and unable to interact with anyone but the user and the target.' The maximum number of summons per target is 101, and there is no limit to the number of designated targets. There is, however, a limit in terms of resources.

Its summoning resource is not HP, MP, or a common catalyst like Luna, but the *number of prey hunted alongside its pack*. In other words, the number of summonable wolves accumulates and increases based on the number and quality of enemies defeated using [Wolves]. The amount of increase varies greatly depending on the 'class' of the hunted prey. It won't increase at all for obviously lower-class enemies, but can jump by triple digits against powerful raid bosses.

Additionally, the pack's numbers are not automatically replenished, so they decrease if defeated. This means that a string of major defeats could leave one empty-handed, which apparently caused a lot of trouble back in the early stages when his own strength and that of the wolves were not very high.

The reason the [Wolf Pack] who wields this Anima is said to surpass the two great sword masters in anti-horde combat is its ridiculously high cooperative performance. Besides his individual specs, the key point is that as long as one is mindful of the 'enemy's reaction to the invisible support,' one can establish a joint front with a player of any style without any concern for friendly fire.

For example, if the [Wolf Pack] and the [Acrobat] were to team up, the enemy would be faced with a hellish, desk-pounding scenario where they are simultaneously attacked by a pack of spiritual wolves that fills their vision, while also being forced to deal with an absurd, sound-barrier-breaking lunatic who passes through them all.
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    "────...This is proceeding more or less as expected, I see."

"Yes, it is."

In a dimly lit room, illuminated only by the light bleeding from multiple large monitors, sat one man, an observer in his designated seat, and beside him stood his employer.

The screens reflected in their eyes were vibrantly painted with the tales of a distant, dreamlike world they could never touch. A grand stage where chosen players lived and played, as if personifying heroic sagas──── a stage that depicted dreams and infinite possibilities.

Yet, as the two gazed upon this radiant spectacle...

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

For now, their faces were devoid of any excitement or elation. They simply stared at a single entity, an indescribable "blackness," observers on the outside, contemplating the future to come.

Suddenly, their four eyes synchronized. Their own black eyes—as black as the "blackness" on the screen, yet holding the will of living beings—turned toward the same individual.

Who could that be──── only they themselves knew. And so, one of them, the employer who had been standing on his own two feet, turned on his heel, his back to the bank of monitors.

"Are you leaving already?"

"In this case, I already know the outcome."

To the words that were not meant to detain him, Yotsuya Togo replied in a calm voice.

"I shall go on ahead and prepare for the problems to come."

With that, a single presence vanished from the dim 'room.' As if seeing him off, or perhaps just glancing back without thinking, Chitose Kazuharu's eyes fell upon...

"..................My deepest respects. From the bottom of my heart."

...nothing but the empty air filling the cube-shaped room, which had no entrance or exit.

<hr>

I'll post another chapter today, but I'm just starting to write it now, so it'll be around 23:00 at the earliest. Good little Arcadians should sleep soundly and wait.
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    ────Alright. On one side, the [Sword Saint]. On the other, [Peerless] & [Wolf Pack]. Several seconds after the front line had been temporarily stabilized by this lineup that could only be described as the height of extravagance...

"────Haru!"

As unchanging as ever... or rather, having resigned myself to the fact that a reboot was unlikely for the rest of the day, I had thrown my immobile avatar to the ground. It was then that an angelic voice drifted over to me.

Sadly, no one had bothered to help me up or tidy my appearance. My body, which had been left beached after being hooked and reeled in by Irori-senpai, was now being offered an angel's arm.

"A-Are you okay...?"

But even that delicate arm belonged to a level 100 player, whose basic specs were superhuman.

Lifting up a small girl (a guy like me) was no trouble at all. As I was hoisted up with a *whoosh* and my vision swam... what came into view was the divine face of my partner, a true angel.

There was only one thing for me to say.

"Peachy."

"Says the guy who can't move."

It's a shame I couldn't add a thumbs-up, but this was Part 2 of my manly bravado, following the one I'd aimed at my master. A kitten's retort came flying from right beside me without a moment's delay, but my dear partner is no ordinary angel...

"────...You used *it* again, didn't you?"

It seems my wishful, delusional fantasy that she'd brush off my wisecracks and continue to shower me with concern and care was just that—a fantasy. She was, after all, more accustomed to my banter than anyone.

What happened was this: the instant I threw out that joke to show her there was nothing to worry about, her amber eyes narrowed and shot a piercing, accusatory glare right into my own.

And as for what she was even talking about────

"Well, you know, it was an emergency measure..."

She was talking about the power of the "red," my trump card, which I had played without hesitation moments before.

It's a unique ability, beyond the scope of a skill. While I rely on it when necessary, there's a reason I don't use it regularly and only when I'm truly cornered.

Beyond personal reasons like *'It's super exhausting'* or *'Multiple thought processes? No thanks, that's terrifying,'* it's none other than because Sora-san doesn't like it.

Or rather, *is scared of it* would be more accurate. It's connected to my personal reasons, but she seems unable to shake her worry about my mind going haywire as my thoughts multiply...

"..................I-I know. I'm sorry...!"

This is usually what happens after I use *Rega-Lielta*.

At first, I was infinitely anxious myself, wondering, *'Is this really okay?'* and asked an expert (?)—Kazuharu-san—for a doctor's checkup. But the answer I got was something like, 'Absolutely nothing to worry about (lol),' so I haven't harbored any exaggerated fears since.

They say my thoughts multiply, but it's not a 'split' so much as an 'addition'.

My own consciousness isn't being divided; it's more like an NPC (me) spawns inside my brain. It's not something that threatens my self-awareness or individuality.

The only problem is that the thought feedback from each 'me' gets mercilessly slammed into my head, Arcadia-style brain-installation, which is just incredibly exhausting.

But that aside, it's natural for anxiety to accompany a mysterious technology with unexplained principles.

Even if it's my 'Outer Brain' that processes the load and not my actual one, it's perfectly normal for some people to be unable to shake that instinctual fear.

So, well.

"Sowwy, nuffing to wowwy abou'. My body won't move, bue I'm fie."

I have a promise to basically refrain from using it in front of Sora, so there's no reason to hesitate in offering a full-blown apology. She's only concerned for my well-being, after all, so I have no intention of brushing aside my cute partner's scolding and complaints────

...or so I thought.

"Sowwy 'bou dis. I'd 'ppreciate it if you cu' all 'is ou'."

"...I don't know what you're saying, but it's quite nice to see you two getting along so well."

Making selfish requests and self-destructing has become a habit of mine lately.

As Sora, who was pouting more at herself than at me, pinched both my cheeks, my plea unfortunately failed to reach anyone.

*Great, there are probably going to be a ton of 'HaruSora' clip videos about this...* The thought crosses my mind, but I was never dexterous enough to act with recordings in mind to begin with. The same goes for Sora-san, so that's something I gave up on long ago.

Putting such trivial matters aside, it's time to get my head back in the game.

"Kagura-san. What's the progress?"

With the thunderous sounds of battle raging from two directions, my own question sounds terribly carefree, but it can't be helped. I'm a sitting duck, completely incapacitated.

If there's anything I can do, it's talk with my allies and wrack my brain.

If I prepare myself to quickly share information with the raid members who'll be arriving later, then even in this state where I can't move a single step, I can still be of some use.

"..................It's not what I'd call fast, but it's steady. The mana pool accumulation from boss defeats is a little over forty percent. The total work progress is... well, if I'm being generous, about fifty percent, I'd say."

Besides, I've already been given permission to chat. With no reason to hesitate, I called out, and a calm voice replied from our dedicated Magitech Engineer.

"Any problems?"

"Not really. ────...If I had to name one, it's that the fact that there are *no problems* is kinda scary."

"I know what you mean."

She must have easily read my intentions. As expected, the two of them working together—while simultaneously performing a task likely beyond the imagination of a rookie Magitech Engineer—had the spare capacity to think and talk, and they joined the conversation.

...And then, one of them, Enra-dono, continued, voicing what I was thinking.

"This is the climax, no doubt about it, right? ────Hate to say it, but don't you think the excitement and tension are a little... missing in action?"

"""""────..............................""""""

It was an unease born from a sense of wrongness that everyone present had probably been feeling up to this point. Of course, the battle lines still held, and the situation was still developing.

But still, and yet...

"Assuming nothing else happens, our work as artisans will be done in under ten minutes. And I think that'll undoubtedly be the end of the 'Green Connect' raid."

"On top of that, that 'nuisance' of ours decided to go and *materialize* itself and leave the premises. Honestly, from our perspective, this is a dream-come-true easy mode."

"Well, I suppose that's all thanks to you ridiculously awesome heroes, but... y'know?"

"Yeah, I guess...?"

That's exactly it.

In truth, there were several critical moments where the raid was on the verge of failure. One could see our arrival at this point as a victory at the end of a long chain of fortuitous events.

However... truly, however────

"...Ah."

Sora, who was holding my head in her lap, let out a small voice. But she wasn't the only one who sensed a presence in that instant.

What appeared was the blue light of a teleportation gate.

And then, not just one, but as far as the eye could see... countless portals opened up all at once, and stepping out from them were the very allies whose arrival we had desperately awaited just a short while ago.

A murmur filled the air. And then, one person stood out more than anyone else.

"────...What is the situation?"

With that voice, uttered by the arriving 'Princess,'...

...the fact that every last shred of tension had finally vanished from the battlefield was creating a sense of foreboding I couldn't put into words.

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

Surely, I wasn't the only one who felt it.

<hr>

If you think about it calmly, isn't the difficulty up to this point already pretty insane?
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    "...I see. Understood."

And so, about thirty seconds after everyone had assembled. As if she had been waiting for it, I rattled off a rapid-fire explanation of this and that, and the Princess, with a single nod, understood in a flash.

I'd kept it ridiculously brief, omitting my personal impressions and other fine details, but Ashe, who had requested the explanation, seemed to indicate, 'That's more than enough.'

"────Enra."

"Yeah, Princess?"

"I need confirmed information from the artisan side. The remaining capacity until the mana pool reaches its critical point, the detailed work progress, the time required for the final phase... and any other impressions you might have, no matter how trivial."

"...Right. Got it, give me a sec."

She didn't stop moving just because she understood; she naturally continued to press forward.

Inside her head, thoughts were likely spinning at a velocity that not only ordinary people but even most superhumans couldn't hope to match. Her expression and voice remained as calm and flat as ever────which is precisely why, in moments like these, she exudes an indescribable air of intensity.

Thus, the hundred or so people gathered around her naturally fell completely silent.

Even in this abnormal situation where the supreme, the invincible, and the lawless were still rampaging over there and over here... if the [Sword Queen] was calmly planning her strategy, then that must be the optimal solution. The raid was filled with an almost laughable degree of absolute trust.

Most likely, the simultaneous teleportation of the entire raid force was also Ashe's command.

By sending in key assets like the [Sword Saint] ahead of time to support those of us at the vanguard, she must have considered every possible 'what if' and decided against feeding in reinforcements piecemeal.

Even scattered across a vast field, even under restrictions that prevented proper coordination. Whether she intends it or not, the title of 'Queen' truly suits her.

"...Yeah. Okay, then────sorry for the wait, Princess. I've got most of it... but sorry, it's not 'confirmed,' just 'pretty much confirmed.' Keep that in mind."

"Understood. Please proceed."

We were truly, undoubtedly, a raid party ruled by Queen Iris.

"............She's so cool."

"Always is, isn't she..."

To my partner's soft murmur, I could only reply in agreement. Her intelligence, her charisma... at times like these, it's almost funny how we seem to live in different worlds.

Meanwhile, indifferent to the carefree thoughts of someone who, despite still being physically present, had effectively retired from the fight...

"First, about this thing────the mana 'Green Connect' is asking for, we're about fifty percent there. If we convert that to the number of boss enemies... well, individuals vary quite a bit, so this is a rough estimate, but somewhere between five hundred and seven hundred? Defeating that many should just about do it."

"Mm."

"And the work progress. As for our 'preparations,' we can start whenever we want. With all ten of the top seats assembled, analysis is a piece of cake. Right, best friend?"

"Don't touch me, you moron."

As the conversation proceeded steadily, a pat on the head was followed by a slap.

With a bit of playful banter from the very close [Crimson Arm] & [Scorching Arm] duo thrown in...

"Right now, we're studying up to shorten the time it'll take to flip the final 'switch.' At this rate... yeah, I'd say..."

...the head of the artisans continued to speak on behalf of his peers, a comical palm-shaped damage effect scattering from his cheek as if nothing had happened.

"────Once we kick things off, it'll be over in thirty seconds. Nothing else worth mentioning. If you need anything else from our end, don't hesitate to ask."

"Mm... Mm, I see. Understood."

It was a spectacular sight, the circle formed by the current top 10 of the Western Faction. Having received the information she wanted, Ashe... closed her eyes for five, then ten seconds.

"────...I've decided."

In that brief moment, she chose her 'solution' without a shred of hesitation.

"I will explain the plan. Listen."

And so, in about thirty seconds...

With a choice of words, summarization of key points, and oratorical skill that were truly in a different league from my own, the raid master delivered her orders concisely and clearly...

"If anyone has an objection, please don't hesitate to speak up."

And of course, there was no one who would dare to disagree.

◇◆◇◆◇

"────Ui."

"...!"

She stepped forward to deliver a flash of the blade, and moved to her side to deliver a word.

She was faintly terrified inside by the creepy, unidentified monster, but she was used to putting on a tough front—a secret from everyone—and heading into battle.

Thus, though the feedback from her strike was strangely unsettling, her 'sword' certainly carried its power through. The full-force swing was delivered without restraint, overlapping with the strike of the [Sword Saint]... her friend.

"Hehe. Is the strategy meeting over already?"

"It's fine. I'm sorry for leaving it to you alone."

Sword and katana joined forces, sending the grotesque black mass flying. Heedless of the scattering impact, the roaring gale, and the massive tremor of the giant's fall that echoed a moment later...──

"............What's new this time? I've never seen *that katana* or *that hair* before."

"Of course you haven't. It was my little 'secret,' even from my own disciple."

A woman who looked like a young girl and a princess who bore the title of Queen. Standing side-by-side, they exchanged words with the utmost calm, their voices completely devoid of tension, the very picture of composure.

And at the same time...

"Has it been like this... the whole time?"

"Yes. The pressure from their numbers and mass is considerable, but that's all there is to it."

As it swelled and bloated, the giant's body, now likely well over thirty meters tall, periodically scattered jet-black 'fragments'... which, according to Haru the Acrobat, were 'all familiar-looking.'

Presumably, they were shadows of the boss enemies defeated during this raid, or perhaps mere imitations. While casually and single-handedly annihilating every last one of them...

"...I can't... sense anything from it."

"No. It seems to be... a mass of soulless dead."

Aside from the main body's eerie appearance, the quiet conversation between the supreme and the strongest, both crowned with the name of the sword, continued uninterrupted as they gazed upon a monster from which they could feel neither fear nor will.

But in exchange...

"So, can you keep *that* up indefinitely?"

"Of course────is what I'd like to say with confidence, but..."

The *katana* and *hair* that had stirred the [Sword Queen]'s emotions dissolved without a sound, scattering into light. The end of the lawless, utterly lawless, and outrageously powerful state had come.

"Unfortunately, '[Sword Saint] Ver. 2' ends here."

And so, muttering, "I'm still so inexperienced," she let out a bashful smile and...

"Will this be insufficient for the plan?"

"You've got to be kidding me. ............You can tell jokes, can't you."

"My. I wonder what you think of me, Ar-chan."

"Haru's master."

"...That seems to carry a lot of different meanings, doesn't it?"

...with her continuing words, she drew a rare, clear, wry smile from Iris.

────And still, along with their voices, the two of them unleashed countless flashes of light.

Alone, they were peerless. Thus, when walking side-by-side, there could be nothing to stand in their way. The [Sword Queen] and the [Sword Saint] faced the 'enemy,' sword and katana in hand.

Amidst a rain of black that was cut down and shattered before it could even get close, let alone touch them...

"The plan is simple. Help me."

"Of course. With all the power I possess."

The silver-blue and the ash-gray took a step forward in unison, and the beginning of the end began.
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    "────Heeey! Har-kun, how ya doin'? You good?"

"As you can see."

"Seriously, you're always either rampaging or collapsed, you damn Acrobat."

"What's that, Tiger Lucky? You wanna go?"

"You can't, can you? You can't even move a finger, senpai."

"I happen to have an emergency technique called the Self-Puppeteering Jutsu."

"Don't. If you try something crazy with zero concentration, you'll just end up blowing yourself to pieces."

"Could you not say such scary things? ────Ah, stop, please stop! Don't wrap me up, don't tie me up, no, I'm kidding, I won't do it, I can't do it...!"

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

"...Um, something wrong?"

"Sh-shut up. Don't look at me with that face, don't, look at me...!"

"Huh...?"

With the situation now moving forward on its own, the ranked players remained unperturbed.

This was right after Ashe herself had pulled the trigger on her proposed 'plan'—which, well, could loosely be called a 'plan'—by heading to the front lines first.

"What. What is this. Why have you all gathered here...?"

As I was still being subjected to the public humiliation of a lap pillow, they all came shuffling over to me and unleashed a volley of teasing.

Including the [Cloud-Hidden] who seemed to have just gone with the flow, I really wish they'd stop bothering a fallen comrade on the verge of death and prepare themselves for what's to come.

And that goes for the one non-ranked player in the circle, too.

Shifting the only part of my body I could move, my gaze, upwards, I saw a pair of bright hazel eyes looking down at my head resting on her lap. In other words...

"...Kanata, you can just leave me on the ground, you know?"

Junior #2. Her reply was immediate.

"I'd rather not."

"............I-I see. 'You'd rather not,' huh."

Seriously, what's with me? Am I really that popular?

I mean, this really isn't the time to be creating our own little carefree space...

"C'mon, c'mon, Har-kun, don't you worry now."

...said Lux, who was taking advantage of my immobility to poke my cheek as she pleased, smiling cheerfully────while flashing the ring on her right index finger.

"It's okaaay, it's okay! If I say so, then it must be okay, right!"

"Is that so. And by the way, what exactly is okay?"

"I have absolutely no idea!!"

"This girl, honestly..."

Even now, as Ashe's plan has been set in motion, the 'path' is still visible in her eyes.

While the [Traveler]'s words are backed by countless achievements, her authority, *Treasure Hunter*, is not an all-powerful future-predicting machine.

Since we can't predict how things will turn out, it's only natural to feel some tension.

Even if────

"...Well, I get how you feel. But if this doesn't work, then that's that. We just have to stay calm and accept it. We've done more than enough."

...as Natsume-senpai, who has literally been with us from start to finish on this raid, says. Even if it's pointless to worry at this stage.

At the very least, I alone...

"────...My s..."

"S?"

"My... my stomach hurts."

"What's with that perspective? Are you her guardian or something?"

...the first phase of the 'plan'—if I had to name it, it would be 'Operation: If We Can't Predict What's Going to Happen, Let's Just Go All Out and Brute-Force Our Way to the Finish Line.'

And since my own partner is at the core of it, I alone...

"You can do it, Sora...!!!"

"...I can't tell if he trusts her or what."

"What's with this guy?"

"That's a little creepy, senpai."

"What's wrong, Ri-kun? Not feeling well?"

"The sheer intensity of their youthful passion is a bit much for the part of my heart that's supposed to be hollow..."

"Ah, haha..."

She was the final line of defense, or rather, the last resort in case the worst happened.

From the center of the circular formation formed by nearly the entire raid force—including several key players who had stayed behind to guard the ten artisans from the Western Faction tasked with sprinting for the finish line.

Whether she felt my prayer-like gaze or not...

At one end of the battlefront, where [Peerless] danced amidst a storm of ice and fire, stood a small back next to [Wolf Pack], who commanded thousands upon thousands of spirit wolves and surveyed hundreds of prey────

The scales tipped, and light filled her.

◇◆◇◆◇

"Don't be too nervous, okay? There are a hundred reliable allies right behind you."

"Y-Yes...!"

Taking his words of encouragement to heart, I activate [Scareless]. First, as always, I borrow 'power' from my partner, who has collapsed after yet another series of incredible feats.

Thirty levels' worth of stats are transferred. As the numbers, unhesitatingly poured into MID, stacked up... a mana storm, more violent than usual, began to brew, as if reflecting the girl's own tension.

"..., ............!"

I am resolved. My heart has long been prepared. But I can't help the raggedness of my breath.

As if to show that no one would laugh at a girl whose heart was pounding before a great task, the reliable ally beside me spoke calmly. Just in a casual tone.

"If tellin' ya not to be nervous ain't workin', then just go for it with all that tension and give 'em hell. With that thing of yours, you'll get great results anyway. Go get 'em, go get 'em."

As if doting on a fresh-faced junior, as if showing her his back while standing beside her.

"C'mon, I'll do my best to back you up, too. ────Ah, but don't expect me to be as insanely, ridiculously, outrageously active as your partner, okay?"

As he spoke freely, as if irresponsibly taking on the responsibility.

As he casually tossed out carefree words that made one forget this was a battlefield.

"............*Haaaaaaah*────────────, *cough, cough*...!"

"Wh-Whoa, what's wrong? You okay, you okay!?"

Taking a deep breath... and choking on it spectacularly, Sora blew out a huge gust of magical pressure, and then────a small smile, not self-deprecating or anything of the sort, bloomed on her face.

"...Haaah──────────────... I'll do... my best............!!"

What she managed to get out was, to put it mildly, a forced, desperate-sounding voice. Hearing this cry of resolve, the second-ranked player of the Northern Faction narrowed his sharp, yellow eyes even further────

"Yeah. Go on, do your best."

...and just as casually and cheerfully as ever, he gave the signal with a playful voice.

"[Erde Kreis, Ice Sword Ring]."

Her reply was a lovely voice, strained and cracking under the weight of tension and pressure.

"Area Designation...──Restrictions, lifted...────[Construct Territory]...!"

And so, before the watchful eyes of her reliable allies, the shouting girl manifested in the world...

"H-Here I go...! ────[Abendsturm Glanzsicht (Embrace of the Budding Frost that Freezes and Sleeps in the Nights)]!!!"

...drawn by countless attendant magic swords, a world that was unmistakably, unequivocally, hers and hers alone.
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    Beside him, a lone wolf howled.

He had taken great pains not to get caught up in the dual performance of ice and fire, which was not yet under perfect control, but with this, his efforts could be said to have paid off.

Thanks to the message from the spirit wolf sent by Jinn to act as a messenger────

"Hmph────They're a perfect match, those two...!"

Right in the middle of a pandemonium of demons... in other words, right in the middle of the designated operational area. Irori had not missed the immense magical power that had manifested in the world and was able to seamlessly transition into a defensive action.

"[Refined Ice, Raging Fire]!!"

Power condensed, output at maximum. What he conjured was a towering barrier of ice and fire.

Unlike [String Ice Six Flowers], which was simply a wall of super-hard ice, this whirling wall did not possess any definite physical defensive capabilities.

What it blocked were non-material phenomena like fire, which shared its existence. In other words, it was a 360-degree defensive wall developed against non-physical threats, primarily magic.

In short...

"Well now... it would be a huge embarrassment if this got breached."

...it was, quite literally, a 360-degree...

...igloo, designed for survival within the vortex of a radiant 'great blizzard' that had manifested over a vast area and on an immense scale.

◇◆◇◆◇

"'Glacies'────Sora's third magic sword from [Cradle of Sword-Craft], is, in terms of simple attack power, the absolute worst of the three, lagging far behind 'sand' and 'flame.'"

Estimated range: a three-kilometer diameter.

As I watched the girl create a natural disaster, with countless 'circles' being drawn in numbers too great to count and all restrictions on summoning locations lifted...

"By the way, it's actually pretty easy to block. It has literally zero piercing power, so you can completely defend against it with a single sheet of plywood. Some invincible samurai over there is getting all fired up and using a big move, but it's a secret that just throwing up a simple ice wall would do the trick."

"Be nice to him."

I threw in a joke to lighten the mood of the utterly dumbfounded crowd. In return, I received a loving rebuke from Natsume-senpai.

"However, given the sheer number of them, you need a gapless, all-around defense to block it. And once you're turtled up, you can't move properly, and you're pretty much stuck────as you can see, that sword specializes in 'number,' 'lightness,' and 'speed.'"

"That's not 'specializing.' That's way too many strengths."

Next up was Junior #1.

Nice, having someone to banter with helps ease the embarrassment of narrating.

"And now for its main 'trait.'"

"There's more? What in the world is wrong with your partner?"

"That's a tribute to the ice magic of our two little senpais."

"""Ignored..."""

"He didn't even glance their way..."

I feel like I heard a comment from the originator of retorts, but I'll just put that aside and continue.

"After the 'Physical/Magical Coexistence' of 'sand' and the 'Matter Penetration' of 'flame'... 'ice' is, in a nutshell, 'Usurpation and Sealing.' Well, seeing is believing, so as you can see────"

I gestured with my eyes towards the pandemonium of demons caught in the blizzard.

"Any target that comes into contact with 'Glacies' has its stats drained by 1% per blade."

As they all, without exception, began to slow down visibly, the horde of monsters, valiantly rampaging to scatter and destroy the countless dancing snowflakes, let out a chorus of screams.

And on our side...

"""""────────..................""""""

...a stunned silence. Well, that's to be expected.

I exchanged glances with Tetra and Kanata, the only two who had been briefed on this, and the two juniors (one of whom isn't a junior) gave me a wry smile that said, 'Well, of course.'

Exactly. Of course. We were speechless too when we first found out.

"..................Is there an upper... or lower limit...?"

"Of course there is. The maximum you can drain from any opponent is thirty percent."

Anyway, I answered Natsume-senpai's question and continued my explanation.

"And next, the 'sub-trait'────"

"Give it a rest already, will ya?"

Shut up, Tiger Lucky. You got a problem with my partner?

"This one's just based on the ice attribute; it has a movement-inhibiting ability due to the cold. But again, each one is weak on its own, but when they stack up, it gets pretty crazy..."

"And the debuffs have synergy with each other, too..."

"Exactly. If you lose thirty percent of your stats and get caught in that, you really can't move."

"Well, if you've lost thirty percent in the first place, that means you've been hit thirty times. For a player, you'd probably be finished long before you were immobilized."

"That's true. The debuff really shines in boss battles────like this."

As the three of us with experience spoke nostalgically, the gazes of the raid members, ranked and otherwise, remained fixed on the 'great blizzard' and the girl controlling it. Once again, it was only natural.

This was bound to cause a huge stir in the world again, no doubt about it. As I drew a definitive picture of the future in my mind... I felt a sense of relief that my partner had been able to unleash her power without a hitch.

"..................Alright, get ready, senpai."

Within the ice sword barrier that had successfully contained the horde of monsters—which had grown to over one, then two hundred as we'd started to gather them for the plan—right in the middle of what I call *Abendsturm Glanzsicht (Embrace of the Budding Frost that Freezes and Sleeps in the Nights)*...

"Don't you dare waste Sora-san's hard work."

...the towering pillar of ice and fire erupted from within.

And the second phase of the first part of the plan began.

<hr>

Its weakness is that, unlike [Wolf Pack]'s wolves, it's difficult to use in cooperative combat. For melee fighters, it goes without saying that they'd just get in each other's way. For ranged fighters, each ice sword is extremely fragile, so a carelessly fired skill could melt a whole chunk of them. Sora could solve this by limiting the number or concentrating on precise control, but if you're going to limit its greatest strength—the sheer overwhelming numbers—you might as well just use sand or fire.

Saying "Then just let Sora-san handle it alone" is a forbidden phrase for anyone who isn't the Acrobat.



    Chapter 837

    Because I Think of You, I Exist—

    The [Crimson Moon]—a scarlet katana forged by the [Sword Saint] using her own authority. Its origins were not of ordinary steel; in fact, it was not made of mineral at all.

It was a mysterious object discovered somewhere by a lost child on a rambling, aimless journey.

Burning ice, whose f(・)r(・)e(・)e(・)z(・)i(・)n(・)g(・) p(・)o(・)i(・)n(・)t(・) a(・)n(・)d(・) i(・)g(・)n(・)i(・)t(・)i(・)o(・)n(・) p(・)o(・)i(・)n(・)t(・) w(・)e(・)r(・)e(・) i(・)d(・)e(・)n(・)t(・)i(・)c(・)a(・)l(・). A phantom that kicked common sense to the curb and laughed in the face of logic. Seeing it stubbornly maintain its form with such passionate intensity, a smile unknowingly escaped her lips.

She hoped that one day, she could gift it to the ‘student’ whose face appeared in her mind, their images overlapping… Without a moment’s hesitation, the “katana” was given form, and after a time both brief and long…

“《Twilight Dreamfrost》.”

From the hands of its rightful owner, its hidden flames were unleashed.

The power of the scarlet katana, [Crimson Moon], was known as ‘Scarlet Flame Absolute Zero’—its effect was utterly simple and clear. It a(・)d(・)d(・)e(・)d(・) t(・)h(・)e(・) p(・)r(・)o(・)p(・)e(・)r(・)t(・)i(・)e(・)s(・) o(・)f(・) t(・)h(・)e(・) f(・)i(・)r(・)e(・) e(・)l(・)e(・)m(・)e(・)n(・)t(・) t(・)o(・) a(・)n(・)y(・) i(・)c(・)e(・)-e(・)l(・)e(・)m(・)e(・)n(・)t(・) a(・)b(・)i(・)l(・)i(・)t(・)y(・) u(・)s(・)e(・)d(・) s(・)i(・)m(・)u(・)l(・)t(・)a(・)n(・)e(・)o(・)u(・)s(・)l(・)y(・).

The properties of fire. Namely, the fluidity of a non-solid, non-fixed mass, and the phenomenon of ‘burning’.

In other words, the ice created by the Magia known as [Frostblade Shirosou], its nature altered by the duet with [Crimson Moon], would c(・)o(・)n(・)t(・)i(・)n(・)u(・)e(・) t(・)o(・) s(・)p(・)r(・)e(・)a(・)d(・) l(・)i(・)k(・)e(・) w(・)i(・)l(・)d(・)f(・)i(・)r(・)e(・) a(・)s(・) l(・)o(・)n(・)g(・) a(・)s(・) i(・)t(・)s(・) m(・)a(・)s(・)t(・)e(・)r(・)’s(・) M(・)a(・)n(・)a(・) h(・)e(・)l(・)d(・) o(・)u(・)t(・).

The moment the tower opened and the target was set, the freezing, blazing ice-flame reached out to consume everything in its circumference.

A flame at absolute zero. That was why, without burning or melting the countless demonic ice swords dancing in the air… it swallowed them whole, endlessly, boundlessly.

The same was true for the horde of demons, their movements already slowed by the blizzard. The ice-flame, its momentum unwavering, swallowed the swarm of monsters that had grown beyond one hundred, two hundred, and was now approaching three hundred.

Again, a flame at absolute zero. Therefore, it was still “ice.”

And so, even if it lost its solid form, even if it transformed into a fluid state—

"""""──────────────"""""

There was no reason a being trapped within it should be able to move.

…And so, at the epicenter of the pandemonium, where demons appeared only to be turned into ice statues within the vortex of flame.

“…Well now, is the rest just standing around? Not really my style.”

A transfigured body in prayer robes, its long blond hair swaying, let out a grumbling mutter.

◇◆◇◆◇

“Whoa, that combo is nasty…”

The one who let out a repulsed voice was, as usual, the kitten.

“A status debuff, into movement impairment, then topped with total paralysis… That’s just demonic,” added the tiger, his voice tinged with exasperation.

“So every member of the Eastern Faction’s top ten has a wide-area annihilation move now…? Maybe I should think up a new move too…” mumbled… ah, the cloud.

“Irori-senpai’s isn’t really an annihilation move, though.”

“Same with Sora’s ice-only whatever-it-is. I heard it’s originally a restraining move for large targets. Though against a player, it’s pretty much instant death.”

And to cap it off, Tetra, who had naturally s(・)e(・)n(・)t(・) a(・) s(・)h(・)a(・)d(・)o(・)w(・) to the two on the front line, added his retort, followed by my supplementary explanation. …Well, the fact that all of us, myself included, could talk so calmly was solely because the plan was proceeding at a full-blown gallop.

A double-sealed prison formed by Sora’s ice-sword barrier and Irori’s ice-flame barrier.

With this frozen hell established right on top of the boss’s spawn point, and with Tetra supplying them with magic power, we had a perfect loop of instantly restraining the monsters as they appeared, keeping them alive but incapacitated.

With the spirit wolves, who could move freely through both the ice swords and ice flames, on watch, our setup was perfect. Even if a monster with resistance managed to escape, we were ready to deal with it instantly.

In that case, all that was left—

“Is to sit and wait for fate to decide, I suppose.”

“Yeah. …………Lux.”

“Hm? What is it?”

“Please don’t try to say smart things. It’s messing with my brain.”

“Wh-whaaat! How rude, so incredibly rude! What do you take me for, Har-kun?!”

Just as some traveler had wisely proclaimed.

All we could do was leave it to the will of the heavens, which included the two sword-wielding champions who so effortlessly transcended the realm of mortals.

◇◆◇◆◇

The world of ice burned, the black mass writhed; two fronts of a battle connected as one in the same space.

Thus, the second hand ticked onward, the resounding clash of two blades echoing hundreds of times over. Five minutes, then ten, the battlefield filled with an intentional stalemate as time advanced. And then.

“—It’s time.”

The moment the [Princess], who had been relentlessly scattering the blackness with her blade, counted down to the appointed time without a second’s delay, a torrent of *power* coalesced and rose up behind her.

A raging blizzard. A burning ice-flame. A racing gale. And countless other demonic cannons firing—c(・)o(・)n(・)s(・)u(・)m(・)i(・)n(・)g(・) t(・)h(・)e(・)m(・) a(・)l(・)l(・), a giant dragon of black flame bloomed with a deafening roar.

The desperate, final power of a battered kitten. The flame of darkness soared high, its jaws aimed at… the swarm of monsters, now numbering over seven hundred and reaching the ‘quota’, still trapped in the prison of ice.

And so, lawlessness was piled upon lawlessness, and then even more lawlessness was poured on top.

"""""────────────────"""""

Reaching their backs was the layered, serene scream of death.

And at the same time.

“—Fourteen seconds! I’m counting on you, Top Two!!!”

Echoing through the air was the battle cry of the master artisan.

“Right.”

“Understood.”

With their resources full, the final process began. What dashed forward were a sword and a katana.

The immense loss of life was instantly converted, causing the black monstrosity before them to undergo immense growth—but their objective remained unchanged.

“[Little Braver]…!”

They would push through to a raid clear without letting it do a thing.

Full power, fully unleashed, saved up for this very moment. Donning her crown and dyeing her clothes blue, she took a single step.

And as she closed the distance—

“[Forte Rouge]!”

She shifted to red, then unleashed an all-out slash.

A direct hit…—but it was heavy.

The black mass had, in an instant, literally doubled in volume. Next to it, the ‘sword’ was now as small as a needle. It was all she could do to make it tremble; she could not possibly move it on her own.

“—Second Strike.”

But she had a friend by her side.

“[Striking Iron]!”

And so, in truth, she was invincible.

The sword made it waver, and the katana swept it away. The two-stage attack lifted the massive body, sending the monster flying—a beast whose sheer mass shook space itself just by soaring through the air.

And then,

—“*The raging celestial fox-dragon cries*!”

Without pause, the queen, wielding her sword, began to sing her chant.

“*Embodiment of fear, symbol of the undefeated, never has it been touched*.”

As she and her partner exchanged a flurry of blows,

“*Beyond the sea of resonating clouds, a single breath in the crimson darkness above*.”

A parallel incantation, which she was not adept at. Her own self, using such a reckless technique at this crucial moment without hesitation,

“*A growl becomes ten, a roar a hundred, layered into a thousand chaotic booms*—”

On this dream stage that continued to come true, she couldn't hide the smile spreading across her face.

—“*Let none dare touch it, so cries the dragon that looks down even upon the gods*.”

Thus, she screamed,

“*‘G(・)a(・)t(・)h(・)e(・)r(・), y(・)e(・) c(・)h(・)i(・)l(・)d(・)r(・)e(・)n(・) o(・)f(・) t(・)h(・)e(・) t(・)w(・)i(・)n(・)k(・)l(・)i(・)n(・)g(・) l(・)i(・)g(・)h(・)t(・), f(・)o(・)r(・) m(・)y(・) n(・)a(・)m(・)e(・) i(・)s(・) t(・)h(・)e(・) T(・)h(・)u(・)n(・)d(・)e(・)r(・) E(・)m(・)p(・)e(・)r(・)o(・)r(・)’!”

A dual incantation, layering a verbal chant spoken unconsciously during combat with another cast simultaneously in both mind and body.

Following the highest-tier lightning annihilation magic, `Thunderbolt`, was the extreme lightning convergence magic, `Vortiart`. In the instant—less than a tenth of a second—after the largest-scale grand magic was unleashed, the smallest-scale grand magic followed, gathering the endless bolts of lightning the moment they manifested.

Where to? To her ‘sword’, of course.

“[Ventus Blua].”

Her garments turned blue once more. Ignoring the massive tremor from the giant’s fall that shook the earth, she entrusted the interception of the countless ‘fragments’ scattered like screams entirely to the [Sword Saint].

The [Sword Queen] took a step, then dashed forward. In her hand was a single ‘sword’ that bore the name of the world itself, crowned with a brilliant golden light that could burn the eyes of the world.

She took a thrusting stance. Without hesitation.

“[Licht Stolze].”

What burst forth was a piercing strike of ten thousand thunders. The roaring flash of light p(・)i(・)e(・)r(・)c(・)e(・)d(・) t(・)h(・)e(・) t(・)a(・)r(・)g(・)e(・)t(・) a(・)n(・)d(・) v(・)a(・)n(・)i(・)s(・)h(・)e(・)d(・) i(・)n(・)t(・)o(・) t(・)h(・)e(・) d(・)i(・)s(・)t(・)a(・)n(・)c(・)e(・).

A merciless bullseye. Its only distinct feature—the giant single eye on its torso—was completely obliterated. The black mass shuddered violently and let out a scream—a few seconds before that.

““—!””

Before the monster’s eyes, a sword and a katana crossed.

The queen’s sword, trusting her pursuing friend, swung without a shred of doubt, its momentum redirected by the recoil of her technique…—literally, the sword and katana clashed head-on.

To anyone but them, it was an act of madness. However,

“…Kesshiki, Itto.”

The katana that received the strongest sword, and the supreme body that parried the katana, were naturally unscathed. Blown back violently along the path she came, the small, rapidly r(・)o(・)t(・)a(・)t(・)i(・)n(・)g(・) body gave voice.

“Final Strike—”

And then, she stopped dead, and space itself distorted.

The extraordinary *power* that had been stored up, within the hands of its master…

“—[Reverse Style: Bound Wind]!”

…cried out its birth and raced across the world.

In the next moment, the monstrosity wasn't even given time to ‘scream’. The single slash tore through it, using the hole opened by the queen as a starting point, bisecting the giant body vertically… and s(・)t(・)i(・)l(・)l(・), it was r(・)i(・)g(・)h(・)t(・) t(・)h(・)e(・)r(・)e(・).

“*In the name of the Sword King*—”

The sword was still in the Princess’s hand.

“—*I now demonstrate my divine authority*.”

And so, fourteen seconds.

As promised, she had not let her opponent do a thing.

“Weaving the world—[Arcadia, Ideal Land Embracing the Old Moon]!”

The two sword crowns had shown the world their power.

<hr>

Planning another one tonight.



    Chapter 838

    ──────────to be continued.

    Well, to put it simply, the plan was to blow through all the phases at once, meet the conditions, and score a super-fast raid clear.

My squad had been forced to go all-out from the very beginning and was especially drained, but we weren't the only ones feeling tired. It was one thing for the other key players to have stamina left—that's just what you expect from rankers—but the real problem was everyone else.

Aside from the top two artisans who acted so nonchalantly… and the top three who seemed to be in a league of their own, the rest of the ten artisans were showing various degrees of fatigue.

And more importantly, the general and exceptional players, the raid members, were visibly drained of both spirit and resources after more than two hours of non-stop dungeon crawling.

To be honest, I wouldn't say this raid attempt was a 'smooth run' overall.

Of course, getting this far and advancing the phases on what was supposed to be a long-shot information-gathering attack was an incredible result—but in the end, that was just a stroke of luck.

With the new information we'd gained, we could definitely come up with a more efficient strategy. That's why, having reached the unknown without any prior knowledge, we were in a situation f(・)a(・)r(・) f(・)r(・)o(・)m(・) o(・)p(・)t(・)i(・)m(・)a(・)l(・).

If we were hit by one or two more unexpected developments, the raid would easily collapse. I imagine that's why she proposed such an uncharacteristically risky plan.

…And the fact that she pushed it through is what makes her the one and only [Sword Queen]. In the end, the future unfolded exactly as Ashe had envisioned it.

And so, more than a hundred pairs of eyes stared as the monster, split in two by my master, the [Sword Saint], was blown into the distance by a giant flash of silver moonlight bearing the name of the world itself.

They were utterly dumbfounded. As was to be expected, most of the players had forgotten to breathe, witnessing the 'Supreme' and the 'Strongest' performing in perfect concert, surpassing all expectations and imagination—

The moment the inert black mass tumbled to the ground and a tremor, the likes of which we'd felt many times before, shook the battlefield.

“—Hell yeah, it’s over! I can finally talk! I can finally talk!”

The voice belonged to the exceptional minority. That is, from the circle of artisans, the true stars of this raid who hadn't had a moment to spare watching the rampage of Arcadia's top two individual powerhouses.

“How’d it go!? What’s the verdict!?”

“Aaaah, my shoulders are so stiff…!”

“……………………so, tired.”

“Yeah! How ‘bout that!”

“My heeead huuuurts…! I can’t take it anymore, I don’t wanna…!”

“………………………………………………………………………………”

And then, a chorus of voices erupted all at once, the pent-up emotions of those who had kept their mouths shut and focused single-mindedly on their roles.

Our own aquamarine artisan seemed to have completely burned out and gone silent, but following the lead of the shouting [Colorful Beauty], everyone else let out their own cries.

It was to be expected—…but in stark contrast to them.

“““…………”””

The top three in terms of technical skill remained silent, their eyes narrowed as they assessed the situation.

I’ll have to get the details from them later, but I had no idea what kind of “battle” the artisans had been waging.

However,

Suddenly, a pair of coppery eyes met mine. From the emotion in the gaze of my personal magic crafter, I could faintly discern one thing.

Namely, that something was still—

“—Haru!”

“—Whoa, yeah…!”

My name was called, and I turned my head just enough to look. As my partner ran towards me, I noticed for the first time that the boss had stopped spawning.

“Honestly… I thought I was going to be killed, Natsume.”

“…Excuse me? How rude. I properly calculated the time for you to retreat—”

“Which side did you base that on? The mobility of my transfigured body?”

“Ah… O-of course I did, you know?”

“…Well, I’ll just assume your brain was fried from exhaustion.”

Next, from the other side of the stage, which had been flattened completely, the invincible samurai returned… or rather, the beautiful blonde in prayer robes. My words weren't meant to be malicious, but when I had casually mentioned in the past that 'our transfigured bodies are pretty similar,' senpai's face had twisted into a perfect scowl.

And then, our eyes met for a brief moment.

We looked away without a word, and my vision was once again filled with gold.

“What… what’s going to happen…?”

Just by looking at her face… no, even without looking, I could hear the deep exhaustion in her voice.

It was only natural. No matter how easy the ‘Ice Sword’ was to control, she must have been suffering from phantom sensory fatigue after commanding well over ten thousand blades for more than ten minutes.

And while the ‘Great Blizzard’ was just a matter of spinning it around and around, the scale was just too massive. If she had shown up looking full of energy, I would have had a harder time reacting…—

“…Haru?”

“Senpai, are you okay?”

Whoops, I totally spaced out.

“Ah, sorry, I’m fi—, …………”

Wait, what is this?

“Hh… ………………”

Ah, this is bad.

I can’t… I’m at my limit… so slee—

◇◆◇◆◇

*Suu*, a quiet breath echoed in the silence that had replaced the earth-shattering tremors.

“Ah…”

And so, the junior, on whose lap the owner of that breath now rested.

“Heh…?”

Followed by the partner, a young girl.

“Ah… well, yeah.”

And standing beside them, another self-proclaimed junior.

“So, this guy’s human after all.”

Then the tiger who considered himself a rival.

“Oh my. What a charming sleeping face.”

And later, the master of the wolf, who returned from the stage at a most leisurely pace.

“…Calm down, he’s a guy. A super popular guy.”

And the man shouldering a sense of sorrow, who quietly averted his gaze.

“Heeheehee, Har-kun never fails to provide good footage, does he?”

The traveler who poked his cheek playfully.

“…………Hmph.”

The friend who snorted curtly, though the harshness was gone from his eyes.

“……………………………………………………Haaah. Well, yeah.”

The kitten, who, after sinking into exhaustion, looked at a kind of ‘face’ she had never seen before and let out a gentle, weary smile.

It was the same as always.

After having more fun than anyone, in the midst of a dream world, he had gallantly departed for yet another. As each of them watched him go with their own expressions.

◇The covenant of [Green Connect, Jehatreglie] has been fulfilled◇

The tolling of a bell echoed, embracing all things in its arms—

◇The world phase will now transition◇

That day, the world began to change, indifferent to it all.

<hr>

And with that, Chapter 5, Section 4, as well as the prerequisite stage and preliminary battle for the 'Green Connect' raid, comes to a close.

I told you, didn't I? It's long and crazy and crazy.



    Chapter 839

    Both Sides of a Shifting World

    —Arcadia, the world's one and only virtual world.

These days, when people talk about an ‘otherworld’ or a ‘different world,’ they often aren't just referring to a game, but to that fairytale-like world of dreams. Or so I’ve heard.

But in my opinion, there are plenty of extraordinary worlds right here in reality.

Places you'd never see without a special occasion. Spaces you'd never set foot in. I’m sure everyone has a countless number of ‘otherworlds’ they’ll never have a connection to in their entire lives.

For example… right, as a commoner who still hasn’t gotten used to the exceptional player mindset—

“I see. So this is the ‘reincarnation into another world’ that was all the rage a while back…”

“Relax. This is still very much an extension of reality.”

…places like a high-society party venue, which I've only ever seen in pictures and videos.

She wore a subdued, silver dress.

It was relatively plain, with minimal adornments and a muted sparkle, but the [Princess], dressed up in the formal attire of that very ‘otherworld,’ caught my mutterings and smiled.

I wanted to tell her that she was the primary reason the atmosphere felt so otherworldly.

I wanted to tell her, but… honestly, that stupid mumble, barely loud enough for her to hear, was the absolute limit of what I could say. The glittering venue itself felt completely unreal, and everywhere I looked, there were impeccably dressed ladies and gentlemen.

I felt so out of place that it was hard to even breathe, let alone speak.

“I’ve told you so many times, you don’t need to be so nervous.”

“Yeah, but, you know, a high-society party…”

“While that’s technically true, this is a casual evening gathering for light and easy mingling. The guests are all like friends, so it's a place where tension doesn't belong.”

“What’s a ‘soiree’…!”

“…………You’re really cute at times like this.”

The Princess—Ashe—narrowed her eyes slightly, watching her flustered partner with an amused expression. She smoothly took my hand and led me away from the wall as if she knew no fear.

“Everyone won’t bother talking to a child they don’t recognize, so it’s fine. Don’t worry about what’s around you; just enjoy the lavish dinner.”

“…They might not be talking to me, but they’re definitely staring a lot.”

“True. But you must be used to that by now, right?”

“Let me argue that difference of opinion…”

Now that I'd already shuffled into the venue, I knew that complaining any further would just be uncool. But still, I had to say ‘I knew it’.

—Couldn’t I have just shown up for the main event?

◇◆◇◆◇

And so, an hour or so later.

Ashe and I, using a ‘special disguise’ to block recognized gazes—though we couldn't escape the eyes of curiosity and were subjected to a concentrated barrage—finally finished our hellish dinner.

A mysterious, handsome man, looking ridiculously good in a ridiculously authentic butler uniform, tapped me on the shoulder. He guided us out of the party hall to a quiet room.

A break room? A waiting room? It felt like a high-end hotel room without a bed. I sat on the sofa next to the perfectly composed Princess and waited for just under two minutes.

“…Um… Ashe-san?”

“Hm?”

“This time, the person we’re meeting is—”

Growing impatient with the lack of any approaching presence, I opened my mouth to review the important details.

“I CHALLEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEGE YOOOOOOOUUUUUUUUUUUUUU!!!”

“Whoooa-aiii?!!?!?!?”

The door to the room was thrown open with a spectacular *CRASH!*.

And then, with natural, unrestrained, full-powered flair, the person who made such a grand stage entrance saw me yelping in astonishment from the mysterious cry and…

“…It’s been a while, Eme—”

“ASHEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE!!!”

I was stunned. And Ashe, who had quietly stood up and opened her mouth.

The one the suit-clad ‘he’ charged at without a moment’s hesitation was the latter.

“..., …………”

Leaving me frozen in a daze, the figure of my neighbor vanished.

Well, not vanished, but rather, was snatched up and whisked away. The [Princess], showing no sign of dodging or resisting, was lifted into the arms of her attacker. Her long black hair danced in the air as she was taken on a sightseeing flight, circling the sofa table two, three times. It was an undeniably bizarre, fantasy-like scene.

And just like that, four, five circles—Okay, okay, okay, stop.

“Oh?”

“No, it’s not ‘Oh?’.”

Understanding that this was just how it was, I forced myself to regain my composure and grabbed the back of the suit without hesitation… A pair of garnet eyes turned to me.

Then, for about five seconds, we were at a standstill. The courage I had scraped together was meager and unreliable, and I was being completely overwhelmed head-on by the ‘aura of someone who has surpassed humanity,’ just like someone else I knew…

“…………—Heh.”

I couldn’t come up with any words to say, and after simply meeting those red eyes, a smile broke out on that terrifyingly perfect face, also just like someone else I knew.

And then, the white-haired, red-eyed ‘he’ spoke, still holding his ‘sister’.

‘Hey Ashe. What do you think of this face? Is there even a hint of jealousy? Or is he just stopping a crazy person's rampage?’

‘…I wonder. I don’t think I’ve ever seen Haru get jealous.’

‘My, my. He’s as difficult as they say.’

‘That’s part of his charm. I think he’s just inexperienced with romance.’

‘Oh my! You’re the far cuter one for saying something like that.’

A storm of a foreign language… or rather, English, unfolded.

And so I, listening to the sounds I didn't encounter often, thought for a moment before—

‘Um… If you’d like, I can step out for a moment?’

By subtly showing that I could understand everything, ‘he’ looked surprised, if a bit theatrically, and brought a hand to his mouth as if to say, ‘Oh, my.’

“He’s a genius, you know. Isn’t he wonderful?”

Still being carried like a sack of rice, the princess of the world laughed joyfully.

◇◆◇◆◇

“—I’m soooooooooooooooooo tired…”

“Hehe… You did well.”

And so, two hours later.

After various ‘greetings’ and ‘exchanges,’ I managed to cultivate a tentative friendship with Ashe’s relative… Ms. Emery White. Having brought that achievement back with me.

In other words, the moment I had completely left the otherworld and arrived back at our home, the Yotsuya dormitory. I collapsed onto the sofa in the entrance hall, and a comforting warmth descended on the back of my head.

Well, you know.

I have a mountain of things I want to say and complain about, but for now—

“What kind of ‘sister’ is that…?”

“I told you, didn't I? The Whites are a family of hobbyists.”

Emery White. A cross-dressing model who is said to be wildly and explosively popular overseas, unrivaled in her field.

At heart, she is a woman. But she directs a truly inhuman and eccentric amount of passion toward her ‘hobby,’ not only dressing but also behaving completely as a ‘man.’

I mean, her voice. What was with that perfectly androgynous voice? When I first met her, I was completely convinced she was an ‘older brother’ without a single doubt…

“I’m sorry for pushing you. She’s a busy person, so if we missed this rare chance—”

“It’s fine. I’m glad I could meet her, glad I could say hello.”

Right, that part was true, so I waved my hand dismissively while still lying on the sofa, telling her not to apologize. Of course, I was terrified by the sudden invitation to ‘meet my family,’ but considering our respective positions, it was a path I couldn't avoid… in fact, it was something I needed to deal with promptly.

Besides, it was during my cooldown period anyway. I had the time, so it worked out perfectly.

“…Thank you. —Truthfully, I’d like you to meet my father and mother too, but…”

“!”

“Those two are just so incredibly busy. Even I, their daughter, haven’t seen them in nearly four years, so it might be… a long time before you get to meet them.”

“You just said that to scare me, didn’t you…”

And so, we exchanged a bit of harsh banter.

We both let out weary laughs and sighs as I sat up, stood… and walked alongside the princess in her dress, who embodied another world even after returning to reality.

“Starting tomorrow?”

“No, starting today. I’ve been held back for so long, my motivation is about to explode.”

“…Hehe, I look forward to that. I’ll be expecting good news of your conquest.”

“You mean you’re expecting some funny incident, with that look on your face.”

What we were talking about was the fact that the seal on my avatar was finally being lifted today. The price for using [Lightning Gale] was truly severe, and coupled with the public excitement reaching an all-time high as usual, I’d had to endure some pretty tough days.

…So, you know.

About half a month since the battle to conquer [Green Connect, Jehatreglie].

And—about half a month since the day the virtual world underwent its ‘great transition’.

“Alright, time to get serious…!”

It’s time for me to reboot.



    Chapter 840

    Interlude: A Medley of Voices from the World

    ──────……

────……

──……

‘Weird, another day just ended without me realizing it.’

‘Enjoying your life of infinitely replaying the archive?’

‘Yes (mindless)’

‘I also stared at my phone for a day and now my paid vacation is gone. This sucks.’

‘Non-players are innocent. Players are guilty.’

‘Stop spacing out and go climb the tree, you guys. It’s your duty.’

‘Climbing the tree is fun, but rewatching the limit-break hero show on repeat is also super fun…’

‘While you limit-break otaku are breaking your limits, I’m heading on up (to the upper floors).’

‘Oh, a serious player appears? Hey, upper-floor bro, what level are you at now?’

‘Floor six.’

‘You’re a total newbie!!!’

‘lol’

‘Floor six lol. Are you a beginner tree-climber?’

‘Be nicer to the lonely solo tree-climbers who are trying their best, okay?’

‘You’re going in solo???’

‘A hardcore player disguised as a newbie, rofl.’

‘Even the lower floors must be tough to clear alone, you’re doing well…’

‘If a hot guy or a heroine would just fall from the sky and form a fixed party with me, I’d graduate from being single too, y’know? Ugh, this sucks. I’m gonna use Haru-chan’s shout as a lullaby and go to sleep.’

‘You’re just as much of a limit-break otaku as the rest of us.’

‘That’s just plain creepy, I’m laughing.’

‘A lonely, unpopular guy… Maybe we should have been nicer to him.’

──────……

────……

──……

‘Just shut up already. It’s been confirmed that HaruNia is the way to go.’

‘Shut it, or I’ll hit you with the URL for the Arena clear archive.’

‘Hey, stop that. Please don’t try to melt the time of countless bored people.’

‘It’s gotta be AiHaru.’

‘What have you guys been watching? Bow down and worship the advent of HaruSora.’

‘Haru-chan’s full-bloom smile after the genuine applause was devastating, yes indeed.’

‘Don’t forget UiHaru, the greatest Haru, or rather Spring, of this century.’

‘The master’s sense of affection is incredible, isn’t it…’

‘But Nia-chan was cute, wasn’t she?’

‘She was cute.’

‘Yes.’

‘Her voice is unfair.’

‘Her voice…’

‘It’s nice that she has a lot of cool parts too, somehow.’

‘She has a surprisingly big-sisterly vibe, which was surprisingly surprising, and I died.’

‘We couldn’t see her face, but… her movements and everything else were just genuinely cute.’

‘Stan her. Stanned her. Stanning her.’

‘In other words, NiaHaru… we’re all in agreement, yes?’

‘It’s obviously HaruNia, don’t get it wrong.’

‘Newbie. NiaHaru with a strong big-sister vibe is the pinnacle…’

‘Nia-wbie.’

‘Huh?’

‘What is this comment section. Is this hell?’

‘H-HaruNatsu… (in a small voice)’

──────……

────……

──……

‘I keep telling you, she just doesn’t fit Istia’s ranking criteria.’

‘Even so, it’s just too hard to accept.’

‘Her monstrous strength, yeah. It’s just too far beyond the pale…’

‘Realistically speaking, even just as a solo fighter, she’d easily break into the upper ranks, right?’

‘Well…’

‘Hmm…’

‘To say that so easily feels like you’re underestimating the current Ten Seats, though…’

‘This. When you talk about monsters and demons, every last one of them fits the bill.’

‘But still. But still, you know?’

‘Can’t be helped. She’s pretty much a humanoid raid boss at this point.’

‘I want to see her have a trial of strength against the current Ten Seats, one by one.’

‘I’d love to see that…’

‘Besides the Sword Saint… who would be a guaranteed win?’

‘Screen. The matchup is just too terrible.’

‘True, if her magic sword control is disrupted, she could fall apart easily, I guess.’

‘I think Genkotsu-san would probably win too. In his invincible mode, he could just punch right through her.’

‘I feel like he could get into her range even without it…’

‘After that, well, maybe Mi-na and Ri-na, due to their experience with the same type of character?’

‘I can accept that pretty easily. That’s about half?’

‘The rest would be Irori-kun and Haru-chan pushing through with their own invincibility & absurdity.’

‘Sakura Memento.’

‘Are you forgetting about the Sakura Memento?’

‘This. If anything goes and no holds are barred, the Acrobat is her number one natural enemy.’

‘Can the Sakura Memento eat magic swords?’

‘Don’t know, but probably? They’re magic swords, after all.’

‘It’s not a magic sword anymore, it’s a Demon Lord’s sword.’

‘I don’t care about the logic or the mysteries. I just want to see Sora-chan’s crown.’

‘I get it.’

‘I get it.’

‘I get that.’

‘That’s something all of humanity has to agree on.’

──────……

────……

──……

‘I mean, there’s just not enough information. It’s impossible to really theorize about it at this point.’

‘Saying that in a theory thread is kind of the end of it, isn’t it?’

‘Well, it’s a total mystery from top to bottom, so it can’t be helped.’

‘Even Enra and the others who were there at the scene are saying they can’t even guess.’

‘The fundamental question is what the “covenant” is in the first place, right?’

‘Yeah. Like, who’s the promise with, and what kind of promise is it…’

‘If the NPCs were more cooperative, we might learn a few things.’

‘They are cooperative, though. They tell us honestly that they can’t talk about it.’

‘Maybe that itself is related to this covenant thing…’

‘That’s totally possible. Ugh, my brain is buzzing from this lack of theorizing material.’

‘That’s a unique way to put it.’

‘First of all, is the Green Connect raid over or not?’

‘There was no announcement of its defeat or vanquishing, so it’s likely still ongoing.’

‘So is it happening right now, or is the door to part two waiting for us somewhere…’

‘No idea.’

‘No idea at all.’

‘It’s frustrating. But for us theory crafters, it’s a gift.’

‘Do we wait for more news, or do we seek it ourselves by climbing the tree?’

‘Man, this is fun. Let’s go climbing.’

‘Another day, another trip to Vestol.’

──────……

────……

──……

<hr>

No continuity, just some random excerpts from the bustling chatter of the electronic sea.

Trying to put the chaos of the festival when it first happened into words is impossible, so I gave up. It's pretty much just what all you veteran Arcadians would imagine.



    Chapter 841

    Breath of Life

    That day, after I disgracefully fell asleep, the virtual world underwent a number of changes.

First and foremost, ‘Green Connect’… [Green Connect, Jehatreglie], is most likely still here. It hasn't become confirmed public information yet, but there are several pieces of evidence.

One, there was no announcement of its defeat or vanquishing.

Two, the raid participants haven't received any ‘rewards’ other than experience points.

Three, my Anima is still quietly sitting at the third tier.

Setting aside the third, highly personal and vague reason, the first two are decent grounds for speculation. And considering the massive parting gift it left behind, it wouldn't be surprising at all if its existence continued, just as its name ‘Connect’ implies.

Now then, what happened after all that?

While I was unconscious, what kind of changes did the world undergo—

“………………………………I could see it from the central Safe Area, but still…”

A little ways off. Atop a tall, pointed tree that grew on a small hill.

After a series of life-or-death battles that was truly something else, I had gone for a run to break in my revived skills, including the ones that had evolved. This brought me to a point roughly five hundred kilometers due west.

“Arcadia is seriously insane…”

Even perched high up, I had to look up to the heavens. What I saw made the giant tree beneath my feet seem like a toothpick, or rather, a minuscule splinter—

It was the majestic sight of a ‘Tree’ that existed outside of all reason, so colossal that it could only inspire awe.

Its exact height was impossible to measure. The trunk, which easily pierced through the clouds and then some, became transparent above a certain altitude. Along with the canopy of green leaves flourishing at its peak, it had the appearance of a spirit.

And then, there was the lower part of the trunk, a physical presence rooted in the earth… and at its base, filling the crater that the ‘monster’ had once occupied.

Retaining its biological form and features, the giant body, whose dynamic activity seemed to have ceased completely, was now sleeping, integrated with the roots of a giant tree that defied the very term.

Leaving the giant tree aside, I could no longer sense any presence or pressure from the body. Intuitively, I could tell that its form was ‘finished’.

—For the past half-month, with summer vacation over and university life resuming, I had spent a long time away from the virtual world.

Half of it was me playing the diligent student, deciding that if I couldn't play seriously anyway, I should take the opportunity to focus on my studies… and the other half, regrettably, was me trying to maintain my peace of mind by averting my eyes from the world, which had exploded into a massive festival, leaving me behind.

Therefore, I had only logged into Arcadia a handful of times since that day. And that was just to exchange greetings of mutual appreciation and to inform my friends and acquaintances of my unavoidable cooldown period. For a full fifteen days, I, the [Acrobat], had done nothing that could be called an activity.

So, this was truly my first time visiting this completely transformed place since that day… and really, you know.

Now that I've seen the reality of that great transition with my own eyes.

“Man, what a mess this is… huh!”

It’s so far beyond the scope of a game that all I can do is laugh strangely.

With a single step, I kicked off from the top of the comparatively tiny tree and launched myself into the night sky. And as I soared through the air, slicing through the cool wind, what I saw below me was—

In the distance, at the base of the colossal tree, a glowing ‘city’ was nestled.

◇◆◇◆◇

One of the ‘common knowledge’ facts of Arcadia, built up since the beginning of the service, was that NPCs only existed in the faction towns within the [Trial Spheres of Partition].

They couldn't use transfer gates like players, and therefore couldn't visit the game's main area, the [Garden of Divine Creation], which existed in a separate space.

Furthermore, no native NPCs had ever been confirmed in the Garden of Divine Creation. In other words, the endlessly vast main conquest field was truly a place for players alone.

…However.

“Oh, good evening. You’re a surprisingly beautiful young lady. I haven't seen you around before.”

“Ah, uh, thanks. Nice to, meet you…?”

Today, that common knowledge has been shattered for half a month now.

As I stepped into the ‘city,’ I was met with a sea of people, just like the one I had experienced on the day I broke through the [Trial Spheres of Partition].

The sight of what seemed to be, no joke, over a hundred, maybe even a thousand players packed together was more than enough to make me shrink back in an instant.

And so, I tried to play it off. I quickly ducked into a side alley to hide and continued to pick a route that would take me as far away from the crowds as possible. Then.

I ran into a woman.

She looked to be in her mid-thirties. She had called my transfigured body a ‘beauty,’ but she herself was a beautiful woman with a gentle smile.

And the most notable feature was—no matter how long I stared, no color cursor appeared above her head. In other words, she was…

“Are you perhaps lost? Where would you like to go, young lady of the rare people?”

“Ah, no, um…”

Not a player.

Which means, a genuine Non-Player Character. Beings born and living in this world, completely different from us, who dive in with only our minds.

They didn't just spawn in the Garden of Divine Creation.

They traveled all the way here from the Western Faction's district of Vestol, across the barrier between worlds. And what are they doing? …Just building.

As if they understood everything.

As if it was always meant to be this way.

As if it were the most natural thing in the world—at the base of the giant tree that had emerged from the back of the shattered ‘Green Connect,’ they were simply building a ‘city’ to welcome the players.

And now.

The ‘city,’ reborn on the site where the ancient ‘Country of Trees, Flames, and Peace’ was said to have prospered, is itself called ‘Second Vestol.’ It welcomes us, the rare people, who busily flock here in droves.

“Are you out for a stroll? Sightseeing? If you’d like, shall I show you around?”

And just like that.

They welcomed us with open arms, blending into the world without any sense of incongruity.

<hr>

By the way, her name is Richuka. She's an apothecary, and her husband, Irgo, is apparently a receptionist at the private guild hall in Vestol.



    Chapter 842

    From the Foot of the Giant Tree

    Several dozen minutes had passed since I politely declined the kind NPC lady's offer and bid her farewell.

...And in those several dozen minutes, as I crept through back alleys to avoid prying eyes, I was unexpectedly bombarded by NPCs calling out to me.

In any case, several dozen minutes later.

"...If this was real life, people would be dying."

I'd arrived just short of my destination. From the shadows of a side street... I then took the liberty of hopping onto a nearby roof, hiding myself even more thoroughly as I surveyed the scene and couldn't help but mutter my thoughts.

Stalls were packed in tightly, and a wave of people that seemed to be composed almost entirely of players churned below. It was a festival, a riotous scene where countless conversations—none of which would have been possible without Arcadia's unique "Voice Assist" feature—formed a massive cacophony that livened up the night.

To be honest, I'd rather avoid plunging in without the protection of my stealth-master kouhai. Even if I wasn't spotted, it was obvious I'd be in for a world of hurt.

Still, my upcoming plans... To challenge the "tree" right at its base, directly above the roots...

In the plaza, where the twisting grooves of the great roots had been filled in and neatly paved, I had to procure some items before I could tackle my destination.

"Maybe I should just show my face and ask the fine ladies and gentlemen of Arcadia to clear a path... Nah, not happening."

One hundred percent a joke. As I playfully muttered an option my personality would never allow, I steeled myself and was about to step off the roof to brave the crowd—

"—Excuse me, beautiful young lady over there."

"H-huh...?"

Just before I did, a voice from behind stopped me in my tracks.

While I'm unfortunately not blessed with any perception-type skills, a player's avatar is fundamentally superhuman. This isn't limited to simple physical prowess; all five senses, including sight and hearing, far surpass what is normal in the real world.

Because of that, physically sensing someone's approach by reading the air is a piece of cake. This isn't just true for top-tier players like the rankers; even regular players are no exception.

That's why I was so surprised when I turned around...

"I am not a suspicious person. Therefore, there is no need to be alarmed."

...because the man who had approached so closely without me sensing a thing had no colored cursor above his head—the mark of a superhuman granted an unreasonable mystery.

And more importantly...

"Then again, that's exactly what a suspicious person would say, isn't it?"

"...No, uhm. I can tell you don't have any hostile intent or anything."

This was a genuine first.

My avatar's body, which far surpassed my physical one, was feeling a tension in front of an NPC that I'd only ever felt when facing high-level players on the battlefield.

...Alright, now I'm going to think something super cool in my head without saying it out loud.

—This NPC... he's strong.

Well, while I was seriously engaged in that little game of make-believe, the man with long, light-blue hair tied up at the crown of his head... I assume he's a man, based on his voice...

The youthful, handsome man, whose gender would be hard to discern if he stayed silent, closed the distance, the hem of his magnificent coat swaying gracefully.

I feel like a critic, but even his slightest movements are fluid.

"O visitor from another world. Forgive my forwardness, but I perceive you to be a person of great renown."

And on top of that, his entire demeanor, including his turn of phrase, is utterly elegant. It seems to me that he must be a person of great renown in the NPC world as well.

"In that case, I imagine diving into that sea of revelry would be quite a chore. ...Having witnessed the struggles of... similar individuals, I have recently taken it upon myself to offer 'consideration.'"

"Huh...? Ah, ahh... I see..."

Next thing I know, I can only find things to praise about him. The conversation moves quickly, and his concise yet polite words get straight to the point, allowing me to see his intention.

In other words...

"Pardon me, I've neglected to introduce myself. I am Septra, of the Thousand Memories. If you would be so kind, may I ask your name?"

"...My, how very polite of you. Yes, of course."

This whole surprising situation was...

"I'm Haru, of the Eastern Faction, Istia. ...I guess people around here call me the [Acrobat]."

"Thank you. In that case, Haru-sama the Acrobat—I shall take your order for the items you require."

...a surprise pop-up service from a kind NPC.

◇◆◇◆◇

The "Giant Tree"—a name the NPCs have passed down, `Key Tree-sama`, has led to the player base also adopting the moniker `Key Tree`. It is an unnaturally enormous entity.

Setting aside its lore and significance for now, as they're mostly speculation, what's important for us gamers is its function as a "facility."

To put it simply, it's a massive, multi-layered labyrinth.

It's a very orthodox and traditional piece of content, with the difficulty increasing as one ascends the floors. But of course, being a huge feature implemented in Arcadia, it's not without its quirks.

First and foremost, within the Key Tree Maze, which is estimated to have at least a hundred floors, players' "power" is restricted.

Specifically, this applies to levels, stats, skills, and even equipment performance.

As for levels and stats, it's simple. Your individual progress through the floors unlocks numerical values... or rather, it's easier to think of it as allocating points to a separate set of stats exclusive to the Key Tree Maze, where clearing one floor equals one level up.

As for skills, the ones you already possess are unlocked in stages for every ten floors you clear. This means that up to floor ten, the so-called lowest tier, you have to challenge it practically skill-less, leading to a situation where the beginning is said to be the hardest part.

Apparently, weapon proficiency skills are permitted from the start, but that doesn't change how tough it is. Builds are broken, and you have to fundamentally rethink your entire approach.

And what's interesting is the equipment. While there are no restrictions on bringing your own items, existing gear basically ceases to function within the Key Tree Maze.

Abilities are silenced without exception, weapons lose their attack power, and armor loses its defense.

Naturally, this renders them useless against the enemies in the Key Tree Maze—in other words, the dungeon. This applies even to special items like `Anima` and `Terror Armaments`.

I think it's a generally disliked feature. That's precisely why a relief system has been put in place, as if it were a matter of course, to avoid dampening the players' enthusiasm with complaints.

—Well, I'll think about that when the time comes.

"Personally, I don't mind a 'welcome back, newbie' experience after hitting the level cap."

With the help of Septra-shi from the "Thousand Memories," I managed to get my supplies while avoiding any trouble or near-death experiences and arrived inside the labyrinth.

As you get closer, the Key Tree takes on the appearance of a sheer wall. You just have to touch it. A dialogue box appears without fail in the player's vision. Tap 'Yes' and you're instantly transported.

And so, beckoned by the familiar blue light of teleportation I'd passed through hundreds of times in a single day half a month ago... I opened my eyes to find a dimly lit corridor, exactly as I'd expected.

This is plain. Aside from the material, which is clearly that of a tree, it's a simple, square path, the likes of which has been seen in countless games.

Devoid of any decoration, it's an utterly simple and desolate construction—which is perfectly fine. It has a real 'lowest floor' vibe, building anticipation for the upper floors.

Alright, first things first...

――――――――――――――――――
◇Status / Trance / Restarted◇
Title：Acrobat
Name：Haru　 Lv：1
STR：0
AGI：10
DEX：0
VIT：0
MID：0
LUC：0

◇Skill◇
・[Naraka Gandharva]

・Active
──None Skill──

・Passive
──None Skill──

《REJECT SENTENCE》

◇Arts◇
【Kesshiki Ittoryu】
《Flying Water》
《Striking Iron》
《Heavenly Snow》
《Withered Flame》
《Heavy Light》
《Seven Stars》
《Blade Thunder》
　Secret Technique：《Bound Wind》

【Shifu Ittoryu】
《Gale》
《Droplet》
――――――――――――――――――

Without much thought, I dumped my meager initial status points into Agility (AGI) and drew a "sword" from the scabbard on my left hip, replacing my now-unusable Rabbit Short Sword.

The weight in my hand tells me that my favorite Rabbit Short Sword is far lighter. However, the sense of reassurance and trust that fills my heart is, amusingly, worlds apart.

A player with initial stats can't equip much.

And so, clad in my non-armor outfit of a [Series Lounge No.6] jacket dress and culottes, I wield a single, specially made [Iron Straight Sword].

—The item I procured, a special material called a [Key Tree Branch], was used as a catalyst to create a weapon capable of clearing the Key Tree Maze. It's a makeshift item, but it should be fine.

And with that...

"Alright, let's go. I'll trample everything in my path with the spirit of a beginner."

For now, my target floor is the current 'upper tier,' the thirty-first floor.

—Wait for me, partner. I'll catch up to you soon, Sora.



    Chapter 843

    Weak, Strong, and a New Game

    In Arcadia, where the simple truth of 'big equals strong' often holds true, high-level enemies are typically large compared to players.

For that reason, dungeons, which are nests of formidable foes, are usually built to accommodate them. In other words, while the degree may vary, 'extremely narrow environments' are rare.

And so...

"This feels like some kind of hidden dungeon..."

Fighting in a confined space where you can't even sidestep properly is quite unusual. Some players might not have any experience with it at all.

This is probably why the beginning of the Key Tree Maze is said to be so brutally difficult...

"Whoa."

I tilted my head to dodge a sharp point lunging for my forehead, and at the same time, I brought my straight sword up to the outstretched arm—and with a single flash, I sliced it off.

The "enemy" flinched but didn't scream. Instead, its gnarled body creaked and writhed. Without hesitation, I stepped forward.

"Hup."

Another flash. The [Iron Straight Sword] easily cut through the torso, which was as thin as its arm. The tree-man's HP bar shattered unceremoniously, and it dissolved into a green phosphorescence—not blue—and vanished into the air.

Its name was [Juniela Lind, Key Tree Echo]. It's the only hostile entity that appears on the first floor of the Key Tree Maze, and after nearly four years of service, it's the grand debut of the treant-type monster.

Its form is that of a thin humanoid composed of tangled roots. ...If you call anything with a torso, neck, two arms, two legs, and that walks bipedally a 'humanoid,' then sure, it's a humanoid.

I feel like I've seen something similar somewhere recently, but in terms of threat level, it's the very definition of a weakling, a comparison to the difference between heaven and earth or the moon and a turtle wouldn't even begin to cover it—

—that is, if I were at my original max level with all my abilities unlocked.

"I see. If this is what you get on the very first floor, it's definitely high-difficulty..."

I've handled the few encounters I've had so far with ease, but that's only because I've been deliberately calm and cautious in my movements.

Its durability is like paper, not wood, but its writhing, creepy limbs attacking like spears with almost no wind-up is genuinely frightening.

And... I can feel some kind of intelligence from it. It feels like it's watching for an opening... To be honest, a true Lv.1 newbie would have a tough time with this.

Even I can't say for sure that I wouldn't take a hit if I let my guard down. The cramped corridor, combined with the enemy's style, reminds me of my old friends, the Decaying Statues.

—But, well.

"I've got the gist of it. Let's move on quickly."

With the 'skills' I've honed against opponents far beyond this level, it's no match for me. My pathetically weak stats have their limits, but I'll break through as fast as I can.

◇◆◇◆◇

—And so, it's time for the momentous first-floor boss battle of the Key Tree Maze.

"...Hey, you look kinda familiar, don't you?"

True to its name, the labyrinth was surprisingly vast, and I struggled a bit, but no terrain can stand against the perfect mapping provided by my "Memory" gift.

And so, after cutting through the Echoes and steadily making my way through the path, I arrived at a vast chamber. What awaited me there was... just as I'd muttered, a familiar face.

It wasn't decaying, it hadn't become a bed for mushrooms, and its branches were lush with green leaves, but—that malevolent face, I'll never forget it.

"[Eldart Lindia, Key Tree Spirit]... The name's not that similar, I guess."

Putting its grand name aside, its appearance was a spitting image of the [Host of Mush] that my partner and I once faced in that eerie forest.

Instead of 'mushrooms,' its wooden body was embedded with what looked like 'seeds.' The face on its trunk undoubtedly locked onto me, and it let out an indescribable scream.

Perfectly fine. To it, I must be just some pipsqueak it's never seen before, but...

"Heh, I like this...!"

...to me, it's a fun opponent that brings back memories of my beginnings.

『──────────ッッッ！！！』

A similarly bone-chilling roar from the tree spirit shook its belly. Taking that as the signal to start the battle, I dashed forward—not with Rocket, since it's sealed, but with my own two feet.

And its counter-move was...

"Okay, got it, you're a different beast!!"

...a violent shake of its head, simultaneously scattering a multitude of "leaves" that became a barrage of "blades." I'm a Lv.1 with super weak stats and no skills. I don't have a single card to play in response—but so what? Don't you dare underestimate me!

"—Hmph...!!"

They're not slow. But they're not exactly lightning-fast either. My eyes, trained in the company of allies whose movements defy human limits, can certainly track them.

I ignore the near misses grazing my cheek and place the body of my sword to block the path I've chosen.

Taking what seemed to be direct, fatal hits on the iron belly of my sword, I twist my body into the gaps of the barrage.

Forward, forward, ever forward—

*Heh, good thing I'm in this small transfigured body. My tiny hitbox saved my ass!* 

"—And a good day to you!!!"

I thrust with all my might. Having charged through, I reached the great tree's trunk and, without hesitation, slammed the point of my straight sword into it with my entire body, landing a solid first attack.

I wonder if a tree's body has a sense of pain.

I'm face-to-face with the screaming [Eldart Lindia, Key Tree Spirit], a blade embedded in its forehead... This, too, feels like a new beginning. My rising tension leads me to make a declaration.

"Now, let's have some fun!"

In the past, now, and always—if you're going to run, run at full speed.



    Chapter 844

    The Starting Line

    ◇You have defeated [Eldart Lindia, Key Tree Spirit]◇

◇Special Title Acquired◇
　・『One Who Follows the Tree Path』

◇Special Title 『One Who Follows the Tree Path』 has been activated◇

◇First Floor cleared.◇
　・A reward has been granted—Acquired [PARLs].
　・A reward has been granted—Acquired [Verdant Gem of Covenant].
　・A reward has been granted—Acquired [Key of Genesis].

"Alright, alright, that's quite a haul."

A green phosphorescence scattered into the air as a golden light enveloped my body.

The battle took a little over thirty minutes. It wasn't... unexpected. Considering how pathetically weak my current fighting strength is, that was probably pretty fast.

In any case, the victory was mine.

With a potential that I have to admit was a bit tough for a Lv.1 to handle, the rampaging tree spirit was slowly chipped away until I achieved a no-damage finish.

And then, a storm of announcements and rewards rained down on me.

As usual, I've avoided spoilers directly related to the conquest, but I have gathered the basic information, including the special rules of the Key Tree Maze.

Therefore, I've already studied up on the "starter set" that's given out for the first boss clear, as if to say, 'Welcome to the starting line.' My clan members and Sora, who's ahead of me, told me all about it.

First up is [PARLs]... Since there's no official reading provided, it's provisionally being called "pearls." In appearance, it's a 'fist-sized orb modeled after a plant seed,' and to put it simply, it's like a wallet.

I took it out of my inventory and gave it a quick tap for confirmation—it must be the amount I got from the boss that just scattered. The number '1000' was clearly displayed.

It's a currency, a different kind from Luna. As for its use... well, that's something to look forward to after clearing the tenth floor at the earliest. It's the main element that's thrown the world into a frenzy of excitement and a vortex of pandemonium, so I'm half excited and half terrified.

Next, the [Verdant Gem of Covenant] is an item that removes restrictions. You get the first one for clearing the first floor, and then, as expected, you get a second, third, and so on for every ten floors after that.

In short, you can use this on your equipment that has ceased to function inside the Key Tree Maze to breathe life back into it. Of course, it's a one-time use item, and one gem can only reactivate one piece of equipment. Most people would have to think long and hard about this.

—However...

"It's pretty much a no-brainer for me."

If I'm told to choose only one, it's as if I have no other options.

For now, my stats are so pathetically weak that armor would be a drop in the bucket, so that's a secondary concern. The weapon comes first. So... [Rabbit Short Sword: Parabellum]? [Samidorizuki]?

No, that's not it.

"Hey, wake up, partner. Let's go climb a tree, Stella."

Taking various circumstances into consideration, my Anima, [Alv Stella, True White Star Sword], is the only possibility.

I gently tapped the marble-sized orb, which held a faint green light and was also shaped like a seed, against the ring on my right middle finger—and with a faint glow, the weapon regained its power.

The reason is extremely simple. The Rabbit Short Sword consumes my meager MP with its bullet generation and body regeneration, making it unusable since my MID is currently 0. As for my jade blade, its blade is surprisingly long, making it unsuitable for combat in confined spaces, and besides, it's too heavy for my STR of 0 to handle.

As for the latter's weight, I can fake it with the 'Limited-Time Complete Weapon Control' ability of [Naraka Gandharva], but the various environmental factors still don't mesh well, so it would be tough.

In that respect, [Alv Stella] has an orthodox size and a moderate weight, making it easy to handle. And above all, its indestructible attribute as an `Anima` is just too reliable.

The peace of mind that comes from an unbreakable weapon will undoubtedly be a strong ally in my conquest.

I did say it was 'pretty much' a no-brainer because my [Hypothesis: Wedge-Armor Singing of the Royal Road (An=Ru Galta)], which also has the indestructible attribute and the top-class handling of 'gauntlets,' was also a candidate, but...

Well, you know.

"Whoa, hey, hold on, don't come out...! If you drain my MP, it's all over! Calm down, I'm begging you, stay, stay, stay...!!"

Since we're going back to basics, this will be a good opportunity to deepen our bond again. The ring is blinking cheerfully, so Stella is in a great mood. In many ways, I'm sure I made the right choice.

By the way, even though it becomes usable, its numerical performance and special abilities aren't fully unlocked. Apparently, like us players, it will regain its power as we clear the floors.

This means I can't, for example, unlock the [Aquamarine Rabbit Heart] and get a +200 MID boost from the get-go. Life isn't so easy.

—Anyway, let's move on to the last item, the [Key of Genesis].

This is a reward exclusive to clearing the first floor. It looks like a small 'key' shaped from a glossy tree root, and if I grip it tightly...

◇Use [Key of Genesis]?◇

And then, if I tap 'Yes' on the pop-up dialogue.

◇You can unlock one optional skill.◇

And well, that's how it is.

The deal is that it lets you unlock one skill of your choice, ahead of the specification where a certain number are randomly unlocked every ten floors, following the initially unlocked weapon proficiency skills.

...And well, as for this one too...

"Yep, yep, another no-brainer."

◇Skill [Trickster of Zenith] has been activated.◇

[Rocket]? [Ignition]? Ha, you must be joking.

There's no way I would mindlessly choose something like [Rega-Lielta]. Are you kidding me? Who could possibly handle that ultimate wild horse without all the other control skills?

The sensory nullification of self-inflicted damage, the improved dexterity from DEX stats, and the fall resistance that has continued to support my acrobatics with a subtle yet solid power... I haven't forgotten for a moment, [Trickster of Zenith], that you're the true foundation of my build.

This won't dramatically change my playstyle for now, but at the very least, I can prevent a future where a cascade of difficult-to-control skills leads to my death the moment I clear the tenth floor.

That's what's important, that's what matters—ah, the special enhancement effect (Trickster) is not needed. House.

And with that...

"Alright, let's go. Let's do this, partner!"

────────────────
◇Status / Trance / Restarted◇
Title：Acrobat
Name：Haru　 Lv：1⇒2
STR：0⇒10
AGI：10
DEX：0
VIT：0
MID：0
LUC：0

◇Skill◇
・[Naraka Gandharva]

・Active
──None Skill──

・Passive
《Trickster of Zenith》

《REJECT SENTENCE》

◇Arts◇
【Kesshiki Ittoryu】
　──────……
　────……
　──……
────────────────

I sheathed the straight sword that had served me well on the first floor, keeping it as a sub-weapon.

I summoned my new, wonderfully familiar white sword and, holding it ready... I jumped into the pillar of blue light rising in the center of the plaza, the transfer gate leading to the second floor.



    Chapter 845

    Supporters Here and There

    Once Sunday passes, Monday rears its head. Such is the transient nature of the world, and as the weekdays begin, it is a student's duty to apply themselves to their studies.

And so, the day after I laddered my way from one fantasy (the real world) to another (the virtual one) and finally began my conquest of the massive new content, I attended my university lectures with the heart of a child who had just started a brand-new game. In the end—

""""—He's... got his feet on the ground...""""

"Is it even possible to harmonize on such a rare line so perfectly???"

After conquering a full course of studies that lasted until the afternoon, I soothed my impatient heart that screamed 'let me go home already' and, shaking off the temptation to go straight back, I found myself visiting a friend's house.

Specifically, the mansion where my best friend, follower, supporter, and manager, the esteemed lady Shijo, resides. In her 'workroom,' I had been, through a natural course of events, pushed into a chair, surrounded by my friends, and put in a situation where a swift departure would be impossible.

Kaede, along with Shoko, Toshiki, and Mizuki—the four of them—were all looking at a single PC display. And what was being shown... was none other than me.

It wasn't like there were any storage limits or resource requirements, so I had just mindlessly recorded my Key Tree conquest from last night.

I couldn't be bothered to edit it, so it was just a raw data file (over five hours long) that captured everything from the journey to the boss fight in one continuous shot.

In other words, that magnificent unison from a moment ago...

"Whoa, Haru-chan is fighting normally..."

"This is actually super rare footage..."

"But even so, the fact that he doesn't look like a Lv.1 when you watch him calmly is so like the Acrobat."

"The clothes... are cute..."

...was their reaction to seeing me (Lv.1) in a battle scene that might even be considered boring compared to my usual antics—and yeah. I guess so.

It was very true that I had my feet on the ground, in a double sense.

"So, Haru, how many floors did you clear in a little over five hours?"

"The sixth floor. I thought I could go further, but I guess I was getting ahead of myself."

"...Kasuga-kun. As far as I know, clearing the first floor usually takes half a day for a normal person."

"Oh, huh... So I guess it was fine for me to get ahead of myself. Alright, score one for me."

"By the way, Mizuki, are you talking about a solo run?"

"Of course, I'm talking about a party run."

"Dude, you've got to be kidding me."

"Ah, haha..."

Well, my progress in the Key Tree Maze is ninety-five percent due to my 'Memory' gift, which is just too useful for clearing labyrinths, rather than my fighting skills.

Combined with the stamina I've cultivated through the Sword Saint's spartan training, it's only natural that I'm progressing at an exceptional player's pace since I don't get lost or tired.

—Well, anyway.

"In any case, I'll keep bringing rough recordings like this. I'm counting on you."

"Roger roger!"

"You got it!"

With the data entrusted to them, I was ready to head home and continue my conquest to catch up with my partner. And no one, including the casually responding childhood friend pair, tried to stop me.

"...A digest for the regular floors, no cuts for the boss fights. If we're going to upload a boss guide for each floor, the editing for each one should be... light? So it's not overwhelming."

"I'll leave it to you, editing director."

I gave a nod of unwavering trust to the ever-reliable Mizuki-san,

"Do your best...!"

"You got it. I'll give it my all!"

...and with a wave to Kaede, who gave me her usual heartfelt cheer,

I, for my part, headed for my own stage.

◇◆◇◆◇

—And so, I didn't immediately resume my conquest.

"Yo! How's it going, shut-in!"

"You're so loud...! I've always been a shut-in, you know!"

After returning home, I drove on. Then, from Key Tree City where I had logged out last night, I made the ridiculously long five-hundred-kilometer round trip. The place I showed up at was none other than...

"Honestly, you... that's not a distance you should be casually traveling back and forth."

"Well, it doesn't even take thirty minutes one way."

"Ah, yes, yes, of course..."

...the workshop of the shut-in, my personal artisan. As usual, I knocked on the door without any prior notice, and Nia, seated in her usual chair at the table, greeted me. Her expression was...

"You went to the Key Tree last night, right? How was it?"

"There's a lot, but to sum it up, Arcadia really is crazy."

"Ahaha. You're right, especially since it tolerates people like you."

...now calm.

Even now, the topic of her is still exploding with endless attention in the sea of the internet, but it feels like she's finally starting to regain her peace of mind over the last few days.

In other words—as the one who, although it was necessary, dragged her into the public eye... I, too, have only been able to feel relieved in these past few days.

Of course, wanting to face it in perfect condition was the main reason, but this was another reason I had been laying low for the past half-month.

...You know, that thing.

During the conquest, I told Natsume-senpai I would 'do my best.' So, using my free time as an excuse, I had been making time to hang out with her every single day, both in reality and in the virtual world.

And this is the result.

"You wanna go over there too, Nia? It's an unbelievably huge festival, worth seeing."

"I'll pass. Hearing about it from Sora-chan and the Princess is enough for me."

"Heh, is that so."

To think she's recovered enough to trade jokes like this, it seems the effort I put into spoiling her rotten since the 'Green Connect' battle half a month ago has paid off—

"...Hmph."

...The effort I put into spoiling her with care and gratitude... has paid off...

"Hmph."

...Right.

Well, it seems my spoiling might have gone a little too far.

"Hmph...!!"

"No, not 'Hmph...!' Friendship building month is long over! Stop it! Don't just open your arms and demand it like it's a given!"

I'm not joking or acting about this. To encourage Nia, who had suffered a near-fatal wound from the massive spotlight of public attention, I had allowed all sorts of things.

When she limply leaned against me, I accepted it without avoiding her.

When she started nuzzling her head against me, I hesitated but patted her.

When she clung to my body and let out a sorrowful whimper, plagued by guilt and conflict, with a touch that was barely there... I might have, or might not have... hugged her back—

In any case, the ultimate monster that was created as a result is this.

"Hnnnngggghhh...!!"

"Are you a three-year-old!?"

Finally, she doesn't even come to me anymore; she just calls for me.

The indigo-haired girl, who had taken a liking to the limited-time menu of voluntary pampering, has kicked aside her 'older sister' attribute and is currently degenerating into a 'super spoiled brat' who surpasses even Sora.

And as for the big problem that has arisen from this—

"..........................................F-five seconds... got it...?"

—is this.

Somehow, I've gotten used to it too, and even after the physical contact enhancement month is over, I can't bring myself to reject Nia's selfish demands. It's a hellish situation.

Furthermore, the fact that Sora and Ashe are perfectly aware of this has created a chain of hell, and I have a feeling that divine punishment will befall me any day now.

"—Mmmphhh..."

"Okay. Okay, five seconds are up. It's over, we're done, let... let go, you...!!"

I regret not hardening my heart and just sending a message... but in the end, I know I'll probably come back tomorrow and the day after, so I resignedly...

"[Flash—(Okay, that's) —Traveler(it)]!!!"

"Ngh!? Hey, wait...!!"

With her voice full of dissatisfaction at my back, I made a swift escape from the atelier.



    Chapter 846

    The Acrobat Gives Chase

    Although my progress is undoubtedly smooth and swift compared to the average standard.

Still, the fact that the Key Tree Maze managed to halt the progress of a motivation-maniac bearing the crown of 'ranker,' the pinnacle of players, at the mere sixth floor—a beginner's tier—has a noteworthy reason.

It's not the vastness of the labyrinthine area, which can't be easily conquered even with the cheat-like, fully automated mapping function of my 'Memory' gift...

...but rather, following the treant-type enemies that were a first encounter for the general public, another category of enemy that was considered 'rare' in Arcadia frequently appears in the maze—that is...

...because fighting humanoid enemies is extremely troublesome.

"—Whoa, that was close!?"

As usual, I'm in my transfigured body.

While the body I've decided to mainly use for this tree-climbing endeavor is petite, avatars generally don't have performance differences based on physique, aside from hitbox size and reach.

Therefore, between players with identical stats, even my slender transfigured body could go head-to-head in a brawl with a muscular giant like Goldow—

...which means, the reason my body was sent flying like a ball when I instinctively blocked the 'attack' with my sword... is simply because my 'opponent's' stats are truly superhuman.

That's what makes it so tough.

To face a being shaped like a person, yet possessing a power that transcends humanity—in my experience, something like the [Black Stain That Slays All]—is...

...if I were to apply it to a player-versus-player scenario, it would be akin to a regular person challenging an exceptional one.

"—Damn you...!!"

I scattered the shock from my star-sword, which had been violently repelled along with my body, and forcefully brought myself to a halt by scraping its tip against the floor. Then, I pushed my still-meager stats to drive my body forward.

I twisted my body to narrowly dodge the flash of a talwar that closed in on me, and as if for dramatic effect, a few strands of my white hair, which don't even have a hitbox, were cut and danced in the air.

And then, the second one.

My 'enemy,' with its dexterous hands on both sides, just like a human, didn't stop. It wielded its dual blades with a grace that surpassed even my own, which I still struggle with. As I ducked under a horizontal slash, a second strike shot up from below at the shortest possible distance—

"Gah...!?"

A moment later, my body, which had reflexively blocked the upward slash with the [Iron Straight Sword] half-drawn from its scabbard, was once again sent flying like a ball.

Naturally, from bottom to top. In other words, I went flying high.

As the cry that escaped my lips due to the sheer impact scattered, my HP also scattered magnificently from the force and shock I couldn't fully mitigate. In the midst of the floating sensation, I glanced at the edge of my vision. The remaining health displayed... after a fierce twenty-minute battle, that single blow had plunged me into the critical red zone.

This is bad. This is seriously tough.

What is this? This isn't a boss you're supposed to fight at Lv.6. Are they insane? I've shot looks of disbelief at it time and time again. Below me, waiting for its prey to fall, is the figure of a powerful foe...

To put it simply, it's a 'demi-human.' It walks upright on two legs, wields weapons with its two dexterous hands, and possesses intelligence and reason, along with a strength and ferocity that humans cannot match.

Sixth-floor boss, [Dragon Warrior Famnilarra]—whether it's a species name or a title, it bears the name 'Dragon,' but in appearance, it's a blue-scaled lizardman over two meters tall.

The sharp fangs peeking from its large mouth, the blade-like claws on its five fingers—each one possesses a sharp, malevolent glint that humans do not have... but just as its main weapon is not its own body but 'armaments,' its greatest weapon is its thinking mind.

Naturally, it reminds me of the martial prowess of my nemesis, the armored knight [Angalta, God-Wedge Sword-King].

Well, it's certainly better than that, but my own specs are the big problem. My stats are pathetic, and with no skills to boost them...

"Now then, what to do... —Here goes!!"

...I have no choice but to fight back with my own skill and wits.

I drew and threw my sword. I threw the fully drawn straight sword with all the strength my still-unreliable STR would allow, and the enemy waiting below reacted instantly.

With absolute confidence, it casually swatted the sword away with a light swing of its right blade—

"`Recall.`"

『—』

At that very moment, a perfectly timed recall made the warrior's talwar slice through empty air.

And so, the second throw. A recall followed by an immediate summon, and I threw the [Iron Straight Sword] that returned to my hand while spinning in mid-air. Out of the corner of my spinning vision, I saw the reptile's face narrow its eyes.

Is its intelligence on par with a human's, or does it surpass it?

I have no way of knowing how much wisdom is packed into that head, which is larger than a human's, but if it possesses intelligence, then of course it would be surprised.

And when surprised, startled, and shocked, any living creature will reveal an opening.

『Hmph—...!』

Was that a cry of anger, or something else?

Letting out a mutter that sounded somewhat like an irritated voice, the boss swung its left sword with a motion that was slightly less fluid than before. From directly above it—

"Take this!!!"

...the third projectile fell—that is, my entire body, swinging my main weapon (Stella). Again and again, my stats and skills are meager, and my body is pathetically weak compared to usual, but...

...if the game placed an opponent that I couldn't damage at all, it would just be an impossible, unbeatable game. In other words, if a full-power strike lands directly, it'll work, just like this.

『Gah—...』

No matter how strong a demi-human it may be, it will cry out and hang its head.

A clean hit to the forehead. Its left and right weapons, which had been dealing with my feints, couldn't intercept the next shot in time, and the [Alv Stella, True White Star Sword] that broke through its guard scattered a brilliant red damage effect.

And then...

"Yo—it's been fun, Fam-boy!"

Just as my HP was stained red after the fierce battle, Famnilarra's last of its three HP bars was also stained a deep crimson.

Thus, it was only natural that the powerful blow to its critical point caused its remaining life to plummet to the brink of extinction. However, whether it was due to some ability or mere coincidence, its gutsy perseverance at the last millimeter is commendable, but I have no intention of being so foolish as to let it make a comeback at the eleventh hour.

In place of its two swords, which were now floating in the air, a third weapon came flying, cracking the air—the whip-like lash of its 'tail.' However, what struck the enemy's body first was—

...not its tail, but my kick, following in the wake of my sword strike.

The heel, carrying the momentum of spin after spin, caught the side of the enemy's head, producing a satisfyingly game-like hit sound and completely blowing away the tiny sliver that remained of the Dragon Warrior's HP bar.

And so, a beat later, the predetermined notice arrived. In other words...

◇You have defeated [Dragon Warrior Famnilarra]◇

◇Sixth Floor cleared.◇

The golden light of a level-up, and an impersonal system message.

"Huuuuuuuh—... Haaaaaaaah..."

As I stuck the landing after my final attack, I stood in the middle of the large hall, looking up at the ceiling and savoring the afterglow of victory. As I, who had single-handedly defeated a formidable foe, held one thought in my heart.

"Fighting with friends... party play... is a wonderful thing..."

I was once again reminded of the loneliness and hardship of solo play—and so, my thoughts, as someone who had been left behind by all my companions due to starting my conquest half a month late, naturally drifted towards...

"Hmm... maybe this is a good opportunity...?"

...the existence of a certain 'content' that was open to all players.


────────────────
◇Status / Trance / Restarted◇
Title：Acrobat
Name：Haru　 Lv：2⇒7
STR：10⇒30
AGI：10⇒30
DEX：0⇒10
VIT：0
MID：0
LUC：0

◇Skill◇
・[Naraka Gandharva]

・Active
──None Skill──

・Passive
《Trickster of Zenith》

《REJECT SENTENCE》

◇Arts◇
【Kesshiki Ittoryu】
　──────……
　────……
　──……
────────────────

Putting that aside,
What will become of the hardcore players who will soon be facing this solo on the sixth floor?



    Chapter 847

    Hi Again

    “—So it’s just like I heard. What is this, some kind of ultra-convenient system?”

I was in a corner of the city where, while not as packed as the plaza right before the Key Tree, a considerable tide of people had formed everywhere you looked. Slipping through their gazes and posing as a regular person, I rode the wave and touched my objective. Gazing at the back of my left hand where the result was now etched, I let out a voice of admiration.

A large object shaped like a “gate.” The moment I touched it, the number ‘661’ was inscribed on my avatar. To put it simply, it was my ticket number.

At the same time, it was also a countdown. As I watched, the number ticked down to ‘660’. The idea was that when it reached ‘0’, I’d receive a system message—an invitation to teleport.

Of course, I was free to do as I pleased within the city in the meantime. It was an ultra-user-friendly feature that I desperately wish they’d implement in the real world, defying all impossibility.

At any rate, with this, my visit reservation was successfully acquired and complete. While I was still managing to perform my covert operation without drawing too much attention, I ducked into a side street to avoid the crowd and…

“...Heh. Is this so out of place it’s actually got character…?”

I glanced back for no particular reason. Hanging in the middle of the object, which stood just under five meters tall, was a large, handmade-looking plank of wood.

—‘Civilian Guild Hall - Key Tree City Branch’.

In a world of fantasy, the skillful Japanese script radiated both an out-of-place and familiar charm.

◇◆◇◆◇

And so, thirty seconds later…

“—It is a pleasure to see you again, Haru-sama, the Player.”

“...................................... Y-Yeah… thanks for yesterday…”

Impressed, I’d been planning to kill time by excitedly watching the queue number tick down. My perfectly simple, small-citizen pleasure was kicked to the curb by the arrival of a special invitation that completely ignored that wonderful system.

What was going on…? Well, I don’t quite grasp the exact situation myself yet. But being summoned ahead of a line over six hundred people long, only to find a far-too-familiar “person” standing before me, made the deduction simple.

In short…

“Um, I mean, I’m grateful and happy about this, but… i-is this really okay…? I feel kind of bad, like I’m the only one getting special treatment…”

It was, just like last night, a case of special treatment.

The scene that greeted me wasn’t a bustling entrance hall filled with lively noise, but a quiet, calm, and cozy space that resembled a tasteful reception room.

And the one sitting across from me, smiling at my words, was…

“By treating you with courtesy, we can avoid a great deal of unnecessary confusion. If there is a means to carry out our duties smoothly without propagating any undue commotion… I humbly believe that is, in itself, the highest form of service to the other Players as well.”

He was, as always, ridiculously polite. It was none other than Septra-shi, who, for reasons I couldn’t fathom, was giving me the full one-hundred-percent-goodwill treatment from the very beginning.

*It's not just him. Everyone I met while wandering around yesterday was kind and friendly. Is that it? Was my only NPC friend being a single, ridiculously ripped old man giving me a skewed perspective, and this is just how things normally are?*

—As I pondered this, trying to soothe the slight agitation from the sudden invitation while gazing at his face just enough not to be rude, he offered another smile.

With a snap of his fingers that looked far too elegant, a teacup steaming with vapor suddenly appeared on the table before me. This is fantasy.

Even I, at this point, knew that it wasn’t *some kind of* magic, or rather, a skill.

“I imagine your position and abilities keep you quite busy. If you would be so kind, I would like to inquire as to your business in visiting our hall… How does that sound?”

Was he a man who preferred to get straight to the point, just like yesterday, or was he simply reading my own preference for directness? Cutting to the chase with remarkable speed, Septra-shi gestured for me to take the tea (?) and prompted me to state my purpose in a gentle voice.

In that case, I had only to oblige with my hands and my words. Lifting the cup, which exuded a fragrance I’d never smelled but found strangely alluring…

“Right, then to be brief—I’m looking for a bit of backup.”

“Oh, backup,” he said, his eyes narrowing.

It was the first time I’d seen him make no effort to hide his amusement.

“The whole world’s been buzzing with it so much you’d hear about it even with your ears plugged. I heard that even here in the Garden of Divine Creation, we finally became able to borrow the power of… of you all.”

“Indeed. The time has come, and we NPCs have been granted permission to ‘navigate the world’.”

“…”

“...Heh heh, please do not concern yourself. Were you not aware?”

“Well, yeah, it’s just… out of courtesy?”

Whether he was being mischievous or not, he picked up on my slip of the tongue. I broke out in a cold sweat, thinking *I messed up*, but he just laughed, seemingly unbothered.

I knew about *this* too, but… how to put it… it was a topic that left players more bewildered about how to react than anything.

The fact that they, the NPCs—recognized and accepted that they, along with this entire world of Arcadia, were ‘created beings (game characters)’.

…Well, setting that aside for a moment.

“It is not as if there is any other name for us. We, too, have taken the liberty of calling you ‘Players.’ It is the same thing. I must insist you pay it no mind.”

“Uh, roger that…”

“In that case, shall we proceed?”

Truly, his balance of politeness and frankness was exquisite. I think I might really like this guy.

“Backup… In other words, Haru-sama, you are seeking a ‘Companion’ from among our number. Is my understanding of the matter correct?”

“Yes, that’s right. Since the opportunity is here, I was hoping to make use of it—or rather, I was hoping you could lend me your strength. I’m sure it would be a valuable experience, too.”

I often hear from others that I, more than anyone, perceive this world as a ‘game.’ Perhaps that’s why. The preconception attached to the name ‘NPC’ gets mixed in, and rude words slip out.

Or maybe I’m just being overly considerate and cautious with beings who are, needless to say, unique. …It’s unlikely he read my mind, but Septra-shi let my words slide with a calm smile, as if to say, “Precisely.”

“I have understood your request. —However, if I may be so bold as to ask, do you truly require our assistance? I am aware that the ‘power’ of Players is sealed within the Key Tree, but…”

And then, with a tone so polite and courteous it was starting to become almost embarrassing, he strung his words together smoothly… and simply observed me, sitting across from him.

His light blue eyes watched me, and then, a few seconds later.

“If my eyes do not deceive me, you are one who sits at the very pinnacle of all Players.”

With a straight face, he delivered a compliment so potent it could have killed me from sheer embarrassment.

He fired it off, and as I choked in surprise, he continued in his calm tone.

“As you know, you ‘Players’ are superior beings, different from us. Therefore, it is impossible to compare you to one who stands at the apex among them.”

“W-Wait, hold on a sec—”

“I say this with all due respect, but I fear we would be more of a hindrance than a help. Even if your ‘power’ is suppressed, I am certain your ‘skill’ would easily place you above us… With such conviction, I cannot lightly ask you to bear such a burden.”

“Um, Septra-shi?”

“It is not my intention to be in a position where we might hold back a Player of your renown. It would be a matter of shame before the goddess who watches from the moon.”

“Septra-shi???”

“Therefore—”

And so, I was subjected to his speech, which continued to inexplicably praise me, for a little over five minutes.

Then, I spent just under five minutes painstakingly explaining the fact that I am neither the ‘strongest’ nor the ‘supreme’ player—and after a total of ten-odd minutes of back-and-forth…

“...My deepest apologies. Then let us, once more, proceed with our discussion.”

“Y-Yeah, let’s…”

I had no idea what made him judge ‘me’ as the “pinnacle,” but Septra-shi seemed to have accepted my explanation for now, and we exchanged wry smiles… Well, whatever.

I’ll just consider this a peculiar way of building rapport and get down to business talk.

Oh wait, this place is non-profit. Not business.



    Chapter 848

    Loose Terms of Service

    “Now then, Haru-sama. In seeking one of the warriors of our Thousand Memories, there are several matters I must ask you to hear.”

“Okay.”

“Therefore, I must ask for a bit more of your time. I am certain that a person such as yourself is already aware of the various circumstances, but it is our rule, so I humbly ask for your forbearance.”

“Roger that, it’s all good. I’ll listen to every last detail. Bring it on.”

Somehow, he’d looped back around from being seriously polite to being a rather amusing character. But at this point, being treated like some kind of god was making my skin crawl to its breaking point, so ignoring it was for the best.

Septra-shi then returned a respectful bow. He silently lifted his teacup, tilted it slightly, and after a brief pause, spoke again.

—The “assistance” that players can receive from the NPC-run organization, the [Civilian Guild Hall], can be broadly divided into two categories.

The first is ‘Mediation,’ which covers a wide range of services. Simply put, they help you find what you’re looking for, whether it be a player or an NPC.

For example, they can help with calls for temporary player parties and assist with the necessary procedures.

For another example, they can introduce various artisan NPCs, who are essential for creating what is a vital piece of content for us players: ‘Anima’.

And for yet another example, they manage the acceptance, undertaking, and reward distribution for a wide variety of ‘quests’.

I never ended up using the service, but these quests, which can be entrusted to the hall by anyone—be they player or NPC—apparently grant special experience points in addition to Luna and item rewards upon completion.

That experience is apparently quite good, and the better option for leveling when you get stuck in the tutorial area, the [Trial Spheres of Partition], is to do those quests.

Needless to say, I, who never once used that service, am an idiot. Acting all high and mighty against those eel jerks infesting the desert was, it seems, not the proper way forward.

—The second category, setting that aside. This is the main event for today, and the reason I knocked on the guild hall’s door: the ‘Companion’ service.

This is just as it sounds. A seasoned NPC… in other words, a powerful individual with the special title of ‘Thousand Memories,’ like Septra-shi before me, will accompany a player as a special party member to assist in their adventures.

Naturally, the question is how reliable they actually are. I had looked into the overview of the ‘Companion’ service in the past, and it piqued my interest so much that I researched it in detail…—

“Is it true they can even defeat something on the level of [Angalta, God-Wedge Sword-King]?”

“The ‘Wedge-Sword,’ you say. I myself would be no match, but one with a favorable compatibility might…”

—And that was the gist of it. Whether he was being humble on behalf of his comrades or not, he didn't state it outright, but his answer implied that they could at least put up a fight.

It seemed the comments I’d seen online like, *‘He’s way stronger than me, lmao,’* weren’t lies or exaggerations after all. Well, bravo.

It meant their ‘strength’ truly surpassed that of most players. After all, my question was about a solo fight, not a party.

And this was despite the fact that, unlike players, they couldn’t use skills.

In any case, there were three things we needed to keep in mind when bringing them along… or, to quote Septra-shi’s humble words, ‘matters for which we request your consideration’.

First, *to treat them as people*.

Given that they were beings so convincing it was hard to believe there wasn’t a person inside, I’d like to think they could trust us who passed the personality screening to do that without being told, but whatever.

Second, the ‘power’ an NPC can exert depends on the strength of the Player they are with.

What this means is that their stats are fixed at a value below the level of the Player within a certain distance.

Whether this is just a convenient game mechanic to prevent power-leveling by simply bringing along a super-strong NPC, or if it’s due to some grand, world-related reason, is unknown.

The only thing I do know is…

“Just between us, why is that?”

“…”

When you ask about it, they respond with a meaningful smile and silence.

Nice, I don’t hate it. I’m not some hardcore lore theorist or anything, but blatant foreshadowing like this gives me the shivers, so they can drop as much of it as they want.

And so, the third point. This one, in a different way from the first, was extremely simple…—

“I see. So it’s not like a salary.”

“Correct. This is purely a necessary ‘tribute’ in order to receive ‘permission’ for us to accompany Players… As such, we ask for your understanding.”

Their activities remain non-profit. We players are required to ‘offer’ a set amount of Luna to the ‘world’.

What this stipulated was a system where a flat rate of half of all income from adventures with an NPC companion would be taken away.

Well, it’s not really a big deal. It’s not something that brings any particular thoughts to mind.

“That’s totally fine. Even among players, if you form a party, drops like materials and Luna are split evenly by headcount… Yeah, no, it’s totally fine. No problem. In fact, I feel like I should be paying you a salary or some kind of reward…”

Frankly, even taking everything into account, all I could think was, *‘That’s it???’* Are NPCs really such selfless beings?

“—…Players are all generous people. That is why we, too, wish to be a people who aid you on your journey, staking our hearts on it to the fullest extent the moon will allow.”

A nod, after hearing the full explanation.

My gesture of understanding and consent must have sealed the deal. Septra-shi, with a satisfied smile, bowed his head deeply in another show of thanks.

…So, not being a Japanese person who can just let that slide, I mimicked him and returned a respectful bow. As we raised our heads at the same time, we exchanged smiles.

What is this? Oh, well.

“Heh heh… Thank you for your time. —Now then, I would like to once again ask for your request.”

And so, after a total of just over thirty minutes—a period I found interesting and enjoyable in various ways—Septra-shi had but one question.

“What kind of ‘Companion’ do you desire?”

In response, I…

“Let’s see… —First and foremost, a reliable nice guy.”

…replied with words I’d had prepared for quite some time.



    Chapter 849

    The Princess and the Knight

    —In cooperative games, not just Arcadia, what one seeks in an ally can be said to vary wildly from person to person.

Some simply want a skilled player equal to or greater than themselves. Others may lack experience or technique but desire a comfortable play session achieved through compatible personalities and atmosphere.

Still others seek the unique thrill that comes from the synergy of different individualities.

Whether Arcadia is currently designed as an “MMO” is debatable, but once you’ve experienced the fun of role-playing… many, like me who got hooked on it in past online games, will likely continue to seek it out.

In games, the strength of ‘specializing a character’s nature’ is self-evident, and the fact that it’s not just a matter of preference but also comes with rationality is a plus.

Now then.

While I acknowledge that I am fundamentally an efficiency-chaser, that trait is limited to what I can pursue on my own. Therefore, I honestly have nothing I seek from an ally.

Someone who can have fun with me, or at least tries to have fun, is a given, so that’s excluded. I have no desire to play with someone who isn’t enjoying the game in the first place.

—Setting aside the emotional aspect, that’s about it.

In reality, as the “Acrobat” who deviates from the average player in various ways, there is one essential requirement when I team up with others for a joint battle.

Not in terms of feelings, but in terms of maneuvering. What is it…? Simple.

*Their path of movement must not intersect with mine*, which the world calls insane.

◇◆◇◆◇

The seventh layer of the Key Tree Maze.

Within the cramped, still-plainly designed labyrinth, the sound of clashing swords echoed. In this enclosed space where one’s vision was secured in the dim light despite the lack of any visible light source, the crimson sparks born from colliding steel offered a modest illumination.

And then,

“Player-sama!”

A human voice followed the clang of iron.

The enemy was a [Wandering Goblin (Goblin Wraith)]—a ridiculously orthodox ‘enemy’ existence, a representative of demi-human monsters that had been completely absent from Arcadia until now, and a byword for a weakling that typically appears in the earliest stages of most games, with few exceptions.

However, Arcadia was apparently one of those ‘exceptions’.

When I faced these things solo, which started appearing from the fifth layer, I nearly died several times. In other words, they were opponents you absolutely could not underestimate.

I responded instantly to the voice that called my name. My legs, already prepared, kicked off the floor without a tenth of a second’s delay. While it felt lacking compared to the supersonic movements I was now used to… it was still more than enough to crush the distance to my target at a speed far beyond the limits of a realistic human.

And so, the blade of my swinging Stella was aimed at the small, green-skinned body *suspended in mid-air*.

Its dagger assault was thwarted by brilliant shield work, and even as its whole body was scooped up and launched, it continued to bare its fangs. Beneath its bumpy, potato-like head…

“Hup!”

I aimed for the neck. If I saw it up close, I couldn't possibly say it was a ‘weakling not to be feared’ with its incredibly vicious design, so I skillfully averted my gaze from its face.

In the small hand attached to its short, thin arm. Just like the weapon it gripped, I avoided the crude yet surprisingly solid-looking armor and slashed through the critical point.

And with that—

“Hmph… I knew it. Numbers are everything in a fight…”

The sigh-laden words that escaped my lips weren't directed at *us*.

That last one made seven in total. It was a word of praise for the splendid and troublesome coordination shown by the goblins, who always appeared in groups of five or more per encounter.

If I were still on a solo journey like before, that mumble would have been nothing more than a sad soliloquy…—but now, I have a companion with me.

Therefore,

“—Magnificent, Player-sama!! Such elegant swordsmanship, befitting your beautiful form!!!”

Thus, for better or worse, what immediately resounded was a cheerful, energetic ruckus.

No, it’s fine. I don’t think it’s bad. It’s reassuring to know I’m not alone, no matter what, and I have no complaints about his skill. And honestly, the overflowing respect and goodwill he directs at me, just like Septra-shi, feels pretty good, not gonna lie.

However, but however… really, however.

“Indeed! To be granted the opportunity to attend to such a person is the height of fortune! I, Kendy, first seat of the Thousand Memories! I swear, with renewed and endless fighting spirit, with deadly resolve and devotion, that I shall not permit a single scratch upon your shining skin!!!”

“.................................Uh, right.”

All I could think was, *how did it come to this?*

He carried no weapon, but two pieces of armor in his hands. His unorthodox style of combining a large shield on his right and a small shield on his left, specialized to the extreme for defense, was surprisingly excellent. As for our synergy, which I’d observed over the numerous battles so far, it was, as I said before, quite good.

So, on the combat front, I had absolutely no complaints. The free-roaming skirmisher, me, and the pure tank, ‘him,’ were polar opposites of ‘motion’ and ‘stillness,’ so our paths never crossed. To be frank, our compatibility was probably perfect, but…

“Now then! Let us proceed!! …If you would be so kind, your hand—”

“Ah, I’m good. Shall we go?”

“As you wish!!”

Someone do something about this energy level.

—Blonde hair, blue eyes, a tall, handsome man. His features weren’t particularly similar, but the color scheme exquisitely reminded me of *someone*, which made things incredibly awkward.

And on top of that, his stubborn insistence on treating me like a heroine was also a problem.

Forgetting my avatar, I had requested an ‘opposite (same) sex’ companion with a dead-serious look on my face, saying “a nice guy.” Just like Septra-shi, who had shown a momentary look of bewilderment, I had explained to this double-shield knight, Kendy-dono, right at our first meeting that this form was the ‘other side’ of me, but…

Somehow, it seems that NPCs have a different perception of these things compared to us outsiders.

“…Um, you see, Kendy-dono.”

“I would be honored if you would call me Kendy!”

“Kendy-dono. This will be the sixteenth time, but… I’m a guy. Okay?”

“It is perfectly okay!! For you are so very beautiful!!”

“…………I’ll show you my other form when we reach a good stopping point. You better be ready.”

…or so it seemed. While being lively is perfectly fine, this is a direction of familiarity I’m not looking for at all.

“That, too, shall become part of your charm! I look forward to it!!”

“Are you for real invincible? Give me a break…”

In the end, I, who am fundamentally weak to goodwill and kindness, couldn’t bring myself to push him away completely.

Feeling an endless anxiety on this party-play journey, where the difficulties seemed to have increased along with my combat power, I walked down the dim corridor, followed by my obedient (?) knight.



    Chapter 850

    Good Compatibility (???)

    —In games, since ancient times, the term ‘shield’ refers not only to the piece of equipment itself but also to the role of ‘one who protects allies from enemy attacks.’

In that sense, a ‘shield (tank)’ can be broadly categorized into two types. There’s the orthodox tank, who stops the enemy with an ironclad defense, and the evasion tank, who maintains the front line by neutralizing enemy attacks through agility and positioning.

Anyone not too familiar with games is guaranteed to hear ‘evasion tank???’ and be confused, but such a concept, or rather, tactic, has existed for a long time.

And in Arcadia, the latter is overwhelmingly dominant.

There are several reasons, but the primary factor, above all else, is that *attack power is fundamentally too high*, whether you’re a player or an enemy.

Simply put, the higher you go, the more attacks and situations there are that you just can’t afford to block.

While this is limited to a handful of exceptional players, high-level boss-class enemies don’t throw out attacks so gentle that a person can take them with just their body and a shield. In terms of both power and scale, ‘dodge or die’ is the norm.

For these reasons, shields as equipment are considered the most underpowered of the underpowered in Arcadia. To put it simply, it’s said that [Shield Aptitude] ranks even lower than [All-Weapon Aptitude], which until recently held the title of the most useless of the useless.

Besides, in this virtual world, you don’t necessarily need a shield to block an enemy’s attack. Why? Because *weapons are too damn sturdy*.

The other day, the [Sword Saint] was joyfully clashing her *katana* against the [Sword Queen]’s *sword*, but it goes without saying that such a scene is not realistic.

To put it bluntly, weapons in Arcadia, even a slender rapier, can clash with the mighty arm of a giant beast, depending on the user’s skill.

—In that case, it’s only natural to think that a weapon, which can also serve for defense in a pinch, is sufficient, even if it’s inferior to a dedicated shield.

In the current meta where evasion is paramount, the question is whether it’s worth constantly having a ‘weight’ hanging from your arm just to increase the probability of surviving in a worst-case scenario.

…Well, there are probably various other factors if you dig deeper, but for these reasons and more, a ‘shield-wielding tank’ is an extremely rare sight in Arcadia today.

In the six months since my virtual world debut, I’ve only known of two high-level players who use a shield. Including today’s encounter, that makes a grand total of three.

And that third person. As I burned the image of Kendy-dono’s martial prowess into my mind during our pair-up, I had but one thought—

“—HRAAAAAAGH!!!”

Shield users are ultra-strong, you’ve got to be kidding me.

*“—GYABOWAAAAAGH!!!?”*

Following the thunderous battle cry was a scream so pathetic and visceral it was almost comical. Several meters behind, standing there with fifty percent exasperation and one hundred percent awe, my hair was blown back by a happy-go-lucky set of ridiculous wind pressure and shockwaves.

The seventh layer boss of the Key Tree Maze, [Cerberus Dolphang, Twin-Headed Guard Dog]—a massive, two-headed black dog standing nearly three meters tall. It lunged forward with two bites, but the knight charged head-on, smoothly evading the barrage from its drooling maws and reaching the spot beneath its chin.

He then swung one of his shields, the greatshield in his right hand, which should have been the most underpowered of the underpowered. With the momentum of his spinning body, that flat, sturdy *blunt instrument* launched up from just above the floor, effortlessly sending one of the heads flying. It was an extraordinary sight worthy of a standing ovation.

“Player-samaaa!!!”

“Yeah, yeah…!”

And there it was, the dead-serious, full-throated roar. Now that I was getting used to it, I couldn’t help but let a slight, affectionate laugh slip out as I tuned it out—and then, switch.

My route was straight ahead, a direct charge. Naturally, the knight’s body was positioned between me and the boss, but… as if that were his role.

Instantly and skillfully dispersing the recoil from his critical hit, he manipulated his body. The action he took was to *bend his knees and cover himself with his greatshield*. What appeared then was the necessary runway to reach the giant dog’s neck—the critical point—which was now recoiling and soaring high into the air.

“Rea—”

“—dy, GOOOOOOOOO!!!”

Footing, flexing, coiling, and then, explosion.

It wasn’t so much that we synchronized our breaths, but frankly, a one-sided and perfect act of servitude. Kendy-dono, reading my timing with almost terrifying accuracy, turned himself into a catapult and launched my avatar off his shield with all his might… and before my eyes, a world of giant beast.

“There!”

In other words, my entire field of vision was a reception desk for the finishing blow (sword). With no room for hesitation, my right arm slammed the [Alv Stella, True White Star Sword] into the base of the mutt’s neck—

By my standards, with my weakened stats, this is extremely weak. External Power Output: ‘Kai’ Convergence Release.

“ORAAA!!!”

Mid-air spin, followed by a heel drop.

While the power was incomparable to my max-level, full-condition self, the output I packed into it was undoubtedly rule-breakingly massive for my current avatar.

So it was no surprise that when my descending heel struck the pommel of my Stella, driving the blade deeper, the sword pierced straight through Dolphang’s body with a satisfying sound…—

◇ You have defeated [Cerberus Dolphang, Twin-Headed Guard Dog] ◇

◇ Layer Seven clear confirmed ◇

Victory, in the form of a fanfare and golden light, arrived smoothly and leisurely.

*Alright, here it comes. Brace yourself, me.* Okay, in three, two, one…

“—As expected of you, Player-samaaa!!! Not only is your swordsmanship and footwork magnificent and elegant, but you even command the very Od and make it your own power! I, Kendy, with ever-increasing admiration and reverence, praise your martial prowess and beauty from the bottom of my heart, I shaaaaaall!!!”

“Shutupshutupsitstaydownhouse. What happened to your enunciation? You’re talking so fast I could barely catch a word after the first sentence. Calm down, I’m begging you.”

Including the boss fight, it had been just over two hours. As we carefully navigated the maze, testing our respective skills and coordination, I was naturally getting used to things.

My response might be bordering on a violation of the rule to ‘treat companions as people,’ especially with someone I’ve just met… but hey, he’s like this.

Seeing him drop to his knees at lightning speed with a beaming, dazzling smile that seemed to say ‘I am overjoyed,’ I figured this was probably the correct way to handle him, so thinking too much about it seemed foolish.

—Fine, do whatever you want. If I just accept it as part of his character, I actually don’t mind a comically over-the-top personality like Kendy-dono’s.

“Alright, our combat compatibility seems to be perfectly fine, so let’s pick up the pace. We’ll save the tenth layer, the main challenge, for tomorrow… For now, our goal today is to clear the ninth layer.”

“Compatibility!!! Is good?!! I am at the height of felicity!!!”

“Did you even hear the second half of that? We’re going, okay? Get up???”

And so, I’ll consider our journey to be, if I round up, tentatively smooth (???). I’ll try to be positive and think of all this as a fun souvenir story for my friends, partners, and acquaintances…

Well, I guess I’ll just have to enjoy this in its own way.



    Chapter 851

    Before Goodnight

    “—So yeah, that’s pretty much how it’s going.”

“Nine layers in two days…”

“That should be a ridiculously fast clear speed, but when it’s you, senpai, it somehow feels modest.”

And so, after finishing my progress report, which doubled as a souvenir story, I was met with one part admiration and one part teasing. Here was my second junior, whose eyes sparkled whenever the conversation turned to me, and my first junior, who never dropped her not-so-childish attitude.

And then,

“I thought you’d clear ten layers a day, easily.”

“Heh heh… Haru-kun is always so energetic.”

Whether it was because of a certain someone who used to kill time here constantly or not, the sofa area had firmly established itself as a common gathering spot for everyone.

My master, still looking out of place as she sat primly on the Western-style seat, and the little blue munchkin perched neatly *on top of her*, added their own calm and quiet comments.

“…And you’re here almost every day, as if it’s perfectly normal.”

“Is that bad?”

“Not at all, come as much as you like. Want a snack?”

Ri-na, one half of the “Eastern Wings,” hadn’t officially joined the clan, but for some reason, ever since *that incident*, she’d become a permanent fixture in our [Azure Sky] clan home.

Well, I guess the reason is pretty clear.

Even if she was being considerate of the new couple-to-be, I just hadn’t expected her to show up almost every time she logged in.

Anyway, as for the girl whose motives—be it simple kindness or some kind of complicated emotion—I still couldn’t quite figure out, I decided to hand her a rice cracker I’d stocked up for baiting purposes—a super-tasty, thin and crispy senbei made by my friend, Ittetsu-shi.

“Still… you managed to draw a pretty fun one, senpai. They say the first NPC companion you get is supposed to have the best compatibility. Good for you, not being bored.”

“Wipe that smirk off your face.”

To the self-proclaimed junior who was throwing more teasing jabs my way, I offered not a snack, but a half-lidded glare. Guilty.

I’m actually seriously troubled here. After successfully clearing the ninth layer, just as planned, I showed him my “other side” as promised, but Kendy-dono’s only reaction was a cheerful, refreshing smile and the comment, “I see, just like you.”

I had no idea how to interpret that, and I also had no idea which characters comprised his “you” pronoun. The knight’s stance and attitude were unshakably resolute.

He’s too strong. Somebody help me.

“Kendy-san… A pure tank with two shields, a blonde-haired, blue-eyed knight…”

While I was engaged in a futile staring contest with Tetra that had an estimated zero percent chance of victory, Kanata-kun was muttering to himself, tapping away at his system window.

A few seconds later,

“Ah, just as I thought… —Congratulations, senpai! He’s the 1,117th Unidentified Companion! With a character that intense… unique… I thought it was strange that I’d never heard of him, so I looked him up, and there’s absolutely zero information on him!”

“From start to finish, what was that?”

I sent a gesture to my energetic junior (the puppy) telling him to calm down as he spewed some incomprehensible stuff, but the first thing to pick up on was…

“A thousand, one hundred…? Huh, what? Their title is ‘Thousand Memories,’ but there are over a thousand of them? Wait, first of all, just how many NPCs are there? Is Arcadia insane? Get it together.”

Well, that was obviously the main point.

This is seriously just a straight-up other world. It’s the best. I’ll follow you for life.

◇◆◇◆◇

—And so, after enjoying a good thirty minutes of fun and games with my clan members (plus one) at the end of the day…

“Man, no matter how far I go, I’m always surprised. In every single sense, I don’t think I could ever play this game from end to end even if I spent my whole life on it. As expected.”

Mutter, mutter.

“They said if I provided the info, my name would get on the strategy wiki as the first person to encounter him. Well, I’m already that and this in various ways, so maybe it’s not a big deal anymore.”

Mutter, mutter, mutter.

“But that knight himself is such an intense character… I’d just be providing more material for gossip myself. I wonder if I should be happy about this.”

Mutter, mutter, mutter, mutt—

Ugh, this is painful.

“……………………Um…”

“………………………………………………………………”

Well, yeah. I had just been enjoying a heartwarming exchange with my clan members, and if you count them up, including myself and the bonus member (Ri-na), there were a full six of us. Which means…

“*Hmph*──────… An—”

“I’m not angry.”

“Sorry for cutting you off so perfectly, I’m sorry, please stop squeezing my arm…”

Naturally, my dear partner was right next to me.

She’d put on a prim and proper face for everyone, and from the moment we reunited after several days until now, she’d been stuck to me like glue, silent, in the adjacent seat. The moment our pre-bedtime chat broke up and everyone else’s eyes were gone, I’d been captured by her for several minutes now.

When I ask, she says she’s not angry, so the only thing I can do is obediently offer my arm and continue to accept the weight and warmth pressing into me without trying to escape.

Well, yeah. I have to trust my partner’s words.

It surely couldn’t be that after I, who had to start later due to various circumstances, told her to ‘go on ahead,’ she’d been in a *sliiiightly* bad mood for about two weeks, and hearing my fun tale of tagging along with an NPC was the final straw. No, that couldn’t be it.

“……………………If I could have helped, I would have.”

“…”

Couldn’t be.

“……………………As for compatibility… I’m the one who…”

“……”

Couldn’t, be.

“…………………………………………I’m your partner, after all.”

“……………”

It couldn’t—hey, what am I supposed to do about this?

What is this ridiculously sulking angel? Is she too cute?

Her muttering, which I suspect was *meant* for me to hear, was directed my way. Faced with that, a fool like me has no choice but to hang my head and surrender.

I mean, it’s not like my being this way towards Sora is anything new, but this is bad. It’s no good. When she does that, I have no choice but to kick aside facts like ‘there were circumstances’ and ‘we talked it out until we both agreed’ and just raise the white flag.

In short, the time is currently just before 10 PM.

Faced with my partner, who has now completely gone into a sulk, there is only one thing I can do to effectively use the limited time I have before she gets sleepy.

“…S-Sora-san.”

“What is it?”

“Would you like a sna—ah, s-sorr… I’m sorry!!

I had to steel my mind and body, exhausted from the labyrinth crawl, and devote myself to a desperate attempt at cheering her up.



    Chapter 852

    Refueling

    The next day, after surviving my morning and afternoon lectures, I returned to the dormitory. It was just before dinner.

Today, our esteemed chef Kazuharu Chitose was out on business, which meant it was my turn to don an apron in the kitchen—not the two young ladies who possess no particular cooking skills.

Ms. Madoka, Kazuharu's mother and our other caretaker, had offered to cook, saying, "You must be busy, so I can handle it." But she already does so much to maintain the facility and handle various chores; I felt bad asking her to take on even more work.

Besides, the young ladies themselves had insisted, so it was a natural outcome. Whenever the private restaurant is closed, I'm generally the one who prepares meals for the three of us, plus a fourth serving for Ms. Madoka now that we've all become quite close.

To be perfectly honest, it's a lot of work.

It's a common saying that cooking for one, two, three, or even four people takes about the same amount of effort, but if I may offer my personal opinion on the matter: *Of course it's different, don't be an idiot.*

It's one thing if you only have to satisfy yourself, but when you're serving others, the difficulty ramps up right from the menu-planning stage. Furthermore, the time required for each step of the preparation, from chopping ingredients onward, multiplies with the number of people, and the same goes for plating and cleanup.

Whether you consider the work itself a chore is another matter, but my stance on that hasn't changed since I was a kid—and speaking from that perspective…

"—If we're talking about this as players, then Haru is right."

"Right? Sora and I discussed it thoroughly beforehand and decided…"

"But if I were in her shoes, I'd probably sulk too. So I'm on Sora's side. Haru, you're in the wrong."

"And that's… the heart of the matter, isn't it? Yes, yes, I'm well aware."

Well, regardless of the topic of conversation that colors our joint effort.

Putting aside actual culinary techniques, I have a super-excellent assistant who demonstrates fundamentally superhuman specs in every task she undertakes. The mere addition of that single factor to the situation is enough to completely erase the burden of handling dinner for multiple people, with change to spare.

"Still, I didn't really have any other choice… Making her wait around for two weeks while she was stuck with me would have been too much, and if Sora had taken a break to stay with me, the whole clan would've felt obligated to stop activities… and that, well, that just felt wrong."

I watched the glossy brown sauce simmer in the small pot, then turned off the stove.

"Tetra is one thing, but Ui-san and Kanata… they're like the living embodiments of motivation. It felt like a waste to drag them into it too."

*Hyoi*, I held out my hand to the side.

"That's true. …Though I did snatch *one* of them away."

In an instant, a small tasting dish was placed in my palm. Not one, but two—as always. I let out my usual wry smile, spooned a drop of the sauce, and tasted it.

"Well, that's that."

"Delicious."

We spoke at the same time, one a continuation of the conversation, the other a comment on the flavor.

It was an exceedingly peaceful scene, a tranquil moment… By the way, it's not that we're excluding her, but Nia-chan has voluntarily opted out of assisting with the cooking.

Perhaps she dislikes being compared to Sora, with her incredible cooking skills, or Ashe, whose specs transcend humanity. I hear she's currently training under Mitsueda-san's tutelage.

When I recently saw Mitsueda-san and asked about her progress, the perfect superhuman—who can apparently handle cooking flawlessly as well—just dodged the question with a vague smile and an "Ufufu~."

Who knows when she'll finally join the fray? And with that thought—

"Is it ready?"

"Yeah, it's… done. By the way, there's no taste-testing event over here."

"…Do you think I'm a glutton?"

An alarm from the timer called me to the steam oven. As I opened the door, I was greeted by the sight of a culinary treasure beloved by all, young and old alike: hamburgers.

They were plump, with a beautiful glaze on the surface—a rather fine result. A soft, appetizing aroma wafted through the air, and perhaps prompted by it, the glutton (Ashe), who had been staring intently with a blank expression, shot me a deadpan glare when I teased her.

"Alright, let's get this done quickly. Go ahead and set the table, Ashe-kun."

"Do you think I'm a glutton?"

"Oh, and we're delivering Ms. Madoka's portion to her room again today, so get the usual insulated container."

"Haru?"

And so, the Yotsuya dormitory continues its normal operation. After refueling with a perfect dinner—main dish, side dishes, a small accompanying bowl, and even soup, a complete three-course meal—

"Look at me."

"Ish wash a shoke. Shorry."

First things first. My partner is in a bad mood, which means… starting tonight, I'd better pick up the pace and throw myself into conquering the Key Tree Maze.

<hr>

It's only natural since she clearly uses more energy than a normal person. Eat up.



    Chapter 853

    Magic Swordsman - Magic =

    *It's not that I'm angry.*

*Let's not worry about matching each other's pace or trying to be overly considerate. I remember us having that conversation back when we had just met.*

*Even without a Gift for 'memory,' I've never forgotten the promises we made. Many things have changed since then… since I used to call Haru 'Haru-san.' But in terms of our fundamental personalities, we're both still the same.*

*Meaning, Haru still has a nature where he 'worries about others more than himself, for his own sake.'*

*And I, Sora, still have a nature where I 'cherish the one who worries about me more than I cherish myself.'*

*Are we similar, or not really? Are we looking in the same direction, or is that not it either? There is only one clear thing we have in common.*

*Both of us, while acknowledging the problems and distortions, don't dislike the way we are. We may want to be better, but we have no intention of changing who we are at our core.*

*My wish for him to stay just as he is, the one I told him a long time ago, remains unchanged.*

*The words he told me a long time ago, that he likes me just as I am now, I've never doubted them.*

*Sora will remain Sora, and Haru will remain Haru, and while we might adjust our perspectives or awareness just a little… well, in the end, people can't just become someone else so easily.*

*As always, Haru thinks in a way that prioritizes me over himself for his own sake, and as always, I cherish Haru's feelings for me more than my own.*

*That's why we exchanged 'Go on ahead' and 'I understand.' Two weeks ago, he urged me to go first, promising he'd catch up right away… and by extension, he asked me to lead our clan mates in his stead. I accepted.*

*I am, at least in name, the clan master. I'm sure Haru had no such intention, but even setting that aside, I understand exactly why he said, 'Lead them.'*

*The Azure Sky Clan is Haru and Sora's clan.*

*Two rankers and one fighter said to be a ranker-in-training. It's a dizzying fact, considering the incredible members we've gathered…*

*Ui-san, the Sword Saint who I still look up to; Tetra, the Undying, who stubbornly acts younger despite likely being older; and my partner's disciple, student, and junior, Kanata.*

*All three of them see themselves as being by Haru's and my side.*

*Perhaps as pioneers with years of experience, they feel a sense of watching over us, the latecomers. That's why the three of them try to accommodate us.*

*And what does that mean? It means if Haru stops, and I stop beside him to rest, the three of them will naturally stop as well.*

*In other words—it's easy to imagine that Haru, who 'worries about others more than himself, for his own sake,' couldn't possibly allow that to happen. He's considerate even with me, his partner, so he must be even more so with his two juniors (?), not to mention his master.*

*And that, in other words—is why I, who 'cherish the one who worries about me more than I cherish myself,' couldn't possibly refuse Haru's request.*

*Again, I'm really not angry.*

*I understand and accept it all, including my own feelings and those of my other half. I'm troubled by the twisted way our thoughts mesh, but when I think of it as a rare compatibility, it even feels comforting.*

*So, yes. My attitude last night was, in every sense of the word, me lashing out.*

*At the inflexibility of the system, which makes it impossible to simply descend through the layers. At the fact that the memory of the annoyed look I gave Haru two weeks ago, when he told me to go ahead with a smile, won't leave my mind. And at my own hopelessly childish heart, which got genuinely jealous of an NPC… an existence I know is just a game character, no matter how much she seems like a real person. All of that, and more.*

*One thing after another piled up, leading to a massive explosion.*

*No, if I could have had a grand explosion, there might have been some salvation. Instead, I just sulked, like a slow, damp leak in the ceiling.*

*At fifteen, the heart of a maiden in love is as unmanageable as ever.*

*Last night, I thoroughly troubled the one I love. The image of him desperately trying to placate me replayed endlessly in my mind, and as a result—*

◇ [Souls Criter, Wax Figure of a Thousand Views] has been defeated ◇

◇ Conquest of the Thirty-Third Layer confirmed ◇

"Haaaaaaaaah…! Haah, fuu…!"

In the labyrinth, the young girl swung her sword as if to beat her own uncontrollable heart back into submission.

◇◆◇◆◇

"Hey, Kanata."

"…Huh? O-Oh, yes."

And so it was, in the rear.

Two young male avatars stood stock-still in a corner of the great hall. The girl who had been handling rear support up to this thirty-third layer—as she always did—had gently requested that they 'stay out of it,' and they had obliged.

Their black and hazel eyes were colored by the lingering remnants of the boss enemy that had filled the space, and they exchanged words while gazing at the golden figure shining in the center of the phosphorescence.

"To be honest, I thought my senpai's comment that 'Sora is more dangerous than me' was half a joke. And even if he was being completely serious, I figured it was just his biased overall assessment, taking into account her weird Anima's performance and their compatibility."

"………………"

They were too far for their voices to reach her. And because his sharp observational skills told him it would take some time for the girl to recover her breath.

Whether this was also typical of him or not, Tetra laid his true feelings bare. The boy listened quietly to the words of the indisputable top-tier player, a ranker of the Eastern Faction.

"I wasn't underestimating her or being sarcastic, you know. I genuinely like Sora-senpai, and I've always acknowledged that her ridiculous parallel processing limit and swarm-intelligence control techniques are genius-level. She's smart and a good commander, too. …But, you know. It's just… how do I put it?"

"…Yes, I understand. I guess… we didn't understand at all, any of us."

And now, Kanata could only agree, his perception completely overturned, as he listened to the assessment of the partner of the senpai he so admired.

He hadn't underestimated her in the slightest, either. …But it was a fact that he had been judging the 'Maiden of the Scales' from a perspective far closer than that of the general public.

He had acknowledged the girl's combat power as astonishing, devastating, and altogether otherworldly, trembling at it from the bottom of his heart—and yet, he had thought that while she was formidable, she wasn't *scary*.

That was likely something shared by every skilled player who had witnessed Sora's battles, including the rankers—not just Kanata and Tetra.

What did that mean? It meant her methods were *comprehensible*. Her talent for adapting to the virtual world was certainly exceptional, but her thought processes and movements were, for the most part, within the realm of imagination.

She lacked that certain atmosphere of the unknown that made you feel like she could easily shatter your expectations—an aura possessed by beings who had crossed a certain line, starting with a certain someone.

This was, of course, excluding the lawless power that stemmed from her fundamentally illogical Anima… but until now, Sora had never exuded that kind of presence.

That was why the two of them, who had thought they knew the girl, were now utterly astonished.

"Hah… haaah……… Ah, sorry! I made you wait…!"

Her deep breaths lasted just over a minute. After defeating the boss single-handedly in roughly twenty minutes, the girl finished her short break and ran over, an apologetic look on her face.

In her hand was a single sword.

From beginning to end.

Just one basic sand sword. Was it simply that she never had a chance to show this side of her, having been called upon mainly for large-scale annihilation techniques in past raids?

They looked at the Acrobat's partner, who had so brilliantly and one-sidedly sealed away the giant, shape-shifting wax figure with pure skill.

And so, the golden figure reflected in their eyes…

"…You're actually scary, Sora-senpai."

"…Let's make sure we never get on her bad side."

It was likely just a ritual to blow off steam, a cathartic release of the emotions from whatever had transpired the previous night—a rather charming gesture, if one considered the feelings behind it.

She may not have intended it, but… the girl had shown herself to be an undeniable 'swordsman,' worthy of standing beside the Acrobat.

In fact, she had left her two seniors trembling with the thought that close combat might very well be her true specialty.

<hr>

──────────────────
◇Status / Restarted◇
Name：Sora
Lv：34（10）
STR: 30
AGI: 100
DEX: 100
VIT: 10
MID: 80（50）
LUC: 0

◇Skill◇
・Maiden of the Magic Sword (Livslashea)
《Lord Bullet》
《Attribute Conversion》

・Light Magic Aptitude
《Embrace》
《Geo-Stake》
《Light Enchant》

・Active
《Scale's Song (Scareless)》
《Upward-Gazing Amber Eyes》

・Passive
《Sharis Heart》
《True Sight》
《Healer's Battle-March》
《Resolde Esta》
《Root of Magic》
《Four-Sided Blessing》
──────────────────

・'Combat' in Arcadia is fundamentally high-difficulty.
・Boss enemies are not designed to be fought solo.

Adding to these major premises the fact that the Acrobat is generally having a 'good fight' in the lower layers, the following facts should help explain how Sora was able to take down the boss of the thirty-third layer—considered the 'upper region' of the current Key Tree Maze—with just a single sword and her own skill:

・In the past, she defeated her partner—who had already mastered techniques related to Kesshiki Ittoryu—in a serious duel with no abilities and only a single sword.

──ep.433『Running』──



    Chapter 854

    The Tenth Layer

    There's an element in Arcadia's content that makes anyone who's familiar with virtual worlds, directly or indirectly, tilt their head and go, "Huh?"

What is it? The names.

Not just the names of living things like NPCs, animals, or enemies, but also items ranging from tiny pebbles to towering buildings…

Even place names and area names. While not true for everything, the nomenclature in this game is generally a chaotic, disorderly mess of the 'if you think too hard about the meaning, your head will explode and you will die' variety.

I'm one to talk, given that I name my partner's techniques based solely on feeling, rhythm, and pure excitement, but the patterns where the kanji and the readings are so ridiculously divorced from each other that they're just phonetic stand-ins are the more benign cases.

The real problem is stuff like the [Trial Spheres of Partition], where you can't help but think, *Please, just give us the reading.* The pronunciation is a complete mystery, and it goes without saying that fruitless debates rage on about it all over the world every day.

To top it all off, you occasionally get things with names that seem completely wrong, as if the meaning was totally misunderstood… and that's another source of trouble.

It's no wonder that the countless Arcadia apologists around the world cry out, "No, there must be some deep meaning!" In fact, the game is such an otherworldly existence that even their blind counterarguments gain a strange persuasiveness.

—Not that I'm some hardcore lore enthusiast. I'm basically in the camp that just observes the chaos from the sidelines… or rather, doesn't even do that and just passively accepts everything.

So, even when I encounter a name that makes me tilt my head and go, "Huh?" I've generally just ignored it and enjoyed my virtual world life.

But still, those kinds of things tend to stick with you.

Especially a recent encounter. It's only natural, then, that the comeback I muttered to myself that day—*Cerberus??? Shouldn't it be Orthrus???*—is still crystal clear in my mind.

In other words, what I'm trying to say is…

"—I see, so *this* is the 'Three-Headed Guard Dog (Cerberus)'!"

The theory that even seemingly mismatched names have some deep meaning… yeah, considering this is Arcadia, a form of entertainment that transcends the modern era, maybe there's something to it after all.

The beast charged through the roaring flames it had just spewed across the ground without a hint of hesitation. That, combined with the copious amounts of drool it was flinging everywhere, seemed to be its way of saying, *I have no reason left.*

After instinctively backing away from its magnificent breath attack, I found myself pursued by none other than the [Cerberus Dolphang, Twin-Headed Guard Dog] I had faced on the seventh layer. And so, naturally…

"HnnngggghhhNUAAAAH!"

Cutting off the targeting of a damage dealer is the perfect job for a reliable tank. In turn, it's up to me, the protected damage dealer, to repay my ally in one way.

"So… RAAAAH!"

An instantaneous switch, followed by a single counterattack.

And the result was…

"Ggh—You bastard…!"

"A splendid effort, even from an enemy!"

A full-power strike, yet it resulted in a resounding zero damage.

Forced off course by a powerful shield charge from the side, the mutt staggered past me. My sword slash, which should have perfectly pierced its torso, was met not with the satisfying sound of a critical hit, but with a fierce red shower of sparks that filled the boss room instead of the phosphorescence of spilled blood.

On top of the dog… was a dog.

What sent both me and my [Alv Stella, True White Star Sword] flying was the thunderous blow from a massive battle axe, wielded with skillful fury by a single-headed guard dog mounted on the twin-headed Dolphang.

[Cerberus Gilfang, Single-Headed Guard Spirit Dog]—the boss of the Key Tree Maze's ninth layer, the very kobold warrior Kendy-dono and I had fought so desperately to defeat last night. In other words…

"Three-headed (Cerberus)" was probably a title.

Now united as one, not man and horse but dog and dog, this form—[Cerberus Gil-Dolphang, Three-Headed Twin-Conflict Underworld Dog]—was their true power and their true name.

I have only two things to say.

One is the trivial matter that "Gil-Dolphang" is a bit of a mouthful…

"Are you serious?! This on the tenth layer…?! I don't even want to think about the hundredth layer's boss!"

"The thought of yet-unseen foes makes my heart dance, sir!"

And the other is that this thing is ridiculously, stupidly strong. Is this game insane?

*—!* `

*—!* `

It stumbled for only a moment; my command to stabilize brought it back instantly. As if they were one mind and body, without reins or saddle, the kobold let out a bark and the Orthrus roared in response, executing a sudden stop and a sharp turn.

Then, it reared up its forelegs and its two arms.

Which meant that in the next instant, what would come crashing down was—

"Do'araaai!"

"Sir Paragon!"

A deadly collaboration, perfectly synchronized: paws armed with absurdly vicious claws and a great battle axe shaped for nothing but terror, destruction, and death.

I could track both attacks with my eyes… but sadly, my stats, currently equivalent to a mere Lv. 10, were sorely lacking.

Thus, my evasion was nothing but a clumsy, desperate scramble for my life, and…

"Damn it, no choice…!"

But I'll show you—an Acrobat doesn't go down for nothing!

*—, —!?* `

High above my head. After a desperate face-slide to dodge the swiping paw and swinging axe, I slipped under the belly of the twin-headed dog. My Stella was no longer in my hand, and a pained cry from the kobold reached my ears.

See that, you mutt?! If you're "three," then so are we! Have you had enough—ah, ah, hey, get back here, partner, my MP is melting away in seconds!!!

"Alright, welcome back, and—"

And so, my [Alv Stella, True White Star Sword], which had apparently dealt a painful blow to the rider with its autonomous movement, returned to my right hand as a ring. In that same instant, my arm was already moving, having built up as much speed as it could.

I swung without holding it, materializing it at the moment of impact. It's a rather nostalgic technique, but unfortunately for my enemies, I don't forget a single thing, be it instinct or otherwise!

"*Shot*!"

Combined with the speed of a punch, the white blade, manifested anew, sank its fangs into the dark fur that filled my vision. And this time, finally…

*Ggh—, —…!!!* `

An all-out effort, combined with a desperate acrobatic feat, yielded results.

Plus…

"—DOSEIIIIIIIIIIIIYAAAAAH!"

A follow-up. Just as the twin-headed Dolphang staggered back, its belly—which I suspected was a critical point like its neck—impaled by my sword, a roar that drowned out its cry echoed as a shield slammed into it.

It was a full-force charge into a faltering, flinching, airborne target. *BOGOAAN!* The horrifying sound of the impact suggested immense power, but more than that, it was the result of perfect timing from a warrior who didn't miss his chance.

The comparatively small knight sent the towering beast flying in a magnificent, satisfying arc.

"Are you unharmed—"

"I'm fine, not a scratch, too close, too close…!"

And so came a moment's pause.

I spent only a second on the floor, feeling the vibrations from the staggering boss through my entire body. I leaped up without a moment to rest, sword at the ready in my right hand, while my left grabbed Kendy-dono's face as he approached from the side to stop him… and looked ahead.

"…Haha, still full of energy, I see…"

The mount—or rather, the dog—and its rider were both still standing.

A little under ten minutes since the battle began. By putting forth our absolute best effort, we had finally managed to chip away the first of its six HP bars…

"Well then… Kendy-dono?"

"Let us do this, sir! With you by my side, no matter how powerful the f—"

"Yes, yes, you're full of energy too, that's great. In that case, well…"

If you do it, it will be done; if you don't, it won't… or rather, my motto is that if something can be done, then it can be done, so you just have to believe you can and try.

"One-hour course. Let's make it quick."

First and foremost, we had to slay it fast.

I'm keeping my partner waiting. Prepare yourselves, you mutts.

And so, an hour and a half later.

◇ [Cerberus Gil-Dolphang, Three-Headed Twin-Conflict Underworld Dog] has been defeated ◇

◇ Conquest of the Tenth Layer confirmed ◇

"You don't expect them to actually fuse into a three-headed dog for the second phase…"

"A nightmarish rampage, it was indeed, sir…"

After defeating a hyper-ultra boss—one that seemed designed for a full party of six—with just the two of us, our meager stats, and a bloody life-or-death struggle, we…

"Let's… take a break. Five minutes. Just five."

"A wise decision, sir… As expected of the Paragon."

…spent the next ten minutes lying on the floor together.

All the while, I pretended not to notice my partner, Stella, in her ring form, tugging at my right hand as if to say, *Let's go, on to the next one, quickly.*

<hr>

Cute.



    Chapter 855

    Reward Time

    ────────────────
◇Status / Trance / Restarted◇
Title：Acrobat
Name：Haru
Lv：10⇒11
STR: 30⇒40
AGI: 30
DEX: 10
VIT: 0
MID: 30
LUC: 0

◇Skill◇
・All-Accomplishing Arms (Naraka Gandharva)

・Active
──None Skill──

・Passive
《Trickster of Zenith》
《Reject Sentence》

◇Arts◇
【Kesshiki Ittoryu】
──────……
────……
──……
────────────────

Conquering ten layers in the Key Tree Maze is a milestone in many respects.

What awaits there is the exceptional strength of the boss enemy lurking in the deepest part of the layer. And the rewards for victory, such as items to unseal equipment and a partial release of skill restrictions—it's not just about the intense trials prepared every ten layers and the prizes that lie beyond them.

Being forced to overcome difficulties with your inherent powers restricted is, frankly, the kind of content that many players, aside from a dedicated few, tend to avoid.

I'm not one for self-imposed challenges, but I can enjoy officially proposed restriction-based play as part of the 'rules.' Yet even someone like me would likely be seen as a hardcore, stoic player by true casual users. Gamers and non-gamers are fundamentally different species.

So, what kind of design is necessary to completely blow away such complaints?

The answer is simple: just provide positive, immense fun and rewards that far outweigh the stress and negatives arising from the inconvenience.

"Now then…"

After a break of just over ten minutes, I stood up and headed toward my destination. Upon defeating the boss, three anomalies had appeared in the center of the great hall.

One was physical: a smaller version of the 'monolith' I'd seen somewhere recently.

It was a vertically long rectangle made of some strange material that was neither wood, stone, nor metal, covered in dense Arcadia script. It stood about a meter tall.

The other two were intangible: teleportation gates glowing blue and green, respectively, on either side of the monolith. To put it simply, they were the choice to advance or retreat.

Jumping into the blue light would lead to the next level, the eleventh layer. That was a natural design, so it was fine. The problem was the green one. If I jumped into that, it wouldn't take me back to the first layer for a fresh start, but…

To the ninth layer, with a message of, *Find your own way back.*

That's right. Once you start climbing this Key Tree Maze, there's no easy reset.

You can leave at any time, whether in a safe zone or not, by 'discarding your progress on the current layer,' but there's no convenient feature common in games of this type that allows you to freely move between already cleared floors.

If you want to go from the tenth floor to the first, you have to fight your way back down from the ninth layer in reverse. Of course, the boss and all the mobs along the way will have respawned, but since this does have its merits, I can't say it's just a punishing feature.

It seems to be a trend for players who aren't super hardcore to farm by repeatedly going back and forth between the first and tenth layers. Anyway…

"At last, I am granted an audience with one of humanity's greatest evils, the very incarnation of desire…"

For now, the choice between the two portals is simple: I'm diving into the blue one. So, what I must now steel myself for is the object in the center.

It's a wicked piece of civilization that showers players with both 'ecstasy' and 'despair,' continuing to claim countless victims among modern humanity even now… Its name is the 'Dream-Selling Concept Device,' also known as a gacha machine.

Well then, time for a formal greeting.

◇ Tree Road progress confirmed ◇

◇ A random skill will be unlocked ◇

The moment I touched the surface of the monolith, which had an indescribable texture, green light overflowed and enveloped my avatar as a system message appeared.

Then, after a series of flashes illuminated the hall—

◇ Skill 《Volcanate》 has been activated ◇
◇ Skill 《Water Magic Aptitude》 has been activated ◇
◇ Skill 《Aqua》 has been activated ◇
◇ Skill 《Reflect Explode》 has been activated ◇
◇ Skill 《Dias Lunaria, Star Moon Guardian Hand》 has been activated ◇
◇ Skill 《Kage-Shin-Etsu-Hei》 has been activated ◇

"All riiiiiight—YES! A god-tier pull!"

A cheer born of pure triumph erupted from my throat.

The number of skills unlocked matched my pre-informed deductions, so I didn't need to think twice about it. And the fact that three of them would be almost useless for a while? I could let that slide for now.

That's how divinely lucky the remaining three pulls were.

"Oh my, you seem terribly pleased…"

"Yeah, I've already won, Kendy-dono. You can look forward to my performance from here on out."

"Sir Paragon. If I may, shouldn't that be that I can look forward to your performance *from* here on out, as well?"

Considering its absurdly high usage rate, it was only natural. My former [Frezon Revolver] had smoothly evolved for a second time into [Volcanate]—a super-broken skill that transcended even god-tier skills. With its addition, any concerns about my damage output vanished in an instant.

Even more valuable than anything else was [Dias Lunaria, Star Moon Guardian Hand], which had also evolved from [Luna Nobody, Guardian of the Shimmering Moon] after the Green Connect raid.

With the power of this extremely unique skill, which had leapt forward from being a mere 'person-transporting skill,' I could count on a guaranteed increase in my tree-climbing pace from here on.

I had no complaints about the bonus [Kage-Shin-Etsu-Hei (I have no idea how to read this)] either.

It was a rather straightforwardly powerful special skill that provided effects like 'increased attack power' and 'reduced MP consumption & increased auto-recovery rate' when facing opponents stronger than myself. It was a perfect match for the Key Tree Maze, where bosses are automatically higher-level due to the stat restrictions.

All in all, my power had increased by more than double. It was, without a doubt, the luck of the draw at its finest.

As for [Aqua], which was neutered by my low MID, and [Reflect Explode], which couldn't even be activated without gauntlets or a shield equipped… well, they were unfortunately duds. They could sit on the bench until their time to shine arrived.

—Alright, on to the next one.

Many would probably make a clean retreat after a god-tier pull, worried about their remaining luck, but I'm in the camp that thinks of luck not as a 'quantity' but as a 'flow.' Which means…

"Alright, let's get to the main event. Bring it on, you gamble…!"

There is no retreat.

Alright, let's do this. Who cares if my LUC is zero? I'm going to win.

<hr>

────────────────
◇Status / Trance / Restarted◇
Title：Acrobat
Name：Haru
Lv：11
STR: 40
AGI: 30
DEX: 10
VIT: 0
MID: 30
LUC: 0

◇Skill◇
・All-Accomplishing Arms (Naraka Gandharva)
《Volcanate》

・Water Magic Aptitude
《Aqua》

・Active
《Reflect Explode》

・Passive
《Trickster of Zenith》
《Dias Lunaria, Star Moon Guardian Hand》
《Reject Sentence》
《Kage-Shin-Etsu-Hei》

◇Arts◇
【Kesshiki Ittoryu】
──────……
────……
──……
────────────────

More on the positive, immense rewards next chapter.
Should I write it today, I wonder.

Please, send help to those of us who are physically weak and can't use air conditioning. It's suddenly so hot my motivation is evaporating.



    Chapter 856

    Stability-Seeking / Runaway Express

    As a rule, the enemies that appear within the Key Tree—whether they're the trash mobs in the labyrinthine paths or the bosses enthroned in the deepest parts of each floor—do not drop any items.

The exceptions are currencies like `Luna` and `PARLs`.

The former are dropped by mobs, the latter by bosses… but still, materials and other such goods never find their way into the players' hands.

So, what exactly is the "reward" for conquering the Key Tree Maze? In other words, what does this "Concept Device that Sells Dreams," this gacha machine, actually dispense?

The answer is simple. It's something that players who brave a high-difficulty dungeon with such restrictions would *absolutely* rejoice over—that is to say,

Powerful armaments.

And to add to that,

They're items with variations in appearance and performance even among similar types, possessing all the trappings of a hack-and-slash swamp.

"Alright, alright… the 'rate' is just as I heard."

After unlocking my skill, I muttered to myself while checking the catalog that unfolded from the monolith.

Ever since the first floor, the currency I'd been rewarded with after every boss defeat—the PARLs charged to my [PARLs]—had this as their primary, though apparently not sole, purpose.

One pull on the gacha costs exactly 100 PARLs. In other words, with my entire fortune of 12,500 PARLs saved up by the tenth floor, I could indulge in a dream-filled session of one hundred and twenty-five pulls.

However, there's no such thing as a lottery where every ticket is a winner.

The jackpot for the Key Tree Maze gacha is an armament based on the conquered floor… for example, if I pull from the monolith on the tenth floor, items originating from the bosses of floors one through ten will appear.

And the odds of winning one are, according to a rough two-week player survey, well under one percent. Meaning there's absolutely no guarantee I'd get one even if I pulled a hundred times.

But, as expected of Arcadia.

They were kind enough to provide a choice that's *gentle on the player's stomach*… so with that, I'm sorry, but I may look like this, but I'm the stability-seeking type. I intend to choose my battles.

"Yep, only one choice."

I did indeed pick a fight with gambling, but that was only because my victory was one hundred percent guaranteed. There might be hits and misses within my range of preference… but that's that.

My Acrobat avatar is blessed with the [Naraka Gandharva], which connects to all weapon proficiency trees. So, no matter what I pull, it's a matter of course.

There's no "losing" with this 10,000-PARL-per-pull gacha that guarantees a Key Tree-exclusive armament.

"Ooh…"

When I unhesitatingly replied 'YES' to the confirmation dialog, the monolith began to glow. Bathed in the solemn green light filling the space, with the knightly gentleman beside me letting out a sound of some unknown emotion….

Phosphorescence gathered in my hands as I awaited the result. And what manifested was a single card.

"…Hmm, I see. This is… well, I guess you could call it a win?"

Inscribed on the incredibly stylish, intricately designed card was a single name: [One-Off Desire (Beheaded Nether Fang Sword)]. And depicted on it was a single, misshapen dagger wreathed in flame.

◇◆◇◆◇

◇Talk Room◇

【Haru】: Hey Sora-san
【Haru】: You got a sec? There's something I want to ask

【Sora】: Good evening
【Haru】: Hey, good evening. Are you free now?

【Sora】: I am. What is it?
【Haru】: I want to know your current location
【Haru】: In terms of floor level

【Sora】: We cleared up to floor thirty-four today.
【Haru】: As expected. Still at it?
【Sora】: No,
【Sora】: We just took a quick look at the thirty-fifth floor and then disbanded for the day.
【Haru】: I see. Okay, got it
【Haru】: Thanks. Also, sorry, but I'm gonna be grinding hard so I can't meet up today
【Haru】: Let's meet tomorrow night. I'll message you again then

【Sora】: Understood. Please do your best.
【Haru】: I'll do my super best. With my cute partner cheering me on, my energy is a hundred times stronger
【Haru】: 'Kay then, good work today. Goodnight, Sora
【Sora】: Yes
【Sora】: Good night.

【Sora】: Haru

【Haru】: Hm?
【Sora】: I'm sorry about yesterday. I wasn't angry at you, it's just that
【Haru】: Woah woah stop stop hold on hold on alright that's enough!
【Sora】: I w-
【Sora】: Y-yes…

【Haru】: Anyway, there's just one thing I want to say
【Sora】: Wh-what is it?

【Haru】: A pouting Sora-san is super-duper cute, alright goodnight!
【Sora】: n

【Sora】: 
【Sora】: Tomorrow, please… give me a hug.

【Sora】: Good night.

◇◆◇◆◇

—And so, that's that.

If you think you can stop me with my engine at full throttle, then bring it on, you rabble!

Charging alone through a labyrinth now slightly more lavish than before, my avatar, scattering crimson phosphorescence, unleashed a hailstorm of unreasonable violence along the path.

The main enemy that appeared from the eleventh floor, the short, muscular [Orc Demil (Gluttonous Pig Phantom)], was joined by Goblins and Kobolds continuing from the lower floors, making for a lineup mostly composed of humanoids.

Driven by the singular instinct to beat down any human who sets foot in their territory, they showcased a savage coordination mixing wildness and intelligence, making them rather formidable foes….

"—There, yah!"

But it's a real shame, because they're no match for me, now that I have my weapon back.

My empty right hand swung toward the group of two Orcs, three Goblins, and two Kobolds standing in my way, filling the narrow passage—and from the drawn line erupted a volley of "fist" pebbles.

A ranged shot of fist bullets. That is to say, the power of a skill that I can now call one of my mainstays. Each and every one of the small pebbles scattered like buckshot had its power reduced by nearly half compared to the pre-evolution [Frezon Revolver], but….

"""—, tch!"""

Well, there's no way small fry could withstand a hundred shots fired in a single breath.

*GOBA!*—With a sound that's hard to describe, the remains of the demi-human group were blown away. Without waiting for them to scatter into green phosphorescence, I dashed through the now-open passage.

I'd already used the weapon-seal-release item I got from clearing the tenth floor, the [Verdant Gem of Covenant], on my [Aquamarine Rabbit Heart] without a second thought. So, I pushed my barely unlocked 'Desperate Crimson' skill to slightly boost my agility while mowing down enemies. Dash, dash.

If it was a small group I could ignore, I ignored it. And if I encountered a group large enough to block the passage, like the last one…—

"Get out of my way!"

I wiped them out with a swing of my right arm, unleashing a storm of fist bullets that filled the passage.

[Volcanate]—this skill, evolved from the divine six-shot revolver, is one of the most broken skills I've ever acquired, rivaling the top one or two.

To describe its performance in one phrase: it's a gatling gun that can fire in bursts or all at once, as I please.

Its ammo capacity is three hundred rounds for *each* fist, for a total of six hundred. As I mentioned, each shot is small and less powerful, but with a hundred times the number of bullets, the total firepower is on a whole other level.

Moreover, despite being called fist bullets, the motion isn't restricted to punches. It's so flexible that even just waving my arm or flicking my finger can satisfy the activation condition.

The only drawback is that, unlike its pre-evolution form, reloading is manual, not automatic. And once I enter a reload, the reloading arm becomes unusable for exactly three hundred seconds… but honestly, the core performance is so insane that the demerit feels sorely lacking.

Even that can be postponed by waiting to reload after using up all the bullets, so if handled well, I don't even need to worry about the restriction during combat.

And besides, being unable to use one arm is something I'm used to….

"—'Hundred'!"

So, reloading itself isn't much of a debuff.

With that, a flash of my right arm. A hundred, a hundred, a hundred—a rough burst of three hundred shots. Once again, the demi-human party that had been blocking the passage was annihilated, and my right arm, having exhausted its ammunition, glowed with a bright red aura and radiated heat like an overheated gun barrel.

And what's more, there are advantages to being in this state, but… well, it's not something I need to use on trash mobs.

"Alright, 'Reload'!"

I clenched my fist and thrust my elbow back. By performing the ultra-cool designated motion, like winding up for an exaggerated punch, the reload began.

As I ran nonstop while doing all this, the next encounter was just ahead. Naturally—in place of my steam-venting right arm, it was now my left's turn.

And so, after a few minutes of dashing while literally tearing through the ranks of obstacles,

"Alright, arrived. —Let's make this quick, Lord Kendy."

I arrived at a large hall.

Until now I was alone, but with that call, we became a pair. Appearing next to me with the unique effect of space tearing open was a blond, blue-eyed knight… who was, well, how to put it.

"…………………………Y-yes. …………………………Yes…?"

He stared blankly, mouth agape.

The boss was a giant over three meters tall. A Great Orc Ogre carrying a deadly-looking great cleaver. Seeing its凶惡極まる—fiendishly vicious in every sense of the word—face, he pushed past his confusion and raised his shield.



    Chapter 857

    Reckless Tree Climbing

    "—Hey, welcome. The usual?"

"Mhm. Please."

At lunchtime, when we met at the usual place, a long conversation was no longer necessary.

As Chitose welcomed Iris, who had come to the Ristorante, with a smile, Iris ordered the chef's special (the usual) and gracefully sat down.

It was a compact space that didn't have many seats to begin with. As she settled into what had become her completely fixed designated seat… next to her, also a fixed part of her daily life, was the figure of a guest who had arrived before her.

"Morning?"

"G-o-o-d afternoon. I was up bright and early today, you know."

It was a casualness born from deep familiarity.

When she tossed out a greeting that was barely a joke and almost mindless, her friend, who sometimes slept past noon when she stayed up late, replied with words at astonishing speed.

"I see."

In turn, Iris replied with a face and voice of little expression and few sounds. This, too, was a result of the trust she had in their easygoing relationship.

As if to prove it, she accepted her friend, who playfully nudged her with her shoulder from the next seat, completely unbothered by an attitude that would have been taken as curt by someone she wasn't familiar with.

The relaxed smiles they both unconsciously let slip were probably the entirety of their current relationship.

"School. Wasn't it just for the morning today?"

—In that case, she didn't think of this as a jump in the conversation.

Embarrassingly… no, shamelessly. Because what they were thinking about was, basically, *him*, all the time.

"That's right. So he's already back."

"Oh, is that so. It's so perfectly soundproofed, you can't even tell when you're in your room."

"Mhm."

"So, Princess, how did you sense that?"

"From my room, with my presence sense."

"Please stop talking like a character from a battle manga."

Even saying such things so openly. While enjoying the mysterious miracle of being able to playfully banter with the first love rival she'd ever had—

"So? Why isn't he showing his face for lunch, I wonder."

"He must be working hard, I suppose. To catch up with his partner."

"That lucky Sora-chan…! Oh, Princess, she said today is the day for her specialty, pasta."

"I know. I'm looking forward to it."

Side by side, from the bottom of their hearts, they sent their cheers to the world of dreams.

◇◆◇◆◇

"Hmph—!"

With a silent battle cry, I swung my left arm.

With my backfist, I gripped my small weapon tightly and struck away the side of the giant blade that came roaring toward me, crushing space with its terrifying pressure.

And then, a thunderous roar and a tremendous impact. It was an action meant less to counter the opponent's attack and more to move myself. My body floated as intended due to various effects….

Reload complete.

"HRAAAGH!"

[Volcanate] right arm full fire. At the perfect moment, my right arm, having finished venting steam and regained its freedom, was slammed into the enemy without hesitation. And then—

"—GROOOOAAAAAR!!!"

Taking a direct hit of three hundred instantly impacting shots from point-blank range, the giant demi-human let out a roar of fury as a massive amount of damage effects scattered from its face.

Enemy name: [Tauros Resemble (Wave-Devouring Bull Warrior)]—the incredibly tough boss of the thirtieth floor.

As my eyes followed the crimson-headed minotaur, which was at least three times my height (in my transfer body), as it staggered back… one of its HP bars vanished above its head.

Last one. A little over thirty minutes since the battle started, I had finally reached the bottom.

"—Switch!"

"—HYAAAAH!"

And so, it's time to finish this.

In place of me, who had been completely thrown off balance in mid-air from the recoil of the forced parry and full-barrage, a knight swept in front of the monster with a fierce cry and swung his shield.

In that instant, a ridiculously loud impact sound shook our eardrums and the space around us.

It was by no means a 'scream,' but a 'roar,' and it wasn't because it flinched. As if to prove it, the Tauros, crushing the slight opening, moved and brought down its giant axe-sword with brute force.

Wall and blade. A fierce shower of sparks that could be mistaken for flames erupted, and the winner was—no. The one who conquered 'power' with 'skill' was a veteran of this dream world.

"My Lord!"

"Nngh, HRAAAGH!"

Activating [Flash Traveler], my body, buffeted by the impact of the clash between the mythical monster and the superhuman knight, was reset and moved. The skill removed all effects that had been acting on my avatar until that moment and 'placed' my body within a short-range area, carrying me.

In that instant. What filled my vision was the head of the minotaur, its giant body bound by the post-attack stun after its stubborn assault was deflected—and so, right in front of me, I grabbed one of its magnificent twin horns with my red-hot right hand,

and slammed my left fist into it from the other side, releasing my Outer Force Output 'Kai' with both hands.

"—*'Tsuzumi'*!"

My left arm's [Volcanate] Hundred, combined with the comparatively weak 'Kai' I had kneaded into both hands, forcibly recreated an instantaneous super-chaining penetration attack.

Of course, its power and precision were a far cry from my perfect condition, but…

"Grrrrooooaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaagh…!!!"

We're fighting at the appropriate level, even if it is forced. If an ordinary technique works, it'd be a lie, or rather an impossible game, if an extraordinary one didn't.

And so, with that big move, its last remaining line of life was also sharply reduced.

Following my right, my left arm was now also clad in a bright red aura, and just like my arms, the Tauros, having lost a chunk of its gauge, though not quite in the dangerous red zone, couldn't help but fall to its knees.

—Me, Lord Kendy, and then me again. Our tag-team switching coordination has become quite something by the time we reached the thirtieth floor, but it's not quite like it is with my 'partner.'

It's not a matter of Lord Kendy's skill, but simply a difference in our builds.

As a bona fide pure tank, he lacks the absolute agility, and there's always a slight pause here… but however, there's no problem.

After all, we're a party of two people and one sword.

"—Stella!"

Responding to my call, a white light shot out. The [Alv Stella], transforming from a ring into a sword, stitched together the gap in our coordination and stabbed into the eye socket of the kneeling minotaur.

What echoed was not a 'roar' this time, but a single 'scream.'

And so, that one-beat pause is spun into the next.

"Mmmph, HNNNNG!"

Taking over for me, who was floating in the air from the recoil of my big move, a shield charge struck the bull's snout directly. Who knows what kind of impact it was, but the minotaur swayed unsteadily,

"—!"

and onto its head, its vital point, which had fallen to the floor, I descended.

Instantaneous return, momentary summon, along with Stella recalled to my right hand, I brandished in my left the newcomer, the distorted blade of [One-Off Desire]—and so the twin swords, cloaked in the 'heat' transmitted from my arms,

"Daaaaah!"

carved a final flash in a glowing red cross, a decisive blow to the formidable enemy's head.

◇[Tauros Resemble (Wave-Devouring Bull Warrior)] has been defeated◇

◇Conquest of the 30th Floor has been confirmed◇
・A reward will be granted—You have obtained [Verdant Gem of Covenant].

────────────────
◇Status / Trance / Restarted◇
Title: Acrobat
Name: Haru
Lv: 30⇒31 (10)
STR: 140
AGI: 50 (+50)
DEX: 10
VIT: 0
MID: 100
LUC: 0

◇Skill◇
・Naraka Gandharva
[Volcanate]
[Greed's Precept]

・Water Magic Aptitude
[Aqua]
[Laevateinn]

・Active
[Reflect Explode]
[Flash Traveler]

・Passive
[Attentive Limit]
[Gigant Figure]
[Trickster of Zenith]
[Dias Lunaria]
[Cutting Body, Unyielding Advance]

[Reject Sentence]
[Shadow Clearer]
[Four-Sided Blessing]

◇Arts◇
【Kesshiki Ittoryu】
──────……
────……
──……
────────────────

"Hhhhhh………………—*phew!* I'm exhausted…!"

"A formidable foe, indeed…!"

The fanfare rang out. The golden light of a level-up enveloped my body. And without a moment's delay, the sound of a human body, light compared to the monster's, collapsing to the ground was accompanied by a voice of fatigue.

And in that voice, it wasn't just deep exhaustion,

"Looks like we can manage…"

but also a feeling of relief. My all-out assault had continued late into last night… or rather, until the early hours of this morning, and now, after a university lecture (cool-down time), it was extending further—at the current time of 5 p.m., this ridiculously reckless charge had finally passed what I estimated to be its biggest hurdle.

I'm well aware that I pushed myself too hard. But this time was an exception, so it couldn't be helped.

"Alright… Lord Kendy."

"What is it, my lord?"

Because, you see. I promised we'd meet tomorrow night.

"Ten… no, fifteen minutes. I want to resume after a break… Four more floors, I'm counting on you."

"Hah hah… Your stamina, my lord, is no less than that of us in the 'Thousand Memories'."

I was the one who said it, so it's only right that I'm the one to go see her.



    Chapter 858

    I Kept You Waiting

    "—Seriously, senpai, you're an idiot."

"—As expected of you…!"

"—…"

After winning the deathly struggle on the thirtieth floor, it took another three hours or so in virtual world time.

The moment I finished my report, brandishing my hard-won 'results' to the three younger-looking members waiting in the clan home, they each let out a sigh with their respective expressions.

Exasperation, admiration, and… well, what can I say. A face that looked pained, or something like that. As it was pretty much what I'd expected, there was no need for me to drop my smug look.

And so, finally.

"I'm rejoining you all starting today! Looking forward to it!"

Everyone here was now on the same page, with their floor progress at thirty-five. Belatedly, but safely, I had caught up, so it was time for me to join my companions.

"What about the NPC knight?"

"I originally requested his help 'for the period until I catch up with my先行してる仲間に,' so we parted ways after clearing the thirty-fourth floor. …But well, we'll probably have chances to see each other from time to time."

"Ah… yeah, probably."

Being that attached to me, it's hard to imagine it'll be 'the last time.' Including the friendship of comrades who fought together on a harsh battlefield, I've grown attached to him in various ways.

He may be a different existence from us humans who came from the outside, but in the end, I can only see him as another person. Whether he's an NPC or not, in my mind, he's already a 'friend.'

And his name is now properly etched into my friend list, after all.

I knew about it as knowledge, including the fact that it's a rather rare case, but… when Lord Kendy actually asked me to 'form a bond of friendship' as we were parting, I was quite surprised.

—Anyway, that's that.

"Well, whether we have things to catch up on or not, let's just leave it at that for now. For the moment, let's go tree climbing. I was looking forward to joining up and tackling it. C'mon, c'mon."

"Wh-whoa… Ahaha, okay, okay."

"Did you get any sleep, senpai? You seem kinda hyper… Ah, jeez, don't push."

Now that I've finally caught up, it's a waste of time to chat about things we can talk about anytime, anywhere. Let's hurry to the playground and enjoy a clan party for the first time in half a month. With that thought, I started pushing Kanata and Tetra, who were nearby.

And so, as I made my way to the clan home's teleport gate, a.k.a. the entrance….

"Hey, Sora-san!"

I turned around and called out to my partner, who was looking at me fidgeting.

◇◆◇◆◇

—The girl, who had never been angry, was now angry.

He probably pushed himself too hard. He probably went through a lot. He probably tried extremely hard.

It was definitely for her sake.

…And he almost certainly didn't get any proper sleep last night.

She was terribly, terribly angry with herself for making him do something so foolish, and with her partner, Haru, for doing something so foolish for her sake. —However,

The total value of all her swelling emotions was so great that, in comparison, her anger didn't take up much space in her heart, which was the problem.

She remembered the message she sent last night, ignoring her embarrassment.

She knew that it had been marked as read, something that would make her writhe if she looked back at it.

So the girl was watching and waiting. Waiting for the moment her hyper-acting partner would push the two boys into the light of the teleport gate—

And so, the instant they were alone, Sora, who had chased after his back,

"Ah—… Heh…"

for just three seconds. A mere three seconds. Only three seconds. In the place she stepped into, Haru, who had turned around as if he had timed it perfectly, pulled her into a tight, frontal embrace,

"I kept you waiting. Let's go."

and as her beloved took her hand with a bashful smile, her mind was ultimately turned completely white.

She was swept away, into the light of the teleport gate.



    Chapter 859

    Weaving a Ball of Fate

    "—Hah, I see. So you were trying to act all cool, what a man. …And? Do you have anything to say to us, our hero, after having the crystal of your partner's love, this ten-plus-hour recording, slammed in our faces?"

"I'm sorry, okay?"

They often say that 'time flies by in a flash when you're an adult, unlike when you were younger,' but the same holds true for young people when they're swamped with tasks.

It's been a few days since I resumed full activity last Sunday.

Thursday afternoon, a new week. While I'd managed to shake off the physical toll from my late night the other day, the aftermath of my reckless actions wasn't just negative. So, when I handed over *that*, it was only natural that my friend would give me some heat.

My combat recordings are notoriously difficult to edit for various reasons. Being bombarded with a massive amount of it one after another would make anyone want to complain. I get it.

And I should be grateful to my friend for complaining so casually, out of trust.

"Really, there's no need to rush. You can set the schedule as freely as you like, and I'd be totally fine with just a raw, unedited stream or something—"

"Shoko. Do as you please."

"Alrighty then, this is what happens to the poor boy who doesn't take our pride into account!"

"Huh? —Wh-whoa!? Hey, stop…!"

And so, thinking that, I pushed forward my consideration for my 'friend,' only to be met with a counterattack from my 'allies.' Kasuga Haru, not the [Haru (avatar)] of the virtual world, is purely non-superhuman, so I have no way of escaping the prison of centrifugal force created by the spinning chair.

It's terrifying. I wish they'd stop.

"We'll have to watch through it all first to judge how many days it'll take to process. …Should I be happy as a fan, or despair as an editor?"

"Ahaha… Well, I mean, yeah. Let's all just divide it up nicely and do our best, okay?"

Unlike the childhood friend pair, who tend to physically attack me based on instinct whenever something happens, the best friend pair beside them, who are exchanging quiet, wry smiles, attack my conscience mentally.

Which tactic is more effective depends on the situation, but the latter usually has the upper hand.

"You know, I do feel bad about it, okay? And I'm grateful and I trust you all. I have no doubt you'll do a great job, so if you could just not overdo it—"

"Ugh, I feel sick…"

"Why is the one spinning dizzy? Is this guy's real-life sense of balance that good too?"

So, within the group, the ones I generally can't defy are Kaede and Mizuki, the manager and director duo. It's not that I'm slighting my two beloved idiots who support the team with their vitality as the pinnacle of outgoing geeks, but….

"—I'm really grateful, you know? There's no posting quota or anything, so, yeah?"

One should respect the strong. That's a law of the world that exists everywhere. …Of course, even such an obvious ass-kissing move from me,

""………………For *you* of all people to tell us 'don't overdo it,' you know……""

"Stop it. Don't look at me like that."

within this circle of friends, is just another form of banter.

I was truly blessed with good friends, good companions, and so today too, I was grateful for my good fortune and enjoying a peaceful day—

◇◆◇◆◇

◇You have a new message◇

【Sayaka】: "Dearest Haru-sama—…"

"Oof…"

However, in this world, it's not just purely welcome 'connections' that exist. There are also troublesome… ah, difficult………… um, well…… what is it.

It seems there are also 'connections' that are a bit difficult to face, the kind that make you look up to the heavens and pray for divine revelation, thinking, 'Seriously, what am I supposed to do about this? Someone help me.'

After returning home, I immediately logged in as if it were my right to do so. And as I awoke in the bed of my clan home room, a notification for a new friend message was blinking in the corner of my vision.

The sender, as indicated, was the third-ranked member of the Northern Faction, whom I met during the 'Green Connect' conquest—this would be the tenth, or maybe twentieth, letter I've received from her….

No, today's makes it exactly twenty. Because starting with the message of thanks I received on the day we met, she's been sending me words like this every single day.

"……………………………………………………………………………………"

No, it's fine.

Even if she messages me every single day without fail, the content isn't scary at all. It's just a simple, friendly greeting, a brief message of two or three lines… at most, maybe ten lines, a very light piece of writing.

Today's is something like, 'The chocolate I had for a snack today was very delicious, and it suddenly reminded me that you mentioned you like chocolate, Haru-sama. I particularly like white chocolate, but how about you, Haru-sama—' kind of thing.

I mean, it's super peaceful. It's a letter from which I can't detect any hint of malice or even mischief, only an extremely calm, soft, and warm 'goodwill.'

And that's precisely why it's so damn scary.

"Why… What about me struck such a chord with you…"

Normally, if a woman sends a blatantly friendly letter to a specific man every day, it can only mean one thing. However, the only time I ever interacted with her—Sayaka, the [Orb Law] user, a.k.a. the 'Enchanting Saintess'—was that one time, that day, and that was it.

Romance… well, I think I can assume it's not heading in a romantic direction. At the very least, considering the words she said when we met, it should be a fan-like goodwill.

Even so, if she were the type to explode with excitement only when we meet face-to-face, like Rinne, it would be fine. Well, not fine, but at least I could understand her vibe and how her mind works.

But this is no good. I really can't read her intentions or motives.

She's a user of [Arcadia] whose character is guaranteed, a 'Ranker' who has built up trust by making her name known….

And, on top of that, if I hadn't received the words 'She's not a bad person, so it's fine. Probably' from Ashe when I asked her about it in my confusion after being asked for a correspondence,

【Haru】: 'I like basically everything, but I suppose I prefer milk chocolate that's on the bitter side.'

I almost certainly wouldn't be sending such a carefree reply.

By the way, I've of course shared this matter with the other two as well. Or rather, terrifyingly, she had already gotten 'permission' from them before I could even report it.

When I first saw the message and was frozen, thinking 'what should I do, what should I say,' my fear when I received a bewildered message from Sorania saying 'what's going on…???' before I could even bring it up myself is beyond words.

"…Well, yeah."

Putting that aside… it's not really something I can put aside, but she seems to be enjoying a very leisurely 'correspondence' that spans across days, so the messages don't come in succession.

If I reply, it'll be tomorrow again. If I don't think about the mental aspect of it, it's not a big deal, and that's another reason why I've been letting this mysterious exchange drag on—

But if that too is part of her calculations, then it's all the more terrifying.

"Rankers really are all strange people…"

Incidentally, it seems that neither Sora, Nia, nor Ashe have any complaints about me exchanging letters with a specific woman. I really wished they did, so I could use it as an excuse to decline.

Ashe seems genuinely unconcerned, but as for Sora and Nia, there's definitely an air of them being terrified of the 'Saintess' and thinking 'let's not get involved.'

I understand that this choice is based on their trust that I have no room to look elsewhere… but even so, is that really okay with you guys? I can't really talk, but it seems we've developed a structure where jealousy doesn't arise outside of our triangle.

Their trust is so thick it makes me want to cry. Life doesn't always go as planned, does it?

In that case—

"Ah, whatever. I'm playing the game."

When things don't go as planned, it's best to push them to the corner of your mind.



    Chapter 860

    This Thread of Fate Also Unbroken

    —However, now that I've finally joined them, I need to keep pace. I can't just charge into the Key Tree solo, nor do I feel like it. So, I head off to kill some time….

"Ah… well, I don't think it's the romantic kind, you know? She's a hard person to grasp in many ways, but she's not the kind of crazy person who would make a move on a guy who's already being pursued by three other girls."

"Right? That's what I thought. I can believe that much, at least…"

That's the kind of treatment I gave my 'senpai', who would surely hang me if she knew I was thinking that.

Not inside the Key Tree, but up above, outside. As I got closer, the trunk was like a wall so vast you couldn't even sense its curvature. We sat side by side on a ridiculously sized 'branch' high above the clouds, just the two of us.

Needless to say, I was in my transfer body as requested.

"I only went on one long expedition with her, but she was a good person, Sayaka-san. Well, it's true that she can misunderstand men—no, I mean, yeah, she does tend to act in a way that leads them on, but… that's probably just her being natural."

"Is it just me, or does that sound even crazier than if she were calculating?"

"No, maybe it's not natural either. It's more like, she's a saintess who kicks aside the subtleties of human relationships and troublesome worldly affairs to walk her own path, perhaps."

"My perception of her is just getting worse and worse…"

As we exchanged words that had become completely familiar, we both manipulated our threads, one white and one black. And so, while our conversation continued, the white cat Natsume-senpai, who was monitoring my thread work, said,

"Hmph. You haven't gotten rusty, I see."

"I was blessed with a wonderful 'gift,' after all."

Her words of praise were a single, precious offering. Although her tone was curt and she snorted as if she wasn't amused, the fact that she acknowledged it was, by her standards, a sign of affection.

And so, I offered a word to her, who had been dangling her feet the entire time.

"You've made quite a bit of progress yourself. As expected of a genius."

"Shut up. Don't stare at a maiden's legs."

"Hey, what's with that tone? I wasn't staring."

She tied the threads, and her legs swayed lazily without moving.

It seems she used it when rushing to the front lines during the 'Green Connect' conquest, but compared to half a month ago, when the best she could do was move her body with a sudden, forceful, full-speed 'jerk,' this was a huge improvement.

Delicate, subtle movements over rough, full-power ones. It's true for everything, but in terms of technique, the latter is usually considered more difficult.

Therefore, if you look closely, you can see the manipulation of her fingertips, which are barely moving, realizing movements that seem perfectly natural with her own thoughts. Her marionette control is nothing short of magnificent.

In terms of precision, she has probably already surpassed me. From the bottom of my heart, she's truly amazing.

"It's still not usable in a real fight. It's meaningless if I can't do it in parallel with my existing techniques."

"I wouldn't even have the idea to try to manipulate my body and threads at the same time."

And this stoicism… or rather, this uncompromising desire for improvement, is also very much like her. Natsume-senpai is, as always, a 'senpai' worthy of respect—

"…But, setting that aside for a moment."

Probably, or rather, almost certainly on the way. It's been half a month since the last conquest battle, which ended in an incomplete combustion. Today is the first time we've met again.

We had originally talked about setting aside time for this kind of senior-junior exchange, or rather, 'teaching each other,' so she was the one who invited me, sensing my return and free time.

"Setting it aside?"

I somehow sensed that there was something else she wanted to talk about. So, I smoothly went along with her切り出し—bringing up—of another topic that I had anticipated.

…The fact that she made a displeased face at that makes me think I'd be forgiven for retorting, 'Just how high is the hurdle to be a 'cute junior'?'

But well, putting that aside.

"Ah, um, well… How's Sapphire?"

"Hm? He's doing great. Here, see."

Communicating with the 'dragon' dwelling within me doesn't require words; it's instantaneous. And so, a star shadow overflowed from my own shadow, spreading its jet-black wings against the sunset sky—

"Pwah…!?"

The nuzzling was also instantaneous. Sapphire, who had taken a liking to her during the conquest and our interactions, floated in the air without flapping his wings and rubbed his beak against the little cat.

"Hey, st-stop, knock it off…!"

In response, the seventh-ranked member of the Southern Faction, while letting out a chiding voice, had an expression that was nothing but sweet affection. It's a huge difference from the one she directs at her not-so-cute junior, but since Sapphire is invincibly cool and ultra-cute, it's a known fact, so let's take that into consideration.

Please, feel free to display your infinitely heartwarming scene.

"So, what's up with Sapphy?"

"Is it really appropriate to be so unresponsive when your pet dragon is poking a girl…"

Please, feel free to display your infinitely heartwarming scene.

"…Well, I mean, what is it? So—you, right. You're basically acting with Nia 'over there,' weren't you?"

Over there.

On its own, that would be puzzling, but considering that she started by asking about Sapphire, it's easy to guess where the conversation is heading.

It's almost certainly about the [Starry Paradise]—the third world event, which is coming up in the first half of October, right around the corner. In other words,

"That's right. It's not just the two of us, we're part of a regular group, though."

"Yeah. I know. So, um… in that case, or rather, ah… well, what is it? It's not like I'm trying to be a pest or anything, but—"

"Natsume-senpai."

"Wh-what?"

"This is funny, can I record it?"

"I'll smack you."

She's not a pest, just a cat who can't be honest with herself.

Well, anyway.

"Want to join us? I'm sure Nia would be happy too."

If that's the case, then there's no question. It's not something I should say after the fact, but honestly, if she hadn't brought it up, either I or Nia would have invited her.

We've already had more than just 'one meeting,' and she's well within the 'close friend' category. If it's convenient for her too, there's no need to carefully time the invitation—and so,

"……………………Y-yes, I will. If I'm not intruding."

"I told you, it's not just the two of us. Please, make yourself at home… Make yourself at home, right. Why don't you come and be the idol for the horde of guys there?"

"Wait a minute, I'd rather not do that…"

The scheduled date is nine days from now, next Saturday.

An event with virtually no reason (merit) not to participate. A one-hour trip to another world that will span three full nights. On the list of companions to enjoy the event with, another name was added.



    Chapter 861

    Re: Two Swords

    From the very first floor, it was designed to reject beginners (Lv. 1) based on sheer skill. By the tenth floor, a lineup of powerful bosses capable of defeating even high-level players was arranged… In such a Key Tree Maze, there lay the supposed final floor.

In short, it was the 100th floor, whose existence was considered a certainty due to the “level up with each floor cleared” system. Whether anything existed *above* that was an unsolvable mystery, so the most difficult predictions circulating in the world were almost exclusively about that very place.

Just what kind of ridiculous boss enemy was waiting? Was it perhaps a raid-class monster that a six-person party couldn't even hope to challenge?

Speculation, assumption, prediction, delusion, fantasy.

A discussion for killing time where countless thoughts mingled—both utterly meaningless and extremely meaningful. It would likely take some time before the answer was revealed to the world.

Why? The answer was simple.

"—Ui!"

"Leave it to me…!"

The Key Tree Maze 100th Floor Boss Enemy: [Apocryphate Vermicane].

It was because the duo of ‘The Strongest’ and ‘The Supreme,’ the first to have an audience with this ridiculous, tyrannical, and grotesque being, had no intention of revealing the spoilers to the world too soon.

Swung down from high above were ten back-arms, five pairs on the left and right—a quarter of a Thousand-Armed Kannon.

A mysterious substance, or perhaps a semi-material magical existence—hard, lustrous, yet with an uncanny biological feel that stirred a primal sense of unease. Its ‘weapons,’ made of a silver material with an indescribable texture, extended and retracted without a sound, closing in on its opponent at tremendous speed—

In response, a single ‘katana’ met the attack. Answering that unwavering trust was—

"«Seven—"

Unparalleled skill.

"—Stars»!"

Seven flashes in an instant. Over an hour into the battle, the [Sword Saint] still emotionlessly slashed away the lethal divine arms that attacked her, taking an additional step and pressing forward with the same momentum.

The offense and defense reversed. Waiting for her was—

"                                "

A goddess statue with a broken form.

A different kind of strangeness from the unknown they had faced half a month ago. Not only were its intentions and emotions unreadable, but its very ‘existence’ that could be perceived by sight and sense was faint.

A ridiculous scale, over ten meters tall. Even with its shocking design—a divinity that made one call it a “god statue” without hesitation, yet possessing deliberately monstrous traits like being ‘faceless,’ ‘many-armed,’ ‘one-winged,’ and having a ‘single leg’ of a tree rooted to the floor instead of feet—it was still just that.

An indescribable supernatural entity that caused reason to error and instinct to feel terror… but the time for being bewildered by the unknown or paralyzed by fear had been cut away an hour ago.

"The final strike…!—"

Instant regeneration. The remains of the severed back-arms vanished, and as if it were only natural, the attack was unleashed again, repeating the scene from a moment before. And so, as expected—

"—«Yuifu»"

Intercepting it was one of the two legendary swords of the virtual world.

A single, ultimate flash, followed by a chaotic storm of aftershocks. The moment the divine hand touched the blade, it was obliterated, and a gale of sword-wind erupted, slashing apart and blowing away everything the “enemy” sent at her.

A continuous annihilation executed in an instant. The grace period until the back-arms regenerated was just over six seconds.

And so… if a mere opening like that was all it took, the undisputed tag team of Arcadia's two great titans wouldn't have been dancing for over an hour.

"                                "

"Hngh—…!"

An emergency defense, holding her katana aloft.

The instant the [Sword Saint] read a pure, unparalleled ‘threat’—neither intention nor emotion—from the Pseudo-God Statue (Vermicane) that had *smiled with its faceless visage*, an invisible, immense force struck the raised tachi.

This was the 100th floor, meaning her accumulated status was the indisputable complete version (Lv. 100). Therefore, the small, supreme one's body was in perfect condition, lacking no power.

—In other words, the fact that her katana was so easily broken and she was sent flying was an undeniable reality that occurred even after she had exerted her full strength.

"Adorn a single swing…!"

How many blades had been broken to reach this point? Believing it an honor to fall on the battlefield, she offered a silent prayer of thanks to the ‘katana’ that had fulfilled its duty and summoned the next.

Her will to continue the fight was unclouded. Furthermore, she was—

"«Forte—"

Not alone.

"—Rouge»!"

The blue one ran down the path the [Sword Saint] had opened, turning red before the enemy. Then, the ‘sword’ housed a focused power, a small blade sufficient for a diminutive figure to challenge a giant, and it flashed—

"                                "

A flash at the neck. As long as it took a human form, no matter how broken its appearance and aura, there was hope that this spot was a weak point. The Pseudo-God Statue, deeply wounded in such a location, smiled…

"«Perfect…—"

The twirling ‘sword’ smiled back.

"—Espada»!"

A running flash of the sword, an eruption of golden light, and the sound of *severing* echoing across the battlefield.

*And its HP bar had one segment left.* With a smile lingering on its faceless head as it flew through the air, the statue's body moved as if nothing was wrong, reaching for the [Sword Queen] who was immobilized in post-skill lag.

Slowly, within an instant that was less than a second.

And indeed, Iris smiled—

"«Tengen»"

Entrusting the next second of her future to the invisible towering blade that rushed past her side, she landed lightly and unharmed on the floor. Raising her head… she saw the figure of [Apocryphate Vermicane] floating in the air in her place, its “roots” torn apart.

And so, she chanted,

"*'In the name of the Sword King, I now display divine might here.'*"

The one and only prayer that transcends miracles.

"Weaving the world… —[Arcadia, Ideal Land Embracing the Old Moon]!"

The manifested flash of the silver moon indeed dissolved everything into light.

◇You have defeated [Apocryphate Vermicane]◇

◇100th Floor cleared◇

◇Complete conquest of the Foundation Tree Road confirmed◇

And thus, another dazzling legend was written in the virtual world of Arcadia.

<hr>

By the way, Vermicane's total HP was three large gauges, which is equivalent to thirty basic bars. Maybe I'll write the detailed capture scene from the protagonist's side someday.



    Chapter 862

    Reporting In

    —If people were asked their favorite day of the week, Friday night—the gateway to the weekend—would probably land in the top three most of the time.

The place: a castle. The color: white.

Specifically, of the four castles that exist in each faction's district, it was the Eastern Faction's wartime base—a place that had been a source of mystery for countless people since the dawn of the virtual world, who wondered, *Why is it buried???*

At a seat of the Round Table within the [Subterranean Castle of a Different Layer - Ruvalest].

"……………This isn't the reaction I was expecting."

Six people were present. One of them, a dazzling silver-blue figure who unanimously had the most radiant presence, complained with her usual expressionless face… but in a slightly lower tone of voice.

And so, there was one accomplice watching over her with an amused smile.

And then there were the four guys, including me, who had given uninspired reactions like “Huh” and “Oh” to a surprise that wasn't really surprising at all.

"…You're gettin' more playful by the day, huh? This old man is deeply moved," said Goldow, the [General Commander], second-ranked in the Eastern Faction.

"I know, right? She used to be so stoic and business-like with her reports," said Jin-san, [Wolf Pack], second-ranked in the Northern Faction.

"Haha, that's dazzling. This is how young folks should be," said Mr. Enra, the [Crimson Arm], head artisan of the Western Faction.

—And then there's me.

"…Hey, there's no reason to give me that deadpan stare. I did act a little surprised, so I don't see why I'm being blamed along with these self-proclaimed old men—"

"Haru-kun."

"Yes."

"I must admit, I too was hoping for a slightly more surprised reaction."

"I'm very sorry."

And so, in a gathering of the top players from each faction—or rather, the de facto leaders—there was one pitiful fourth-ranked member who had been dragged along for some reason, only to be glared at by Iris and teased by his master.

What were we doing? It's a simple story.

"But still, about twenty days, huh. I don't know whether to laugh at how you guys blew past everyone below second place just as expected, or at the ridiculous difficulty that took even you two twenty days…"

The tag team of the [Sword Queen] & the [Sword Saint].

The result of the strongest & supreme pair—who would undoubtedly be held back by mixing in any *others*, whether they were rankers or not—climbing at the fastest possible speed.

—It was none other than the debriefing for their long-awaited ‘Completion of the Key Tree's 100th Floor’.

And so, the princess, who had uncharacteristically attempted a bit of entertainment, had gathered the faction leaders plus one extra and, with a somewhat proud, expressionless smirk, announced her extraordinary achievement of conquering the 100th floor just two minutes ago.

Which led to the current situation. Well, it couldn't be helped.

First of all, we knew that the pair, the very antithesis of ‘ordinary,’ was on the move, so we never expected an ordinary result to begin with.

When I actually heard the news, I did voice my surprise with an “Oh…,” but honestly, my reaction wouldn't have changed even if they had told me the same result after ten days, or even a week.

I mean, it's the [Sword Queen] and the [Sword Saint] going at it full-throttle. Of course they'd conquer a tree, no matter how tall, at explosive speed.

Goldow's half-joking thoughts were the consensus of all of us who had been told.

"…Whatever. I'll continue." Then why, I wondered, was Iris sulking and singling me out with her gaze? *What was I supposed to do? Was the right answer to let out a war cry and activate [Rocket]???*

…Well, that's enough of the lighthearted banter for now.

"To conclude. —For now, we found what we were hoping for."

That classic opening line. As Iris began her speech with the fundamental and kingly narrative technique of hooking the audience from the start, the three men who had been wearing relaxed, cheerful faces changed their expressions.

Confirming that the mood in the room had turned serious, the princess’s atmosphere shifted to that of a queen.

"Upon clearing the 100th floor, two ‘paths’ and one ‘door’ appeared before us. …As for the ‘paths,’ they were the *same as the ones up to the 90th floor*."

"Kah… just as I thought."

"Well, no matter how you look at it, this thing ain't on the scale of a *mere hundred floors*…"

As the first piece of information was revealed, Goldow and Enra looked up at the ceiling and exchanged dry, distant smiles. Both of them reacted as if to say, ‘Just as expected.’

"—So it continues to the *101st floor*… huh. Now, I wonder how high it goes," Jin-san said with a cheerful smile. As he said, the ‘paths’ Iris mentioned were likely the transfer gates for ‘proceeding’ or ‘returning,’ the basic system of the Key Tree Maze.

"So, did you check what's ahead?" I asked, voicing my honest curiosity on behalf of the three composed men.

"Not yet—… The reason is a little surprise for each of you when you reach the 100th floor."

"You're holding more of a grudge about your surprise failing than I thought, huh?"

The reply was a single, terribly cute bit of spite.

However, I couldn't imagine her, being so fundamentally serious, making a pointless joke. That meant, for better or worse, we had time.

That which we had ‘predicted’ and ‘hoped for’.

"Putting the ‘paths’ aside—the ‘door’ cannot be opened yet."

The clue that might lead to the second act of the Green Connect raid, which had ended with the mysterious word ‘covenant’ instead of ‘annihilation’ or ‘burial’.

It meant that it wasn't something that could be used right away.

"The deepest part of the 100th floor… the boss's great chamber was fundamentally different in construction from the previous floors."

As she spoke, Iris took a single sheet of ‘paper’ from her inventory. It wasn't pure white, but a slightly aged… or rather, atmospheric piece of parchment.

So, what was it?

"Look."

The moment its owner touched it with intent, the magical item began to draw an image from her mind.

"………What's this, a magic circle?"

"No, it's the pattern on the floor," my master replied to the murmur I'd let slip after seeing the literal ‘concept art’ Iris had transcribed. I see, the *construction* is indeed *different*… though my own memories are limited to the thirty-nine floors I've cleared so far.

"The floors up to the 99th didn't have such elaborate decorations."

Just as Iris said, it was an elaborate and intricately detailed decoration.

The pattern, drawn within a perfect circle and appearing to be part ‘text’ and part ‘picture,’ sparked the imagination, suggesting it surely held some meaning.

Furthermore, what particularly stood out with a certain sense of incongruity was…—

"…The shape of the six marks lined up in the center here looks familiar, doesn't it?" Goldow pointed out.

Exactly that.

The center of the pattern Goldow pointed to. The marks, arranged neatly in an even circle, were something Arcadia players saw all the time, unless they were dedicated solo players.

Look, even now, if I looked up, I could see five of them.

""""""………………""""""

Even if they couldn't be seen within each other's reflected eyes, there was one user interface element that was surely visible in each of our fields of view.

—Namely, the proof of identity that indicates a player: the color cursor.

"…Ah, well. Of the six, two of the colors seem to have changed," Enra-shi followed up with another question.

"That's an anomaly that occurred after defeating the boss. They're not a different color, they're glowing. If either Ui or I leave the hall, one of the lights goes out," Iris answered matter-of-factly.

"Then, what about the patterns on the outer circumference that are colored similarly…" Jin-san continued with a question about the similarities.

"The same. Those are parts that began to glow after the boss was defeated. As for those, nothing we did caused any change," Ui-san answered calmly.

"Hmm……………………—So?"

And so, I, as the last one, concluded with a heartfelt confession of my complete lack of understanding.

I mean, it couldn't be helped. We were in the middle of hearing the explanation, so the pieces of information were incomplete from top to bottom. At this point, I couldn't form any predictions or deductions.

The six marks, with two lit up for the two of them. The vine-like pattern bordering the outermost part, which seemed to be about twenty percent illuminated. Putting those aside for a moment, the only thing I could barely surmise from looking at the single line running down the middle of the perfect circle was….

That this was probably the ‘door’ Iris was talking about.

"…Players who have cleared the 100th floor will likely be able to teleport directly to the 100th floor from any floor within the Key Tree Maze. Ui and I did a quick verification today."

"When we went down to the 99th and 98th floors, we found that a ‘red’ transfer gate now appears after defeating the boss. Jumping into it took us to the deepest part of the 100th floor."

"The boss didn't respawn. This is probably just a guess, but the 100th floor boss might be a special type that each player can only defeat once."

Though she didn't know the meaning or intent behind it—Iris added.

"Probably… what clearing the 100th floor grants is a qualification. And there are six qualified people who can pass through the door. As for the ‘gauge’ on the outer part… this is completely my own speculation, but I think it indicates some kind of value related to *all players conquering the Key Tree*."

The cumulative total of floors cleared by individuals, the total number of floor bosses defeated, or the cumulative PARLs spent by all players, and so on and so forth.

Compared to last night, the illuminated area of the outer pattern had slightly expanded by tonight.

Iris said she arrived at that conclusion after doing some calculations based on the gauge's slow progress over the course of a day.

I had no idea what she had calculated, and I didn't understand any of it from top to bottom, but since Iris was the one saying it, I just stopped thinking and accepted it. Was I an idiot?

Well, setting games aside, from an entertainment and meta perspective, it was a plausible theory. Content that a huge number of people enjoy online often has events like a gauge that everyone has to work desperately to slowly fill.

Plus, the six ‘special’ slots were also very Arcadia-like.

If Iris's theory was spot on… then it was a case of the efforts of many forging the key, and the chosen heroes being sent forth?

I see. If that's the case, then…

"So, is that it? Assuming this is the door to the second act of the Green Connect raid…"

There was only one thing to say.

"—Huh? You mean we're supposed to challenge it with just six people? A large-scale battle… a raid?"

"""""………………"""""

Again, all I could do now was make wild guesses. So, while I couldn't say anything for sure, the trust I had built up so high through my gameplay experience was screaming at me.

Whatever was waiting beyond that door, there was absolutely, positively no way it was content designed to be challenged by just six players.

<hr>

Alright, I've managed to disclose about 10% of the information (despair).



    Chapter 863

    Inside Out

    The tenth floor boss, [Cerberus Dolphang]—a main rider and a three-headed guard dog.

The twentieth floor boss, [Azunt Elm Ogre]—a master of extreme cold, an ice-clad demon.

The thirtieth floor boss, [Tauros Resemble]—a robust and veteran red bull warrior.

In Arcadia, humanoid enemies like demi-humans and demons rarely exist. The Key Tree Maze, which grandly shattered this existing norm, features a rich variety of demi-humans such as goblins, kobolds, and orcs.

Furthermore, it's as if it's a rule for the bosses every ten floors, which boast a special level of difficulty. The fact that a powerful humanoid is placed there every time makes one feel that the maze itself has some kind of concept… well, it probably isn't just my imagination.

So naturally, for the upcoming fortieth floor as well—

"……………Can you really call that a ‘humanoid enemy’?"

"It's got the elements, at least, so I guess it's fine?"

"Those ‘elements’ disappeared ten seconds into the fight, though…"

As usual, we were in the great hall. In the domain of the floor master at the deepest part of the maze, the white and the black were exchanging words while watching the impact and sound of the fierce battle from afar.

That is, me (my real form) and Tetra, the two rear guards.

I swear we're not slacking. Next to my self-proclaimed junior, a.k.a. my senpai, I was in the middle of earnestly learning this and that about an unfamiliar position.

And so, where our gazes were directed.

"—Kanata-kun!"

"—Anytime you're ready!"

A momentary intersection, an artistic switch. Facing the giant that rampaged and thundered across the ground, they didn't back down an inch. The two figures who brilliantly served as the front line through their alternating coordination.

Gold and… —I wonder what Kanata's image color is? Well, anyway, it was the pair of Sora and Kanata. It seems their coordination had improved considerably while I was lagging behind, and they were showing off a level of combination that inspired no anxiety at all.

Good for them. In that case, I'll do my best too.

"*‘Piercing water nail, restraining hook-wing.’*"

I activated the water-attribute rapid restraint magic, Current Haken. Six water needles manifested and floated around me, the caster who had woven the incantation.

"Not yet."

"I know."

Timing was more important than accuracy.

To be blunt, those two didn't need any support, so if I were to lend a hand, it had to be a particularly exceptional move at the very least, or it would just be a hindrance.

This was proving to be difficult—

"Now."

"Got it!"

—See? The go-ahead came at a moment completely different from what my instincts told me.

However, I pride myself on my reaction speed. Without missing or spacing out on Tetra's curt instruction, I responded, and while surprised, I calmly unleashed the magical projectiles.

And so, after one second… —impact.

"—, ————"

"Hh…!"

What came to be was an ‘ideal picture’ that I only understood after the result appeared.

A tempo before their respective attacks ceased. That is, in the brief interval for them to catch their breath and move on to the next step. Before Sora and Kanata, who had seamlessly taken that momentary breath to launch their next move, the enemy—its rhythm broken by the entangling water chains—could not move.

While [Current Haken] could be a form of indirect finishing blow against players, it was a matter of course that against a monstrous enemy with power far surpassing a human's, the restraint would only last for an instant.

That's precisely why where you inserted that one instant was of utmost importance.

If that could be accomplished perfectly—

"«Wadatsumi no Harae»!"

"«Nel Wiedersch»!"

—the trivial water needles could be enough to guide an ally's power into a finishing blow.

Two flashes of torrential power. Blades of water and sand leaped up from the left and right, drawing a diagonal cross. The fatal blow was carved into the intersection point—the neck of the ‘dragon,’ which had been prevented from retreating and had stretched out in confusion.

◇You have defeated [Calivest Forgoblin]◇

◇40th Floor cleared◇ ・A reward has been granted—you have obtained [Verdant Gem of Covenant].

◇◆◇◆◇

"What was the point of the goblin rider…?"

"Flavor text, maybe?"

"Ah, haha…"

The ‘dragon’… or rather, an ultra-super-huge iguana-like monster over ten meters long, controlled by a goblin rider. I was fine with that design, but I couldn't accept the existence of the rider, who was unceremoniously scattered by Sora-san's magic sword snipe in the first shot of the battle.

While Tetra casually dismissed my question, and Sora and Kanata, who often laughed in a similar way, watched over us—

◇Progress of Tree Road conquest confirmed◇

◇Random skills will be unlocked◇

◇Skill «Mistlurade» has been activated◇ ◇Skill «Flood» has been activated◇ ◇Skill «Water Enchant» has been activated◇ ◇Skill «Assigns Fate» has been activated◇ ◇Skill «Talaria Record» has been activated◇ ◇Skill «Fatal Closer» has been activated◇

──────────────── ◇Status / Restarted◇ Title: Acrobat Name: Haru Lv: 40⇒41 STR (Strength): 0 AGI (Agility): 50⇒60 DEX (Dexterity): 0 VIT (Vitality): 0 MID (Mind): 300 (+180) LUC (Luck): 50

◇Skill◇ ・Naraka Gandharva «Mistlurade» «Volcanate» «Greed's Basket»

・Water Magic Aptitude «Aqua» «Flood» «Current Haken» «Maelstrom» «Laevateinn» «Water Enchant»

・Active «Reflect Explode» «Flash Traveler»

・Passive «White Dragon's Blessing» «Assigns Fate» «Attentive Limit» «Gigant Figure» «Goma Soten» «Talaria Record» «Trickster of Zenith» «Fatal Closer» «Kaisei Futo» «Dias Lunaria» «Master of Magic»

«Reject Sentence» «Shadow Clearer» «Four-Sided Blessing»

◇Arts◇ [Kesshiki Ittoryu] ──────…… ────…… ──…… ────────────────

I touched the monolith, and with that, my fourth random skill release was complete.

Well, it's gotten quite close to its original lineup. Considering the number of skills unlocked each time, I expect to be at full strength, skill-wise, after clearing the next floor, the fiftieth, just as planned.

By the way, [Assigns Fate] is a new skill I acquired after the Green Connect battle, and the other new name, [Fatal Closer], is an evolution of [Dangerous Light, Fast Recovery].

The former doesn't directly affect me, but is a constantly active AoE buff skill that increases the natural MP recovery rate of any ‘rankers’ I fight alongside.

The latter's condition has become slightly stricter, changing from ‘HP below 20%’ to ‘HP 10% or less,’ but in exchange, the automatic MP recovery speed has doubled from double to quadruple, making it a pure enhancement.

Ah, yes, a pure enhancement indeed. Since 10% HP is my default state.

"How was it?"

"So-so. I didn't get any blessings, but at least I've completed my magic skills."

"I see. …[Flood] is forbidden, okay?"

In response to my first junior, who touched the monolith in turn, came words and a deadpan stare that seemed to be a warning, whether or not she was recalling the *past*.

I know, I know, senpai. I won't get you involved in a gag death again.

"Man, being a rear guard is tough…"

"It's not that bad. I think you're doing fine."

We met up on the thirty-fifth floor, so it's been a total of six floors. I've finally returned to my real form, built a mage status, and am playing the support role, but it's not going very well.

Surprisingly… or not, Tetra says sweet things, but as expected, from my own perspective, my current self (rear guard) is pretty seriously a ‘burden.’ Just like in the previous battle, if I move without Tetra's instructions, I don't get satisfactory results.

Well, I'm aware that my standards are warped because of the people I'm with, but….

"Well, it's a good opportunity. Just rely on your junior and your partner."

"Yes, I will… fully…"

"I'll support you with all my might!!!"

"Ah, yeah. Thanks, Kanata."

So, while I'm struggling, I'm resolved to rely on my dependable—and this is no exaggeration, overly dependable—clan members and devote myself to improving.

I was just thinking it's about time I re-examined my own immature parts to step into the realm of a veteran in various senses, like how to step on the accelerator and how to read the battlefield….

By the way, the reason why I made my real form a mage build, unlike usual, is because…

"Something wrong, Sora-san?"

"N-No! It's nothing."

It's for none other than my partner, who is super eager to finally be able to genuinely ‘help me,’ though it feels weird for me to say it.

Well, you know. If I'm not mistaken—

"…Ehehe."

When we adventure together.

If I'm in my real form with my real face, Sora-san seems to be in a slightly better mood, or at least I think so.

"Something wrong, Sora-san???"

"I-It's really nothing…!"

Saturday today, early afternoon on a holiday.

Today, as always, my partner was invincibly cute.



    Chapter 864

    A Pleasant Interlude

    "—Hmm… so, we'll be free for about two more months, then?"

"Well, ‘free’ isn't quite the word. But the door probably won't open, so for now, the plan is for everyone to clear the 100th floor by then."

"Setting aside the six slots, it's until the outer gauge, which seems to be some kind of common goal for all players, is filled… right?"

"That's about right. Though, it's all still in the hypothesis stage."

"Six slots… six people… I wonder who will be chosen."

"Well, two slots are a given."

"Yeah. Ui-san and Iris—"

"What are you talking about? It's the Princess and senpai."

"What?"

"If we're talking about 'absolutely guaranteed' slots, then yeah. If the Princess is going to get 'serious' in a party, she needs senpai with her, so it's obvious."

"That's right. With [Lightning Gale], his instantaneous maximum firepower surpasses even the [Sword Saint], and she herself has vouched for it. I think not just us, but all players would agree, right?"

"Stop it, for the love of god, don't praise me that much… Sora-san, what's with that expression? I don't think I've ever seen you make that face before."

"I-It's n-nothing…"

"It's half pride as his partner, and half jealousy as his partner, isn't it?"

"Tetra-kun!?"

"Also, if we're confirming a third slot, I think it'd be Sora-senpai."

"Wh-Wha-Nya!?"

"It's a given, since she's guaranteed a ridiculous power-up when she's with senpai."

"Honestly, that's more important than her individual specs…. In terms of adaptability… or rather, she's so versatile, you can expect great things from her in every aspect."

"Th-That's not… uhm… H-Haru? What's with that face…"

"That's a 100% pure lovey-dovey face."

"My Sora-san is invincible!!!!!"

"…………………………………………………………………………………………"

"Sorry I got carried away DON'T HIT ME."

"There, there."

"Ah, haha… Thanks for the meal."

"I'm not going to tell you the *impossible* and say 'stop flirting,' but at least get some work done, okay?"

"Sorry I'll get serious DON'T GLARE AT ME."

—And so, thusly, harmoniously.

For over thirty minutes after the boss fight. We were still on the fortieth floor, sitting in a circle of four, enjoying some clan bonding time while we ‘worked.’

Apparently, everyone had already been contacted, but as someone who had heard the story directly from the strongest and supreme tag team, I was adding some supplementary information. While getting excited about the latest topic, what exactly were we all busily doing….

"…Seriously, you pulled way too many on a whim. This is never going to end."

"I'm sorry. I'll give you any good stuff I find, so please forgive me."

Just as Tetra complained.

It was none other than the endless inspection work on the mountain of prizes that had poured out from the three hundred gacha pulls I had spun on sheer impulse and excitement.

Of course, in line with the estimated less than one percent probability of a ‘hit,’ ninety-nine percent of them were ‘misses’—however, the prize pool of the Key Tree gacha, which can be challenged using PARLs, contains many special items even among the misses.

Most of them are materials from common enemies that appear on the maze path, like [Goblin's Rough Bone] or [Key Tree Echo's Knotted Branch]. Since they come from enemies you can't encounter outside, they're valuable in their own right… but their quality and rarity are what you'd expect, so they're misses.

However, for example…

"Oh, this is pretty good…?"

The marble I just picked up from the miscellaneous pile would be in the ‘small hit’ category.

[Tree Crystal's Treasured Drop: Magic Gift]
A fragment of blessing seeping from the spiritual power of the great Key Tree.
Perhaps it is the will of green life to bestow power upon weapons born from the same womb.

・Weapon Blessing: ‘Lightning Enchant’

—And so, that's how it is.

This is one of the reasons players are so excited about the maze's ‘rewards.’ The Key Tree armaments in the grand prize category come with customizability.

And with this, you can do all sorts of interesting things….

"Alright, one dual-enchant is complete."

For example, it's possible to add a lightning attribute to the [One-Off Desire], which originally had a weak fire attribute. It's not limited to attribute enchantments; there are also simple ‘Attack Power Increase’ or ‘Durability Increase’—and even unique ones like ‘HP Drain’.

Including the random specs of the base Key Tree armament, the possibilities are endless.

"It's a total rabbit hole…"

"Most gamers would get hooked. —Here, found a boss material."

While complaining, it seemed Tetra was enjoying it in his own way.

He casually tossed over another small hit, a material from a powerful Key Tree boss enemy… This was probably from the [Ikurepasu Sarifan] we fought on the thirty-second floor. It was a single, decaying, tattered button.

That one was a mystery too… a giant flying cloak, what kind of being was that—

"…But still. Having two part-time Magic Crafters in the party really changes your adaptability in a broader sense, in terms of convenience or what have you, doesn't it?"

As I was reminiscing about the strangely eerie appearance of a past floor master, Kanata, who was peering at my and Tetra's sorting work with Sora, murmured as if newly impressed.

There's a reason for his tone, which sounded as if it were a ‘luxury.’

Simply put, ‘part-time Magic Crafters’… that is, players who primarily engage in combat content while also having mastered [Mako], are quite a minority in terms of the overall ratio.

"I'm less than a novice, though. I'd be too embarrassed to call myself a Magic Crafter yet."

"And yet you gave your partner such a *wonderful gift*."

"Please don't tease me about that, it's endlessly embarrassing."

That wasn't false modesty in the slightest. Tetra was just jumping in because he had keenly spotted an opportunity to tease me.

Sora-san is blushing next to me. So cute.

Anyway, it's a fact that the population of warrior/magic crafters is small. Having two part-timers in the party like this is undoubtedly a ‘luxury’ in the eyes of the world.

Well, it can't be helped. It's because there's a problem with the *system side of granting the [Mako] skill*.

"You'll have to choose who you grant it to carefully, senpai—they'll become the ‘grandchild’ of the famous [Milmarinus, the Aquamarine Fairy], so it's a lot of pressure for the receiver too."

"I know… damn, telling me that *after* giving it to me was an act of terrorism on her part."

"Senpai. Do you know what ‘common knowledge’ is? It's something that basically everyone knows."

"I'm sorry."

And so, that's how it is. Just as I, the ‘child’ of [Milmarinus, the Aquamarine Fairy], am the only one, the ‘child’ I can newly choose is also just one.

The ceremony to grant the [Mako] skill is something each individual can only perform once.

Furthermore, unless you are recognized by the system as having reached at least the level of a master, you cannot learn the special skill for granting it, [Assign]. In other words, it's impossible to mass-produce Magic Crafters carelessly… so it's understandable that part-timers are rare.

If you're not someone who can master it, you'll cause the lineage to die out.

I was granted the skill on the premise that I could ‘help out a bit during events.’ Of course, Nia was aware of this reckless act, so while I verbally express a lighthearted attitude, in reality, my heart is filled with a mountain of pressure.

The reason I'm seriously honing my skills whenever I have free time is because of that.

I'll work hard, moderately hard, as the ‘child’ of the current sixth seat.



    Chapter 865

    A Bustling Interlude

    A turtle, a dragon, or perhaps a hippo.

In place of the colossal body of [Green Connect, Jehatreglie]—over which, I hear, a pointless debate about its most fitting name still rages—the roots of the [Key Tree] now fill the basin.

Built upon them is the second Vestol district, steadily expanding its territory… Whether it’s a blessing from the [Key Tree] or the result of some NPC technology, the reason remains unclear, but the area has transformed into a bona fide “safe zone.”

It’s just like the initial player town, the [Safe Area], in the Garden of Divine Creation. You can log out anytime, anywhere in the city, and actions normally restricted to safe zones, like accessing your clan home, are naturally possible.

Furthermore, with helpful facilities like the [Private Guild Hall] I visited the other day popping up, Key Tree City has blended into the world as Arcadia’s sixth “city.”

That’s right, the sixth.

Following the districts of the eastern, western, southern, and northern factions, and the [First Base (Safe Area)], it is the sixth city. Sadly, this means our [Second Base (Frontier)] has been completely overshadowed.

That place is also open to the public now and seems to be reasonably lively, but… it stands no chance against this place, which boasts the ridiculously massive content that is the [Key Tree].

“Turned out to be a peaceful city opening,” Goldow had remarked half a month ago, smiling with a look of relief.

…Anyway, putting that aside.

Just the other day, with stocks replenished after the last Four Pillar War, the installation of the [Alv Portals] was approved. And so, the five-hundred-kilometer journey that might feel quite long for some has been shortened to the blink of an eye.

These days, the new “city,” Key Tree City, is overflowing with people and commerce.

"—…In a way, Tetra’s the strongest of all the rankers. No, I’m dead serious. You’re number one. Thank you for being in my life. I owe you big time."

"You’re treating me like a convenience item. I’m going to smack you."

"At this point, I think I’d just laugh and forgive you even if you punched me in the face…"

And so, there we were, in the middle of the crowd.

It was evening in real-world time. Sora-san logged out to battle the maid for the duty of cooking dinner, so we were taking a short break from conquering the [Key Tree].

My dinner tonight was decided—special somen noodles by Chef Chitose—so I didn’t have to spend time on supper preparations. I grabbed Tetra, who also seemed to have nothing to do, and we headed out into the city, which brings us to now.

I just brushed it off when Nagomi-san mentioned it this morning, but what on earth are “special somen noodles by the chef”?

Anyway—

"Seriously though, this is amazing. What kind of stealth doesn’t break even when you’re constantly bumping into people? We’re way beyond the realm of stealth or invisibility, aren’t we?"

"Well, mine is a mix of my [Anima], [Terror Armament], and [Skills]. When you stack three fantasy miracles on top of each other, I guess this is what you get."

"Is this really something you can just brush off with ‘what you get’…?"

I was being led by my junior… or rather, I was tagging along with my junior as we drifted through the sea of people.

Everywhere on the main street was so congested it was beyond the level of trying to dodge people; avoiding contact was mission impossible. Yet, everyone who crashed into the invisible us would just give a puzzled look and walk away.

This wasn't on the level of not being seen.

It was more like they couldn’t even perceive our presence.

…Well, I’ve known for a long time that this junior of mine (who isn’t actually my junior) is a total balance-breaker in many ways. I suppose this is nothing new.

Flattery just gets brushed aside, so I'll just quietly worship him in my heart.

◇◆◇◆◇

So, where were we headed?

With the aid of the one-and-only Tetra-kun, a must-have for every household (clan), our destination was…

"—…Whoa, it’s huuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuge."

"It’s an instance area. They can do whatever they want."

It was another convenient NPC-run facility, much like the [Private Guild Hall] we used the other day. It was called the [Market]. The straightforward naming was refreshingly nice.

Just like the guild hall, what was set up in the city was an object shaped like a “door.” Touch it with intent, and you’re instantly teleported here. That’s the gist of it.

To this place—an explosive space so vast I couldn't even guess its area, far beyond any real-world sports stadium or dome.

As I looked around, I could see an ocean of people that was, without exaggeration, probably thousands strong. And yet, it was a ridiculous world where everyone could comfortably maintain their personal space.

I looked up, and the sky was a brilliant blue.

This was a true open-air market. Despite the absurd number of people in my sight, the air on my skin was perfectly cool and pleasant—

"This is actually… kind of creepy."

"I know what you mean. I’m not a big fan of it either."

I’m not trying to diss all the players swarming around. It’s just that the disconnect between the information from my eyes and my skin is so severe that my brain is throwing an error.

…But will I ever get used to this?

I feel a certain atmosphere here that, as a fundamentally introverted person, I don’t think I can ever fully adapt to. I don't really want to stay long.

I mean, I can tolerate the roar of human voices constantly washing over me, but….

"What do you want to do? Leave?"

"Hmm…"

We came here with a destination in mind, but not a specific purpose. We just came out of boredom, for a walk to see something new.

Still, since we went to the trouble of coming…

"…Nah, it’s not unbearable. I think. Can we look around for a bit?"

"Yep, got it."

It's nothing to brag about, but back in my part-time warrior days, no matter how menacing the atmosphere of a workplace was, I was a man who never turned tail on the first go.

First, I’d give it my all, and if it was truly awful, I’d slap down my resignation notice with a huge smile. “Experience is everything” is my motto, after all.

And the key is to show my firm resolve with a notice of resignation, not a letter of resignation. But that’s completely irrelevant right now—

"This is a textbook manifestation of chaos…"

"Some people must really like it. …From our Eastern Faction, I bet Hinayo-san would, surprisingly."

"Seriously? …Well. Yeah, surprisingly… surprisingly, she might… like it, huh…?”

I quickly gave up on trying to pick out individual voices from the clamor erupting in every direction. My hearing was focused solely on picking up Tetra's words, delivered by the system assist.

Instead, my vision took over the information gathering, though it was also on the verge of a capacity overload. It was… well, you know. That feeling of being in the middle of a huge festival.

There are stalls. They're selling all sorts of things. I can grasp that much, but the sheer volume of information, including the clamor, is too much for my brain to process.

In a word, I feel all floaty.

"…Senpai, you okay?"

"I might not be."

When I answered honestly, Tetra sighed and gave a faint smile.

"You're interested in [Key Tree]-related items right now, right? Shall I lead the way?"

"…Oh, yeah. ………Yeah, I guess so. Please."

He pulled on the sleeve of my more-or-less brain-dead self and started walking without hesitation through the bizarre space.

What’s with this self-proclaimed junior of mine? Is he always this reliable, no matter where we are?<hr>Waiwai (Bustling).

Anyway, this impromptu date with Tetra-kun will continue for one more chapter. Probably, maybe, most likely, one more chapter.

I’m describing it in a rough and vague way because there's no other choice given the sheer volume of information, so please use your imagination. It might be good to picture something about ten times the scale of Comiket spread out over an area a hundred times larger. If that's not enough for you, feel free to make it a hundred and a thousand times larger.



    Chapter 866

    A Grand, Incognito Stroll

    "—Oh? [Headless Underworld (One-Off-De)... no, that’s not it."

"Right, that’s a rare item with a Rider (Giru) motif. Yours is the Mount-Dog (Doru) type, senpai."

"Eh, let me see. One, ten, a hundred, a thousand… —Soooooo expensive."

"You can pay that much in a heartbeat, senpai."

Guided by Tetra, we arrived beyond the sign that read “[Key Tree] Related.” The countless rows of stalls were bustling with a massive crowd of people, befitting the high demand.

That said, the supply was also enormous, so the distribution space itself was ridiculously huge.

As a result, the foot traffic was spread out nicely, and there was no problem with us weaving through the sides of the stalls, glancing at this and that while remaining hidden.

—Still, the sheer number of people and shops is just…

"This is it. It’s impossible to do the whole ‘this is cheaper over there’ housewife routine. You’d just waste time and never buy a single thing."

"It's pretty much impossible to see everything from end to end. The shops and items change not just daily, but by the minute… To borrow Hinayo-san's words, it's a once-in-a-lifetime encounter, maybe?"

"Ah, so Hina-san really does like this stuff."

Well, that must be part of its charm. In that it’s a place you’ll never get tired of, no matter when you come or where you look, it's undoubtedly a form of “content” in its own right.

And when faced with an emotional phrase like “once-in-a-lifetime encounter,” I can't help but feel my heart drawn to the dagger that appeared before me—but I have to hold back.

I’m bound to lose to temptation and play gacha again in the future anyway. If I start buying from other places too, things will get completely out of hand. My weapon pool is already on the verge of saturation, so I shouldn’t carelessly add more cards to my hand.

Especially if it’s a rare item. I, who might not even be able to handle it properly and just let it gather dust, shouldn't be hoarding something someone else was lucky enough to find.

"Farewell, [Zain-tu-Alter (Headless Sword of Dark Brilliance)]… If we get the chance, let’s meet again…"

"You’re so reluctant. You should just buy it."

Parting, too, is the beauty of a once-in-a-lifetime encounter.

By the way, both the Sword of Dark Brilliance (Alter) I just parted with and my Sword of Dark Desire (Desire) are so-called “low-level items” that drop from the monolith on the tenth layer, but the concept of obsolescence doesn’t exist for weapons obtained in the [Key Tree].

What that means is, just like players, [Key Tree] weapons improve their performance as they ascend the layers. In other words, by the time I proudly reach the hundredth layer, my [One-Off-Desire, the Headless Sword of Dark Desire] will have undergone a magnificent “growth.”

Combined with those Jeweled Crystal Drops (custom parts), the ability to nurture an item you’ve taken a shine to is likely a major reason so many players have fallen into this rabbit hole.

And there's one more thing.

The reason [Key Tree] armaments are receiving so much attention from every player who enjoys combat is…

"Well, this is… —It's basically a card shop, isn't it?"

"It saves space, so business must be booming."

…its form. That is, just like when I pulled [One-Off-Desire, the Headless Sword of Dark Desire] from the monolith, they possess a stylish “card form.”

To put it simply, [Key Tree] armaments can switch back and forth between card and physical form.

And naturally, an item’s weight is dependent on its form. As for what this characteristic brought about… a kind of revolution in Arcadia’s “combat.”

For example, if you carry multiple [Key Tree] armaments in their card state… when you need them, with a thought, anyone can easily deploy and store multiple weapons.

What that means is, in short, one thing.

As the very person whose name is constantly cited as “that person” in discussions about this “revolution,” it's a topic that feels anything but unrelated to me.

"To think I played a part in this trend… it’s, well, kind of awkward…"

"It’s more than just ‘a part.’ They’re straight-up copying the [Acrobat]."

Right now, a so-called “Crown Style” of fighting while rapidly switching weapons is all the rage in the virtual world. This is a shameful fact, and I wish they would stop.

`Materialize`, the process of changing a card into its physical form.

And `Illustrate`, the process of changing the physical form back into a card.

By incorporating this pseudo-quick-change into actual combat, a brand-new battle tactic is born. Except, it’s not exactly new—it’s the very tactic I’ve been living and breathing since my avatar was born into this virtual world, you know?

And that’s why the current situation, where everyone is supposedly respecting me, is just so embarrassing.

It seems there are drawbacks, like a pretty heavy MP cost for state transitions, and the risk of the card being destroyed in a single hit if it takes heavy damage… but well, the benefits must outweigh them.

Just how “strong” the option to freely switch weapons is… that’s a fact I myself spent half a year demonstrating to the world.

So it’s no surprise, I suppose. I'll just have to swallow the feeling that’s one part pride and nine parts embarrassment and watch from afar—

"But hey, isn't it a good thing? It seems like *your* reputation went up again, senpai."

"That’s the kind of reputation where people think ‘that guy’s insane,’ isn’t it? Why, though?"

"Because a normal person can’t just switch their hand on the fly while desperately fighting. It's natural that most people would be stronger if they just focused on wielding a single sword."

"You think so…? Well, maybe you're right…"

I suppose Tetra is talking about those who aimed for a perfect copy of the Acrobat-style weapon-switching tactic. I have heard a few stories about failures, people who tried to manage a huge number of cards and ended up with a dramatic power down.

Everything in moderation, I guess.

"…By the way? Tetra-kun, are you interested in this ‘Crown Style (lol)’? For the sake of the mysterious entity who is both a much-indebted senior and a cute self-proclaimed junior, I, the original (lol), wouldn't be opposed to swallowing my pride and giving you a personal lecture or something—"

"No thanks, it’s a pain (I’ll pass)."

"Hey. I’m starting to get pretty good at reading the meaning behind your expressions lately."

"You’d just get flustered if I agreed honestly. Look, next up over there are the Treasured Drop (parts) stalls."

And so, being pulled by the sleeve, I staggered along.

Our grand, incognito stroll, emboldened by the blessing of the [Undying], continued at a leisurely pace for about an hour.<hr>You see systems where characters fight using cards in all sorts of media, don't you? Almost without exception, they're ultimately, ultra-stylish and cool. I love them.



    Chapter 867

    The Surrounding Peace

    "We haven't seen him around lately, have we, Kasuga-san?"

The young girl, manipulating a paring knife with practiced hands, was smoothly peeling a potato when the maid standing next to her, also peeling a carrot, murmured.

"Yes…? Oh, uh, yes, that's… true…"

And the girl—Sora's—reply was tinged with confusion. Not because there was anything to question in what the maid—Itsuki—had said…

"He's been… well… busy with various things, you see."

…but because she sensed a subtle, faint hint of displeasure in her tone.

Not that it was strange in itself. It was Itsuki, after all, who had somewhat forcefully arranged for “Kasuga-san” to visit the Yotsuya residence for dinner on Saturdays and Sundays. It would be natural for her to be displeased that he “hasn't been showing his face” lately.

—However, that was all under the premise that it was *for Sora's sake*.

In short, there was only one reason the girl tilted her head.

"If you are content with it, Sora-sama, then I have no particular issue."

"…Um."

It was because the maid herself, with her own emotions, had shown a look of displeasure at the fact that Haru, “Kasuga-san,” hadn't been visiting.

…Knowing her, it probably wasn't something that slipped out by accident. She likely revealed it in her expression and words having judged it was fine for Sora to see.

There was likely no need for strange worries or suspicions. In that case, the proper response was,

"Itsuki-san… you've… taken more of a liking to Haru than I thought, haven't you?"

…the teasing expression of a younger sister to her older sister. And by bringing up the person they both held affection for, the words were meant to summon a pleasant conversation to accompany their cooking.

In response, the words that came back were,

"Fufu, you may be right. Perhaps I've grown fond enough to be like an 'older sister' who can't help but get upset when her aloof 'younger brother' doesn't show his face."

…as if to say she was correct, they were cheerful and lilting.

"Well, he *will* be my brother-in-law in the future, after all."

"I—…! You—!"

The sisters' daily life is, as always, filled with peace.

◇◆◇◆◇

"Unfair."

It was dinnertime, around a table filled with a lively array of various condiments and side dishes that made the large platter of somen noodles seem like an afterthought. It was, in other words, the chef's special somen.

I had remembered something I forgot to tell them, and the moment I brought it up, the “Princess” sitting across from me puffed out her cheeks dramatically and voiced her complaint.

By my standards, that is. As always, her expression was so blank that anyone not used to her wouldn't have noticed a thing.

Anyway, what was it about—

"You're getting all friendly with just Natsume. You're definitely spending more time with her in the virtual world than with me."

—And that’s what it was.

"Whoa, hang on, wait. Look. In this case, it’s not really ‘with me,’ but more like ‘with Nia,’ if we're being precise about the nuance here."

She seemed to be jealous that I had invited Nacchan-senpai to the third [Starry Paradise] event being held next weekend… no, that's not it.

It wasn't directed at Nacchan-senpai or me. No matter what she said, Ashe's frustration was aimed at the reality that *she* couldn't be there with us.

If it were Sora, she would have shown her jealousy openly, but according to Nia and Ashe, I am “so crazy about them that there’s no chance I’d look elsewhere.” So, her jealousy wouldn't be directed at others. Their trust is so deep, so intense, so overwhelming, it brings a tear to my eye in many ways.

*‘There, there. By the way, Princess, you can't make it this time either?’*

"………………"

And here comes the voice of the one person who is a limited-time jealousy target.

While her movements were impressively beautiful as she slurped the somen with gusto, the Princess’s garnet eyes narrowed in a textbook glare.

*Slurp, slurp, slurp*, and then—

"…Unfair."

This time, it was unmistakably one hundred percent pure jealousy.

*‘Eh, I’m sorry. Even if you glare at me like that…’*

Meanwhile, Nia-chan, instantly intimidated and reduced to a small animal, was enjoying her somen pasta-style, having apparently given up on slurping it properly.

Come to think of it, I’ve never seen her eat slurpy noodles like ramen, soba, or udon before… As I observed this new side of her, I was met with a sharp glare. Apparently, staring at a maiden while she eats is an unforgivable act.

Well, putting the indigo-haired girl next to her aside.

Just like last time, the only reason Ashe can't join us for the event is that she's still trapped in the “great labyrinth” she entered with Ui-san during the first event due to Ui-san’s getting-lost skill. She has yet to conquer or escape it.

Since its second run, the world event [Starry Paradise] has allowed players to choose their “entry point.” This simply means they added the option to either enter a new random location or return to the coordinates where they last finished.

Using this feature to invite new players—the ‘Attend’ system—it became possible to expand raid groups and for desired members to join the event, not just the one person you're paired with.

Which means, of course, we could bring Ashe along, but….

"Don't be so mad. Please take care of my master this time, too."

"I am not Ui's guardian."

Despite her words, Ashe continues to hold a firm vow—she has no intention of straying from her path until she conquers the mysterious great labyrinth with Ui-san.

And that’s precisely why.

She's sulking over a situation that isn’t going her way because of her own decisions.

She rarely sulks so obviously, but once she does, Alicia White can be subtly difficult to handle. Her lightning-fast munching just won't stop.

This is no good. I have no choice—

""…………""

A quick glance, eye contact.

And so, “permission” was returned in an instant with a wry smile. Given how incredibly attached Nia-chan is to the “Princess” under one roof, it was to be expected.

"Um… Ashe-san?"

"What."

Alright, time to cast a spell.

Until the Princess is in a good mood again, three, two, one.

"Tomorrow, if you have time, would you like to go somewhere, just the two of us—"

"I have time. We're going."

And just like that, our plans for Sunday tomorrow were set.

And one more thing.

"…, …………"

*Tap, tap,* under the table.

Needless to say, as if to demand her turn, someone kept gently kicking my leg, and a future plan was marked with the word “Reserved” to make it up to her.<hr>Needless to say, another reservation for one more person was added after that.



    Chapter 868

    The Optimal Solution for Two

    Lovers, or friends. The opposite sex, or the same sex.

Someone you’re interested in. Someone you’re close to. Whether it’s friendship, affection, or romantic love, the time you spend with someone to deepen your relationship through interaction—

The world calls that a date.

Because people’s personalities and tastes are infinitely varied.

And because it is the point of intersection where two of those infinitely varied individuals meet and connect.

Finding the “optimal solution for the two of you,” of which there are more than the stars in the sky, is, in a way, content with a higher difficulty than an Arcadia raid.

And yet, that too has its own flavor… The stage of exploring how to spend time where your preferences perfectly align is still a time to see and understand the person you want to grow closer to.

By seeing how they each search, by reading the degree and passion of the interest directed at you, a bond can be strengthened. In a way, isn’t this a kind of “youth” that anyone can enjoy, no matter their age? —That’s what I think.

…Now then. I, who holds this embarrassing personal theory that I will never speak of to others and intend to take to my grave, have, at this point, a decent amount of dating experience.

No matter what anyone says, if you honestly weigh the overall balance of three against one, I am completely and utterly out of my league. It’s been several months since I accepted my position of being chosen by multiple, extremely attractive members of the opposite sex, and this is the result of desperately trying not to be rude to each of their approaches.

Therefore, I have sincerely learned and grasped the “preferences” of each of the three girls.

For example, Sora-san. My kind, honest, and serious, yet endlessly curious and cute younger partner enjoys dates that are like adventures, just as she does in the virtual world.

Unknown places. Unknown things. The unknown, in particular, is her preference.

She also enjoys spending peaceful time in familiar spaces in a different way, but it's in a place with “scenery she's never seen before,” like our recent trip, that she flashes a genuine, age-appropriate smile.

It seems simple, but the difficulty increases endlessly the more you do it, making it quite a high-difficulty setting… but, well. Doting on a cute girl is a man’s duty, so it’s fine.

Next, for example, Nia-chan. The artisan who seems like her energy is always at max but is actually exceptionally delicate and caring, prefers—unsurprisingly—quiet dates.

To be blunt, a relaxed, peaceful, and simple “at-home date” is her sweet spot.

She wants to cherish their time together above all else. She doesn’t ask for luxury, but even when going out, she's the type who would rather enjoy “their time together, outside,” than a lively, bustling atmosphere.

This isn't in a negative sense, but it’s simply… tough.

On a daily basis, to be frank, she makes me feel *that way* more than anyone else of the three. That girl is just so unfair, what is her deal? Give me a break, my reason is finite.

And then, for example, Ashe.

Arcadia's strongest [Sword Queen], and the very embodiment of a “Princess,” loved, no, worshipped by a fan base that surely exceeds one hundred million.

A resident of another world. A singularity of this century. Not human, but a spirit, a fairy, or an angel. Maybe even a goddess. The ultimate favorite. So beautiful it's divine. I want her to look down on me with a blank expression. Lately, she's just been a cute maiden and it's insane—and so on.

A prime example of a modern celestial being who commands numerous titles.

What kind of date would such a person enjoy? Well—…

"…………Um, so. Is there anywhere you want to go or…"

"No. This is fine."

Holding hands, strolling aimlessly. That’s all.

As is always the case, allow me to shout it out loud, at least within the confines of my own heart.

*This is not okay. Someone, please help me.*

Nowhere in particular, just in the middle of town. Both of us disguised with our respective “magic items”—a bracelet and glasses—we walk through the crowd, unnoticed by anyone.

Basically, there is no real conversation.

Ashe, expressionless as usual, walks perfectly beside me without her breathing or pace being disturbed, neither being led by my hand nor leading me by mine.

Again, with her usual expressionless face.

—An expressionless face that, over a mere few months, I, who have spent much time with her, can just barely discern is filled to the brim with genuine happiness.

"…………Hehe."

"Ngh—… Hey, uh. Could you please stop laughing while looking at my face?"

"Even if you say so, it’s your fault for always showing me such a cute face."

This is not okay. Someone, please help me.

Because we're both benefiting from a “gift from a certain someone,” we are alone together with the “Princess” who should be attracting an unquestionably and overwhelmingly different level of “attention.”

In the middle of the city, in the middle of a crowd, unknown to anyone, we are alone together.

Just this situation, filled with an extraordinary sense of transgression, is enough to overload my emotional capacity, but as expected, she is the “strongest.”

"—Nngh…!? Y-You, hold on, I told you that’s for—"

"I don't know what you're talking about. It's your imagination."

Within our clasped hands, she playfully tickled my palm with her fingertip. I let out a hopelessly pathetic reaction and complained, but all I got in return was a cool smile.

If Nia is the strongest at mental attacks, then Ashe is the strongest at physical attacks.

Her moves are not like Sora’s, full of innocence and bashfulness. Nor are they like Nia’s, full of momentum and shyness, and utterly endearing.

"Hey, wait… The back of the hand is off-limits too, both sides are forbidden! Stop it, stop your hand…!"

"…?"

"That head tilt is forbidden too. Everything is forbidden. You get a red card every second, you're ejected every second."

"…Hehe, you’re saying such mean things to me."

It is the move of a woman, brimming with boundless charm and confidence. …I repeat, I really wish you’d give me a break. My reason is finite, you know.

Being assailed by all three of them, it’s truly on its last legs—

"Whoa…"

"Mm."

Unlike the half-rural town where my family lives, in the city center, there are people passing by wherever you walk. So, no matter how careful you are, there are times when you almost brush shoulders.

In those moments, it’s natural… though I must admit, I disgracefully think deep down that it’s unnecessary for her, it’s a man’s instinct to unconsciously pull her hand and shield her.

She probably didn’t try to avoid it herself, confident that I would do so.

Even if I were to pull her arm with all my might, she probably wouldn't let her posture waver an inch if she didn't want to… which means that when I pulled her hand, her delicate gesture of falling into my chest was also completely intentional.

Even though I’m certain of all these calculations—

"…Thank you."

"…W-Well, yeah."

Before the soft, genuine face not of the Princess… but of the girl, Ashe, that she shows only to me,

I am, time and time again, utterly defeated.<hr>We're the ones who need help, being forced to watch this. Keep it up forever.



    Chapter 869

    An Invitation for One

    Anyway, putting aside the constant state of my defeats, which I don’t feel I’ll ever be able to overturn.

I don’t dislike aimless walks, and with a cheerful companion by my side, I could probably enjoy them for hours. In fact, I’ve spent entire days with Ashe just like this several times.

However, for today, there was a place I wanted to invite her to…

"……………Now this is one hell of a VIP you've brought with you."

After a leisurely two-hour stroll through the city from the early afternoon.

Waiting for the Princess to show signs of being reasonably satisfied, I suggested a change of location and we came here, to the virtual world—to a very, very remote corner of the [Safe Area].

We arrived at a single, cozy little “shop.” Passing through the atmospheric noren curtains at the entrance, we felt the sensation of teleportation and came face to face with a familiar person.

"Yo, Tetsu-san. Business booming?"

"Hello."

I had the business days and hours perfectly memorized. So, I had made a reservation this morning, and the owner greeting us in the private room was a perk for being a “regular.”

That said, although I had told him I was bringing someone, I never said who, so his surprised expression was only natural. After looking at the Princess showcasing her world-class blank expression next to me, Mr. Ittetsu, a.k.a. Tetsu-san, turned an exasperated gaze upon me.

My bad.

A bit of mischief had prompted me to keep her name a secret, but I did tell him I was “bringing a VIP.” He should have been able to predict that a high-ranking player would likely show up, so I hope he’ll forgive my little prank.

Well, anyway.

"…Fine. What's your order?"

"The usual 'omakase' for now."

"Got it. Wait here."

Ittetsu-san is a big shot in his own right. I mean, he’s a sort of unknown player who runs a small shop at his own leisure, but his mentality, his demeanor, is something else.

As if he had swallowed his shock and confusion in an instant, he regained his straight face in less than ten seconds… gave a single bow to the incredible VIP, Ashe, and the owner left the private room.

"…Is that him?"

"Yeah. The head chef of our 'Etomori' group."

Then, we entered the tatami-matted room, which didn't just have a Japanese feel to it, but was filled to the brim with the very heart of Japan. We both de-equipped our leg armor (boots) and stepped up.

We sat facing each other. Sitting properly in seiza—both of us in fantasy outfits, the mismatch with the scenery was comically perfect.

"It’s a nice shop. Small, but it has charm."

"You can look forward to the taste, too. I’m impressed every time I come."

This place, the small restaurant [Tesshin], is apparently famous as a hidden gem that serves creative Japanese cuisine with a virtual world twist. I know, hidden or famous, which is it? But the story goes that its name is well-known among gourmands who have been enjoying virtual world food since the dawn of Arcadia.

Thanks to special dining specifications, the number of players who allow themselves to have “meals that don't fill you up” has exploded since the first [Starry Paradise] event. However, beginners jumping on the bandwagon tend to flock to places with grand storefronts or heavy advertising.

A small shop at the edge of town that doesn't even say “welcome” to its customers… well, it goes without saying that it doesn't stand a chance of standing out.

By the way, the lack of greetings isn’t because they’re being rude or disrespectful.

"—…Hehe. Automation that's impossible in reality."

"Right?"

This is because [Tesshin]'s concept is to let customers enjoy the taste of the food freely, leisurely, and elegantly, without making them feel like they have to be considerate of the staff at all.

Proof of this was the “otoshi” appetizer that appeared on the table with a soft *poof* of teleportation, rather than being brought by a waiter. Ittetsu-san showing his face earlier was, again, a special treatment. Normally, in this shop, a customer never sees another person from the moment they arrive, order, eat, and leave.

As Ashe said, it is the ultimate unobtrusive service, something that cannot be achieved in the real world.

Whether people appreciate the subtle consideration inherent in the concept is probably a matter of personal taste, but I'm on the pro side for the simple reason that it's wonderfully fantastical and interesting.

And then, of course—

"…………What is this, I wonder?"

"No idea. But it’s delicious."

…because absolutely everything that comes out is exceptionally delicious, so there are no complaints.

On the plate—a wicked-looking, stylish seashell that looked like a Level 100 turban snail, so spiky it would probably get you charged with assault if you threw it at someone in reality.

I picked up a piece of the translucent, pearl-blue sashimi-like “something” with my chopsticks and popped it into my mouth. A flavor that lived up to the trust I'd built over our four-month acquaintance spread through my mouth.

Despite its almost jelly-like appearance, what my teeth felt as I bit down was the satisfying texture characteristic of shellfish. And an instant later, a burst of dashi flavor exploded from the tender morsel.

"…………It’s delicious. Although I am curious about the ingredients."

"If you ask Ittetsu-san, he’ll usually tell you. …Though there are cases where you might wish you hadn’t asked, so that’s on you."

As always, it was likely another miraculous dish born from an incomprehensible cooking method. I had no doubt it would be this way, but it seems to have successfully met the Princess’s approval.

It wasn't something to be overly relieved about, but as the one who invited her, I was at least reassured. I let out a quiet sigh… and smoothly raised my right hand into the empty air.

In response to the gesture, a single menu materialized in my hand, as if by quick-change. I love this extremely unrealistic system, yes indeed.

"Do you come here often?"

"About three or four times a month, maybe… whenever I have some free time, I just pop in."

"Pop in, with Nia?"

"Oh, look, Ashe, today’s special is dragon! Dragon! If it doesn't come with the recommended course, let’s order it separately! Dragon!!"

I frantically tried to change the subject as the conversation seemed to be heading into dangerous territory, but it’s not like I only come here with Nia. I usually stop by alone.

I’m not lying, really.

"………………"

—Now, how did she interpret my deflection and my inner thoughts?

Ashe just stared at me with narrowed eyes for a few seconds.

"…Mm, thank you. I’m happy you brought me here."

"Ah… well, uh, yeah."

*If you can't join in, then at least enjoy the atmosphere.*

With that in mind, I had planned to have her enjoy the “food.” My intentions were probably completely transparent. I had no intention of hiding them, so it's fine, but her happy smile is ticklish.

I'll take that as forgiveness. In that case, there's no need to worry about anything else.

"Ooh. And next up… —What is this? Pebbles?"

"I know this one. I believe it's a fruit."

"What a look, kicking the conventional wisdom that appetizers should be vibrant…"

Now, let's just enjoy the food and our time freely, leisurely, and elegantly.<hr>If I start giving detailed explanations of the food, the meal would turn into a novel of tens of thousands of characters.



    Chapter 870

    Prank

    "Alright then, see you later."

"Yeah, see ya."

A crisp, clean, and typical farewell.

Unlike Sora and Nia, who tend to linger or drag out their goodbyes, my partings with Ashe never once dragged on.

It’s not a matter of which is better or worse… it’s just, well, very *her*.

With a satisfied expression, she showed no sign of reluctance, departing with a crisp dignity that was almost gallant—truly befitting the [Sword Queen]. I couldn't help but chuckle as she vanished in a shower of smiles and residual teleportation light, the Ranker's “Key” in hand.

She really was, as always, a princess who could just as easily be a prince on a white horse—

"…Right, then."

I was in a deserted corner of the city. It had been thirty seconds since I’d left the small restaurant, having thoroughly enjoyed the numerous dishes and bidding the owner farewell with a “See you at the event next week.”

The sky above was a brilliant blue… which meant it was still daytime in both the real and virtual worlds. And unlike Saturdays, when I could pour in a full day without a care, my Sunday activities were usually in the afternoon to match Sora-san’s schedule, who needed time to prepare for the week ahead.

In other words, I had some time to kill. The options that arose were either to stay logged in and find some mischief to get into, or log out and face my sworn duty—studying… or so I would normally ponder.

Today, however, that choice had already been made for me.

You see, while I was eating with Ashe, I suddenly… well, how to put it? I got a call, or was summoned, or received a “pay attention to me” message.

So, I pulled a single “Key” from my inventory.

It wasn't the same direct-teleport key item to the special faction headquarters that Ashe had used… but rather, a house key that opened the way to a different, special space.

I could either make the gesture of using the key in the empty air, grip it tightly, or simply will it to activate with a thought—

A familiar sensation of teleportation. A moment later, I was in the clan home.

It was empty, of course; I had already confirmed that not a single clan member was logged in. Thus, I strode from the entrance through the deserted common area, my feet unhesitatingly turning not toward my own room, but toward my master’s room, which had become ‘Lounge II’.

Well, less a room and more a personal castle. When I opened the door, what spread out before me was a unique world built by her [Terror Armament], one that never lost its presence even when its master was away.

As I walked through the rustling bamboo leaves that greeted me…

"Yo. Rare to see you at this hour."

On the veranda wasn't the sight of my master sitting peacefully.

"…My plans got canceled today, so I’m free."

Instead, it was the sight of a downcast, petite senior, her long, light-beige hair splayed out on the wooden boards as she lay there limply.

It was Ri-na-chan, a sight that, recently, I could no longer call unfamiliar.

"Where’s your partner?"

"My plans were canceled at the last minute, so I’m free."

The reply was, word for word, the same as before. The only difference was in her voice, which had taken on a slightly more dejected tone.

"I see. —And by the way, how is your partner’s *partner*?"

"…Because my plans got canceled last-minute, I’m free."

"Aha…"

Since I’d just been doing the same thing myself, I probably had no right to be smirking at someone else’s situation. Quietly accepting my understanding of things, I took a seat on the veranda.

""………………""

Well, it was a natural silence. While it’s been a rare occurrence lately, whenever Ri-na and I are suddenly alone together, time usually passes just like this.

But for her to use the ‘spare key’ to visit the clan home when every other member was offline and call out to the only one logged in… that must mean, well…

She’s grown attached to me, I suppose.

""…………………………………………………………""

Still, to be blunt, it’s a little awkward.

I have no way of knowing what’s on her mind, but as someone who’s committed to the three girls, I feel hesitant to get unnecessarily close to another girl, which makes it hard to know how to act.

That one kitten is a special case since she’s a delightful senior who’ll try to strangle me at any given opportunity. Ri-na, on the other hand, is a genuinely good kid and a world-famous, adorable idol who’s actually close to my age.

It’s seriously difficult.

If she were to suddenly start playfully cuddling up to me on a whim, and if I were to fail to avoid it, I would instantly be found guilty by myself and others, and my arrest would be unavoidable. There have been moments like that before, but for it to happen when we’re *all alone* is no laughing matter.

Hence, the carefully maintained, exquisite distance of just over one meter.

""…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………""

But again, Ri-na is one of the best kids in this virtual world, a fact even I acknowledge.

While I have to be wary of the naturally flirty side I’ve glimpsed a few times in the past, ever since she grasped my situation, she’s definitely… well, she’s certainly reduced the frequency of her fidgety touching, and there’s no sign of her trying to close the distance now that we’re alone.

She’s being considerate of my position, and she probably understands her own as well.

""…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………""

So, while I continue to maintain a minimum boundary out of duty and responsibility, it thankfully seems unnecessary. The awkwardness of only being able to sit next to her is inescapable, but it’s not exactly uncomfortable, so—

I swear to God.

I wasn’t letting my guard down, nor was I being careless.

So, yes.

"—…Huh? Wait, what???"

I hadn’t taken my eyes or my attention off the presence of Ri-na lying next to me, and *that hasn't changed even now*. *My vigilance is absolutely, perfectly, one hundred percent active.*

That’s why, seriously.

"……………………Wait, WHAT?????"

I blinked once, and the illusion vanished.

*And yet, the weight on my lap did not disappear*, and *the tiny figure that had suddenly appeared right in front of me* was… not, my, fault. I, would like, to plead, my innocence—

"Ri-na-san, what is the meaning of this???"

"…Yeah."

"No, not ‘yeah’…!?"

Is this… going to be my fault after all…?

<hr>

It's fine, I'm sure it's just a heartwarming incident. ...I dunno, though.



    Chapter 871

    Confession

    It was an unseeable cicada-shell technique, one that could rival even the stealth of the Undying.

No incantation was needed, and the minimal mana cost made it impossible to detect its activation. Anhelmia, the Illusion Magic that deceives a player's perception, was the grand prank Ri-na had set in motion.

I'll admit, both the prankster and the prank itself were utterly adorable. But—the problem was that the target of the prank was someone for whom an ‘adorable prank’ was anything but.

And, well…

"…Look, this kind of thing is really not good for me. You get that, right?"

I didn't just toss her off without a second thought. Which means that, at this very moment, a certain amount of ‘guilt’ has undoubtedly been assigned to me.

If I were to remain a perfect gentleman, true and sincere, I shouldn't have allowed this playfulness for even a second. But the reason I chose words over action at first was because…

"…Mm."

…the small back that had closed the distance more than ever before seemed more fragile and tiny than I had ever seen it.

I’m being soft, I know.

No matter what reason I give, no matter how I try to justify my train of thought, by being in physical contact with a girl who is not my intended partner, I am a bona fide scoundrel.

But still, if you’ll allow me just one excuse—

"……………………Sigh. What’s wrong, really?"

"……………Yeah."

"'Yeah' doesn't tell me anything."

—*Maybe she really wants to call someone ‘Onii-chan’*?

It was because I remembered the words my master had used to tease her here once before.

It was because Ri-na’s fragile state made her seem less like a girl a year younger than me and more like a little sister seeking comfort from her big brother, and I lost the will to push her away.

I mean, she’s my senior by a long shot, not my little sister.

"Well, whatever… If you have something on your mind, go ahead and say it. I’ll make a special exception and listen."

It can’t be helped. There must be times and situations in this world where you have to accept things, even if it means taking on the blame. …If I were to accurately describe the situation, I can easily imagine being scolded for different reasons regardless of whether I pushed her away or not.

After all, the people I care about are all paragons of virtue—

"…No."

See, what did I tell you?

"It’s not ‘no.’ You’re the one who created a situation where that’s not an option."

"…………Yeah."

What came back was not the voice of a woman flushed with a certain kind of passion, but the tone of a young girl sulking over some unmanageable *something* while hugging her knees.

I’m well aware that this doesn't lessen my current guilt, but I felt I could at least breathe a small sigh of relief. From the looks of it, this wasn't…

This wasn't about *that kind* of romantic feeling directed at me.

◇◆◇◆◇

—She was her family, not by blood but in truth. She was her sister, her younger sister, and her best friend. And now, next to that person, someone else irreplaceable had taken their place.

It was something she had supported, even if she hadn't actively wished for it.

It was something she had paid attention to, even if she wasn't serious about it.

And now that it had come true, the only emotion she felt towards it was sincere celebration.

Ri-na swore she was not jealous.

She didn’t feel lonely about entrusting the hand she had held since birth to the “someone” who would surely make her sister, her younger sister, and her best friend happy.

Having been by the side of her superior other half for over seventeen years, she had learned how to correctly read her own heart in order to live strongly and flexibly.

That is why Ri-na could verbalize that her heart was by no means troubled by negative emotions. Therefore, this was simply—

If she were to swallow her pride and confess, it was a simple matter.

"I… actually… have a serious brother complex."

"Come again???????"

Having it flaunted right in front of her by the person closest to her, she had simply… *become envious*.

"'Brother complex'—a condition where one has a strong affection or attachment to a male sibling. …To clarify, the type that develops into romance is, personally, a misinterpretation of the concept."

"I wasn't asking for the definition!"

It was no wonder that *Onii-san* was raising his voice in confusion.

But she hoped he would forgive her. It was impossible to tell him something like this without first setting up an absurd prank to block her own escape, then blurting it out suddenly, without warning, on pure impulse.

"Back in kindergarten and elementary school, whenever we had to write down wishes, like for Tanabata, I have no memory of ever writing a wish other than ‘I want an older brother.’"

"Seriously, hold on, what are we talking about here???"

"This is a top secret only my family knows, so take it to your grave."

"Could you please not implant such a ridiculously critical secret into a stranger’s brain out of the blue!?"

Again, it was no wonder he was confused. —And yet, the way he revealed his all-too-honest reaction while genuinely engaging with her was also exactly Ri-na’s ‘ideal.’

"Mi-na calls you ‘Onii-san,’ right?"

"Huh…? Y-Yeah, she does. ……Wait? Don't tell me she's one too?"

"She’s just piggybacking on it to tease me."

"What kind of game is that??? Wait, I just said ‘game,’ hold on, hold on, hold on, seriously, my thoughts and emotions can't keep up, just give me thirty seconds…!!"

Ri-na, or Rina Amahane, is Mi-na's, or Mina Saikado's, sister.

Therefore, given the environment they grew up in, the amount of love poured into them was boundless. And though not to the same extent as her sister, who was also her younger sister and best friend…

"Just as Mi-na was creating her ‘ideal place’ in the virtual world, I was searching for my ‘ideal brother.’ …Take this to your grave, too."

"It’s only been ten seconds…!!!"

Ri-na, too, had a nature that desired to love and be loved far beyond the average person.

This much was not entirely unknown to the world, given that she, with her not-so-boisterous personality, worked as an ‘idol.’ But when combined with her personal tastes, it was another story.

"Wha…??? Bro-co… um, but, you don’t actually have any brothers…………"

"Even without a ‘brother’ or ‘younger brother,’ there are ‘sisters’ and ‘younger sisters’ who suffer from a brother complex."

"That sounds philosophical? (???)"

As she had declared, Ri-na's ‘brother complex’ was quite severe.

Having a sister who was overly dependable in a pinch but like a troublesome younger sister in normal times had only accelerated her longing for a male sibling, who was similar yet different.

Especially an ‘older brother’—kind, cool, dependable… but also with a cute side, who would get flustered but still accept it when his little sister doted on or teased him.

She had lived her whole life wanting an *onii-chan* like that.

Candidate number one, Irori, was… somehow… just a little off.

He was kind, cool, and dependable—but not cute. He lacked that certain freshness. As a man, she could understand why his partner had fallen for him, but when measured against the standards of the ‘brother’ Ri-na sought, he unfortunately failed. Also, his face didn't look like an ‘onii-chan.’ Even if she was one of the country’s top beauties, a half-Japanese with blonde hair and blue eyes was too far off from her desired category.

And then, candidate number two appeared, who failed for the complete opposite reason. To be honest, at this point, she might as well cast aside all her shame… and just admit it.

"It was love at first sight."

"Hey, not this fantasy nonsense again…!!"

"Mi-na figured it out on the spot, too."

"You guys are so unreal!!"

Somehow, his ‘onii-chan’ aura was just that overwhelming.

His inner coolness… wasn't entirely clear back then, but his gentle and gentlemanly atmosphere could be sensed from his subtle expressions and mannerisms. And above all, the incredible ‘cuteness’ he exuded while blankly letting himself be swept along by the situation was fatal.

A direct, fatal blow to Ri-na.

His face was also perfect. Rather than being ridiculously handsome, a realistically well-proportioned appearance was a perfect score for a ‘brother.’ The fact that his smile had a childish air to it, combining elements of a ‘younger brother,’ was also excellent. It was almost too much to handle.

…So, in summary, it all came down to this.

"…Seeing Mi-na dote on you as much as she wanted was the last straw. I can’t take it anymore. I’m not interested in romance, but I want an ‘onii-chan’ right now."

"Wha-wh-whaaaat… —H-Hey, wait a sec…!?"

I know I’m being bad. I’m a very, very bad girl.

I know I’m being shameless. A very, very shameless girl.

But it can’t be helped. I am Mi-na’s other half.

Even if our surface personalities are polar opposites, the personality at our core is—

"I’m sorry. I’ll take full responsibility for convincing all of Onii-san’s lovers."

"What are you talking about! What in the world are you even talking about!! Hey, stop it! Stop that, you—hey, don’t hug me, that’s forbidden, that kind of thing is forbidden, stop, stop!!"

"…Seriously, stop it. I love that about you."

No matter what anyone says, a selfish girl who follows her own path and accomplishes great, or rather, catastrophic, things.

<hr>

To all Ri-na-chan fans, please go back and rewatch all of her scenes immediately. You won't be able to see her as anything other than a little sister desperately trying to hold back from doting on her ideal 'onii-chan.'

She's adorable.



    Chapter 872

    Making the Rounds

    —And so.

"So, that’s apparently what’s going on…"

"Wha…???"

The first stop on my courtesy calls was the only one logged into Arcadia, the girl with indigo eyes.

It had been about five minutes since I’d knocked on the door of her atelier. Nia had been tilting her head in confusion upon seeing me arrive with an unusual companion, but it goes without saying that the ‘explanation of the situation’ that followed made her expression change with a level of surprise that dwarfed her initial reaction.

And now, as Ri-na—who was stuck to my side with no intention of letting go—delivered her explanation and plea with a semblance of sincerity in her usually listless expression…

"……………Wha???"

Well, yeah, that’s the normal reaction. Nia just blinked her eyes in bewilderment.

"H-Hoooold on a second, okay? Right now, I’m… confused…"

"Don’t worry. I’m in the middle of a massive confusion myself."

Meanwhile, the pipsqueak next to me.

I would think the situation calls for at least a little bit of tension, but the girl who had suddenly declared herself my ‘little sister’ stood with impressive composure.

As expected of a top idol, I guess (???).

"Umm… so. I get the gist of it, but… wait, Ri-na-chan, are you serious?"

"I’m serious. Onii-san is my ideal ‘onii-chan.’"

"…………………………"

And then, our dedicated artisan looked up at the heavens. May I follow suit—

"I… can’t say I *don’t*… get it…"

"You can’t say you don’t get it???"

Apparently, our hearts were not in complete unison. Leaning back deep in her chair and staring at the ceiling, Nia let slip a comment that completely floored me.

Which way is this headed now? I have no idea what’s going on.

"The way he’s both a ‘big brother’ and a ‘little brother’ is super unfair, yeah…"

What are you talking about?

"I also like how he completely changes depending on who he’s with. His expressions are always changing, it’s cute."

Hey, what are you talking about?

"Yeah, I know… From my perspective, he’s got a strong little brother vibe, though."

"To me, he’s ‘onii-chan’—sometimes he treats me like a senior, too, and seeing him struggle with it is great. The way he tries to cover it up, thinking no one notices, is cute and I like it."

Is this a conversation you’re supposed to have in front of the person himself???

And so, Nia brought her head back down and looked at Ri-na once more.

"You really, really like him, huh… Um, just to confirm. The romantic feelings…"

Facing her, Ri-na didn’t shy away or hide, meeting the aquamarine gaze head-on.

"None. What I want isn’t a ‘lover who’s like a brother,’ but a kind, cool, dependable, earnest, and cute ‘brother as family.’"

She met her gaze, declaring it with a mysterious forcefulness.

"Absolutely none."

She declared it again, all while casually hugging my arm.

Hey, let go of me.

"……………………………………………………Ahhh… umm…………"

And in the end.

"First of all, there’s this thing…"

Nia-chan’s verdict was—

"When someone says it was ‘love at first sight’… well, I have a weak spot for that, you see…………"

…reluctant, but affirmative.

Approval, number one.

◇◆◇◆◇

"So, that’s apparently what’s going on…"

"I see—there are two things I’d like to confirm."

Next up on the courtesy calls, number two: the queen who was also a princess, who had logged back in a short while later.

It had been about five minutes since I’d knocked on the door of the Southern Faction’s special meeting hall. Ashe had remained composed upon seeing me arrive with an unusual companion, and it goes without saying that she listened quietly with a perfectly natural, expressionless face throughout the subsequent ‘explanation of the situation.’

And now, as Ri-na—who was stuck to my side with no intention of letting go—delivered her explanation and plea with a semblance of sincerity in her usually listless expression…

"First, what is the probability that your feelings will develop into romantic ones? Second, if we were to accept your wish, what kind of behavior would you expect from Haru?"

Yeah, that sounded about right. Ashe was facing this strange incident with calm composure.

"The first one is zero. It absolutely will not happen."

"What is your basis for declaring it with such certainty?"

"Because what I want is a ‘brother as family.’ For it to develop into romance would be a misinterpretation."

"…That seems a bit weak in terms of credibility."

And just as expected, she was tougher than Nia-chan. Well, not tougher in a hostile way, but… speaking of which, I guess this is it.

This is the first time I’ve seen these two—Ashe and the Mi-na/Ri-na duo—interact.

"You’re right. —Come here."

"Huh?"

As I was lost in thought, Ri-na grabbed my arm and dragged me along. Our destination was the princess, who had been listening magnanimously from her throne.

And upon reaching Ashe’s presence, the pipsqueak, for whatever reason…

"W-whoa, hey!?"

"…………What are you doing?"

…she pulled me into a full-force, unrestrained, no-holds-barred hug.

Naturally, I yelped in fluster, while Ashe narrowed her eyes and asked what she was doing. Just a few dozen centimeters away, the pressure from her glittering garnet eyes was terrifying.

"Presenting evidence."

But this one, one half of the famed Eastern Wings, remained unfazed and unyielding.

"Lend me your hand."

"…?"

Still clinging to me with one arm, she used her other to guide Ashe’s hand—

""……………………………………""

"Uh? What are you guys doing?"

—and placed it flat against her own thin chest.

Well, not really her chest, but right in the middle. Around her solar plexus…

"This is my current proof. My heart… *doesn’t race* for Onii-san."

At Ri-na’s words, I belatedly understood.

I see, her heartbeat.

An avatar’s heartbeat in Arcadia is a pure manifestation of their ‘emotional value,’ uninfluenced by physical condition. It certainly couldn’t be faked.

"While we’re at it, this one too."

Then, Ashe’s guided hand landed on my chest.

"Onii-san’s heart doesn’t race for me, either."

"Well, that’s because…"

She’s more like a little sister, or a pipsqueak… I mean, I do think she’s cute, you know? But it’s more the kind of feeling you’d have for a small, mascot-like animal than a girl…

"Onii-san only sees me as a small, mascot-like animal anyway."

Crap, she read my mind perfectly. These people-savvy idols are scary.

"And as for me, I’m not some love-struck maiden with her head in the clouds who would fall for a guy who’s already being pursued by such an incredible lineup, this late in the game. …So, regarding the first point, you can rest assured."

"………………"

And Ashe’s reaction was—

"…I understand. I will trust you for now."

—a calm one… or so I thought, but perhaps I was being a bit naive.

"—Then, the second point. Regarding the behavior you expect from Haru… I imagine it’s something like, ‘Nothing in particular. I’m the only one who will change my behavior. I’d be happy if Onii-san just continues to be his usual, moderately flustered self who goes with the flow and ultimately accepts things’… correct?"

"……………As I thought, Princess, you’re… scary. I find you a little hard to deal with."

That was likely a move to show that she could *see right through her*. A perfectly executed checkmate against a target of caution who had approached so boldly and without warning.

And so, whether it was an act or not, as Ashe calmly gazed with an impassive expression at Ri-na, who had hidden behind me as if slightly intimidated… —Ashe’s verdict was delivered.

"I understand. He is the man I fell in love with, after all. I suppose it can’t be helped if a little sister or two appears."

"What are you even talking about???"

I had no idea what she was saying, but it was, at any rate, an affirmative.

Approval, number two.

<hr>

Next chapter: The final boss, the original little sister (O-Sora-san).



    Chapter 873

    Approval

    To be honest, I had an idea of how Nia and Ashe would react. That’s because both of them have a fundamental weakness for younger people.

The fact that they get along so well that it baffles me is one thing, but the way they dote on Sora—on a level far beyond that of a mere ‘romantic rival’—makes it an undeniable truth.

So, I had a feeling that in the end, they would both deliver a verdict along the lines of “Well, I guess it’s fine.” Whether that was fortunate or unfortunate, I, still in my state of confusion, couldn’t say, but a nearly certain vision of the future had already been painted.

—However,

"…,…..."

Courtesy call number three. The location: my plain room in the clan home.

It might have been my imagination, but as Ri-na finished her explanation with a different atmosphere than when she had challenged the other two, Sora-san blinked her large amber eyes, showing her surprise for the time being.

"Um, ah… so, yeah. That’s apparently what’s going on…"

I couldn’t imagine what my adorable partner’s reaction would be.

Even now, I have no doubt that we share a telepathic connection without needing a skill, but there are still times, places, and limits. Even if we can read each other’s hearts, *understanding* is another matter entirely.

Some things, you just don’t know. In short…

"…Ah, um…"

In situations where a *maiden’s heart* is involved, my Sora-reading ability turns to mush.

"Ri-na-chan, you see Haru… as…"

"Not as a man, no. Strictly as a ‘brother’—or, a brother-like figure."

But still… the tension radiating from Ri-na, something she hadn’t shown in front of Nia or Ashe, was probably not just my imagination.

Which means that if Sora would also easily give a “Well, I guess it’s fine” kind of answer,

"………………………Um…"

My vague feeling that it wouldn’t go that way seemed to be correct.

"Ah, um, I’m sorry. It’s not that I’m… opposed… opposed? Um, I mean, it’s not that I can’t forgive it, or, how should I put it, I don’t have any strange feelings about it, you see…!"

"Sora-san, this might be impossible, but try to calm down. It’s okay, I’m still in the middle of a massive confusion myself. Nia was flustered too, and even Ashe was a little troubled."

"Y-Yes… Um, yes."

And so, she took one deep breath, then another.

"*Haaaah*… So, to state my conclusion, I don’t mind, but…"

"You don’t mind…"

Just as I felt the conversation was heading in a difficult direction, she dropped a surprisingly simple statement. I couldn’t help but chime in with a teasing remark, but what I received from Sora-san wasn’t a glare, but a troubled, wavering gaze.

"B-Because, we… I’m, still, not, um, you know… h-his lover."

Next came a broken, innocent voice filled with an insane amount of cuteness.

"………………………………………………………………"

Nope, gotta look away for a sec. I’m gonna lose my mind.

"W-Well, that’s…"

"Y-…Yes, we’re not…! A-And asking for our permission, it just feels a bit strange… i-it does…………!"

And, as we suddenly launched into *that* kind of exchange.

"—Nia-san is an artisan I’m indebted to, and I consider her a friend."

Ri-na, who had been watching without teasing, quietly opened her mouth again.

"The Princess… I’m not sure how to put it, but I feel like we have a certain kind of ‘bond.’ …’Rival?’ That word doesn’t quite fit."

On and on she went. While she usually lets her partner, who is far, far more talkative, take the lead, the girl who was by no means taciturn herself continued to weave her words.

"Sora-chan, when I first met you, I thought you were a lot *like us*."

"…Huh?"

Her blue eyes looked straight ahead.

"Maybe it’s because Mi-na is like that. Or maybe because, from Mi-na’s perspective, I’m like that. You seemed like an older sister, but also a younger sister… I saw both sides of you."

"…!"

"………………"

When Ri-na said the words ‘older sister,’ I felt that, for a fleeting moment, Sora’s expression… —or rather, her heart, wavered.

The pipsqueak didn’t seem to notice.

"Sympathy? It was the same as when I first met Onii-san. And it wasn’t just me; I think Mi-na also had a different kind of ‘love at first sight’ for you, Sora-chan."

She was simply laying bare her heart with sincerity. That’s why I kept my mouth shut so as not to interfere, instead glancing over at my partner…

"Tha-… Oh, my…………………… You’re making me blush…"

From her expression, which now held a smile that seemed perfectly natural even to my eyes, I swallowed a sliver of concern.

"You’re like the person who’s closer to me than anyone else in the world. …And also, you were just ridiculously cute. So I wanted to be friends without thinking too deeply about it. I still do."

*Isn’t the cute part the bigger reason?* The thought crossed my mind with enough nonchalance that I had the composure to think it. The immediate glare I received in response was, as expected, a testament to our connection.

"He’s the person people like you like. If I’m going to mess around with him, I have to do it properly. I’m fully prepared to be scolded."

"I-I wouldn’t scold you…"

When she then glanced at me with a troubled look, I was at a loss myself. Nia, Ashe, and of course Sora-san were all as big-hearted as ever, but if anything, I was on *Ri-na’s side*.

"……………You three are all so strange. I can’t help but wonder why you aren’t jealous."

That would be normal, that would be the natural reaction.

I think so too. As someone who has already received confessions from other girls and has resolved to face them with sincerity, adding another relationship to the mix is hardly a praiseworthy act.

To borrow Ri-na’s words, the one making the move is also at fault. That’s why I was flustered and confused and tried to admonish her over and over, and I even scolded her properly.

So, I too was prepared to be scolded.

Therefore, I’m completely on Ri-na’s side. The ones who are off-kilter here are undoubtedly… the three girls, who trust me so much that their jealousy isn’t directed ‘outward.’

Their trust is so heavy it brings tears to my eyes. There’s no way I could ever betray them.

"…Onii-san."

"What is it?"

"Am I not as cute as I think I am? Am I not a threat? If an idol showed up saying she wanted to be your beloved’s ‘little sister,’ normally you’d absolutely hate it."

"By any normal standard, you’re right. You can be confident in that."

"Am I not as cute as I think I am?"

"Wh-Hey, what? Why’d you repeat that?"

"Do you think I’m cute, Onii-san?"

"You’ve let your guard down, haven’t you? Seriously, stop it, it’s too soon to start playing around."

Look, see? Sora-san is flailing about, unsure if she should jump in—

"Um, excuse me…!"

""Yes!""

But what came flying was not an interjection, but a resolute voice, as if to reset the conversation.

"I’ll say it again, my answer is ‘I don’t mind’…! The fact that Haru is an ideal ‘onii-chan,’ and also a cute ‘little brother,’ is something that, embarrassingly enough, I am also well aware of…!"

"Y-You’re well aware of it…"

It seems my role is to provide the comebacks, after all.

As she declared things I couldn’t listen to with a straight face while blushing… it was as if she was saying it was her turn to bare her heart, following Ri-na.

"And Haru, the fact that you can’t be cold to Ri-na-chan and Mi-na-chan when they dote on you, I am also well aware of that…!"

"Well, the red one is, umm…"

Anyway, I could agree with that.

They’d been attached to me since we first met, sticking to me like glue whenever we saw each other. It’s natural that I’d grow fond of them, and I know that Sora now naturally dotes on them as well.

I’m choosing not to think about their actual ages—anyway, moving on.

She took another deep breath. Calming her breath, calming her heart, my super-cute partner, who is always so earnest when conveying her feelings, looked straight at Ri-na.

"So, I don’t mind… —Ri-na-chan, please promise me one thing."

Her gaze was such that it made you forget the age difference between a fifteen-year-old and a seventeen-year-old.

It was somehow mature, filled with a gentle color.

"I’m not doubting your ‘absolute,’ Ri-na-chan, but if, by some one-in-a-million chance… you really do fall in love with Haru, you have to tell me."

"…………"

That must be why.

Ri-na, too, upon hearing Sora’s ‘request’ which contradicted her own claim of ‘absolute,’ looked just like a ‘little sister’ being gently admonished by a kind ‘older sister.’

"Because bottling up your feelings… is a truly, incredibly difficult thing to do."

"…Okay. I promise."

As the girl with the mature face patted her head.

The girl with the childlike face simply, innocently nodded back.

—And so, all the approvals were gathered.

""………………""

Our amber gazes met once more… My partner, who in the end was just worried that her cute little sister might end up feeling the same way she did.

"So, that's how it is. —Good luck… *Onii-chan*?"

"…………You’ve got to be kidding me…"

With an angelic smile, she delivered her merciless verdict.

<hr>

Husband (Par), Wife (tner)…?



    Chapter 874

    The Arrangement

    And so…

One after another, I’d received three separate approvals: “I suppose it can’t be helped,” “Understood,” and “I don’t mind.” But just because they’d given their blessing didn’t mean the matter was neatly resolved… that would be too easy.

No matter how much Sora and the others had accepted the existence of my “little sister” out of their trust in me, the person in question—me—hadn’t caught up to the situation by a single millimeter.

Thirty seconds had passed since Sora-san left, saying something about having “an errand to run”—whether that was true or not, I couldn’t say. Ri-na, having secured her approval, had regained her usual magnificent look of apathy. She toddled over and reached out a hand to me as I stood there frozen, thinking, *Seriously…*

"You're loved, aren't you?"

"…I guess so. And stop that, you’re tickling me."

I honestly had no idea how to process any of this.

I wondered what wise historical figures did in situations like these. A girl suddenly appears, claiming to be your little sister, and she turns out to be a nationally famous top idol… No, it makes no sense. Is this one of those light novels that kicks common sense to the curb?

"Uh… erm… well…"

But now that it’s come to this, there’s no point in endlessly trying to escape reality. It would be completely unproductive. So, I forced my mind, which was still dazed from being swept up in this surreal event, to think as calmly as possible.

As I did, I caught the small hand that was tickling my neck.

""………………""

I looked up and met her eyes. Her light blue pupils, which held their usual, slightly sleepy gaze, stared back at me. We just locked eyes—for a full thirty seconds.

"…………A staring contest?"

"Yeah, something like that."

Even as we touched, even as our eyes met, her expression and the rhythm of her breathing remained unchanged… An idol is a type of performer, after all. I, a complete amateur, couldn't possibly hope to read a professional's inner thoughts correctly, but at the very least, all I could see was her usual placid face.

Neither of us was conscious of the other as a member of the opposite sex.

For now, it seemed I could take that fact at face value. And with my heart already occupied by three young ladies, there was no room for a fourth.

That was a certainty. So, as long as I could believe her when she said there was zero possibility of her developing romantic feelings, then a relationship like a 'brother' and 'sister'—well, something like being particularly close friends of the opposite sex—shouldn't be a problem…

"…………Another staring contest?"

"Hmm…"

…Or so I thought, but no.

I’d like to state for the record that I am firmly on the side of common sense here. I mean, come on…

"When’s your birthday again?"

"November tenth."

"Which means…"

"?"

In another month, we’ll be the same age. And even though she’ll be a year younger again a few months after that, we’re still completely in the same age group. Of course, Ri-na doesn't know my real age.

The [Acrobat] hasn't revealed any of his real-life personal information, so that's only natural.

The only residents of the virtual world who know that my appearance in-game is my real-life appearance are the members who went with me to Alicia's villa during the trip in June.

So… ah, well, that's why.

Now that this new relationship has been permitted, and it’s a certainty that the girl before me will become my “little sister,” I have no choice but to explain my biggest reason for hesitation.

So, listen up, shorty. And listen well.

"I’m, uh… turning nineteen this fiscal year."

"…………Yeah?"

This youthful-looking avatar standing before you, the one I admit still gives off a childish vibe in more ways than one, is an exact replica of my real self.

"We’re basically the same age. Once you have your happy eighteenth birthday next month, our ages will line up perfectly for a little over four months. For real."

"………………"

I had no way of knowing how old Ri-na thought I was, but surely, she’d feel some resistance to getting this close to a guy who was her peer.

Even if she declared she wanted a ‘brother as family,’ wouldn't knowing the truth make her conscious of me as a guy…?

I’m sorry for springing this on you, but I hope you can forgive me. Disclosing real information creates a responsibility not just for me, but for the person I’m telling it to.

If possible, I would have preferred not to say anything. However, the girl’s reaction was—

"I know."

"…………Huh?"

—completely flat and devoid of any interest.

"It was easy to imagine we were close in age."

"Wh-how, w-wait, why…"

"Because you’re seriously, openly in love with Sora-chan, Nia-san, and the Princess."

"Eh?"

"I don’t know about the first two, but the Princess is nineteen in real life. If your actual age was significantly different from that, you’re the type who would definitely worry about it."

"You couldn't possibly know that—"

"You shouldn't underestimate the observation skills of an idol, a professional at dealing with people."

And just like that, she continued flatly.

"And… it’s not something I should be proud of deducing, so I wouldn’t blame you if you got mad, but………… you’re probably older than Sora-chan and younger than the Princess, with Nia-san being the oldest."

"……………………………………"

Her words left me utterly speechless.

"…………Did you, by any chance, spy on our trip?"

"That's a dangerous thing to say. It raises the possibility that you’ve met the other two in real life as well."

"Sorry, seriously, forget I said that. Strike it from the record."

Not that Sora or Nia would mind me telling Ri-na a few things if I explained the situation. But for me to just blurt it out without consulting them is a definite no-go.

Still, though…

"Are you a detective…? Wait, is that normal for idols? Do you all come standard-equipped with superpowers that let you see right through people’s profiles…?"

Since she had so magnificently hit the nail on the head, there was no point in denying it. More importantly, the way Ri-na spoke, her voice carried more ‘conviction’ than ‘speculation,’ so all I could do was be pathetically astonished.

So, as I trembled in awe, I asked… and the little one, as if to say “of course not,” let a rare, amused smile grace her cheeks.

"It’s because you’re the person I fell for at first sight. Of course, this is the result of me paying special attention to you."

"………………"

I wasn't sure what to make of that statement.

Combined with the fact that I had just gotten an unexpected glimpse of her seriousness, I couldn't help but feel an infinite well of anxiety bubble up. If Mi-na and Ri-na's fans ever found out, wouldn’t they curse me to oblivion with sheer force of will?

"Anyway, that’s how it is."

"How what is…?"

"The fact that you and I are close in age was within my expectations. In fact, I even considered the possibility you might be younger… so the confirmation that you're even a little bit older just makes me happy, that’s all."

And with that, she proved she was more than just her petite appearance. This girl, who I could no longer underestimate as just a 'shorty,' reached out to me with her free hand and—

"I won't be conscious of it, but—will you, *Onii-san*?"

—as she gently caressed my cheek, she threw down the gauntlet. Or maybe it was a challenge.

It seemed her earlier words were no exaggeration. This ‘professional who sees people and is seen by people’ had diligently studied how to provoke me, too.

"Huh? Don't underestimate me, shorty. Bring it on."

In the end, I was half-resigned to the fact that I’d just have to go with the flow as usual… But on the other hand, I’ve grown accustomed to the whims of the great universal will that relentlessly throws these events my way.

"Alright, fine. I get it. I’m done putting up a pointless fight. I get it."

And so, someday…

"If that’s how it’s gonna be, don’t expect to be treated like a ‘girl.’ From now on, you’re my easygoing ‘little sister,’ and I’m your awesome ‘big brother’ who will never see you as a girl."

"Hee hee… I doubt you can keep that up. The way you say whatever comes to mind with that kind of careless momentum, only to dig your own grave… I kind of like that, too. It’s cute."

I might one day regret falling for her provocation, but that’s that, and this is this. It’s sadly my specialty to walk on my own two feet even while being swept along.

"Normal little sisters don’t call their big brothers ‘cute’!!! That’s a demerit! Minus one sister point!"

"Sis—… Huh???"

It'll work out somehow. Probably.

<hr>

This is what’s known as throwing in the towel.



    Chapter 875

    Just Another Day of Climbing the Tree

    [Daily Acrobat Tree-Climb: 10th Floor Clear Footage]

──────……

────……

──……

'The 10th floor we've been waiting for!!!!!'

'A lifesaver.'

'The daily uploads are a real godsend.'

'The editing must be a pain.'

'Sir Kendy is in fine spirits as always.'

'Their comedy duo routine is the reason I live, lol.'

'The way he gets along with any type of person so fast is basically a superpower at this point.'

'The Gift of Communication, huh…'

'Should be standard-issue for all of humanity.'

'Haru-chan's salty responses are cute too.'

'Well, his combat movements are pure Acrobat, after all.'

'His stats are equivalent to Lv. 10, but as always, it's like he's playing a different game from us.'

'Lately he's been going wild with all his flashy abilities, so it's easy to forget, but his foundation is that insane technique. With his stats lowered, he's moving even more carefully, which makes it a great reference.'

'And on top of that, he doesn't leave his party behind and even pulls off combos smoothly. Super likeable.'

'What a flawless young man.'

'His personality makes his rank well-deserved.'

'Though physically, it seems he frequently leaves his allies in the dust.'

'The way he casually breaks the sound barrier is hilarious, lmao.'

'And when the Acrobat's reputation goes up, the rep of the other rankers automatically goes up with it.'

'Starting with the Princess and Irori-kun, how can they even perceive him up close...?'

'Also, isn't Sir Kendy super strong?'

'I used to mock dual shields as some kind of meme build.'

'Some poor soul is gonna see this, pick up a shield, and fall into despair.'

'And he's doing that without the benefit of skills like us…'

'Hero NPCs are too scary. If you think about it, there are over a thousand of them at a quasi-ranker level. If they ever become hostile depending on how Arcadia develops, players will get wiped out.'

'I'd gladly be wiped out by Anya-chan-sama.'

'I'd rather be turned to ash by Shukana-sama while she gives me an annoyed look.'

'I want to be cut down by Ligretta-san without her even sparing me a glance.'

'Go back to the depths of hell, you perverts.'

'The depths of hell (the NPC idol board).'

'Before your very eyes. For all of you, the true idols are right here on this screen.'

'A different kind of hellish pervert has appeared…'

'Definitely not *before my eyes*.'

'If you define archived videos as sacred objects, then I guess it's before our eyes…'

'The percentage of weirdos in the comments of Acrobat-related videos is high… isn't it?'

'With a hundred million fans, of course you'll get a wide selection of pervs.'

'The worst kind of wide selection.'

'It's Haru-chan's fault for melting everyone's brains, regardless of who they are.'

'A duo clear time of just over an hour and a half with an NPC…'

'My first clear took the same amount of time with a full party, though.'

'The difficulty between a duo and a full party is like, seven trillion times different.'

'It's not just the difficulty, it's basically a different game. In a bad, impossible way.'

'Why does this guy clear dungeons that require no-hit runs with such a casual look on his face?'

'I wonder how far he's climbed in real-time.'

'Think he's already cleared the 100th floor?'

'The fact that it's not impossible is terrifying…'

'The editing must be a pain.'

◇◆◇◆◇

As of today, it was nearly a month since the implementation of the Key Tree Maze.

After the raid on Green Connect, which had triggered the giant tree's growth, a call had gone out to the general public to share information. A request for cooperative data collection, issued in Alicia's name—"We would be grateful for your active participation in its conquest"—was likely a major factor.

Key Tree City, the second Vestol, was the very picture of prosperity, bustling with activity morning, noon, and night.

They gathered without being asked. They were fired up precisely because their beloved Princess had asked. And so, a countless number of players challenged the endless tree climb.

Thus, whenever many people focus on the same content, a ‘standard’ is born. And so it was for the Key Tree Maze, widely believed to have a hundred floors, that a clear set of distinctions was made.

First were the ‘Lower Floors’—from the first to the tenth floor. This was the beginner area, indicating low-floor, low-difficulty. Of course, ‘beginner’ in this context meant a Key Tree beginner, not an Arcadia beginner. A certain level of combat proficiency was still required.

Still, this was the range that pretty much anyone could climb without too much trouble if they just messed around. It was a fitting classification for an introduction to the Key Tree Maze.

Next were the ‘Middle Floors’—from the eleventh to the thirtieth floor. This was where the real pain of the tree climb began. What made it painful? Simply put, the enemies got stronger.

The domain from the eleventh floor onwards, where swarms of *intelligent humanoid enemies* became frequent, was incredibly difficult to break through with mediocre strength or sloppy tactics.

The current wisdom was to farm PARLs by repeatedly running floors one through ten, then spin the gacha to sufficiently upgrade one’s equipment before challenging these floors.

My own experience was a testament to what happened when you ignored that conventional wisdom. The path was so grueling that even a Ranker had to pant and gasp for breath; its difficulty went without saying.

And finally, the ‘Upper Floors’—here, the classification suddenly became broad, lumping everything from the thirty-first floor and up together. The reason was simple.

It was from that line that the Key Tree Maze itself changed its nature.

"—[Turm Riese]!"

A super-cool keyword, now perfectly familiar to my ears, was etched into the world by a voice so cute it was perfectly familiar to my heart. What appeared was a giant tower of sand, and the magic sword it created was aimed straight ahead.

Impact, a deafening roar, and the screams of the endlessly spawning *enemies* scattered through the air… however,

"Tch… Kanata-kun, to your right—"

"I’ve got it!"

The onrush of threats never ceased.

Sora was using [Optimize Alert] without hesitation. That meant the *space* itself was large enough to accommodate the giant tower and then some.

As ever, it was still a *maze*.

But the 'paths' had expanded to the point where you could never call them 'cramped.' And from these vast paths endlessly overflowed what felt like a tsunami of enemies.

That was what it came down to.

From the thirty-first floor up, every single section of the maze was like this.

That’s why, for any party attempting to conquer the Key Tree’s ‘Upper Floors,’ one role became absolutely essential.

To put it simply, you just couldn't do it without someone who had ‘high-range mob-clearing firepower.’ In that respect, our clan party was beyond blessed, but—

"Haru—!"

—"It is not a sword forged by a god."

The great task of clearing a path in a single sweep fell not to our prime candidate, Sora-san, nor to the one I thought was dangerously powerful, Tetra, but to none other than myself.

"Not a sword blessed by light, nor one celebrated by darkness."

At the call from my partner, the clan master and party leader, what came from my lips was not a lengthy reply, but the practical words of an incantation.

"Plead for water, pine for water, and hearken to the voice of water."

A swarm of manticores filled the space with a chorus of indescribable roars.

A troop of minotaurs charged forward in perfect formation.

And a squadron of harpies scattered bizarre and noisy cackles through the air.

As expected, they all shared 'human-like' features. I was getting used to it, but it would surely be tough for some people.

"The abyss of the water's night resides in the outer heavens, its shell holding thoughts of a starless dream."

But in that regard, Sora-san was the epitome of ‘invincible once you get used to it.’

"Tetra-kun!"

"Right, here you go!"

Even with a horde of terrifying human-faced monsters closing in, my serious, cute, and hardworking angel never lost her command.

In that case—

"Then the 'scepter' is with me, and there is no need to bow your heads."

—I would proudly wield my power, for my magnificent partner.

Chant complete, mana manifest. In my hand appeared a single, wavering greatsword of water. And at Sora's signal, Tetra lifted my body with his shadows, giving me a perfect vantage point.

Got a rough look. All targets, visually confirmed.

"[Laevateinn]."

The moment I swung the ‘sword’,

Traveling through the moisture in the air, a blade of water shot forth in an instant—no.

In tandem with my own, the caster's, line of sight, the very *concept of a slash* found every target that met the condition of being in a space containing ‘water’ and, without exception, split them into a thousand pieces.

And so, a vast cascade of green light filled the wide passage. With that single blow, I’d taken out a good seventy enemies. Normally, that would be considered a great success.

But… this was the Key Tree. The Great Labyrinth.

""Tch—Let's go!""

An encounter of this scale could happen every minute. There was no time to celebrate, praise each other, or even take a breath.

Sora and Kanata, our two vanguards who had already started running without stopping, had the right idea.

And so…

As for me, who was chasing after my motivated partner and junior from my rear-guard position…

"If you’re content with being average, then what you’re doing now is fine. But if you want to become first-rate, you need to start making your own judgments about when to chant. I’m sure you already know this, senpai, but…"

"I know, I know… I’m just having Sora-san time it perfectly for me…"

"Also, hurry up and master at least the basics of ‘Spell Stocking’ already."

"Isn't that something a *normal, skilled mage* would spend months training for…?"

"That’s right. I don’t think you’ll need even a month, senpai."

"What in the world do you think I am?"

"After that is ‘Silent Casting.’ Good luck."

"Isn't that a secret art among secret arts that only a handful of people have mastered…?"

Day in and day out, I received what seemed harsh but was also kind, what seemed gentle but was in fact spartan, one-on-one lectures from my junior (*senpai*). It was, in fact, the most privileged learning environment imaginable.

With a huff and a puff, we sprinted through the labyrinthine sector of the Key Tree Maze’s fiftieth floor.

This was the day before the third [Starry Paradise] event was set to begin.

<hr>

His little sister is probably waiting for him back at home.



    Chapter 876

    A Sibling Scene, Several Days Later

    The boss of the fiftieth floor, [Primvare, the Land-Eroding Mermaid], was a textbook example of a truly awful, first-time-killer, bastard of an enemy.

Mermaid? I wanted to tilt my head in confusion. Its twenty-meter-plus frame wasn’t a half-human, half-fish hybrid. Instead, a meagerly-sized human component connected to a torso and tail that made up ninety-nine percent of its body, resembling an eastern dragon.

And, as is the way in Arcadia, big equals strong and tough. Its health, indicated by a large gauge equivalent to ten normal bars, was undeniably raid-class.

Of course, a raid-class enemy wouldn't just be tough… and so, after a long time, we were forced into a gimmick battle.

While fending off the bastard mermaid's diverse physical and magical attacks as it flew freely through the waterless air, we managed to counterattack. As we did, ‘scales’ would flake off its massive body and, true to its name of [Land-Eroding], *open holes in the field*. At first, I thought, *On top of being tough, it spams debuffs with every attack? What kind of garbage game is this?* But our party, with the exception of Kanata, was full of people who could dish out damage without moving.

Since it was a complete mismatch, we had Kanata stand by. With me, Sora, and Tetra employing a long-range barrage strategy, we steadily chipped away at the raid-class enemy—a battle that, by Arcadia standards, would normally take dozens of people several hours.

And that was our misfortune.

Who would have thought that jumping into the 'holes' of the disappearing terrain would shift the battle to a separate underwater space, where the fish-named bastard would become ridiculously weak?

For over an hour, we diligently continued our target practice against the loudly screeching [Primvare, the Land-Eroding Mermaid] as it flew around. Just as everyone in the party, myself included, was starting to think, *Is it even possible for normal players to beat this…?*

Finally, the last of our footing vanished. After we splashed down, it was over in seconds.

The mermaid, having irrationally pursued us into the 'water,' began to writhe as if burned by it, its HP plummeting. Thinking, *What, a chance?* I blasted a [Maelstrom] at its face, and it dealt ten times the damage of our previous chip shots.

I mean, sure, for a mermaid, it was using fire and earth magic, and for some reason, it seemed to really hate my water spells, but still…

It was a tragedy born from having a party with the members and abilities to deal with everything, which resulted in us pointlessly dragging out the fight. And Kanata-kun was bored for nearly the entire time.

"—If we'd realized the gimmick and jumped in sooner…"

*Thump.*

"Gah, a melee fighter could have been useful then, I bet."

*Hyoi.*

"You're right. The underwater stage felt similar to the Great Water Spirit's sanctuary… Ah, but! I learned a lot just from observing, so it's fine! Yes!"

*Patter patter patter… Thump.*

"That’s good to hear. But still, standing around for over an hour must have been pretty mind-numbing."

"Um… ahaha, well, just a little…"

"That honesty is what's great about you, Kanata."

Seriously, everyone in our clan is so honest—

Anyway, a few minutes after clearing the fiftieth floor, we each touched the monolith in turn, fully unlocking our skills and quickly finishing the other rituals before heading home as planned.

The third event was finally tomorrow. The plan had always been to rest up the day before, so no matter how quickly we reached our target floor, we had decided, “This is it for today.” It was just before nine in the evening.

As usual, we returned to the clan home after our conquest. As usual, we were in the sofa area of the shared space. And as usual, our relaxation time began, just a bit earlier than normal.

What was once the 'shared space with a sofa' had become a 'sofa area'—a sea of sofas, really—after we’d added more long sofas, which were definitely not meant for one person, to accommodate the new members. It was a chaotic scene typical of game housing.

Each person had their own personal color: Sora-san's was sky blue, Tetra's was black, Kanata's was brown, and Ui-san's was gray. I used the initial white one. Tetra had initially been unimpressed, saying, “What is this,” but now he claimed the black one as a matter of course, so he must like it. The members’ evaluations were excellent—

*Poof, poof.*

"""…………………………"""

Lately, however, I hadn't been able to have my white sofa all to myself.

The reason for that was,

"What is it? Don’t stare so much, it’s embarrassing."

"You’ve got some nerve."

"Telling us not to stare is a bit much…"

"I-I don’t know what to say… I told you to do your best, but…"

—the gazes of Sora, Tetra, and Kanata were all focused on one spot.

"Is that, um… the right distance for a ‘brother’ and ‘sister’…???"

"Don't worry. I've already started to think of her as nothing more than an affectionate cat."

Sitting on my lap as if she owned the place was none other than my little sister, Ri-na.

Sora-san’s expression was more one of confusion than jealousy. Even my angelic partner, a first-class expert in reading me, apparently hadn’t expected me to be so detached in my response.

That’s because, after calmly weathering her initial post-return assault, I had scooped up her small body, carried her to the sofa as if she were a piece of luggage, and unceremoniously dropped her onto my lap, all without my expression twitching in the slightest.

Pure, genuine indifference. The only reason I was idly patting her head was as a deterrent; if I didn't do at least that much, she would start demanding affection without limit—

This was our new relationship, which had more or less solidified over the past few days.

"…I was surprised by Ri-na-senpai's confession, but…"

"Goldow practically fell out of his chair. I almost did, too."

Incidentally, while all three were looking on with bewildered eyes at the unfamiliar scene, they were all equally aware of the situation, as the details had been shared within the Eastern Faction. Starting with Papa—I mean, Goldow—who had spectacularly flipped out of his chair at the Round Table, almost everyone had reacted with a parade of confused “Huh???”s…

"What is up with your adaptability, senpai? It’s kind of creeping me out."

"A man accepts a challenge when it's thrown at him, right?"

"What are you even talking about?"

In a way, this was a battle between me and Ri-na. If I became conscious of her even for a second, I lose. If I could maintain my 'big brother' act without a shred of awareness, I win. Never mind the fact that by even accepting the challenge, my 'little sister' had already won completely. Like I care. My pride as a man is at stake if I back down from a pipsqueak.

I’m aware that I'm acting somewhat out of desperation. But, you know—

"Hey, what’s up, Sora-san? Wanna come over here?"

"Wh-… N-no, that’s alright! Please, continue being a good big brother…!"

As expected, my actions were partly a deliberate consideration for those around me.

Sora-san, more than anyone, must have picked up on the fact that I had completely stopped seeing Ri-na as a girl. While there were moments when she looked a bit wistfully at my 'little sister' being pampered, I think I’ve managed to completely suppress any jealousy for now.

She's envious of the attention, sure. But—well, I’m playing the part in a way that she wouldn't want to be treated by a guy she has special feelings for.

I don't feel like I’m forcing myself, and I’m not paying much attention to my behavior either. And besides… or rather, more than anything else…

"Hey, you, the center of this whole mess. Stop scratching my knee, it tickles."

"Mmm…"

"I get it, you’re sleepy. Go to sleep. Didn’t you say you have work in the morning?"

"Mmm-hmmm…"

"Don't 'mmm-hmmm' me."

"Just a little…"

Ri-na, for her part, seems to give my detached performance a perfect score. Since that day, the girl has lost all hesitation around me and has become a completely dignified 'little sister.'

Is she acting? Has she fully embraced the role? Or is this her true self? I can't tell anymore. But well, she comes to me for affection the moment we see each other, so she can’t be dissatisfied.

Also,

"I haven't forgotten you clung on for two hours the day before yesterday after saying that. I’m never listening to your 'just a little longer' again. Don't think you can get your way. Now, sleep. Log off."

"Nnnngh…!"

"Gah—!? You little— you headbutted… Hey! That little brat!?"

We’ve even started having playful fights like this.

After landing a blow to her nagging brother's gut, she had the presence of mind to immediately use logging out as the ultimate escape. Impressive. Just what you'd expect from one half of the 'Eastern Wings.'

I’ll never forgive her. She’d better watch out when we meet again tomorrow—

Well, at any rate.

""………………""

"………………You know…"

"What is it? Don’t stare so much, it’s embarrassing."

"That’s not the level of skill you get after just a few days. Were you two actually long-lost siblings?"

"Arcadia has all the fantasy I need, thank you very much."

It seems like it'll work out somehow.

<hr>

By the way, just because he doesn't see her as a girl doesn't mean he doesn't think she's cute. Not that he'd ever say it.



    Chapter 877

    To a Known Unknown

    [Starry Paradise]—aside from the [Four Pillar War], it is currently the only regularly held official world event in Arcadia.

Its premise is, in short, a four-day, three-night survival experience in the virtual world.

Players who form pairs and register by the announced date are, upon logging in at 9:00 PM on the day of the event, transported to the exclusive field, [Alvniclo, the Mirror Sky-World].

What awaits them there is a vast and mysterious natural landscape that rivals the familiar Garden of Divine Creation, along with encounters with a wide variety of [Stardust Beasts (Lim)].

Furthermore, during the event, participants must satisfy needs like ‘hunger’ and ‘sleepiness’ within the virtual world. Neglecting actions like eating and sleeping, which are normally required by one’s physical body, results in being hit with a massive debuff and sentenced to immobility. In every sense of the word, it's survival.

There are also fairly strict limitations on bringing supplies into the area; as a rule, everything must be procured locally. This includes not only food but also the crafting materials for essentials like potions, which are normally indispensable in combat. Without even thinking too hard about it, one could say it’s quite difficult.

However, now that this is the third time, things have changed.

During the second event two months ago, the newly introduced ‘Attend’ function allowed for an increase in personnel. With an established foundation already in place, human progress knows no bounds.

In other words—

"Well, it's pretty much a town by now. We’ve even got skilled chefs, so I can guarantee your comfort."

—the pride and joy of our group, the base located in the great forest inhabited by the zodiac-themed starlight beasts… affectionately known as the [Zodiac Forest], has reached a state where we can welcome any guest at any time without shame. It may no longer be survival, or even camping.

At least, that was the prior introduction I intended to give, thinking it would please them.

""………………""

Inside a familiar room in the workshop.

Sadly, the two girls standing before me were directing cold stares at me, as if to say, “What’s with this guy?” I could understand one of them, but the other’s reaction was unacceptable. You gave your approval, too; you’re part of the reason this is happening.

"You… listen here…"

"Okay, Natsume-senpai. I can pretty much guess all the confusion, chaos, and witty retorts you have lined up, so you don’t have to say them. Just be quiet and believe what I’m about to say."

"………………Fine, let’s hear it."

"For this one time only, I am simply the one who got dragged into this. I am absolutely not at fault."

"Sentenced to death as a man."

"How can this be…!!!"

In a flash, a glinting 'thread' wrapped around my neck.

Everything I had just declared was my heartfelt truth. For once, regarding this particular matter, I fully affirmed my own innocence. That’s why I thought my good senpai would be on my side, but it seems she unconditionally sides with the girls over the guys—

"Well… it's not that… I mean… it’s fine, I guess, but…"

And so, as I was held at her mercy, unable to move, she gazed at the small animal relaxing on my lap as if it were the most natural thing in the world.

"I knew it, all Rankers are weird… Yeah, somewhere, they’re all just… weird."

"Hey, Nia. Please don't lump me in with *this*."

Nia let out a sigh filled with resignation, her voice tinged with an indescribable expression. Natsume-senpai followed up with a rather rude comment. …And in response to this conversation so far…

"Hey, are you really a small animal? How many times do I have to tell you to stop automatically climbing onto my lap the second I sit down? Thanks to you, I’m about to be strangled here."

"Mmm… —kay, fight-o…"

"Hey, again? Are you sleepy again? The idol business must be tough. Good work."

Ri-na was completely and utterly unfazed. What is this girl, invincible?

"…………So? What happened to lead to this?"

"I, uh, still don’t really get it myself, but…"

And so, the story was told—Nia began to explain the situation to the thoroughly confused Natsume-senpai. Well, I’ll leave that to our dedicated artisan…

"…One last and final check, are you sure you’re okay coming with us?"

I, for my part, posed the question to the companion who had been hastily decided upon in the wake of all this. Her eyelids lifted slightly, and her light blue eyes stared intently at me.

"Even if it’s not okay, I want to be with you."

"What is your goal here? Saying cute things won’t change my attitude."

"Besides, I couldn’t care less if Mi-na isn’t okay with it."

"Are *you* okay? That was a pretty intense thing to say."

She mumbled a bit more, then closed her eyes again. Three seconds later, the sound of peaceful breathing reached my ears… It looked like she was actually asleep, but she was definitely awake. She had simply let down all her guards and entrusted herself to me.

For a young lady her age, she really is something else.

"—And so, that’s how the conversation went…"

"Hah………………………… Huh? How is any of this ‘brother and sister’?"

"I know, right? That’s exactly what I was thinking…"

"In what world does a little sister happily occupy her big brother’s lap? And so defenselessly, just draped all over him like that. To put it mildly, you look like a freshly-minted couple."

"R-Right… well, right………… Maybe? Even if they're not a couple, don't people do lap pillows? Though I guess the whole idea of siblings happily doing it is something you only see in fiction…"

"What are you getting so flustered for? You two are practically half a couple anyway. Go and take him back already instead of just standing there drooling."

"D-Droo…wha—!?"

And so began their affectionate catfight. The win rate is, as always, 10-0.

From my perspective, Natsume-senpai isn't particularly silver-tongued herself, but Nia-chan's debating skills are even worse. The template is that she suffers a crushing defeat in less than thirty seconds and comes crying to me for help—

And so, here we go. Three, two, one…

"—Nnnnghhaaaah!!!"

"Myu—!?"

"There, there, good girl."

I caught Nia, who charged at me with a mysterious cry, *over my little sister*. I thought I heard a pained squeak from close by, but it's probably nothing serious, so I'll ignore it.

Right now, more importantly than that…

—The world event [Starry Paradise] is now beginning—

—All participating players, please stand by in a designated safe zone—

—Commencing transfer to the event field shortly—

"Well now, let the vacation begin."

"The way you're the only one looking so calm is the most annoying part of all."

"I'm sorry. I'm really sorry. Can you please untie this thread now???"

—it was time to prepare for the light of teleportation that would whisk us away to that land.

<hr>

For those wondering about Sora-san, the answer was hinted at back in episode 604, where it was mentioned she was with Lux during the second event.



    Chapter 878

    The Third [Starry Paradise]

    And so, the appointed time arrived. For a few seconds, I surrendered myself to the light of the teleport announced beforehand. When the floating sensation vanished and I opened my eyes to the feeling of my feet firmly on the floor...

"Home sweet home. It's been two months."

Reflected in my eyes was a familiar, if not yet completely ingrained, sight.

A log house in the middle of a great forest. Given the limited building materials, it was naturally an all-wood construction. It was overflowing with the warmth of wood—or rather, there was nothing *but* the warmth of wood.

But... this was a far cry from the first time, when we had simply built a floor, walls, and a roof and called it a day. For starters—

"...A VIP room?"

"Well, it's a private room, that's for sure."

It wasn't designed for us to just pile in and sleep wherever. 

Instead of some ridiculously large space born from the idea that just cramming everyone inside was good enough, this was a compact, functionally partitioned room. It was even furnished; the bare essentials that livened up the space, like a bed, table, and a simple shelf, were all there.

It was only natural that Ri-na, who had been teleported here with me as an attendee, would tilt her head and wonder if this was some kind of special treatment. While the standard of living for players in Alvniclo, the Mirror-Faced Sky World, had dramatically improved by the end of the second event, that was only when *compared to camping*.

Even including the first event, our total activity time was a mere seven days. While setting up the basics of life was one thing, very few groups could afford the luxury of building individual rooms.

Securing food, procuring supplies, and above all, preparing for the nightly raid events that scaled with the size of the player group. There were mountains of other things to deal with first.

So, it went without saying.

"We've got a foreman who's basically become a master builder. A room—or rather, a house—for you will be up before the day is out."

"I wouldn't mind sharing a room, you know."

"Sisters don't normally sleep in the same room as their brothers unless they're in elementary school."

Our group, [Eto Mori], had benefited immensely from our head start during the first event and was still miles ahead of everyone else on the path of development.

With that, I began to drag Ri-na, who was clinging to my arm. As I opened the outward-swinging door—in accordance with Japanese standards—there was a light *clink*.

On the wooden board hanging in place of a nameplate, my dark, cringeworthy history as an artist was on full display.

◇◆◇◆◇

And so, you see.

"""""—Aaaah, oh, God...!!!!!"""""

"Alright! Familiar faces and new faces, good to see you're all doing well. First off, a little greeting for the latter. Listen up, fellas! There's only one rule you have to follow to join our group: let's all live together happily, joyfully, purely, and righteously! Welcome aboard!!"

When the event begins, there's always one thing to do right off the bat.

During the first event, we had exactly thirty-six people, a full raid party. In the second, when the attendee system was unlocked, that number nearly doubled to seventy. And now, for the third event...

"Whoa... I figured as much, but man, it's a total sausage fest."

"Why is this happening..."

"Hey, Nia, don't run from reality. They're obviously here for you three, the 'Crimson Trio'."

"It's the 'Crimson Quintet' starting today."

"...Can I go home now?"

And that's the situation. Behind me, the four women huddled together are looking out at the delightful disaster unfolding in the central plaza.

Men, men, and more men. Our group had turned into a complete boys' club, friend calling friend until we finally swelled into a massive household of over a hundred people. All in all, our numbers had ballooned to nearly one hundred and forty. I stepped before them to give the same greeting I did last time, but this was probably my limit.

If I'm going to stay involved with the [Eto Mori] base for future events, I'll need to officially appoint someone to take care of internal management. I'll have to think about that during this event.

In any case, Natsume-senpai and Ri-na's arrival was a mixed blessing. The horde of parched men were unlikely to bring any female players themselves, so they would just multiply amongst themselves. So, at the very least, the loneliness of being only two women would be alleviated...

"""God...! Oh, God...!"""

"""This is... Eden... no, Arcadia..."""

"""We offer our thanks to all that exists in this world...!"""

"...What is this, hell?"

"...It's the hell you brought with you. Do something about it."

With the number of beauties having doubled, the voltage of the now-doubled horde of men had exploded beyond all proportion. To put it simply, it was a hellscape.

Some looked to the heavens and began singing hymns, others started a mysterious interpretive dance competition, and it even got to the point where some started chanting the Heart Sutra while others quietly wept.

It wouldn't be surprising if they started a sacred duel, proclaiming they were 'making an offering to the gods.' The vibe of Arcadia players is always so damn artistic.

Well, I get how they feel. I really do, but...

"They're popular, huh, those two..."

"You... haaah. [Thread-Weaver] is one thing, but the other one is... especially popular, you know."

I really, truly, just can't shake it. Since I met them after we were already on somewhat equal footing, the impression of 'friend' or 'acquaintance' comes first, and 'celebrity' comes second.

That's why I can never get used to the hot, boiling admiration that the general public directs at them. I suppose Tetsu-san's sigh was inevitable.

I mean, I understand it on an intellectual level.

Natsume-senpai, the white-cat kitten, had already gained idol-like popularity as a fresh new ranker. Her popularity is certainly a real thing, but the words from Tetsu-san, who was standing beside me because I was too embarrassed to be on the platform alone, said it all.

Almost every single guy here is a fan of Ri-na.

The problem, then, is the fact that she came here not as an idol to console her fans, but as a little sister who just wants to cling to her big brother.

And I know for a fact that Ri-na has absolutely no intention of hiding it.

And the proof of that... here it comes.

"...Are you done?"

"Yeah, the figurehead leader's speech is over. The rest is up to the squad leaders."

A soft thump jostled my avatar from the side.

A small body came pattering over and delivered a tackle—a skinship gesture brimming with intimacy—and more than a hundred pairs of eyes turned toward us.

It's still fine. This much is still within the bounds of the 'usual' stuff that's been shown in past videos. But I know she won't be satisfied with just this.

For now, I'll try to hold her back by gently patting her on the head, but it's utterly futile.

So, in the end, all I can do is—

"Are you *really*, *absolutely*, *sure* this is going to be okay...?"

"Fufu... Yep, it's fine. I'm going to show them who *I*, Rina Amaha, really am."

This little sister of mine, who had boldly ordered her brother to take her along, promising she would make sure everything turned out fine, is someone I can only trust and watch over.

And so, yeah.

For these four days and three nights, I'm just going to throw my hands up and enjoy myself without thinking about a thing.



    Chapter 879

    The Sparks Never Cease to Fly

    The prevailing theory is that time in the event-exclusive field, Alvniclo, the Mirror-Faced Sky World, remains frozen, except for the one hundred and twenty-six hours when players are allowed inside.

The reason is simple. When the participants of the first event returned for the second, their respective bases greeted them in the exact same state they had been left in.

In Arcadia, every single "thing" has a status, without exception. Even a common stone will pop up with its name and flavor text if a player taps it, and a Magic Crafter's discerning eye can even perceive its numerical data.

For materials, for example... you'll see simple stats like [Rarity], [Quality], and [Weight].

Weapons also generally have three stats listed—[Grade], [Weight], and [Durability]—though it seems this isn't a strict rule.

In any case, the crucial element for the time-stop theory in Alvniclo is one thing: the [Durability] value that is almost always inscribed on any player-made item.

As is common in this game, items not stored in one's inventory... or rather, any "thing" with durability, will degrade over time without exception.

This, of course, includes frequently used weapons, but for combat-oriented players, other items like potions and certain enemy-dropped materials are also things that require careful storage to prevent degradation.

It's an annoying feature, but it's not worth complaining about since you just have to store your important things. In fact, being able to perfectly preserve them just by tossing them into your personal inventory or an expanded storage like a clan home is a breeze compared to the real world.

...However, there are things you can't possibly store, or rather, things that lose their meaning if they're not out in the open—and that is none other than buildings.

Well, it's a very simple matter.

When we returned to our base for the second event, the durability of the buildings had barely budged from what it was at the end of the first. That's all there was to it.

"Is this tied to some deep lore, or is it just the devs cutting us some slack..."

"Hahaha... well, well, it's a real blessing that we don't have to start every event with a frantic repair festival. —Right then, shall we quickly throw up a couple of boxes?"

After the predictably chaotic greeting, I decided to just leave the pandemonium be. Our group had the leeway; there were no pressing tasks that needed immediate attention.

The base, which had been built and destroyed, built and destroyed through trial and error, had now expanded to a scale several times larger than its first final stage. We had even anticipated the new influx of members and built residential areas in advance during the second phase, so there was no need to scramble with construction.

So, I found myself chatting peacefully with Oaks, the "foreman," a companion from the very first event. He's a nice guy with a sturdy build and a beard that suits him, a former axe warrior.

"Yeah. As for the location... I guess just putting it with the other girls' places is fine."

"Got it. Man, my hands are trembling with excitement."

"Shouldn't that be 'I'm itching to get started'?"

"Nah, they're trembling. Huh? They are. Am I really the one building this?"

"I'm counting on you, Foreman. *You're* one of *them* now, aren't you?"

"No, no, no, no, no, no, no, no, no, no, no..."

As for why I call him "former," it's because Oaks here completely changed his playstyle four months ago after the first event. He made a magnificent transition from being combat-focused to a dedicated, construction-main Magic Crafter.

And how dedicated is he? Apparently, the guy apprenticed himself to a real-life construction foreman. Even I was shocked when I heard how he'd taken such a drastic step.

Now, it's common knowledge in Arcadia that real-world knowledge can be incredibly effective in all sorts of fields. And it's an undeniable truth that overflowing passion and motivation are what truly propel Arcadia players to new heights.

Thus, Oaks showed explosive growth in just four months. The man who was once a self-proclaimed 'shabby survival-craft-hobbyist old-man axe warrior,' what do you think he's doing now?

He's apprenticed to the great master of construction-type Magic Crafters, the current eighth seat of the Western Faction, [Big Spender] Oz-ji, and is being trained by him directly. Congratulations on graduating from being a regular player.

"I'm too scared to touch the interior without your input, so I'd be grateful if you could be there for a consultation. Please. I'm begging you. Please...!"

"Okay, okay! I get it. Alright, fine, counting on you...!"

He's changed, yet he hasn't.

He's skilled and generally reliable, but he tends to be strangely humble, or rather, timid... yielding to the pressure from the foreman with a certain endearing charm (who is still in training), I accepted his request and sent the muscular avatar, who looked to have twice my mass, on his way.

He's definitely more muscular now than he was as an axe warrior. How does that even work—

"Ah, Haru-san, long time no see. Is the foreman good to go? Is it my turn?"

"Oh? Yeah, we're all good. What's up?"

He must have been waiting for our conversation to end. As I turned to the new voice, I saw a familiar face from the first event, wearing a pleasantly casual smile.

"I was thinking we'd start hunting Stardust Beasts (Lim) right away. Is that a problem?"

This was Rizenon, a former great-hammer wielder and our [Eto Mori] group's number one expert in Lim subjugation. He, like the foreman, has had quite the career advancement...

"Should be fine, right? Ah, but that said—"

"Yeah, I know. Secure a minimum amount of food, focus on scouting, and no over-hunting. No problem."

Apparently, just the other day, he made it to the Top 8 in a rather massive event called the [Lim Knight Tournament], which was exclusively for mounted combat on Stardust Beasts (Lim).

For the record, the tournament had about a thousand participants, including the preliminaries, and a good number of them were hardcore combat players.

...In other words, he who skillfully and bravely rode a giant boar, smashing through a crowd of powerful foes with the might of his great hammer, is also an undeniable member of the 'graduated from regular players' club.

Yes, a member of the 'graduated from regular players' *club*.

"Okay, perfect, no problem. I'll leave it to you."

"You got it. Hope we can have a lavish feast right from the first day this time, too."

Which is to say, it doesn't end with Rizenon, who cheerfully exchanged a thumbs-up with me before briskly turning on his heel, gathering his comrades, and heading out to hunt.

Gamecchi over there apparently made it pretty far in the recent Eastern Faction selection match for the Four Pillar War, and Polmetheus, who's over there reverently watching the Nono-Nia interaction with a friend, has supposedly been spending his days training in the 'Infinite Sparring' mode.

I hear plenty of heroic tales from the members who joined in the second event, but as for the crew from the first event, it's pretty much all of them. In some way, shape, or form, every one of them has one or both feet outside the category of a regular player.

They've crossed the line.

"...Man, I miss how things were in the beginning."

And so, as the figurehead leader and all-around hype man...

I, the Acrobat, the ultimate anomaly who, by some twist of fate, ended up mixed in with a circle of regular players who were just supposed to be enjoying a peaceful event that day, have only one wish.

That everyone's ultra-revolution is in no way my fault.

"What are you getting all sentimental for? We're making furniture. Get to work."

"Come to think of it, Natsume-senpai might be the most normal one of all here..."

"Huh? Are you making fun of me?"

That is all.



    Chapter 880

    The Regular Recreation

    The general scale of the nightly raid is determined by the number of players clustered together, while the size of the onrushing horde is decided by the amount of [Stardust Relics (Lapis)] stored up—special spoils of war obtained by defeating [Stardust Beasts (Lim)].

From the two events we've held so far, it's become all but certain that going full-throttle from the very start will lead to a gradual descent into a hellscape.

Even without going that far, just by properly dealing with all the phantoms that can spawn during a raid, things will eventually escalate into a festival on par with our final raid during the first event. In other words, if you want a stable event progression, it's best to take it a little easy on the first day.

"Hmm... I see. Are you right-handed or left-handed?"

"Right-handed, sir."

"Thought so. You should try not to be conscious of that, at least while holding a weapon with both hands. Your stance is pretty obvious, making your attacks incredibly easy to read."

"I knew it... Isn't dual-wielding hard in the first place?"

"It is. I'm not good at it, either. That's why when I hold a weapon with both hands, I *consciously* do it *sloppily*."

"Consciously... sloppily...?"

"Yep. Being ambidextrous would be ideal, but that's a tough ask, right? But a dual-wielder who relies on just one hand is basically like a single-sword wielder carrying luggage—they're super weak. In that case, you're better off just going all out with brute force, as if *neither* of your hands is your dominant one."

"I... see..."

"I think it'll still be difficult, so I'd recommend setting a rule for yourself, like alternating your swings between left and right, to keep yourself from getting confused."

"Huh, but wouldn't that just make your attacks completely predictable?"

"It's perfectly fine if they can read a conscious 'form.' If they read you, you use that knowledge to set up the next mind game. That's what PvP is all about."

"Whoa..."

"First, create your own form. Everything starts from there."

In the central area of our base, which has practically become a small town. Near the original tofu-block houses, which once served as the 'Men's Dorm' and 'Women's Dorm' and are now used as storage rooms.

And so, in the wide, open space that had been cleared, what was I up to?

"Yes... Yes! Thank you very much!"

"Yep. Looking forward to these four days with you."

It was a meet-and-greet with the nearly seventy new players who had joined us. It's the type of event where, if requested, I'm not averse to crossing fists in a bit of fun.

The guy just now... well, in fact, about half the players I've faced so far who are into combat have requested a spar. Each time, they ask for some simple advice, so I've been telling them what I can.

I'm almost certain that every single one of them is my senior in terms of time spent playing Arcadia... but under the title of Istia's Fourth Seat, that fact is meaningless.

It's not a pain, and it feels good to be thanked for doing what I can.

'Memorizing' the combat strength of each of them also serves as a benchmark for me to decide how to support them when I have to fly all over the place during the night raids. Alright, next.

"Your name?"

"It's Howen! I request a spar!"

"You got it."

A male player dressed as a standard light warrior stepped forward from the well-behaved line. He looked to be a man in his mid-thirties, but his voice was youthful, giving him a vibrant impression.

Right then, let's do this.

This time, the weapons I brought to the event were four, plus an alpha, excluding the special slots for my [Anima] and [Terror Armament]. The lineup was [Rabbit Dagger (Rabbit) - Parabellum], [Samidorizuki], [Demonic Crimson-Azure Spear: Whale-Rabbit (Laparis-Lafan)], and [Diaus-Altara], along with a few "cards."

The Key Tree armaments have brought about a revolution here, too. Being able to have them in card form lets me literally slip them past the strict carry-on limits; they're almost too capable.

In any case, since my arsenal is generally far too overpowered to use against regular players... and on top of that, the skills dwelling in my avatar, starting with [Volcanate], have all sorts of ridiculous performance enhancements...

I've been making it a rule to fight with as few weapons and skills as possible.

"'In the name of our goddess, Istia, I challenge you to a duel.'"

Howen drew a standard straight sword from his back.

I could tell at a glance, but he seemed to be a swordsman. And as I heard the incantation he recited to begin the duel with his blade pointed at me, it turned out we were from the same neck of the woods.

Now, let's see if he's a true Istian or not.

Duel accepted.

And the instant the crimson veil deployed.

"—Whoa! You surprised me...!"

"I was *absolutely* sure you'd react to that...!"

As I parried the blade that had closed several meters in an instant, knocking it up with the back of my right hand, I saw a handsome face that was twenty percent frustration, thirty percent surprise, and fifty percent excitement.

Are you serious? That was [Land Insulate].

At the very start of the battle, I hadn't missed it, nor had I mistaken it: the subtle effect that burst at his feet. It was the predecessor to my own [Talaria Record], the evolved form of [Fataless Jumper]—a skill that the community had long since deemed 'too niche to be worth getting.'

I see, I get it now... This guy is an Istian.

"Okay, bring it."

In that case, I'll shift my own thinking up a gear.

My gauntlets, [An-di Galta], are flexible, but to my opponents, they are a super-special unique piece of equipment, harder and heavier than steel. To be deflected so grandly by them is the same as taking an uppercut from an iron hammer.

Thus, Howen's right arm and straight sword were sent flying upward, numb—and yet, dwelling in that hand was a single, barely perceptible streak of a light effect.

"Tch... hah."

As he drew another smile from me, I sent him a silent word of praise and...

""—""

Our eyes met perfectly, and he gave a wry smile.

[Flip Stroke]—well, of course, I'm an active user of its evolved form, so I know all too well that its targeting is purely visual.

I tilted my head, and the straight sword rushed past my cheek.

In that case, my response is to...

"Nice pass."

"Hwah?!"

...simply catch it *before* it rushes by.

The tip rushed forward, the blade rushed forward, and the instant the grip came alongside my face, my left hand flashed out. As I grabbed the straight sword, Howen let out a bewildered cry, apparently stunned, and I jabbed him with my elbow.

And then... oh, it seems he doesn't have the stumble resistance from the [Precept of Trickery].

He tumbled over in his confusion, and that was game over—it was rather anticlimactic, but that's just what PvP in Arcadia is like. This is normal.

The one who seizes a single move wins easily. Super-intense sword fights are the stuff of dreams, limited to the absolute cream of the crop (or so say the regular players).

But still, that was surprising.

"You're not having a hard time with it?"

"I'm having a ton of trouble with it... but, well, hehe..."

[Flip Stroke] is a dedicated skill for *all* weapon proficiency trees, after all.

Howen, who had judged the match over the moment he fell on his butt, was now lying spread-eagled with a refreshed look on his face. When I asked him, he smiled happily at the question from me, the Acrobat.

"I'm a fan, you see. It's kind of part of my research, so it's not a pain at all. Yep."

A heartfelt thumbs-up.

As for that, I spent a few seconds wondering how best to reply.

"I'll be cheering for you."

I offered a noncommittal word, and he froze, trembling with emotion, before being dragged away across the ground by a player who seemed to be his friend.



    Chapter 881

    Crimson Flowers, Half and Half

    In a virtual world, if you have someone with architectural know-how and well-honed skills, 'building a residence' is hardly a laborious task, neither in terms of difficulty nor time required.

Thus, erecting two small private houses could be done in a matter of minutes, and the subsequent furniture-making was well within the realm of a pastime or amusement. That's why, while a certain someone who had initially joined the women's group was now caught up in the noisy festivities in the distance...

"Oh, oh-ho, I see... so, uh, you mean to say?"

"My big brother and I are mutually in love, in a sibling sort of way."

"Is that so... Hey, Ri-chan, look at my face. I'm pretty sure Nonomi-chan is experiencing a level of confusion she's never felt in her entire life. I'm genuinely shocked, you know."

Atop a large tree stump serving as a desk, a girl and a woman sat side by side, "drawing" on paper. Rina Amaha (Ri-na) and Mikan Nonomiya (Nonomi), a current and former idol with a senpai-kouhai relationship, were leisurely and peacefully catching up with each other.

"Wowee, I had no idea... that you were harboring such a... habit—ahem, uh, yes, such a 'maiden's secret.' I had absolutely no clue whatsoever!"

But any talk of Nonomi's own life was completely blown away, and the topic immediately became monopolized by Ri-na's brother situation. Although their friendship was stronger in the real world, the sudden coming-out from her junior and one of her 'little sisters' was quite the curious development.

[Colorful Beauty] blinked her orange eyes in confusion and bewilderment. As for the [Right Wing], she continued to sketch out furniture design ideas without so much as a glance at her senior... though for once, a faint, teasing smile played on her cheeks.

"Acting is my specialty, you know."

"Grr...! The sheer glory of being the first to land a drama heroine role, leaving your senpai in the dust...! Hmph, well, Nonomi-chan was in a movie before she retired!"

"What was your role again?"

"I played the 'utterly pathetic, losing rival heroine who's secretly been in love with the hero forever and is actually a good girl but can't be honest so she ends up acting like a villain'!"

"You were perfect for it. You were just un-sympathetic enough that I couldn't feel sorry for you, so you ended up as a sort of half-comedic narrator. That was basically just you, Nono-chan."

"You're saying such horrible things!! And you remember it perfectly, you big meanie!"

Ri-na wasn't particularly quiet, nor did she find communication bothersome.

When she's with someone who knows this, and when her other half who can talk endlessly for her isn't around, that small mouth of hers is surprisingly eloquent.

"Come on... enough about idol work already. In-stead, tell me about the super-duper interesting case of the Acrobat-oniisama. I could listen forever. So, what do you like about him?"

"His face, his voice, his personality, and his aura."

"So everything, then. I mean, I get it. He's a total dreamboat, isn't he?"

As she turned at the sound of clashing swords from afar, she saw another challenger lying spread-eagled before the young man in white and blue, as if to say, 'I surrender.'

Good looks, good personality, and to top it off, according to Nonomi's research, he was strong enough to be counted among the top five in the virtual world without any exaggeration. He was, by modern standards, a prime catch.

*And from what I can tell, that avatar's appearance is probably his real one, too.*

It wasn't hard to imagine that Ri-na had come to the same conclusion based on the information she'd gathered through their various interactions. Whether the fact that they were almost certainly close in age was a good or bad thing was a bit of a gray area, but...

Well, Nonomi's junior, though small, was more of an adult than many actual adults.

"Are you sure you're okay, Ri-chan? You're not going to transform from a little sister into a girl in love?"

"Nope. Don't worry, I've never played the part of the foil before."

"Are you picking a fight? Are you picking a fight with the Nonomi-chan who once had an infamous summary article written about her called 'The Naturally Beloved Jobber'?"

There was no need to worry unnecessarily. She just had to sit back and enjoy the show. With the trust born from their fairly long friendship, that was one thing she didn't have to doubt.

◇◆◇◆◇

"Mmm, mmm, mmm... nope, still no good. Not a single trace."

At the very top of the watchtower built in the center of the base.

It was a considerable height. But from the sturdy observation deck, which didn't even creak in the wind, Nia, whose "eyes" were glowing indigo, announced her lack of results.

"Right. Got it, thanks."

The reply was a simple word of thanks.

Natsume, who had no particular preferences when it came to furniture and had ultimately troubled the foreman with a simple 'I'll leave it to you,' had asked her friend for only one thing—to find something for her.

"I feel like they have to be hiding somewhere. I doubt they're all just special individuals."

"Yeah... but then again, if I want to tame one, I suppose I'll have to find it myself."

It was none other than a member of the same species as the [Stardust Beast (Lim)] she had tamed, the little mouse known as Vis.

"The conditions seem promising, though. Natchan, aren't you originally a sensor-type?"

"That's my base class, yeah. But if you ask if I'm particularly good at it, not really."

They were both individuals who had spent more than enough time in the incomparable 'sky.' At this height, their hearts no longer wavered, and the words they exchanged were exceedingly calm and gentle.

The breeze rustled their white and indigo hair... they both caught their synchronized movements of tucking hair behind their ears, and small smiles escaped them at the same time.

"A cat and a mouse..."

"Shut up. It's fine, isn't it?"

"It seems you're drawn to them after all."

"I said shut up. It's just because they're cute. There's no deeper meaning to it."

A friendship between two women, a combatant and an artisan, was a rare thing indeed. Including the fact that it was a precious connection, they both shared a desire to cherish it.

And precisely because they were both talented in their own broad ways,

"Of the types here, aren't the rabbits cute, too? What about the rabbits?"

"Rabbits are a no-go for me. I'll pass."

"Aww, why not?"

"We're not compatible in a taming sense—and we're not compatible in a taming sense. ...What's with that look? If you have something to say, just say it."

They keenly read each other's intentions and deepened their bond with a sense of security. In other words, the cultivation of their easygoing friendship was proceeding smoothly.

"Honestly... I appreciate that you trust me as a 'safe option,' but could you stop teasing me in such a weird way? Any frustration I have will inevitably be directed at *him*."

"Well, that in itself is..."

"'That' is what?"

"Well, seeing you act all senpai-like, and seeing him tease you like a cheeky kouhai, both are cute and I kind of like watching it."

"Don't enjoy this in such a strange way. I'll smack you."

"If a ranker hits me, I'll probably just disappear...!"

"...Could you not lump me in with those gorillas?"

No matter what anyone said, things were proceeding smoothly.



    Chapter 882

    With Indigo, Into the Blue

    "—Alright, nice fight. Any questions?"

"Isn't your stamina insane?"

"I am forged in the fires of daily training, you see."

Who knows how much time had passed, but at long last, the final spar was over, and the newcomer meet-and-greet came to a close. I struck a joking muscle pose, which earned me a round of applause that left me feeling a bit embarrassed. Leaving the rest of the proceedings to my friends from the first event...

"Alright, time to get to work."

That was recreation. From here on out, it was my duty.

I waved to everyone who was politely offering their thanks and headed off without hesitation in one direction, following the gaze that had been fixed on me whenever it had a spare moment.

And at the end of that path was, of course...

"Sorry to keep you waiting. Let's go."

"And who might you be talking to?"

"To my very own exclusive artisan, of course, who's playing dumb even though I told her beforehand."

Among the women gathered amiably at the large tree-stump table, I brushed past Nono-san's playful teasing. I offered my hand as if to a princess, and a pair of indigo eyes blinked in surprise.

Seriously, why is she surprised?

"W-Wha, huh, is it okay to go now?"

"You were watching, weren't you? It's over."

I took the hand of the dazed-looking Nia-chan and pulled her to her feet, hearing a thoroughly unenthusiastic "Kyaa~" from beside us.

Well, let's just ignore the orange-haired girl who's living life on a whim today as well.

Natsume-senpai was probably up to some mischief of her own, pulling on a thread connected to who-knows-where with a look of utter indifference.

And then, when I turned my eyes to the quiet Ri-na...

"...? Have a... good trip?"

Perhaps she wasn't in a clingy mood right now, or maybe she was being considerate enough not to get in the way. My little sister gave a small, listless wave to see me off.

Each of the three was being considerate in her own way.

It gave me a strange feeling, but I've gotten quite used to receiving that kind of meddling. I'm no longer the type to get embarrassed over every little thing.

"Alright, we'll be back by dinner."

"Okay-dokie! We'll whip up a real feast for you! Well, Ittetsu-kun will!"

"Tell the chefs I'm looking forward to it."

There's an ironclad rule for escaping situations like this. Namely: 'smoothly,' 'casually,' and 'crisply' move the conversation along with all due haste.

And with that, let's go, Nia-chan. Heave-ho.

"Better close your mouth, 'kay?"

"Huh? Ah, whaaaaaaaaaaaaa—!!!"

[Rocket] activated. The spot where I had been standing a moment before vanished faster than the blink of an eye.

With a movement that was utterly natural and left no room for complaint, I had scooped up my companion. She was, of course, screaming in my arms, but she'd probably stop crying in about three seconds—

"Hey!! I told you no more sudden Rockets, didn't I!!??"

Correction, she stopped in two. She's gotten quite tough.

"I mean, even if you say that... If I'd put on some long, drawn-out departure ceremony, we'd have been absolutely showered with lukewarm gazes from all directions, you know."

"What's more important, your sense of shame or Nia-chan's heart!!!"

"The former would inevitably affect the latter anyway..."

Incidentally, the 'heartbeat' synchronization in Arcadia works from the real world to the virtual one, but there's no reverse import. It's another one of their mysterious technologies, but it means there's zero risk of the emotional impact we feel here putting a strain on our real hearts, so it's safe.

And so, setting Nia-chan's guaranteed-safe heart aside...

"More importantly, I need you to get to work, too."

"Mmph, you changed the subject again... Yes, yes, I know."

When I nudged her serious side... the non-combatant who had likely become the most accustomed to super-high-speed maneuvering in the virtual world floated two stars in the sky.

[Truthnight Aquamarine]—it was still far from nighttime, but the power of her clairvoyant eyes, which could see through any material substance, knew neither day nor night.

Combined with her telescopic vision that easily surpassed a spyglass, when activated at high altitude, Nia's eyes could see to the very edge of the horizon, and that wasn't a metaphor.

In other words, our pre-arranged "job" was...

"Alright, I'll just run around randomly. Let me know if you spot anything."

"I'd really prefer you didn't run around randomly at the speed of sound... Mmm, roger that."

A long-range, wide-area survey, coordinating our respective abilities—my leg power and her sight.

In short, it was the start of a grand mapping operation to, among other things, investigate whether there were any other player groups within a potentially interactive distance.

For the record, I have no map-making skills, neither in real life nor in the game system, so the plan is to commission a proper technician to create it later. With my 'memory' and Ri-na's help, it shouldn't be too difficult—

"...What are you doing?"

So, while it was work, it was a relaxed kind of work. Not much different from a walk, really.

Therefore, a bit of fooling around was perfectly fine, but I had to wonder. What was the meaning behind this slender finger that kept poking my cheek?

I asked with my eyes, but the glowing indigo orbs were fixed not on me, but on the distant scenery.

"Mmm... mmm, I dunno. Seeing you acting all confident as a 'ranker' like this..."

"Yeah."

And so, ten seconds passed. Twenty. Thirty.

Without any particular emotion on her face, I waited for her leisurely voice to continue, but all that came was the feeling of her fingertip on my cheek. As I zipped through the sky, I had no intention of rushing her... nor did I feel the urge to.

Just the two of us, as if we were alone in the world, yet amidst the bustling wind.

"Heh, what is it?"

"Haha, I wonder."

We both laughed, in a way that was a little out of character for us.

I realize in these fleeting moments that we're changing, little by little. And so we exchanged smiles that might have been just a touch more mature.

In so many ways, we've come so far.

Leaving behind the embarrassing sentimentality that always arrives without warning, abandoned in the middle of the sky. We just keep flying, further and further on.



    Chapter 883

    Meanwhile: Side of the Two Sword Crowns

    "Today's the day—I'm absolutely not forgiving you anymore."

In total, they had been active in the event for a little over seven days. Yet, in all three events, she had only been able to gaze upon the sky—or rather, the abnormal sight of the earth above—a single time.

Somewhere within the 'Mirrored Sky World (Alvnikuro)'.

Trapped once again in a seemingly endless underground labyrinth, the [Princess] was…

"I hate you, Ui. No dinner for you. You can just go become moss in some dungeon by yourself."

…as angry as ever.

It goes without saying that truly angering Iris, also known as Alicia White—a person known for her deep consideration and superhuman emotional control—was no simple feat.

In her presence, everyone unconsciously corrected their behavior, so she was rarely subjected to the kind of rudeness that would provoke anger in the first place. Furthermore, her acquaintances and friends were all people who possessed a certain level of good sense and thoughtfulness rivaling her own.

That is why, and this was no metaphor…

To make the renowned [Sword Queen] Iris so thoroughly angry, like a child… according to a certain [Acrobat] who knew how those two were…

…there was no one else but the unprecedentedly dense, peerless [Sword Saint] who stood beside her, ruling the world.

"C-Come now…! I have already apologized for my lack of foresight…!"

*Tap, tap, tap.*

Her partner was striding forward, clearly in a foul mood and pointedly ignoring her. Reading the future where she would be mercilessly left behind if she stopped, the gray-haired figure hurried her footsteps to catch up.

Thinking back on it now, they were alone together in a sealed space with no lights, yet their vision remained clear—an atmosphere similar to a place she had recently seen. It had been over two hundred and fifty-two hours since they had last seen the sky, all due to one of their party's *shortcomings*, which even she wouldn't deny at this point.

How many times had they argued while wandering endlessly?

"Your 'I'm sorry' is cheap."

"Th-That is not…!"

"At least, it is to me now. Enough is enough. It's pathetic, coming from someone older."

"Wha…?! I-Isn't that a bit harsh, A-chan…? To be told something like that to my face is a first in my entire life—"

"I'm just mirroring your attitude toward me. If you have a complaint, say it to yourself."

"M-My attitude? In what way…?"

"You're completely underestimating me."

"That is absolutely not true!"

Though no one was counting, it had certainly happened more than once or twice.

Two people who stood shoulder-to-shoulder at the pinnacle of the virtual world. If anyone were to witness the bickering of these two, who embodied 'The Strongest' and 'The Supreme', they would immediately recognize it as a familiar scene.

*Tap, tap, tap.*

*Pitter, patter, pitter, patter.*

The sound of sandals chasing after the sound of boots—and then, quieter than the whistling wind, more subtle, a flash painted the scene: the chime of a 'sword' scattering starlight.

"Why do you listen to what Haru says, but you can't listen to me?"

"Wh-What are you talking about? Why would you bring up Haru-kun?"

"I heard that whenever you get carried away and cause trouble for the party, Haru lectures you and sets you straight. But he says you understand after he tells you just once."

"C-Cause… t-trouble… It is true, but…! I feel that your tone just now was overly influenced by your mood, A-chan! Haru-kun would not say it like that!"

"Could you please lend an ear to your friend's words, even just a tenth as much as you do for your disciple complex?"

"Disciple com… I do not know what that is, but I understood that I was just told something unpleasant. And you, A-chan, are you not being a bit harsh with me!"

"Ui."

"Yes."

"Your daily conduct is important, isn't it?"

"This is the first time in my life I have ever been treated this way…!"

*Clink, clatter.* The remnants of starlight, appearing and scattering, piled up along their path, and as the faint starlight created a river in the dim space—the sound of a wooden mallet echoed.

Their spoils of battle were far too numerous for just two people to collect and carry. Thus, the [Stardust Relics] were shaped and forced into the form of a makeshift 'katana', then stored away in… the treasury of the divine hall held by the [Sword Saint].

The path tread by the two sword crowns was filled with a perfection that would astound any ordinary person.

Which was all the more reason for the contrast.

"A-chan! Are you listening to me…?! Honestly! You say no dinner, but I'm the one who makes it! I'll be the one to leave you without dinner!"

"See? You're underestimating me. I can cook, too."

"That's a lie! You said you couldn't, which is why I took over—"

"People grow and change every day. Unlike you, whose sense of direction never improves."

"!!!!!!!!!!!"

Footsteps, sword clashes, battle. Within the tranquil silence that filled the air, the 'amusing' exchange stood out all the more, a playful scene enlivening the journey of just two people.

"That's it, that's it, that's it… I'm angry now! That's right, I get angry too…! I'm done with you, A-chan!"

"Do as you please. I can finally retire from my role as your guardian. Goodbye."

"Guard… W-Wait! I will not forgive this outrageous behavior, A-chan!"

"I don't care. Don't follow me."

And so, *tap tap, pitter patter.*

This little scene—one that would later be released to the world without permission by one party, half out of mischief and half out of spite, throwing fans of both sides into a state of pandemonium for various reasons—

…was being woven somewhere in the world, same as any other day.

<hr>

For the sake of the Sword Saint's honor, the reason for Ashe's fury was not recorded in the main story. It went like this:

Still seeing no end to the great labyrinth ⇒ Wouldn't it be better to just destroy it and escape? (!?) ⇒ "One grand swing!" (!?) ⇒ Succeeds in destroying the terrain (!?) but the labyrinth collapses ⇒ They fall a long, long way even deeper ⇒ Ashe is furious.

Well, of course she would be. By the way, they were both unharmed.



    Chapter 884

    A Grand Feast in Full Swing

    In the survival event, [Starry Paradise], who are the most crucial personnel?

By this, the third iteration, the players' consensus would be unified. It is none other than the 'Chefs' who can provide the 'food' that fuels everyone's activities.

During the first event, Nono-san had wisely expounded on various things, and to put it simply, her predictions were correct from top to bottom. The number of people focusing on cooking skills exploded, and the population of virtual world chefs apparently swelled to several times its pre-event size.

And yet, demand still outstrips supply. The scouting battles for the rare chefs, relative to the total player population, will likely continue for some time among many groups.

—And as for our situation in that regard.

"This is just insane…"

Looking up, there was only earth, so it wasn't exactly a starlit restaurant, but the lively scene with its many flickering lights in the twilight created an atmosphere that was more than enough to feel out of the ordinary.

And the words a single kitten spun, half in exasperation and half in admiration, were directed at… the great central plaza of our base. Before us was an array of banquet tables, temporarily summoned by earth mages, that could easily seat two hundred people. Spread out upon them, leaving no empty space, was the brilliance of 'luxury.'

The sheer number of different dishes was overwhelming. As for their quality, the sight of the guys to my right and left, completely engrossed in stuffing their faces, said it all.

We gained two more chefs in the second event, and another two this time around, for a total of five.

Our group, now boasting additional chefs brought in by Nono-san and Tetsu-san's pair, was, as you can see, the very picture of smooth sailing when it came to 'food.'

"Couldn't we turn this into a tourist spot…?"

Nacchan-senpai said that, but it wasn't entirely a joke.

"That's not a bad idea. This place has a pretty rich variety of [Stardust Beasts] that appear. Dragons… well, they require aerial combat, but we also have several options for mountable types like great boars, tigers, and horses. I bet there are a lot of players who'd seriously want to come here just for taming purposes."

Honestly, from a group management perspective, the idea of our 'allies' continuing to swell in number indefinitely in future events is something to consider. We'll need to change things up at some point.

First of all, I'm absolutely terrible at managing things. Even if I were to entrust it to someone else—like Oaks-shi, who's already acting as a co-leader—the burden would be immense.

So, we need to think this through properly.

"Starting from the fourth event, maybe we could recruit applicants and invite them through a lottery…?"

"Hmm… well, we're invited guests, so I'm not really involved either way."

I hadn't intended to gauge her reaction; I was just talking to the senpai next to me as part of the conversation. Since my words were met with disinterest, I turned to look at the other side.

Sitting there with a look of perfect entitlement wasn't Nia-chan—but for some reason, the orange-haired girl who had pushed her friend aside to secure the spot next to me.

As for the blue-haired girl, she was on the opposite side of the table, getting her puffed-out cheeks poked by Ri-na.

"Whoa, talk about being on the same wavelength. I was thinking the exact same thing."

And so, the reply from 'Colorful Beauty'-dono, who, in terms of fame, was in a sort of executive position within the group, was a positive one.

Her superficial persona is what it is, making her seem a little unreliable, but I know that deep down, she's undoubtedly a more thoughtful person than I am.

She's someone who should be offering her opinions far more than a figurehead leader, so it has more or less become standard practice to toss any complicated matters to Nono-san—

"Well, you know, even if the people of Arcadia are all ladies and gentlemen, once you get past a few hundred people, it's impossible to lead unless you're a top-tier raid leader. As an organization, it'd probably be best to cut it off here to avoid a lot of trouble."

"And about the lottery invitation?"

"I'm mostly in favor of that, too. I think something like 'Limited to 100 Recruits!!!' would be fine. If we wanted to play it safer, we could cap it at half that, around fifty people, but our members are a pretty competent bunch, so I think we have some leeway."

And there you have it.

See? She usually has a dazed look on her face and acts foolish, but this woman is always thinking about this and that under the surface. As expected of a former idol.

She lived in a world that was the epitome of interpersonal relations. Of course she's smart.

"If you'd like, shall I pass the word to the leaders of each squad? Something casual, like 'Hey, this idea came up, what do you think?' Nonomi-chan has plenty of free time, so it's no problem."

"Really? Would you mind?"

"Of course not! Consider it done!"

The conversation started with the little cat's mutterings, but it was something I'd been thinking about for a while. For now, I was relieved that we had a plan—and just as I thought that,

"What is it, you two?"

I picked up on the gazes I had been aware of for some time.

With Tetsu-san away replenishing the food, there were five of us, including me, around the table. Despite being in our regular avatars, the group was eighty percent glamorous, with whispers of 'five crimson flowers' floating around… and among them, the light blue and yellow.

I'll set aside the meat-loving Nia-chan, who had quickly cheered up and was now munching away happily, but the ones looking at me with an unreadable expression were the two rank-holding senpais.

"It doesn't suit you."

"It doesn't suit you, does it."

"Shut up. I know."

Sure enough, predicting they were thinking something rude, I shot them a half-lidded glare, and the response was, as expected, just plain rude.

Damn them, they harmonized perfectly.

"It can't be helped, I was the only combat-oriented ranker. People started looking to me for orders in emergencies, and I naturally ended up as the figurehead leader. I'm doing my best, you know."

"Yeah, yeah, don't sulk, it's annoying. I'm not making fun of you or dissing you, I just thought, 'This really isn't your character, is it?'"

I didn't think I was sulking, but maybe my voice had carried a hint of dissatisfaction without me realizing. With the kind of gentle tone she sometimes used to comfort me, Nacchan-senpai added her words along with an exasperated sigh.

That sigh was unnecessary.

"My character is…"

"You're more of a 'subordinate' type, aren't you?"

That's true. I'm definitely not the type of person to stand above others.

"Eh, you think so? I think Haru-san has plenty of leadership qualities."

And then, for some reason, a dissenting opinion arose. I thought she was teasing me, but when I looked next to me, Nono-san was tilting her head with a perfectly serious expression.

"Onii-san basically gives off a strong 'younger brother' vibe."

"What are you suddenly talking about?"

And another comment that threw the conversation into chaos. Having quickly grown bored of poking Nia, Ri-na, who had been daintily eating with her small mouth, joined the fray.

"Subordinate, junior, younger brother roles suit you. Your true nature is the 'type to be doted on'."

"Seriously, what are you talking about? Stop analyzing my true nature right in front of me—"

"Well, she's right. Yeah."

"Nacchan-senpai?"

"Yeah, yeah, well, I can't help but agree that he's secretly the cute type."

"Hey, seriously, stop it. For one guy to be surrounded by girls doing that 'thing' is actual hell—wha… huh? What's wrong? Why are you glaring at me, what's up, Nia-chan?"

"I don't know. You're sandwiched between girls, so you might as well become a girl, too."

"This isn't Othello, you know… Hey, why are you back to sulking so fast? What was the trigger? It's not my fault we ended up sitting like this."

What is this? From the outside, I'm sure I'm getting envious looks, but in reality, a 1-to-4 gender ratio is hell-tier uncomfortable once the conversation takes a weird turn.

So, what should I do? Maybe I should just make a break for it—just as I, a lone man in a garden of eccentrics, began to formulate my daring escape plan,

"Eh, what's up…?"

Before I could move, Ri-na suddenly stood up from her seat.

And as she gathered the gazes of all four of us, the girl turned to look back at me, who had asked out of pure reflex… and her light blue eyes blinked, ever so gently.

"Yeah."

Her voice was as listless as ever.

But, however. With a slightly different atmosphere than usual, yet with all the suddenness and casualness of someone saying, 'I'm just gonna pop out to the convenience store,' Ri-na said,

"I think it's about time. …I'm gonna go try my best for a bit, okay?"

"Huh? O-Oh…?"

She threw a single wink that would have dealt a mortal wound to any fan of the idol 'Ri-na Amaba', and with small steps, she briskly left the table.

<hr>

About thirty seconds remaining until the peace of the banquet is shattered.

By the way, the reason Nonomi-chan sat next to the protagonist was because she instantly judged, "Oh crap, a fight's going to break out between his lover and his sister," when the white kitten, whether consciously or not, plopped down next to him first. She sacrificed herself to nip the conflict in the bud.

The cat who caused it all is completely oblivious.



    Chapter 885

    Ri-na Amaba

    —To capture people's attention.

She knew everything necessary to accomplish that.

Catch their eyes with movement. Catch their ears with her voice. And catch their hearts with her radiance.

The first two were indispensable techniques, but it was the third, the ultimate and absolute, that formed the foundation for determining her 'maximum potential.' In other words, an idol's combat power—

—a status that, in a way, was brutally straightforward, known as 'fame.'

"Whoa…?!"

Just by walking, she drew countless gazes. Just by passing by, she elicited reactions as if they had witnessed a miracle. All of it was due to her overwhelming presence, something that naturally drew the eye.

And the tangible fact of her massive fanbase chained together to form her confidence.

She stood from her seat and began to walk alone through the bustling crowd.

Just that—with nothing more than that, the girl, who never doubted she could capture every single one of the hundred-plus pairs of eyes in the venue, did exactly that.

"…[Anhelmia]."

As she collected the hundred-plus gazes upon her small frame, receiving them as lightly as if they were feathers, she murmured the key phrase to open the stage, a faint smile on her lips.

In that instant, an overflowing illusion filled the banquet hall all at once.

Her one-of-a-kind star magic painted everything necessary for a live stage.

There was no sound. Yet from the incredibly realistic 'depiction,' everyone who witnessed the phantom heard the auditory illusion of a spotlight clicking on. They felt the explosive pressure of vibrant fireworks coloring the sky.

And so, she walked through the midst of the utterly dumbfounded crowd.

"Okay, eyes on me."

Atop a large tree stump—no, on a platform that had transformed into a small but splendid 'stage' before anyone realized it, Ri-na spoke, her voice not particularly loud.

With a hint of listlessness… but with a gesture so terrifyingly refined that no one could think of anything but the word 'cute.'

She placed a single index finger to her small lips.

"""""──────────…""""""

And so, the girl who had majestically seized the attention of every single person present in less than thirty seconds, smiled. Adorably, innocently, yet bewitchingly.

The sound of someone collapsing in the midst of the silence was surely just an unfortunate accident. In any case, no one could be bothered with such trivial matters.

Why, you ask? It's simple.

"You were all good. Now then… —raise your hand if you want to hear me sing."

Everyone, as one, shot their hands skyward with enough force to tear their arms off, desperate not to miss this miraculous opportunity that had suddenly descended upon them. To desperately stitch this angel's whim into the present moment, they joined together in a chorus of welcoming cheers, forming a collective frenzy.

For example, in a corner of the banquet hall.

"Eh, scary…"

For a certain young man, a former commoner who had lived his life far removed from 'idols' and 'live concerts,' it was enough to make him recoil in simple shock… but that was that.

For a celestial being accustomed to the passion of her fans, and for a true top idol who stands in that position precisely because she has met every expectation placed upon her…

"Okay, I get it. I will."

…the fervor and the pressure were nothing more than a pleasant breeze at her back.

Once again, without a sound, the lights went down—or rather, darkness filled the space in place of light, and even the flames that had illuminated the area moments before were extinguished.

An illusion of darkness.

A moment after the miracle of star magic, which deceives the five senses of all things, made the impossible possible,

"This is a secret live performance, you know?"

From pitch black to dim twilight. Within a field of vision just clear enough to make out one's surroundings, a single, brilliant spotlight shone down on one point.

It was as if to say, 'As long as you can see me, that's all that matters.'

"Your admission ticket is… sharing this secret."

On the one and only shining stage, 'Ri-na Amaba,' clad in a glittering idol costume and bathed in light, appeared through the smoke, a microphone in one hand and a mischievous smile on her face.

And then, scattering an undeniable 'demand' as well.

"What you see of me during this event… is a secret from everyone, okay?"

Her light blue eyes were fixed on a single point.

"""""──────────"""""

"Huh?"

And then, as over a hundred pairs of eyes turned toward the dumbfounded young man, and after confirming that the absolute rule of 'sharing a secret with their favorite idol' had been carved into the hearts of every fan who understood the situation…

"Fufu… okay. Then, the first song."

 The demonic girl, whose charm was no less than that of a certain saintess, tossed a radiant crystal ball she had somehow acquired into the air—and from it, a melody line overflowed.

What began, of course,

"[Mystic / unfaiR]."

…was a solo live stage by a certain top idol,

a performance that, for those who knew, was an object of envy, and for those who did not, a stroke of unimaginable luck.



    Chapter 886

    Area-of-Effect Attack: 100% Hit Rate

    —So, then.

Well, there's really only one thing I can say.

"That's ridiculously brutal…"

In so, so many ways.

The banquet hall, instantly dyed in her 'radiance', was completely in the palm of the girl's small hand. In the midst of the frenzy that sent a pressure-like force rustling through my bangs—whether it was an exaggeration unique to the virtual world or not—a clear, sweet singing voice like transparent chocolate pierced the uproar and reached my ears.

I'd seen her in videos and stuff, so I knew about it, but hearing it in person is surprising.

Ri-na, or rather, Ri-na Amaba-san. I thought she was the downer-cool type, but when it comes to 'singing,' she goes all-in on orthodox cuteness.

"Aah~… it's been so long since I've heard Ri-chan's angel voice live. My ears are melting~ She's a real angel, it's so unfair, how can anyone compete with that? Her voice quality is just cheating…"

And there was one person with a completely lovey-dovey expression, making me worry if it was okay to show that in public, muttering words tinged with jealousy, perhaps from the perspective of a former colleague.

"Uwoah… a real idol's actual live performance… Eh, cuuute…"

Where had her earlier pout gone?

Now she was just staring blankly, her mouth agape. As she's basically a shut-in, she's probably on my side of things; another person was just watching with wide eyes, completely overwhelmed by her first real stage performance.

"…Yeah, it's a good song. I quite like it."

And then there was our little kitten, listening intently to the 'sound' with an expression that made me see phantom cat ears standing at attention, offering her positive critique from who knows what perspective.

An audience of over a hundred… for a top idol, that much pressure was probably nothing. Standing confidently on stage, she sang, she danced, and she flashed a smile that was the very embodiment of the word 'charm.' This was the result.

If even three members of the same gender could be captivated in seconds… well, you know. The guys were, quite literally, instantly annihilated. It was inevitable. It had to be.

It couldn't be helped. Even I, who was stubbornly keeping my heart flat and watching, was finding my heart rate getting unpleasantly high.

…Well, no, it's that thing.

In my case, it's a bit… special, or to be blunt—

"…………………………………………She's looking over here way too much."

It wasn't just a fleeting glance; our eyes were basically clashing constantly. She wasn't even trying to hide the special treatment. It was a complete and total snipe.

No way.

No way I can handle this.

She's a bona fide idol. Of course she's cute.

Just recently she started spouting nonsense about 'brother' and 'sister,' and just as her character was already going haywire, she drops this massive gap-moe bomb on me. Of course I can't handle it.

That's enough to make anyone lose their mind—

"You're really cursed with women, aren't you?"

"Hearing you say it so bluntly really hits hard, so please spare me…"

Perhaps with all the guys engrossed in the stage, the demand for food had lessened. Before I knew it, our head chef, who had been working tirelessly, was standing beside me.

"…………Arcadia's 'meals' don't have the standard support effects you see in games. However, I took pride in the fact that we could provide a buff in a way separate from system-based effects."

"There's no doubt about that. You should be very proud."

In this world, boosting player morale is, without exaggeration, the strongest enhancement effect of all. So naturally, ultra-delicious food is nothing less than a kind of 'enhancement item' for Arcadia players.

…I won't play dumb and ask what he's suddenly talking about. Seeing the look of utter defeat on Tetsu-san's face as he gazed at that 'radiance', I could easily guess his next words.

"But well, against this… I'm completely beaten."

I didn't think some half-baked words of comfort would help, nor did I think he was looking for any. So, as my eyes met the light blue ones once again, I offered a wry smile.

"Well, hmm…"

With the conviction that the morale-boosting buff cast upon the super-hyped guys was, in truth, a thing with a more insane output than any grand magic—

"Tonight's raid should be pretty easy, I guess… huh?"

—I returned a single affirmation, and that was that.

And then, the break in the 'sound' that suddenly arrived lasted only for a moment. In any case….

"—Next. [Ri-ot]."

The secret live performance, overflowing with the tyranny of charm, had only just begun.

<hr>

Short chapter. I'm not regretting that I should have combined it with the previous chapter. Forgive me.

[Ri-ot] is Ri-na-chan's exclusive solo song. The composition's image is something like 'The Tyranny of Cute' or 'A Lethal Dose of Cute,' a destructive up-tempo piece. Not cute aggression, but aggression cute.

Composition: Yu Misaki. For a song I made, I'm quite fond of the unusually rough tune. Lyrics are still unfinished. Write the main story.

※The following is unnecessary information, feel free to skip.

I, Yu, had a period where I was quite serious about 'music,' and I've carried that over as a hobby and still play around with composing. 

So, I do stupid things like combining it with my main hobby, novels, to create songs for the story, but it's really just for my own personal enjoyment, so there are seriously no plans to release them. Sorry, forgive me, Arcadians.

I was surprised by how many people said they'd like to hear them.

If the heavens and earth are overturned, I might or might not whimsically release a single phrase. Don't get your hopes up and wait for about a hundred years.



    Chapter 887

    An Avalanche of Stars, Nothing to Fear

    —VM 10:00 PM.

In other words, in a virtual world where time flows at a rate 1.5 times faster than reality, making a day thirty-six hours long, it was 34:00. Two hours remained until the date changed.

The scheduled event that demands a response from every single player during the [Starry Paradise] event, commonly known as the 'Night Raid,' is undoubtedly the main attraction of the festivities. It's also a grand festival for racking up the score that directly affects the group's final rewards.

At the appointed time, the Stardust Beasts charge forward in search of the glowing [Stardust Relics]. The objective of the 'Night Raid' is to hold back that tsunami and, at the same time, snatch even more relics from the oncoming horde.

Since the final scale of the assault is determined by the amount of [Stardust Relics] stockpiled, how much you can earn and how hard you can push during the night—where the potential gains are on a completely different level from daytime hunting—is, to be blunt, everything.

Slacking off here or adopting a defense-heavy strategy that doesn't prioritize subjugation would be limited to groups that want to spend a peaceful vacation by intentionally limiting the scale of the attack.

In short, the players' spirit towards the 'Night Raid' is generally singular.

Annihilate every last one of them. Whether that's possible depends on the strength of each group, but for the most part, their fighting spirit is more or less the same—

So, well, yeah.

Getting fired up is the usual, but….

"""""────────────────ッッッ!!!!!"""""

"Men are creatures that…"

A short while after the banquet's live stage, which had concluded in a state of great excitement, or rather, chaotic frenzy.

About twenty minutes after the first day's raid began, I was spectating the battle from the heights of a watchtower, letting out a sigh that was twenty percent exasperation and eighty percent awe.

No matter where I looked—front, back, left, or right—all I could see was a scene of utter domination. Since it was still the first day, the fact that the lineup of appearing [Stardust Beasts] was on the tamer side with 'monkeys,' 'wolves,' and 'boars' was a factor, but even so, this was no longer a battle scene of ordinary people.

It really is fighting spirit. In this virtual world, fighting spirit is the most important factor for explosively increasing an individual's combat power—as I thought this, feeling a bit put off by the roars of the berserkers reaching my ears from all directions, a pair of eyes next to me looked at the slacking me, who had no turn to act.

"Well, I guess you can just call this kind of stupidity 'charming.' I don't hate it, though."

It was none other than my fellow special combat force member who was also unoccupied, Nacchan-senpai.

"That was some demonic charm, for real. No ordinary guy could resist that Charm."

"The title of 'Top Idol' isn't just for show, huh…"

Just like me, who was on standby to jump out at any moment, the little kitten had her 'threads' spread across the battlefield, ready to respond instantly. She seems surprisingly tolerant of this kind of thing; her yellow eyes, watching over the guys who had been thoroughly charmed by Ri-na and were now in a berserk state, were unexpectedly gentle.

"Looks like you were able to resist?"

"Did I, I wonder… I feel like I got hit pretty hard, though."

I think this unusual level of momentum is definitely thanks to the idol's powerful buff, but the fact that the group's core strength has skyrocketed since the beginning of the event is also a huge factor.

Our base is much larger than before, and accordingly, the defensive battlefront against the raid has expanded like crazy… but not only have individual combat skills improved, the outstanding coordination born from the bonds forged through survival together prevents any breach of the defensive line.

I'd jokingly told Tetsu-san that "it should be easy," but at this rate, there really might not be a turn for us, at least not tonight—

""Whoops."

From atop the watchtower, we both struck out at the same time.

A simple stroke of bad luck on the edge of the battlefield, not even a mistake. A warrior who had met a charging great boar head-on was literally tripped up by the difficult environment of darkness and forest, losing his balance… and into that opening, the fangs of a wolf leaping from the shadows closed in—a tragic combo.

—And then, a 'thread' flashed, reeled it in, and a 'fist' shot it through.

Seeing the wolf, which had seemed to be crucified in mid-air right before him, instantly explode, the greatsword warrior from the original team, A-ta-shi, sat on the ground and stared blankly for a fraction of a second.

He only stopped moving for less than a second.

He immediately jumped up, turned around, waved his hands enthusiastically in thanks, and then returned to the front lines with renewed vigor. His power to push back a great boar head-on, his swift mental control—he too was a former commoner on the verge of becoming an exceptional player.

And, once the sudden crisis passed,

"…………How many hundreds of meters did you just launch that 'fist'? Didn't you say the range of your Frezon-something was about fifty meters at most to maintain decent power?"

"Haha, a god-tier skill has evolved into an even more super-god-tier skill."

"This guy…"

"By the way, I can fire about sixty shots like that one."

"Disgusting."

"Isn't that a bit harsh???"

And so, after our brief turn, boredom returned once more.

If we went all out, the early stages of the raid would honestly become a snoozefest, so for the sake of the group's enjoyment, it's best to stick to watching. It can't be helped.

By the way, our other special combat force member isn't quite a special combat force on her own… not that she isn't, but she has trouble demonstrating her true strength in direct combat against enemies, so she's on guard duty with the artisan team. But considering her contribution to the group-wide buff, she's the MVP even without participating.

Including that, well, what can I say.

"Hmm…"

"…For goodness' sake, calm down. Standing firm is also the job of those 'at the top'."

"Someone once told me I was the 'subordinate' type."

"Whatever your type, the fact is that this is your position now. If you're trying to act like a ranker, you need to be able to act the part as a matter of course."

"Yeah, yeah…"

"'Yes,' once."

"Yeah."

"Say 'yes'."

"Power-harassing kitten…"

"Huh?"

"Well now, I'm tired of hiding away forever, so maybe I'll go pick up some relics!"

"This guy… Ugh, fine, go on."

"Didn't you just say 'yes' once—Ow?! Did you just kick me? This cat just actually kicked me!!"

Getting restless in the face of such a fun commotion can't be helped, given my personality of being a closet introvert who loves festivals. So, well, yeah—

"Don't you dare just call me a 'cat'! Now go work, will you!!"

—getting kicked off a high place by a scary senpai and going to mess around in the revelry has its own charm. I guess I'll run around for a bit and burn off this pent-up energy.

And while I'm at it, I'll work on picking up some rocks, too.

<hr>

Two rankers watching from the rear—a security buff that rivals an idol's live performance.



    Chapter 888

    A Difficult Morning

    “—”

 The moment I lifted my eyelids, my thoughts booted up with the precision and speed of a high-spec PC.

It was a wake-up call so crisp and refreshing it felt unreal. Even without the melodious alarm that usually rang not by my ears, but inside my head, I knew instantly where I was.

It was the same old, unique sensation of waking up in a virtual world.

—Which is to say, after this and that, this was the morning after the first day of the event.

To prepare for the possibility of unscheduled surprise attacks—which I already knew could happen—it’s been my custom from the beginning to adjust my sleep schedule and volunteer for watch duty.

So, after the combat members, who went to bed right after the 11:00 PM VM raid, worked off the four-hour *Sleepiness Debuff* unique to the Starry Paradise event, I took their place and went to sleep at 3:00 AM.

From there, waking up at 7:00 AM has become my routine here in the [Starry Paradise].

On the very first day, the debuff hit everyone simultaneously at 9:00 PM VM, and we had a rough time fighting off the intense, accumulated drowsiness for a while… but, well, this is Arcadia.

Of course, the system allows for things like adjusting your life rhythm, so now everyone, myself included, has their debuff activation times perfectly regulated.

So, what does this all mean?

Basically, I'm the last one in our group to wake up, so it's only natural that by the time I'm up, the area outside my room is already bustling with activity. It's the usual scene.

And that's fine. In the real world, waking up to a cacophony would definitely be bad for my mental state, but with the supremely refreshing wake-up feeling of the virtual world, it's no problem at all.

Which is why, now.

As I woke, I felt a strange sense of wrongness. I lifted my head and looked—and there, the source of the great problem that made my face twitch spectacularly was the little trespasser resting her cheek by my pillow as if it were the most natural thing in the world.

“…………………………………………What are you doing?”

My first words upon waking were a pure question, and the response I got was a faint smile.

“I thought it was the *little sister’s* duty to wake up her *big brother*.”

“You know, just appreciating someone’s sleeping face doesn’t count as *waking them up*.”

The self-proclaimed little sister and illegal trespasser said something amusing, but the situation was anything but. Sure, I don't lock my door so they can wake me in an emergency, but barging in during non-emergencies to stare at my sleeping face is a criminal act.

“…Hey, how long have you been here?”

“Hm… about thirty minutes, maybe?”

“Then wake me up! Wait, no, being woken up while my debuff is clearing would be a pain too…!”

It’s a criminal act. Guilty little sister.

“…Big Brother.”

“Whoa, what are you about to say? I’m getting a bad feeling, so maybe you should just stop talking.”

“It’s not just your sleeping face, but when you’re completely relaxed, your face looks so young. It's cute.”

“Seriously, where are your brakes?!”

It’s like… ever since her big brother declaration, she hasn't calmed down one bit; she's in a state of complete invincibility. Whatever I say is like talking to a brick wall. It’s probably impossible to stop her with words.

Thus, I had to intercept the small hand that was, without learning its lesson, about to unleash its signature patting attack. I mercilessly grabbed her wrist, and though she didn't hide her dissatisfied expression, I couldn't let her have her way.

“Good morning.”

“Mmph… Good morning.”

As I sat up, I tossed her a greeting with a sullen look, and all I got back from my selfish little sister-figure was—as expected—a cheeky tone that didn't hide her displeasure.

◇◆◇◆◇

“Ah, good mornin’ to ya!!!”

“Hey, morning.”

This is a virtual dream world, so there’s no need to get ready after waking up.

Hoisting up the fool who was spouting some sleepy nonsense about—of all things—*a good morning skinship session between close siblings*, I stepped outside and headed for the plaza, where I was greeted by a voice overflowing with cheerfulness, the very definition of a bright “good morning.”

I returned the greeting to Nono-san, who at a glance looked as carefree as ever today, and the usual members around her followed suit with their own “mornings”… all while I glared at one particular spot.

“Huh? W-What? Why are you glaring at me…?”

“I’m quite sure you’re well aware of the *why*, are you not?”

I'd already received the absurd fact from none other than Ri-na that she’d ‘gotten permission from Nia-san.’ It was ridiculous for her to even seek Nia's approval, and just as ridiculous for Nia to grant it. My circle seems to consist entirely of people who are, in ways big and small, completely nuts.

“I-It’s fine, isn’t it? Just waking him up… It doesn’t seem like you two are really… you know, conscious of each other like that.”

So you sent her in with complete trust and confidence, huh? Ha, hilarious.

“‘Waking me up’? She was just endlessly appreciating my sleeping face.”

“…Ri-na-chan?”

“I thought a *big brother's* sleeping face belongs to his *little sister*.”

“I-In that case, I think it would be better to make it shared property…!!!”

My circle consists entirely of people who are, in ways big and small, completely nuts.

“So popular in the morning! You little—Ah, I’m sorry, I’m really sorry! Stop, don’t wrap me up like that, it’ll create a scene that’s way too intense for the morning…!”

And so, after sentencing the fearless orange one who’d jumped in with a tease to punishment by shadow-thread-wrapping, the banter came to a close for now. I let out a grand sigh to forcibly move things along…

“Let me just confirm… everyone’s still set on going, right? No changes?”

I was referring to the topic that came up yesterday after we returned with our ‘findings’ from the wide-area survey. Of the ‘usual members’—counting Tetsu-san as an exception from the general populace—nearly everyone except for myself and one other person raised their hands or voices.

“Yes, yes! Nonomi-chan is definitely going!”

“Well, I’m free.”

Affirming with their voices were one ball of energy and one little cat.

And then, raising her hand timidly while looking away with an indescribable expression was the indigo girl. And clinging to me—or rather, practically biting me—as if to say ‘I have zero intention of leaving your side’ was the invincible tiny little-sister type.

In other words, all the girls.

…I get it. I do, and… yeah, I get it, but still. Given what ‘that topic’ is about, this is more than just a little heavy for me.

Seriously, do I, a guy, really have to go with them?

Well, it’s not a matter of ‘going with them,’ since I’m the only one who can actually take them there distance-wise. So, fundamentally, if I don’t go, it’s a non-starter. But still.

But still… While one guy remained reluctant even after a new day had dawned, the others were a different story.

“Aah, I’m so excited! Time for a vacation!”

“It is an active field, you know. Don’t let your guard down too much.”

“Looking forward to it.”

“…R-Right. Well, yeah. I am looking… forward to it, I guess…”

Aside from the one who was a noisy party all by herself, it wasn't exactly a roaring celebration, but including Nia, who seemed to be blushing more than anything, the four ladies all looked genuinely excited.

Which is exactly why I only had one ally.

With that thought, I sent a pleading gaze—a cry for mercy, really—to my male companion standing beside me.

“…Tetsu-san, you’re really not coming?”

“I think I’ll pass. You guys have fun.”

“I’m not the kind of outgoing person who can genuinely enjoy this stuff…”

In the end, all that was revealed was the merciless fact of my complete and utter isolation. This time, no matter how grand a sigh I heaved, it was certain the situation wouldn’t just blow over.

“…Are you okay?”

“I am not.”

Little sister, please help your big brother—ah, right, she’s on the side that’s cornering me.

Someone, anyone, please save me.

<hr>

Next time, a vacation from hell. The protagonist will die.



    Chapter 889

    Is It Hell or Paradise?

    What comes to mind when you think of *summer*?

Setting aside people like me, whose fundamental nature makes them blurt out the utterly uninteresting answer, ‘Hot,’ most people would probably give responses like these.

*Festivals*, *fireworks*—and the *ocean*.

*Ocean*. It has a nice ring to it. Setting aside people like me, for whom past trauma makes them blurt out the hopelessly useless emotion, ‘Scary,’ it’s generally something that captivates the hearts of many. The mother sea, a refuge from the heat—all well and good.

And then, as they think of the ocean, many people, in their train of thought, will get carried away when answering what *summer* means to them, and inevitably say this.

Namely—*swimsuits*.

“So, how do I loooooooooook?!?!”

She stood there proudly, striking a powerful pose.

In a move that was so in-character it wasn't surprising in the slightest, the one who stood before me was the loud—or rather, dazzling—orange one.

Seeing her in this different attire… a dazzling sight that her fans, for example, would probably weep with joy for the honor of witnessing. Or rather, having it shoved in my face as if to say, ‘You’re not getting away.’

My first words were, simply, just one thing.

“……………………………………………………It suits you.”

First and foremost, praise the woman. It makes the world go ‘round.

Today, as always, this man, who had been thoroughly educated by the wisdom bestowed upon him by a certain thirty-three-year-old, once-divorced ice cream shop manager, obeyed without resistance.

“Heeheehee! Of course it does!!! —By the way, if you had to choose between cute or beautiful, which would it be? Nonomi-chan desires your honest opinion, Haru-san!!”

“Seriously…?”

In the end, she demanded more, and I died. The women of today are creatures who will mercilessly swing and drag around a pitiful man—

Anyway, it was 10:00 AM when this hellishly fun little scene was forced upon me. As for where we had come so early in the morning, it was to ‘a certain place’ we had discovered yesterday.

A little under thirty minutes from our base, riding on Sapphire’s back at full speed. We flew out of our [Zodiac Forest], soared over the vast plains below, and headed straight north.

There, sitting on the land like the famed ‘navel of the Earth,’ was a single, colossal rock formation. And atop it, surrounded by a modest amount of natural greenery, was a very, very large puddle.

It wasn't an *ocean*. Surrounded by land, it was a massive *lake*.

The atmosphere was so good you could praise it without reservation. The trees and plants that moderately encircled the area, without being too dense, created a pleasant sense of coolness. And since there were no tall trees, the view from atop the rock formation… in other words, from a high altitude, could be modestly described in one word: breathtaking.

As for the lake itself, the outer edge was a perfect stretch of shallows, with no sudden drop-offs. It was as if it were designed to say, ‘Please, come and play.’

Its water, clear and without a trace of murkiness, was pure and beautiful. When Nia and I used our magic artisan eyes to appraise it as an item, we were shocked to find its quality was ridiculously pristine.

By real-world standards, it was easily potable.

And above all, as a special feature to delight the eyes—whoops.

“Well now? Well, well, well? What’s this, staring so intently? Could it be that you’ve fiiiinally noticed Nonomi-chan’s charms? Is that it? I knew it! It’s okay, Haru-san, you’re special. Go on, burn every last detail into your memory—”

Something’s being noisy.

I had automatically drifted into a void-like escape from reality, but it seems the orange one, who was in high spirits having come to a location perfect for a vacation, had no intention of letting me get away.

So, what was it again… cute or beautiful?

“Ah… I’m not a huge fan of sour things. I don’t hate them, but I rarely eat citrus fruits like mandarin oranges or regular oranges myself.”

“Huh? W-Wait, what, huh???”

“But, you know. When I have something like orange-flavored candy, there’s that unique, refreshing flavor that makes me think, ‘Hey, this is pretty good,’ and I find a new appreciation for it.”

“Hold on a second. I feel like I’ve heard this before—”

“It’s like that. The end.”

“It’s over?!? Hold on a minute, what was that! Again! Forget cute or beautiful, you didn’t even make it clear if that was positive or negative!!”

She must be used to being called cute and beautiful a million times over, so why she would want my honest opinion is beyond me… or so I’ll pretend, as I masterfully evade giving a direct answer.

It’s not like I was being considerate and trying to avoid saying such things to the other women. I just thought it would be a pain in the neck with Nono-san.

People call this the result of one’s ‘daily conduct.’

…I mean, yeah, to be blunt, I think she’s cute and beautiful. She’s a former idol, after all. It’s only natural that her looks would shine even when they’re nearly identical to her real-world appearance.

And if her swimsuit was crafted by one of the virtual world's most renowned artisans, 【Saishiki Kenbi】, then both the actor and the costume are top-tier. Of course they are.

What is this, a long-sleeved kimono-style swimsuit? I’ve never seen one like it, but it’s a brilliant design that captures the modest elegance of a yukata, the refreshing coolness of a swimsuit, and the different kinds of flamboyance from both.

It was undoubtedly something she, an artist whose theme is ‘Japanese style,’ crafted herself. In that regard, the quality is nothing short of amazing—now then.

“Hey, you not changing?”

Even after escaping reality by letting my thoughts wander, then escaping *that* reality by teasing Nono-san, a futile chain of avoidance, the merciless truth wouldn’t wait to appear before me.

The voice that poked my back belonged to the little cat, same as always.

Nono-san, who had circled around to stand right in front of me as I sat cross-legged on the ground facing the lake to show off her triumphant pose, was just being a goofball. Normally, she should have called out from behind like this.

Yes, just like this—

“……………………………………………………………………………Wow…”

And as part of the package, the fool who had steeled his resolve and turned around had that resolve instantly shattered, feeling his heart clench for multiple reasons at the sight that spread before his eyes.

The only word that came to mind in that second was, simply, ‘dazzling.’

Unfortunately, I lack any knowledge of the probably infinite varieties and names of swimsuits that exist. At best, I know common-sense level names like ‘bikini’ and ‘one-piece.’

So, it’s like, all I can think is that everyone is wearing a different style, which means nothing other than that two top-level clothing magic artisans prepared items that would perfectly suit each of them… and so, that’s, you know. What is it?

“Hmph… ……………………”

“Your thoughts?”

Our eyes met in a flash. There was Nia-chan, who immediately looked away and hid behind Nono-san’s shadow. And then there was Ri-na, who, with her usual invincibility, closed the distance without hesitation, peered into my face from up close, and mercilessly demanded my opinion.

And then, standing there with a confident air different from the playful Nono-san… was the little cat, revealing her white hair and skin that was just as fair.

“…………………………………………C…”

Really, it should go without saying at this point.

Do I really have to say it out loud? Is it not okay if I don’t? Is that how it is? And so, the fool who foolishly challenged them to a staring contest only ended up getting his eyes burned and taking more damage.

“You all look quite lovely, my ladies.”

“What are you talking about?”

My embarrassment hit its limit, causing my words and tone to bug out simultaneously, which earned me a look from Natsume-senpai as if she were looking at a suspicious person. Just kill me already.

“By the way, what Natsume-chan is wearing is a tie-side bikini, a bold style that, as they say, only the *strong* can wear. Presented by Nia-chan! And what Ri-na-chan is wearing is a frilly one-piece… or so it seems, but if you flip up the frilly part, you can see her cute tummy! It's a top and skirt set. This is also presented by Nia-chan!”

“Flip it up?”

“Like hell I’d flip it up. I’d be arrested.”

And so began the hell of a torrential swimsuit commentary by 【Saishiki Kenbi】. The little sister who shot me a bewitching smile while pinching the frill should be the one who gets arrested.

“And now for Haru-san’s main event!!!!”

“W-Wha—!?!?!”

And then, presented with great fanfare, was the indigo girl.

Or rather, the bright-red girl, in a state that may or may not be temporary… but then again, I’m probably in no position to talk, given my own sorry state right now. I guess we’re even.

Just kill me.

“Here we have Nia-chan, swimsuit version!!! A cross-top with a bikini bottom! And as a bonus, wearing it is actually more ero—*cough, cough*!!! It’s said to make her even more charming, you know? It’s a pareo, presented by Nonomi-chan! Yeeeah!!!!!”

Just kill me.

Nia, who had smoke practically billowing from her head, probably felt the same way, judging by her expression.

Here, by this tranquil lake, cut off from the outside world, the scene before me now was, in many ways, a dazzling spectacle—the very picture of a vacation…

And yet, the current time was the middle of October.

It was *autumn*, not *summer*, but it seems the virtual world truly is a world of dreams.

<hr>

Feel free to imagine the colors as their personal colors.

Little Sister <<< Little Cat < Indigo Girl < Citrus Fruit.

If it becomes a quintet of beauties, that one will be in the center.



    Chapter 890

    A Wonderful Feeling of Freedom

    In the world of Arcadia, factors like ‘weather’ and ‘temperature’ generally don’t have parameters that change with the seasons.

Therefore, with the exception of regions where ‘weather changes’ are a field gimmick, the climate in any given area is typically constant.

Our [Zodiac Forest] is a typical and orthodox example of a temperate zone.

Likely reflecting its forest environment, the temperature is set to be slightly cool. As for the weather, I’ve never once seen it rain or get cloudy; it’s always been clear and pleasant.

In comparison, this place, the tentatively named ‘Lake,’ has a similarly mild climate, perhaps just a tad warmer. Still, it’s not hot by any means and falls within a comfortable range.

Given that it was sunny when we found it yesterday evening and is sunny now, the weather seems to be much the same. This being a fantasy world, there's a non-zero chance a sudden hurricane could appear at some point, but we'll cross that bridge when we come to it.

Anyway, from a practical standpoint, the temperature is a little low for swimming in a lake.

In an atmosphere that feels like spring or, at best, early summer, jumping into a cold lake would, under normal circumstances, be the foolish act of someone just asking to catch a cold.

If this were the *real world*, that is.

“Wheeeeeee—y!!!”

*Patter, patter, splash, splash, KER-SPLOOSH.*

There was no hesitation in that sequence of events. It goes without saying who it was that livened up the lake’s surface with a level of excitement that would put an elementary schooler to shame.

As I watched the orange one’s back, only one thought crossed my mind… a completely trivial one about how she just jumped into the water with that long-sleeved thing on.

Well, while such a rash act would likely cause physical harm in the real world, our player avatars in the virtual world are not normal, so it’s not a problem.

Even without investing many points into the VIT stat, simply reaching the level cap of 100 means our basic specs are far beyond those of an ordinary person. Unless we’re in a scorching volcanic region or a frigid snow-capped mountain range, minor temperature changes won’t affect us.

In fact, our tough bodies are drawn to a much wider threshold of what feels like pleasant ‘warmth’ or ‘coolness’ compared to reality, so even the cold lake water is nothing to worry about.

To us, it probably feels no different from a temperature-controlled pool in the real world. So, as far as the conditions for water activities go, there are no problems at all, but…

“…She’s got guts. Not a shred of hesitation.”

“Ahaha… Well, yeah. I bet the sense of security from having three rankers here is a big part of it.”

“I’m not combat-capable, though.”

My own face was slightly dumbfounded. For the other three, who watched a magic artisan—powerless, weak, and frail compared to a warrior-type player—fearlessly leap into the lake, their reactions were only natural.

Environmentally, it's fine, but in another sense, there's a bit of an issue. Because this is an active field. There’s something far more important to be wary of than the water temperature—

“Whoa, something jumped…”

“Because prey entered the water?”

Well, of course there is.

And there I was, one person who reflexively got spooked for personal reasons.

And then there was one nuisance of a little sister trying to cling to me with a terrifyingly low defense rating, also known as a swimsuit, which I really wish she wouldn’t.

While I fended off her advance with a slightly gentler version of the head-grab I usually reserve for a certain redhead, we—a total of two people—nonchalantly watched the splash in the distant lake.

As for the remaining two, they were on duty.

“Well, no need to worry. I’ve cast a perfect ‘net,’ so not even a tiny fish will get through. And I don’t sense any big ones around right now that could break it.”

Effortlessly manipulating her ‘threads’ even in a swimsuit was the renowned [Thread-Weaver] of the South.

“Hmmmmmm… —Yeah, looks okay. The little ones and the medium ones aren’t showing any signs of approaching. They seem completely scared off or wary.”

And then, wearing not only a pareo but an additional hoodie, shrinking back in complete contrast to the others while her ‘eyes’ gleamed, was the equally renowned [Milmarinus, the Sapphire Fairy] of the West.

Nia isn’t technically a ‘sensory type,’ but it’s a known fact that when she unleashes her Anima and gets serious, she displays monstrous performance in detection.

On top of that, with a ‘net’ in two senses of the word from the [Thread-Weaver] herself, Natsume-senpai—whose primary type is sensory, not combat—our safety was more than assured.

And to top it all off… with a ‘master’ of a completely opposite size whose very presence on the shore was enough to intimidate the aquatic [Stardust Beasts] lurking in the lake, its eye—or rather, its star—gleaming.

“Alright, off you go, ladies. Don’t mind this guy. I’ll be playing with Sapphie and the others, so seriously, don’t pay me any mind at all and go have your girls’ time. Be my guest.”

Just as Natsume-senpai said, there was nothing to worry about. Even if a problem arose, Natsume-senpai herself would, quite literally, ‘handle it’ on the spot.

Even if she was wearing the one outfit that, in terms of fabric area, was honestly the most difficult to know where to look, she was still the glorious seventh-ranked member of the Southern Faction.

“You should come too. I’ll welcome you on the *other side*.”

“ N O  T H A N K S .”

See? She’s a natural at teasing her juniors with a mischievous smile.

When I made a shooing gesture, she must have been at least a little swept up in the situation herself, just as I’d expected.

Normally, after such a cheeky move, it wouldn’t be surprising if her threads came flying at me with a threat to ‘strangle’ me, but the little cat simply kept her teasing smile and strolled towards the lake.

I wonder if cats are okay with water—whoops.

“Alright, you go on too. No matter how much you stick around, I’m not allowing any skinship in that thing.”

“Mmph…”

As I released my little sister, who was getting seriously annoying, I ruffled her hair roughly as if to say ‘this is all you get.’ Though her tone was dissatisfied, her expression showed she wasn’t entirely displeased.

She must have finally given up, realizing I wouldn't budge this time. Instead of being persistent like she usually was, Ri-na-chan obediently stepped away and headed toward the lake…

“…………”

“Huh?”

She turned back silently, and in that instant, her demeanor changed.

As I let out a dumbfounded reaction to the idol who had transformed her aura in a split second, the girl offered me a bewitching smile and—*flick*—she flipped it up and struck a pose.

“Cute?”

Was she referring to her overall appearance?

Or was she referring to what someone had called her ‘cute tummy’?

Give me a break. I’m gonna cry if you keep this up.

“YES, VERY CUTE.”

“Heehee… you’re cute when you’re blushing, so I’ll forgive you.”

I felt like weeping. And with that, the invincible girl scampered off to join the water fun—

““……………………………………………………””

And then there were two.

My eyes met a pair of indigo orbs that, even with their magical glow subdued, never lost their sparkle.

“…What’s up?”

“…R-Right. Um…”

Well now.

From here on out, is it heaven, or is it hell?



    Chapter 891

    Perceived Temperature

    In this day and age, it’s probably not all that rare to find someone who’s never been to the ocean, or even to an amusement facility like a pool.

I myself have seen the ocean a few times, but I have no memories of ever touching the water to go swimming. The trauma from the accident when I was five is part of it, but even without that, my personality is such that I probably never would have gone anyway.

Even during our trip in June, I went fishing but didn't touch the water at all.

So, yes. If there had been someone else with little to no experience playing at the beach or a pool, I probably would have just thought, ‘Hey, a kindred spirit,’ and not been too surprised—

“Wait, are you serious?”

“…Y-Yes, I’m serious.”

I suppose that kind of behavior requires a ‘talent’ that introverts lack, but as the three of them enjoyed themselves in the lake, each at their own level of excitement, two of us remained on the shore, watching.

On a makeshift blanket I’d fashioned from some nearby plants. I, for one, couldn’t bring myself to join in the water fun surrounded by girls, but next to me, the indigo girl was also sitting with her knees hugged to her chest.

Since she was good friends with all three of them, I had assumed she would naturally join in, but thirty seconds ago, I had asked Nia, who remained on the shore looking troubled, ‘Why?’

And her answer, well, it was honestly surprising.

“S-So that’s why… I’m a little, unexpectedly, seriously, um…”

Because this girl, far from it being her first time playing in the water—

“I’m… …………………………embarrassed…”

“R-Right… that’s tough…”

Apparently, this was her *first time ever* wearing a swimsuit.

In many ways, it wasn’t just me, but being seen by other girls was also apparently quite, very, extremely embarrassing for her. There’s a difference between men and women, but even with the same gender, showing skin you normally wouldn’t can be met with resistance depending on the person. I can kind of understand the feeling.

Especially if it’s your first time ever in a swimsuit. She had been acting a little strange ever since the topic of the lake, swimsuits, and a vacation came up, and it seems this was the reason.

That explains it. And next came questions and curiosity.

“Um… what about, like, school classes?”

It’s a bit late to be realizing this, but I know almost nothing about the real Nia. All I know is the rough outline of her circumstances that I learned through a series of events: the only daughter of a pair of artists, a young lady from a frigid country who came to Japan for various reasons.

As for her past, I’m completely in the dark.

Because of that, I have almost no basis for judging whether a topic is okay to ask about or should be avoided. So, I watched her carefully as I cautiously phrased my question…

“I can’t really say I… ‘attended school normally’…”

“Huh…?”

It seemed difficult for her to say—but, having spent so much time with her, I could pick up on the subtle nuances in her voice.

This is probably an okay topic.

““………………””

Her indigo eyes glanced my way, and our gazes met.

In other words, what our eyes reflected was each other’s form. Which meant that what was spreading across my vision was the swimsuit-clad figure of the “special girl” who had been occupying my thoughts almost daily.

I was in no position to tease Nia, who was still blushing from embarrassment.

“…That’s rare. You asking about me.”

“Well, I mean, it seems like a natural part of the conversation…”

I looked away.

And yet, even though we both turned to face forward again… why was it that what our eyes were still focused on was not our friends playing in the lake, but each other?

“I’d be happy if you just straightforwardly said you were ‘curious’ or ‘wanted to know.’”

“……………Well, I am… normally, interested.”

Why is it that, even as we exchange sidelong glances, we can’t look away?

Is she laughing at how lame I am, my words getting all roundabout because I’m embarrassed? Or is she, as she said herself, genuinely happy and pleased?

As she let out a slightly relaxed, “Hehe,” and a still-shy smile… I guess it’s just inevitable that I can’t tear my eyes away from her.

“When I was little, I learned from my mom… not that she was teaching me, but I just naturally started painting, you know? Ah, not like a kid’s doodles.”

“Yeah, I get it.”

And so she began to tell me about herself.

They were clearly being considerate of us, as there was no sign of the other three bothering us for now. It seemed we’d have some time to ourselves, so having a ‘chat’ about something to distract from our mutual embarrassment was probably a good idea.

Besides, my saying I was interested was, at this point, no longer a lie.

“So, um, the finer details would take a while, so I’ll skip them, but I had to take a little more care of my body than most kids, you see? Or rather, I was asked to… you know. I was treated very carefully by everyone around me.”

“Yeah, I get that.”

I don’t know about the events of her past, but I know a little about her circumstances. The daughter of famous artists, and talented herself… though I’m ashamed to admit I don’t know the extent of that ‘talent.’ Still, with just that information, it’s easy enough to infer the rest.

She was cherished.

“So, because of that, yeah. I’ve never once been in what you call a PE class here in Japan.”

“I see. So, you don’t exercise at all…?”

“No, that would be unhealthy, so I did the bare minimum. It was more like stretching than exercise, though. A daily routine with my mom.”

That must have been a heartwarming sight. The image of a little Nia is adorable enough on its own—anyway, it seems her relationship with her parents was, and still is, good, which is great to hear.

“So, that’s how it is…”

And with that, the conversation came full circle.

“Swimsuits… I’ve taken commissions for them and studied them, so ‘making’ them isn’t a problem, but… I never thought I’d end up wearing one myself… So, well, um.”

It was her first time. She wasn’t used to it. And it was all so sudden that she needed to build up her courage.

With that convincing reason, Nia, her expression of embarrassment making me nod in understanding, unconsciously hugged the front of her hoodie as if to protect herself.

Whether she knows that such gestures are what’s truly dangerous, what’s driving my mind completely wild… she sits curled up, shrinking into herself as she glances at the person beside her.

And that person happens to be none other than me.

“……………I wanted you to see, so, I did my best, but…”

Then the one to take the fatal blow would, for better or worse, be me alone.

“………………………………………………You’ve gotta be…”

I’ve said it before, and I’ll say it again and again.

This girl, she really, plays dirty.

“…, …………—Haaaah… haaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaah…!”

“Huh? Wh-What, what is it, what’s happening…!”

A big, deep breath.

Why? What am I about to do? That’s obvious. Because she did, didn’t she? If she’s going to honestly confess that she ‘did her best’—

“—”

“Eh, ah…”

Then I, a guy, have to put my all into it and do my best too, or it would be insincere.

So, I look.

Straight at her, without looking away, forcefully ignoring the heat rising to my face that I can no longer pretend not to notice, I turned my eyes to the girl who was bravely staying by my side.

Seriously, with all my soul, as if my life depended on it.

“N-No, wait… st…”

And in an instant, a mirror image. As Nia met my intense gaze with her own, she let out a faint voice, her face turning bright red as she shrank even further into herself.

—But too bad for you. I already completed the ‘memorization’ during our first contact. Even if you fortify your defenses with a hoodie, the necessary materials for my evaluation are already gathered.

Don’t hold it against me. You did your best for this, didn’t you?

“…………………—Alright. Nia.”

“Y-Y-Yes…”

“I’m only going to say this once. No repeats, so listen carefully.”

“Yes…!”

Come on, do it. Let’s go, do it. Embarrassment is just an obstacle to being sincere.

And so, here I go—

“……………………………………You’re, the most, um… —cute.”

“………………—”

I died. Nia froze. A perfectly foreseen future, come to pass.

I don’t care what happens next; someone please collect my bones. Having fulfilled my duty, my heart a complete and utter wreck, I looked up at the sky, resolving not to move a single inch for the next several hours.

And as for the heat that touched the fingertips of the hand I’d thrown out onto the blanket, a product of my pathetic and ultimately uncool state…

I decided to pretend I didn’t notice.

<hr>

This is basically summer, isn't it?



    Chapter 892

    The Sparkling Lake

    Thirty minutes… had passed.

"Isn't this… bad?"

"It's bad, isn't it."

"Bad."

And so, quietly…

The other three, who had been stealing glances at the pair on the shore putting on a show for a world entirely their own, were reaching their limit of pretending to innocently splash around in the water.

Nonomi was half-amused, half-exasperated. Natsume was eighty percent exasperated and twenty percent appalled. Ri-na, for her part, wore her usual listless expression, but her words suggested her inner thoughts were much the same as the others'.

Namely—what in the world is that? Are they the pinnacle of purity?

"They've completely tuned us out. Their sense of time is gone, too."

"What is with them? Their fingers are just barely intertwined, and they haven't moved an inch…"

"They're like middle schoolers."

They had kept their voices down, limiting themselves to occasional glances, but it was questionable whether such consideration was even necessary. The sensory range of this pre-relationship lovey-dovey couple, frozen from being hyper-aware of each other, was likely limited to only one another.

Despite having come to the lake to play… or rather, to investigate while playing in the water, the青春 pair sitting on the sidelines without even touching the water had somehow become the main attraction.

—Well, if that's how it is.

"You know, I feel like even middle schoolers these days are more advanced than that… Ri-na-senpai, isn't that sort of thing grounds for jealousy? And I don't mean from a girl's perspective, but a sister's."

"Not really. I just wish they'd hurry up and start dating already."

"Hmm… That tone is her serious voice. I see—so Ri-chan isn't the type of little sister to go, *'No, I don't want anyone to take my big brother away!'* huh?"

"I support my 'family's' romantic pursuits, you see."

"…You say that so matter-of-factly, but there's a lot wrong with that statement."

"But I do get jealous. Of a very select few."

"Oh? Like who?"

"Ah, yes, yes, Nonomi-chan, I think we get it!"

"If Mi-na started playfully flirting with him just to show off to me, I'd probably snap."

"Eh, scary…"

"Right? Scary, isn't it? For the record, I've seen Ri-chan seriously angry exactly once, and if that were directed at you, Nonomi-chan, you'd cry."

"Scary…"

"You should be careful too, Natsume-chan."

"Hm…? …Huh? W-Wait, no way, I'm one of those 'very select few'…!?"

"It's fine if you approach him because you 'like' him, but if you tease him just for fun, I'll get angry."

"Hey, I have absolutely no intention of teasing him *like that*… Eh, I don't, okay? I'm just… *ahem*… interacting with him as a junior I'm fond of!"

"Yes, the way you are now is fine. Big Brother seems to be having fun too, so please be good friends with him."

"Seriously…"

"This Ri-chan is amazing. She's completely mastered the little sister persona. So super cute."

"…………………………He's a real magnet for trouble with women, that guy."

"And it seems he's also the target of some rather heavy emotions from his close male friends… *Fufufu*… He truly is a fascinating man, never a dull moment to watch!"

And so, they chattered on as they pleased.

As expected, the sub-middle-schooler couple didn't even turn their attention toward us. They had an air about them that suggested they could stay like that for hours if left alone—at which point.

"…Okay, isn't this long enough?"

"I'm getting tired of pretending to play."

"Right? I suppose we should have them come back to us now."

Their reading of the room (service time) was officially over.

Deciding it was about time to move on to the 'side-task'—the main event—the considerate trio, who had been feigning high spirits while frolicking in the water, turned and headed for the shore in unison.

◇◆◇◆◇

"—…………………………I see. …How… interesting."

"Yeah, it is. Right. There's probably some other hidden story behind this and that again."

Somehow, I'd realized that over thirty minutes had passed.

Thus, it had been five minutes since someone called out to Nia and me as we remained perpetually frozen together. After being yanked back to reality with a colossal dose of shame, we began to tackle the main reason for our visit to the 'lake' with dead-serious expressions, but…

"It's too late to put on an act now, you two."

"Your faces are still red, you know? Are you both okay~???"

…as you can see, it was too little, too late. No matter how much we tried to compose ourselves, the two idiots who had been so openly observed without even noticing had neither the right nor the power to deflect the teasing.

""…………………………""

"They've gone silent."

Nia and I stood together, accepting our punishment as we were scorched by the flames of embarrassment.

Meanwhile, the little sister who had just mumbled something with a hint of amusement was in a perfectly good mood. Seemingly unconcerned with the pathetic state of her useless older brother, who could no longer call *her* a useless little sister, she took advantage of my weakened position and clung to my back.

I don't know about her body heat or the sensation. I shut off my avatar's sense of touch with pure willpower.

—Anyway, let me forcibly set that aside for now.

"…So in the end, we won't know unless we dive in, huh?"

"Seems so. We can't draw any major conclusions just by looking at 'this.'"

The water-playing group, dripping wet and frankly hard on the eyes, had returned, and we were back to a circle of five on the shore.

Among us, Nia, Nono-san, and I—the final rookie being just an extra—all three magitechnicians were focusing our appraisal eyes on the 'pebbles' we each held.

Not just the ones in our palms, but a colorful, multi-sized pile was heaped on the blanket. These were all things that had been resting at the bottom of the lake.

—More precisely, they were the crystal pebbles that formed the lakebed itself.

A giant slab of rock. A pleasantly cool veil of green. A breathtaking panoramic view from up high… and chief among these fine location elements was the very thing that had been delighting our eyes without a moment's rest since our arrival.

The water was clear enough to drink straight from the source. The surface of the terrifyingly transparent lake was not, however, colorless; it was a collaboration between the sunlight it received and the things lying at its bottom.

It was on the perfect line of not feeling toxic. Like a watercolor painting drawn with faint hues, the sparkling lake continued to emit a soft glow from the shimmering light of various colors—

Well, I was almost certain there'd be 'something' here.

If not, we could just enjoy a vacation and stretch our legs, which is why we made the trip at the strong request of Nono-san, whose excitement had shot through the roof the moment I reported it yesterday.

And our guess was a hit.

"Nacchan-senpai?"

"Right, about thirty meters. It's a clean vertical shaft, and it opens up wide right below."

Just as the little kitten-sama who had done some preliminary scouting with her 'thread' said. It seemed there was something 'beyond' the entrance that gaped open at the lake's center.

Incidentally, Nia's clairvoyance couldn't see through it.

The crystal stones, which were apparently embedded not just in the lakebed but throughout the surrounding ground, possessed a slight amount of mana, obstructing her Anima's vision.

Therefore, I could only imagine what sort of sensation she was getting, with the information from the [Thread-Weaver] who read it via her threads being my only material for speculation. As for the crystal stones themselves, the three of us could only surmise that they were 'slightly unusual stones'… so, well, in other words.

There was only one 'path' forward.

"I… see…………………………………… Hey, Nacchan-senpai-sama."

"What is it? I'll kick you if you call me that weird name again."

I had already confessed to my phobia of large bodies of water when we decided to visit the lake. That's why my not joining in the water play was mostly overlooked with only a little teasing, but that was that.

She probably thinks something like, *'He'll get serious when the situation calls for it,'* and that assumption isn't wrong. However…

"This lake… can't you just zap it with dark magic?"

"Eh, you want me to kick you?"

As a result of a mental tug-of-war between my genuine fear of water and the situation, the current mission priority of 'let's just check it out' was utterly and completely insufficient.

I'd appreciate it if you didn't underestimate the trauma of a man who gets scared by a big fish (?) jumping.

As long as I don't have to touch it. I can tolerate getting near the water's edge—but if you ask me if I can jump in or step into it, the answer is no.

Regarding the recent business with the Great Water Spirit Rapharn, I was able to tolerate jumping into the river, being swallowed by water, and fighting a deathmatch with a horrifyingly huge whale for the single reason that a massive reward was promised. Conversely, if it's not something of that scale, it's mentally tough for me.

To put it plainly, it's like *this*.

"Look."

"Huh?"

"Look. At my legs."

"Wha…? What… is…"

Well, how about that—can you see that they're *trembling*?

"Oh dear… I might have underestimated it. It seems this is a serious weakness."

Nono-san's words likely represented the consensus of everyone here besides me. Although I had told them I was afraid of water, I had omitted the real-world details about the incident from my childhood.

I wasn't joking; if possible, I wanted to live a life completely detached from the world of water. I'm sure my stance has been properly conveyed by now.

"A-Are you okay…?"

"You don't have to force yourself."

The worried voice of Nia, who seemed to have grasped the situation, and Ri-na's gentle words soothed my heart. Even the little kitten-sama who'd been talking about kicking me had a look on her face as if the wind had been taken out of her sails.

It's utterly pathetic, but I can't help this emotional scar. It's a big deal for a guy to confess his weakness in the middle of a group of girls, so the seriousness of it must have gotten through.

"…Well, yeah. We were only planning on scoping things out if we found anything, so it doesn't really matter if we go now or not. Let's leave it to someone else next time."

"My apologies…"

"You told us you were scared of water from the start, didn't you? No need to apologize. Being underwater is a pain for me in various ways too, so there's zero reason to push yourself."

"Just finding out that something is here is an achievement in itself! To be honest, Haru-san, you've already done the work of a hundred, no, a million people just by being our transportation! Good boy, good boy!"

"There's also a little sister here who hasn't been helpful at all and would be utterly useless even if we did start the conquest. You can hold your head high, Big Brother. There, there."

And just like that, I was suddenly being showered with affection.

It was a situation that was unavoidably pleasing as a man, yet also unavoidably pathetic. And when I finally raised my head after all that coddling, what I saw was,

"…………"

"Eh, what? I'm sorry…"

…the pouting cheeks of a certain indigo-haired girl, watching a guy being surrounded by kind young women.



    Chapter 893

    Away from the Tumult

    Well then.

Now that the main business was settled, it would be a shame to head back so soon after coming all this way—though thanks to the speed of my 'wings,' it felt like a short trip. Besides, everyone probably hadn't had their fill of 'vacationing' yet.

In that case, with our work done, there was only one thing for us to do. And that was to continue.

"Alright, here I go—heave-ho!"

"—Hah!!"

A splash of water, a fish's silhouette dancing in the air.

And amidst the droplets, a flash of 'thread' and a 'fist' that shot through stardust.

After all our training, after fighting side-by-side on the battlefield, I'd say—and I don't think it's just pride—that *our* combination has become quite formidable.

And so, matching our breathing was a piece of cake… or rather, a literal pre-lunch snack.

I may have shooed them away from the swimming area, but this lake was actually teeming with small- to medium-sized aquatic [Stardust Beasts]. It was unclear whether they spawned in the lake itself or came up from 'below,' but it meant that 'prey' was ripe for the picking.

When a master of threads whose original nature is perception-based joins the fray, it's only natural that the scene of hunting—or rather, fishing—becomes wonderfully merciless.

This was far beyond simply fishing with a single line.

Once a school of fish was caught, they were all hauled out of the water instantly. On top of that…

"Whoa…"

"They're going to drive the lake's ecosystem to extinction in about five minutes…"

The moment a fish's body was dragged from the water, my remote punch from [Volcanate] would unerringly strike and kill it. Between my actions and hers, the two artisans behind us were looking on, completely taken aback.

I understand the feelings behind their shocked gazes and comments. But of course, aside from respawns, I have no intention of hunting them all to the last.

"How many more should we get?"

"Two hundred should be enough, don't you think?"

As souvenirs for the guys (our group members) who we unfortunately had to refrain from inviting, as it was unanimously and immediately decided to be 'No Boys Allowed (with exceptions)' for various dangerous reasons.

And with that, we just needed to secure enough for our own lunch.

And so.

"Okay. Let's wrap this up."

"I think that's a quadruple entendre. Since you're the [Thread-Weaver], get it?"

"Stop making dumb jokes and move your hands… Hup!"

The 'thread' reeled them in, the 'fist' finished them off, and the 'thread' once again secured the [Stardust Relic] that burst from the shattered stardust, and so the infinite loop continued.

It was a criminal-level spectacle far worse than blast fishing, but please, forgive us—

Thus, two minutes later.

"—A big haul."

"Natsume-chan, if this were the real world, you'd be instantly blacklisted by the fishing union."

"Why?"

"What about me?"

"You'd probably be arrested by the national defense force or something."

"Why?!"

Is it because I have personal control over the airspace? Well, jokes aside.

Just as Ri-na said, our fishing expedition was a bountiful success. The pile of [Stardust Relics] numbered just over the planned two hundred, and we had secured more than enough for both lunch and souvenirs.

As an immediate share of the spoils, perched atop the pile of stones, was Veshna the little mouse, for whom even a small relic was the size of her body. The sight of her contentedly nibbling away at what was presumably a fish-flavored treat was heartwarming.

"…It looks like leveling this one up is going to take forever. In terms of mealtime, I mean."

"You'd think so, right? But if you give her a lot at once, she'll nibble on a few and then *GWOOMPH!!!* she inhales the rest in an instant. Cute, isn't she?"

"No, that's terrifying. What kind of creature is she, anyway?"

But let's once again set aside the banter between the kitten and the indigo girl.

While we were busy fishing, the two artisans who had been watching in shock weren't just observing. Using the natural materials lying around, they quickly built us a magnificent 'kamado' stove that looked completely out of place for an impromptu outdoor setup.

It looked so good it could have been a professionally made product; in the real world, it would probably be treated as a stylish, high-end item. It almost ruined the rustic atmosphere, but luckily, no one here cared.

By the way, Ri-na-chan, who looked like she hadn't done anything but wore a 'I did my job' expression, had set the grilling rack she'd borrowed from Tesshin-san on top. Good girl.

"Alright, let's get started."

"I'll leave it to you, but are you sure you'll be okay?"

"I may not have the skill, but I do have the *technique*. Rest assured."

And so, I casually brushed off the skeptical-looking kitten.

We had the catch… though that's irrelevant in a game. We had fish, we had a stove, and we were under the open sky. In that case, what we had to do was obvious.

"Ah, the fire. What should we do?"

"That's no problem either."

With a `Recall`—I tossed not a branch or firewood into the stove's mouth, but a single dagger. Its name was [One-Off-Desire (Headless Infernal Fang Sword)]…

"Burn."

…a wonderfully useful and convenient weapon with a simple one-command ignition function.

Its intended use in combat is to embed the blade in an enemy by throwing it or some other means, then follow up with a remote fire blast. It can be ignited without being held through simple words or mental commands, and the heat can be adjusted literally as I please, making it extremely user-friendly.

Its only drawback is a slight lack of firepower when it comes to serious battles with what I consider 'strong enemies,' but for a standard weapon, it's undeniably excellent.

If I continue to enhance it carefully, it will likely follow the path to becoming a powerful weapon—

"………………That thing you have, you…"

"Yeah?"

"Well, if you're fine with it, then I guess it's fine, but…"

"Yeah."

My senpai was making a strange face, but I knew what she wanted to say.

My Anima, [Alv Stella, True White Star Sword], is somewhat famous by now, and along with it, the self-inflicted episode of me being hated by my weapons has also made the rounds.

So, she was probably thinking something along the lines of, *'Are you using your weapons in a way that'll get you hated again…'*.

Don't worry. In a way, this meal is also an act of 'receiving life,' so by rounding it up, it's synonymous with combat. In that case, contributing to the cooking is a respectable battle achievement, so my Desire sword will surely consent to unleashing its firepower. Probably. Maybe. Hopefully.

You'll consent, right? Please forgive me.

"You did say you could cook, Haru-san. Let's see what you've got."

"Hm? Oh yeah, I mentioned that during the Triangle Duo."

"Is a barbecue really considered cooking?"

"It is. Just grilling is, in a way, the most difficult part."

"Come to think of it, Ri-na, you can cook too, right? Wait, do you have the skill?"

"I don't. In real life, I only help out with cooking."

"If you're helping out, that's impressive. For a busy idol, that's super impressive. You're amazing."

"…………"

"Wh-what is it? What's wrong, Nia-chan? Why are you looking at me like that?"

"Like what?"

"Hmm… Can I take this as you two flirting by communicating with your eyes?"

"Why don't you get in the stove? If you're that hot, you should be able to cook a fish."

"What is that supposed to mean???"

And so, it was peaceful, so very peaceful.

With the gracious assistance of the divine dagger whose heat I could freely control, and coupled with the fact that real-world cooking techniques play a role in this game, the success of our lunch was guaranteed.

So we'll fill our bellies, play in the lake a little more (except for me)… and so, the rankers' vacation, a girls' party of sorts filled with busy people, would likely proceed without any major ups or downs.

That was perfectly fine. It's good to have days like this every once in a while.

I'm sure it wasn't just me; everyone here felt the same way.

"—Hm?"

"Huh?"

"Whoa!?"

"…?"

"What?"

When each of us simultaneously felt a faint tremor coming from under our feet.

I instinctively looked up, Nia glanced around restlessly, Nono-san got slightly spooked, Ri-na tilted her head, and Nacchan-senpai narrowed her eyes—

"That's far."

"I think… it's far."

"That's super far away."

"Far."

"It's far."

Each of us, with our unfailingly sharp physical abilities (avatar specs), sensed the distance to the 'epicenter,' and the moment we realized it was so far away that even my legs couldn't easily reach it…

"…Well, someone's probably having fun somewhere."

It was only natural that everyone agreed with my casual mumble and brushed it off.

Because again, it's good to have days like this every once in a while.



    Chapter 894

    Opening the Sky to See the Stars

    —The sky was visible.

To be precise, the land that had taken the place of the sky on the other side was visible.

""…………………………""

And there, amidst the rubble.

Four eyes stared blankly up at a sky far more distant than the one seen from the surface, belonging to two figures lying flat on their backs.

One pair of garnet, one pair of gray. Two swordswomen who captivated the world with their different radiances were now displaying expressions of exhaustion and relief the likes of which the world had never seen.

"………………Total clear time… over… two hundred and fifty hours… I think?"

"…………Alicia-chan. That's quite enough of your insults toward me."

"…I haven't said anything yet."

"You said 'yet'… I know, I know. I'm just a hopelessly directionless person…"

Their exchange, born from a familiarity so complete and profound, was so frank with emotion that it might have sounded like they were fighting.

But if anyone were to not just listen, but also see—

"…………Ui."

"Yes…?"

Their shoulders were close enough to touch.

"I forgive… everything now. All in all… it was fun."

"………………Then I, too, shall let the matter of being treated like a grade-schooler wash away."

"…Don't let that one wash away. Accept it all, reflect on it, and don't forget it."

—considering how they lay side-by-side, and the soft smiles that graced the edges of their weary faces… it would look like nothing more than affectionate, charming banter.

And so, who knows how much time had passed since they had finished.

It was noon on the second day of the third event.

After waking up before the 'door' they had reached the previous day—they had been locked in an unprecedented spectacle, a fight so fierce that calling it a 'death struggle' would be an understatement, for over eight long hours, from four o'clock in the morning until now.

"………………Can you stand?"

"…………I'd like a little more time, if you don't mind…"

Neither of them could even remember the last time they had been rendered unable to move.

The 'Strongest' and the 'Supreme' lay side-by-side, savoring the long-forgotten sensation of phantom fatigue that filled their avatars' bodies, a look of satisfaction on their faces.

""……………………………………Hehe."

Their eyes met, and after sharing a soft laugh, they turned their gazes back to the sky.

"Then, for a little while longer… —let's relax and think of a 'name.'"

"I agree. Let's take our time…"

And so, at the bottom of the earth, at the very end of all things.

Within the heart of a great mountain that had lost its 'master' who resided in its deepest chamber and collapsed, becoming a giant abyss along with the labyrinth it held inside.

The two crowned swordswomen remained there for a while longer.

They gazed up at the land that colored the sky, exchanging words in weary tones.



    Chapter 895

    Restart

    [Arcadia]—the world's only VR device, which contains the virtual world of Arcadia.

It's sometimes said that having the same name for both the console and the game is 'confusing,' but in reality, 'Arcadia' is not the official game title.

To be precise, that virtual world has no official game title.

It is a world brought to life by the VR device named [Arcadia]. Since neither the developers, the operators, nor the original inhabitants had given the world a name, the invited players simply began calling it 'Arcadia' after the machine itself…

Well, in that fashion, after nearly four years since its launch, it has become a dream-like piece of content with a reality-defying number of historical facts and trivia.

Since its release, the attention and buzz surrounding it have never ceased.

Wild theories abound—that it was made by people from the future, by subterranean dwellers, or by aliens—and even the fundamental debate over its very existence continues to rage on as a matter of course.

And so, one of the most talked-about features of this mechanical ark, a piece of over-technology if there ever was one, is its time acceleration technology.

The flow of time in Arcadia is 1.5 times faster and denser than in reality. Ten seconds experienced by a player becomes fifteen—a super-technology whose principles are a complete mystery.

Not only are its principles unknown, but its purpose is as well.

To this day, the progress of humanity's understanding of [Arcadia]'s operational theory, which is being studied all over the world, is, to put it terrifyingly, zero.

When the world's greatest minds disassemble it down to a single screw, the only insight they gain is a single question mark. A famous scientist's quip, *'This is a bed. A very comfortable bed. That's the only function I can understand, dammit,'* apparently became a popular joke in the past.

Of course, regarding time acceleration, nothing more than a shrug and a wry smile has ever been offered.

That representative paranormal function, under the umbrella of Yotsuya Development's guarantee of 'absolute safety,' continues to power the virtual world, which moves at a faster pace than reality. It is truly terrifying.

And so, since we are benefiting from this completely incomprehensible grace—

"—…Alright. Exactly one hour, then."

Although this was my third time, it was understandable that my return to reality felt completely surreal. This was fantasy at its peak.

After finishing a three-night, four-day survival… or rather, ultra-comfortable forest vacation.

After bidding a reluctant farewell to the other members, I followed the announcement and logged out, only to be greeted by the ceiling of my room one hour after I had left for the event.

The time acceleration was far beyond 1.5 times. For participants of the World Event [Starry Paradise], the flow of time was a staggering one hundred and twenty-six times faster.

It was utterly lawless. All I could do was laugh.

Indeed. We players can only let out a hearty laugh and, while accepting our complete ignorance, offer immense praise to the future people, or subterranean dwellers, or aliens… or 'Gods' who provide us with this 'impossible world.'

"…………………………Haaaah."

That was fun this time, too. And that's all that matters—and just as I thought that, I had a premonition.

"…Hah. Ahh, yeah, yeah, I knew it, I knew it!"

I temporarily disembarked from the dream ark, whose cover opens and closes automatically. Having already fully adapted to the dramatic difference in physical ability between the virtual world and reality, I walked without hesitation toward my unavoidable destination.

The current time was 10 PM. Well, it's an acceptable time for a visitor, I suppose.

And so, at the entrance. When I opened the door, there stood, of course, the person who had just rung my doorbell…—not one person, but two.

*'Hey there, good work out there~'*

One was the exclusive artisan I had just been with in the event field 'Alvniclo, the Mirrored Sky,' the fluffy, caramel-blonde, green-eyed Miss Liliania Blueberry.

And the other,

"—It's been three days. May I have a hug?"

"Sure. Here, Nia, the princess fervently desires a hug. Grant her wish."

…was the girl with pure white hair and garnet eyes. Dazzling today as ever with a color palette that defied reality, it was none other than the princess of the world herself, Miss Alicia White.

◇◆◇◆◇

"Alright, I know this is pointless, but I'll say it anyway. I believe it is highly inappropriate for you two to show up at a man's apartment so late at night without a care in the world—"

*'Are you done yet? Want more? Come on, come on, don't be shy!*'

"That's enough, that's plenty. …I said that's enough. You're the one who wants more, aren't you, Nia?"

"Annd there's the ignoring me part. They're not even listening."

Why they're flirting in someone else's apartment while completely ignoring the host is, well, my fault for egging them on as a joke, so I don't mind if they do as they please.

I'll even make tea. I was exasperated that they showed up the very second the event ended, as expected, but their visit itself was planned, so I have no complaints.

That's because the event had been smooth sailing, just plain fun from start to finish… well, um—there was the major transgression of me frolicking in the water with swimsuit-clad girls (I didn't frolic), which led to me being forced to duet with a real-life idol at the second day's feast; the 'night raid' that same night skipped several stages, probably because we tried too hard on the first day, and a 'dragon' joined the fray, turning it into a chaotic festival of pandemonium; and on the morning of the third day, my useless little sister, not content with just observing my sleeping face, had the bright idea to try and secretly sleep next to me, only to be caught red-handed by a certain indigo-haired girl who declared 'that's out of bounds'—so there were plenty of those kinds of strange events, but,

Well, for the most part, it was before the third session of the Starry Paradise event, where I had a fun time and stretched my wings.

"You both… well, Nia is Nia, but you seem to have some energy left too, Haru."

"You bet. After all, our group is filled with reliable members. I've completely graduated from the hellish back-to-back scenarios of the first event that left me exhausted."

Or so I said, but on the final day.

Just a little while ago, we had engaged in a full-scale war with the entire group against a tsunami of stars that the word 'horde' couldn't even begin to describe, composed of all the zodiac boss-class enemies—but that's a secret.

Honestly, if we hadn't invited Nacchan-senpai, the [Thread-Weaver], our chances of getting through unscathed were dicey—but I've also grown a lot in the last four months.

"The plan is for eleven o'clock, right? No problem at all. The [Acrobat] checks 'attending.'"

I was, without a word of a lie, full of energy.

Mentally, after a three-night, four-day vacation, I was even more fulfilled than usual, so pulling off a showy display of energy (a muscle pose) to get a laugh was a piece of cake.

"I see. Understood."

In front of me, the princess—with a very clingy beautiful girl at her side, or rather, at zero distance—was completely expressionless. It wasn't that you couldn't read her expression if you weren't used to it; this was a completely blank face.

Nia, busy pestering Alicia, wasn't even looking. What a pitiful man I am.

Well, setting aside my foolishness.

In one hour, we would assemble at the Southern Faction Sotalm's meeting hall. Whether they had recharged their spirits during the event or were carrying fatigue would vary from person to person, but these were 'rankers,' who were responsible and, for the most part, dutiful and serious.

Most likely, almost all forty-plus of them would gather with few absences.

As for why, that's obvious—

"Haru."

"Yeah?"

"A hug instead of tea."

"Please spare me, in more ways than one."

"With Nia is fine."

"With Nia is fine???"

*'I don't mind at all!!!!!*'

"You're just sleepy already, aren't you? You sure you can stay awake?"

…it was for none other than a strategy meeting to resume the conquest of the Key Tree, which we had put on hold for a time.



    Chapter 896

    Crowns Gather at the Throne

    And so, just before 11 PM.

"Drive on."

After seeing Alicia and Nia off to their respective rooms where their own arks awaited, I took an hour's break before once again lying down on my bed and uttering the key phrase to cast my body into the virtual world.

In an instant, my consciousness was drawn in along with my physical senses, without any sense of unease.

It was truly like falling asleep, seamlessly drifting from reality to a dream without being aware of the break in consciousness—no, it was more like being guided there.

"——————…"

I, Haru Kasuga, awaken as Haru the Acrobat, fourth seat of the Eastern Faction, Istia.

Behold, world! Ready, set, go!

"Hup!"

I sprang up, launching myself silently from the bed. I kicked off the void, then the wall, and spun in mid-air—a quadruple axel is for chumps, my avatar was in a super high-speed continuous rotation.

And then, one second later.

"Alright, top form."

As I stuck the landing, I confirmed my condition was perfect.

Although it felt like 'just a moment ago' that I had been going all out in the festival-like chaos of the event's final day, I hadn't seemed to have accumulated any noticeable fatigue.

My spirits were so high I wouldn't mind charging into the Key Tree right now—well, tomorrow is Sunday, so I suppose I could get away with playing around, but first, I have plans.

*Knock, knock.* A knock sounded on the door of my clan home room.

Only fellow clan members are allowed to knock on this door, with the exception of a few specially permitted friends and acquaintances. That narrows the possibilities down to four, making it easy to discern their habits.

This knock, reserved yet unable to conceal a budding impatience, belonged to—

Alright, let's open the door and check my answer.

"…!"

And so, a perfect score. Reflected in my eyes were large, shining amber orbs.

"Good work out there, Sora. Been a few hours."

"…It's been three and a half days. —Good work out there, Haru."

My precious partner was, as always, no matter the time or place.

She was an angel who couldn't help but let her cheeks soften into a smile just by seeing my face. As I reflexively and unconsciously returned the smile…—well, as expected,

"Hehe…"

"Ah, please don't mind us…"

"No, do mind us. Save the flirting for after you've taken care of business."

…it was only natural that I'd get teased by the other clan members who were, of course, lined up behind my partner. I meekly accepted the gazes of gray, black, and hazel eyes, and then,

"Alright, shall we go?"

Just as Tetra said, let's go take care of business.

◇◆◇◆◇

"—Heeey, Haru-san, have you been well?!!!!!"

"It hasn't been long enough to ask if I've been… okay, stop, calm down, that's too much force."

After a peaceful journey under the protection of Tetra, Lord Undying, we entered the Southern Faction's war base, [El Faria, Knight's Royal Castle], and its assembly hall, the 'Southern Throne.'

The moment they saw me enter alongside the other members of Clan [Azure Sky], a certain troublesome fan and eighth seat of the North, Lady [Bell-Mail], came flying at me as a greeting, but I swiftly subdued her with a tangle of shadow threads…

"Oh my… It seems everyone is here."

"We're not late."

Just as my master, Lady Ui the [Sword Saint], said, the vast, conference-room-like space was filled with the diverse and colorful faces of just under forty people. As Tetra had mentioned, we had arrived five minutes before the scheduled time, but it seemed we were the last to get here.

Still, there was no need to worry or be formal at this point.

"Yo, Haru. How many weird events did ya run into this time?"

"I told you, stop talking about me like I'm some kind of weird-event-generating machine."

That was Tiger Lucky, who, like a charging boar—or rather, a tiger—was the first to engage me. And then there was,

"That earthquake everyone who participated felt… that was your doing, wasn't it?"

"Unfortunately, I was on the receiving end of that one, too. I wonder what it was."

…Auerin, who casually threw an arm around my shoulder. And then,

"HEEEEY, big bro!!! How was your vacation with your 'little sister'—"

…the red one, who I dealt with by tying him up in a second cocoon mid-charge…

"Yo."

"Yeah, yeah, see you in a bit."

…and of course, there was the little kitten-sama, [Thread-Weaver], Nacchan-senpai-sama, who was sitting quietly in what was likely her designated seat as the seventh ranker of the Southern Faction, propping her chin on her hand and giving me a lazy wave when I looked her way.

Everyone here was, to a greater or lesser extent, an acquaintance or friend with whom I had a connection.

I was no longer an outsider. It's kind of moving, in a way—whoops.

"Urgh…!"

As I was quietly getting lost in my thoughts, a set of 'muscles' with incomparably more power and less consideration than Auerin's earlier descended upon me.

It was an impact that would have definitely knocked me out if this were my real body. The culprit behind such an act was, of course…

"—If everyone's here, let's get this started."

…the de facto leader of the Eastern Faction, though not the number one, the second seat, Lord [General Commander].

And so, Goldow, completely ignoring me as I tapped the powerful arm wrapped around my neck, continued his excessive doting on his junior and directed his gaze forward.

To the very throne of the 'Southern Throne.'

"Yes, you're right—Helena."

"As you wish."

At the word of the majestically seated [Sword Queen], Alicia's right hand, the [Lady-in-Waiting] who had once seized the title of 'Queen' by her own will, stepped forward.

And so, after a moment of camaraderie.

"Everyone, please be seated. We will now begin the meeting regarding the main conquest of the Key Tree."

With the words of Lady Helena, her eyes shining with the light of intellect,

the grand strategy meeting of all the assembled rankers began.



    Chapter 897

    Gazing Up at the Treetops

    Although Iris herself possesses the ability to easily manage the proceedings of a meeting, when it comes to a 'moderator' for us rankers, she is, as expected, the one for the job.

"First of all, I'd like to congratulate everyone on their hard work during the third World Event. To that end, if anyone has anything to report or share regarding this matter, please do so at the beginning of this meeting."

And so, no one would dare interrupt Helena-san as she commanded the room with a string of dignified, flowing words—

"That tremor. Who was involved?"

—or so I thought.

She was likely planning to have everyone share their reports from the event at the start of the meeting. But before she could finish, someone—either too impatient or simply lacking any sense of restraint... well, considering his personality, it was definitely the latter.

He didn't raise his hand, merely his voice. It was our very own tenth-ranked member of the Eastern Faction.

Lounging in his designated seat with his legs crossed and an elbow propped on the armrest, Yurayura, the [Screen], put on a textbook display of someone who owned the place.

Contrary to his laid-back player name, he exuded a rough, almost menacing aura. I suppose that, along with his whole condescending act, is what his fans adore...

"...The hell're you lookin' at? Not like I'm doin' anythin' weird."

"Why did you direct that at me specifically?"

Some might have smiled fondly, thinking *ah, his usual shtick*, while others would have simply followed the flow of conversation, unbothered. Including me, who was inexplicably singled out for intimidation, no one here was fazed by Yurayura's behavior.

"Eek—!?"

"No need to be scared, Shizuku. That's just his thing."

Actually, there was one person. In the middle of the section where Vestol's artisans were gathered, the [Raindrop Koropokkuru], a little girl in green, was cowering before the [Screen]'s wicked face.

Next to her, the Third Seat, [Scorching Arm], who was trying to calm her down, was of a similar size, which only served to make her look like an even more pathetic little animal. The poor thing—

"Regarding that..."

"I think that was probably our fault."

It was still too early for the meeting to descend into noisy chaos. Having calmly come to that conclusion, two people spoke up to steer the conversation back on track.

It was a pair of the most powerful players, both bearing the title of the sword: the [Sword Saint] and the [Sword Queen].

"To put it simply, we cleared the 'Great Labyrinth' we've been talking about for a while now."

"The two of us defeated the *boss* who was sitting at the very end."

And so began their explanation, led by Iris with the occasional soft-spoken interjection from my master. Thanks almost entirely to the former's skill, the report was delivered concisely and swiftly...

"—And that's everything. ...The unveiling, as I mentioned, will have to wait for a bit."

"Fufu... I hope you're all looking forward to it."

"""""————————...""""""

It was the very first report of the meeting, a mere 'side note,' and yet the two sword-wielders had shared a military achievement so staggering it left the rest of us speechless. They both finished their tale looking faintly satisfied.

In response to that...

"...I see."

I feel like Yurayura, the [Screen], who seemed to have come to some sort of personal understanding, wouldn't be punished for sharing a few more of his thoughts with his comrades.

But that's just him. And it seems I wasn't the only one who, knowing what he's like, had decided to leave him be out of friendship.

"Hah... Now then, does anyone else have any information that needs to be shared?"

That was probably a sigh born from being all too familiar with her 'master's' absurd antics. Without directing any questions toward the one who started it all, Helena-san moved the meeting forward.

There were no objections to ignoring Yurayura, nor did anyone else raise a hand.

"Well then, setting aside the incomprehensible business of our top two..."

"...Helena?"

"I feel like something rather harsh was just said..."

"Without further ado, I would like to move on to the main topic."

Every time I see her operate in a setting like this, I can't help but think: *The [Lady-in-Waiting] is incredible.* Well, I suppose I and everyone else should brace ourselves for the 'main topic.'

"As was shared with you all before the event, we will now commence the full-scale assault on the Key Tree by all ranked members. Are there any questions?"

This time, not a single hand or voice was raised. The queen gave a quiet nod, and...

"Then, for confirmation—am I correct in understanding that all ranked members of the three factions, excluding the Western Faction, have collectively completed the conquest of the fiftieth floor of the Key Tree?"

More than thirty heads nodded in affirmation.

Just as we had coordinated our schedule to finish the fiftieth floor the day before the event, all the rankers from the three combat-capable factions had set a date to align their progress. That was the preparatory stage.

There were no exceptions. Even those who didn't specialize in direct combat—like the Saintess, the [Orb Law], who had been inexplicably directing a heated gaze at me ever since she arrived—all thirty-plus members from the East, North, and South had completed the mission.

The 'plus' in 'thirty-plus' referred to the unranked members of our clan, [Azure Sky]. That included, of course, my partner, whose lack of a title is nothing short of baffling, and the promising new star, Kanata-kun, who was deemed a combat force capable of keeping pace with the rankers during the recent 'Green Connect' raid.

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

Incidentally, both of them were currently sitting silently on either side of me, behaving perfectly.

Looking at them now, you'd just see an adorable girl and a charming young boy. But seats were prepared for them precisely because every single ranker here acknowledged their strength.

—Needless to say, it's not like they're the only two powerful players in Arcadia right now who are on the level of being called 'quasi-rankers.'

Former rankers who once held a title, players like Lotta for instance, were also considered as candidates... But this time, under the premise that the 'destination' had an estimated capacity of six people, the two of them were chosen in consideration of their ability to coordinate with the top fighting forces, among other things.

Well, if it was Lady Helena's decision, I doubt there would be any objections from within or without.

In any case, the exact total was all the rankers... minus Iris and my master, who had already cleared the hundredth floor, which made twenty-eight, plus an additional two, for a total of thirty.

Thirty people who could justifiably be called the strongest fighting force at present.

"Very well. In that case—"

There was only one reason we had all aligned our progress to this point.

"In order to aim for the rapid arrival of all rankers at the hundredth floor of the Key Tree, let us proceed with the team assignments."

Even if we bear special names... no, precisely *because* we bear them, we are players who never stop moving forward.

Our eyes, fixed upon this world, this game, are always searching for the fastest path.

"Hah... What a goddamn pain."

"I'd rather go on an adventure than climb a tree..."

Or so muttered the Eastern traveler and the Northern [Traveler]—well, to each their own. I suppose a little variance in motivation is to be expected.

<hr>

Even so, Lu-chan still did his part and showed up. What a good boy.

By the way, Yurayura cleared up to the 50th floor solo. Scary.



    Chapter 898

    Team-Up

    In any case, the agenda was clear.

The top two have already reached the hundredth floor of the Key Tree. The plan is for the rest of us to get there as quickly as possible and press onward through the 'door' that awaits.

The path might lead to Green Connect, a raid that was cut short. To confirm whether that's true or not, we first need to assemble the required six people.

Furthermore, even if the door does lead to the second act of the Green Connect raid, no one is optimistic enough to imagine we'll clear it on the first try.

We'll challenge it, again and again, searching for the best possible strategy to seize victory. To increase our options for doing so, the first step is to get all the rankers, the game's top players, to the hundredth floor.

Hence, the team-up.

Thirty divided by six makes a perfect five teams. By forming the best possible six-person full parties—well-balanced and powerful—we will execute a rapid ascent up the tree.

It was a simple and logical strategy. By grouping together the rankers, who are each capable of achieving absurd results on their own, our conquest of the Key Tree Maze should be stable.

At least... what was it called? Up to the hundredth floor, the so-called Foundation Tree Road.

And so...

"Pardon my presumption, but I have taken the liberty of preparing a draft of the team assignments... after consulting with Iris and Goldow. If there are any objections or opinions, please share them now."

All of this had been shared with us before the event. So naturally, we had already agreed to the plan of preparing team assignments in advance.

The [Lady-in-Waiting]—who could be called the strategist for not just the Southern Faction but all players—served as the core of the planning, with none other than the [Sword Queen (Iris)] and the [General Commander (Goldow)] also providing their input. I felt nothing but trust. Like the rest of my friends and acquaintances, I watched the proceedings without any sense of apprehension.

Yes, with a sense of relief, trust, and carelessness that assumed nothing could possibly go wrong, I looked at the 'draft' displayed on the window that appeared in the air.

──────────────────────────────

Team A: [General Commander], [Heroine], [Long Legs], [Wolf Pack], [Cloud-Hiding], Kanata

Team B: [Acrobat], [Twin Fists], [Orb Law], [Mirror Law], [Sword Law], Sora

Team C: [Peerless], [Left Wing], [Right Wing], [Knight], [Sound Armor], [Ever-Changing]

Team D: [Thread-Weaver], [Scorching Gaze], [Undying], [Full Auto], [Adamant], [Traveler]

Team E: [Great Tiger], [Screen], [Heavy Tank], [Castle Lord], [Poet], [Dispersion]

──────────────────────────────

"........................Huh...?"

It took me a flat four seconds for my brain to process the information and freeze.

"Regarding the order, it's mostly meaningless, so please don't pay it any mind."

Yeah, well, I don't really care about that.

"The only exception is the person whose name has been placed at the front; they have been selected as the formal party leader, so I would appreciate it if you would bear that in mind."

I have some objections, or rather, things I want to say about that, but that's a minor detail for now.

"We're together..."

I'll also set aside the happy whisper I caught from one side.

"I requested to have you on my team. I've seen plenty of your rampages in the archives, but I wanted to see your growth with my own eyes."

"Ah, y-yes, sir. I'll do my best...!"

And I'll also set aside the energetic voice from my other side, as Kanata showed his motivation to Goldow, who had clapped him on the shoulder... No, I mean, it's not that I have any complaints, but—

"...Somehow, I had a feeling this would happen."

"Oi, you! What's with that dissatisfied look? Not happy to be with the cute and adorable Mi-na-chan? You wanna start a war? What do you think, Ri-na-chan!"

"Hah..."

"Hey, why are you looking unhappy too, Ri-na-chan? You're going to make me cry."

"Eh... Leader... Eh, me...? You've got to be kidding... why..."

"Seems appropriate."

"It does."

"Ufufu... Good luck, our future raid leader candidate."

"You can do it, Nat-chan! I'm cheering for you! Let's climb this thing quick and go on an adventure!"

"Ehhhhh..."

"Why me? Wouldn't Uni be a better fit?"

"Eh? Where'd you get that idea? I think I'm the last person who should be a leader."

"Well, Uni-kun, you do have a tendency to just charge ahead on a whim and do whatever you want."

"It's the perfect role for you, Tora-san. Family bias aside, you're Nortalia's finest 'general.'"

"What's with that? Stop it, you're making me blush. Flattery will only get you a smile from me."

"........................Ngh..."

"...Oi, one of 'em's asleep. Is this party gonna be okay?"

Amidst the lively chatter, the atmosphere was amicable.

Everyone seemed to have no complaints or objections to their respective team assignments, which was great—which meant, naturally, that people's eyes would gather on the one person who stood out...

"—Haru-sama."

"....................................Y-Yes."

It wasn't an intrusive stare, but I was keenly aware of being the center of attention. A sweet fragrance accompanied a presence that drew near, and my name was called.

I turned my head to see the Saintess standing beside me.

With a sweet expression like a maiden in love, a look of yearning like a lady granted a secret rendezvous, her glittering emerald eyes reflected only one person—

"To be able to accompany you is like a dream. I look forward to working with you."

"Ah, uh... um..."

I glanced to either side of her.

To the left and right of the third-ranked member of the Northern Faction, the [Orb Law], stood, of course, the fourth-ranked [Mirror Law] and the fifth-ranked [Sword Law]. Shoh-san and Ren-san were my allies. I clung to that salvation, which had been established during our previous encounter, but the response I received was...

"...My apologies. Ren and I will do our best to manage things, so..."

"Please bear with us and join our party..."

Two faces of merciless resignation.

"Ah...—Guh!?"

And then, the follow-up attack came from behind. It felt like a mountain of muscle had suddenly landed on my shoulder. I was pulled back, and a gruff old man's voice whispered in my ear.

"...You're in a tough spot with the Saintess makin' moves on you, ain't ya?"

"How did you know—was it Iris again...?!"

"Well, I know you've got your own stuff as a man, but she's not a bad kid. Down the line, you might have to rely on her for expeditions and what not. Use this chance to get to know her."

"..."

"You're flustered 'cause a stranger's gettin' friendly with you, right? Then just get friendly enough that you won't be flustered anymore. Luckily, you've got stoppers on both sides of her."

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

And there it is, his trademark logical argument that belies his muscular frame. When he puts it like that, making me think, "Well, if you say so," I guess I don't really have a choice.

Not that raising my hand to object was ever an option for me, anyway.

"You've got Sora, too. Have her protect you if things get rough, pretty boy."

"And there's the unnecessary comment. Get off me, you muscle-head!"

Without me even needing to shake him off, Goldow pulled away, laughing cheerfully. And just like that, with all my escape routes cut off, I was back to square one.

I exchanged a glance with my partner, who seemed just as troubled as I was, then turned back to face the smile that could only be described as earnest—so incredibly, earnestly gentle and soft.

Fine. It may be eighty percent one-sided enthusiasm, but we are inexplicably pen pals. In that sense, we aren't exactly strangers. But that's precisely why I have to swallow my fear and be brave, or I'll probably be intimidated by her forever.

In that case, I'll gladly accept this team assignment, which was probably Goldow's doing.

"N-Nice to meet you..."

I have three reliable allies. What's a bewitching saintess to me?

Gen-san over there is still meditating, but his presence is reassuring in its own way (?), so there's no need to be afraid. This is nothing! Bring it on!!!

"...too."

I didn't even need to look back to know that I was in a weird, desperate state of mind, fueled by confusion. But I figured things would work out one way or another, and with that slightly, just a tiny bit, optimistic thought, I extended my hand—

"—Fufu..."

"........................P-"

The moment she took it, cradling it reverently with both her soft, warm hands as if it belonged to the most beloved person in the world... it was all too easy.

"Please, I beg of you... refrain from... excessive body contact..."

My mind was mercilessly flooded with nothing but anxiety for the near future.

<hr>

Sora-san is troubled next to him, and Nia-chan is troubled in the Western Faction's seats.

Iris is on her throne with a serious, expressionless face.

And as for me, I'm personally not a big fan of the 'evil woman who hits on a guy who's already in a relationship,' but I love the Saintess. Be prepared.



    Chapter 899

    The After-Party

    —And so, for the specifics of our activity plan, please discuss them within your respective groups.

After the team assignments, we sorted out various important matters like the target deadline for reaching the hundredth floor. With that, the 'first party' of more than forty people, all gathered together, was brought to a close by Helena-san's words.

Next up, just as the Lady-in-Waiting said...

"...Um, alright. So, by the decree of our great Lady-in-Waiting and esteemed strategist, Helena-sama, I, the unworthy [Acrobat], will be taking the lead."

Inside El Faria, the royal castle. We moved to an instance area lounge, where a total of six people, including myself, settled down on soft sofas.

Naturally, Sora took the seat next to me, and...

""We look forward to working with you.""

...the other two both had beautiful, long chestnut hair. The one with her hair down was Shoh-san, and the one with it tied up was Ren-san. That was about the only sure way I could tell the two of them, who looked like twins, apart.

"........."

On my other side, opposite Sora, Gen-san was meditating as usual.

"Fufu..."

And across from me, the Saintess was smiling that same soft, gentle, and inexplicably happy smile, her eyes fixed solely on me—seriously, what kind of team is this?

Well, no use dwelling on my confusion. I just have to move on.

"Alright, it's getting late, so let's get through this quickly."

There was probably no need for pointless maneuvering, like trying to gauge their mood by saying things like, *I'm the youngest ranker here, so being the leader is...* etc. While they were all overflowing with vibrant, unique personalities, I no longer had any reason to doubt the character of the rankers.

Every single one of them was an incredibly 'interesting' person, and at their core, they were all ridiculously 'good' people. On that point, I had come to trust them completely.

I glanced around, and it seemed the other five had no objections. Excellent.

"First, the most important thing is coordinating our active times... but on that note, I'm afraid you might have to accommodate Sora and me."

I shot a quick glance at my partner next to me, our eyes meeting—okay, got her approval.

"On weekends, we can dedicate pretty much the full day to the raid, but on weekdays, it'll be in the afternoon... let's see. To be certain, our time will be limited to seven in the evening or later."

That was, needless to say, more than enough information to imply that we were 'students.' But just as Sora had unhesitatingly left the decision to me...

"No problem."

"That's fine, please don't worry about it."

"In that case, on weekdays, it seems best if we try to finish dinner early to secure a solid block of time for our activities. —I'm counting on you, Shoh."

"Yes, yes. You could help out once in a while, you know."

Just like that. Starting with Gen-san's terse reply, everyone present accepted my words calmly, without a hint of concern.

They wouldn't pry into our personal lives, including Sayaka-san, who was maintaining that saintly smile that seemed capable of unconditionally purifying her surroundings. They were so well-mannered it was almost reassuring.

This really is a good environment.

"—...So, let's go with that, then."

"Understood."

""Understood.""

And so, the most crucial discussion was settled smoothly in just a few minutes. We were able to put together a schedule that wasn't unreasonable yet allowed us to secure the maximum amount of time for the raid.

On weekdays, everyone would finish dinner early and gather at 7:00 PM real-world time. We would then raid for up to four hours until 11:00 PM... which translates to six hours in-game.

On weekends, our first session would be from 9:00 AM to 12:00 PM. After a lunch break, we would gather again at 3:00 PM and go hard until 10:00 PM, taking breaks as needed.

We made just one rule: if any trouble came up, like a sudden emergency or not feeling well, no one should hesitate to speak up, as it could happen to any of us. With that, we should be fine.

Our target deadline for reaching the hundredth floor is two weeks. With that much time, we should be able to manage.

"Okay, next up is... um... next is... what is next?"

"Haru?"

I had been pushing forward with one hundred percent momentum, but that didn't mean my brain was actually working. We had managed to set a schedule, but I was embarrassed to admit that the next topic of discussion didn't immediately come to mind.

""Haha.""

How embarrassing. Not only did my partner give me a sidelong glance that said, *'Eh?'*, but the two with mirror-like appearances also laughed at me—and what an elegant laugh it was.

*The three of them together seem like they were raised well...* I shook my head, clearing it of such random thoughts, and forced my brain to work in order to fulfill my duties as the appointed leader.

Right, the leader.

For some reason, I'm the party leader. In that case, the next topic should be...

"...Does anyone have anything they want to say about... this?"

As a junior leader tasked with leading my great seniors, how should I act? Even if it's just a formality, it couldn't hurt to hear their opinions.

With that thought, I pointed to myself and asked—and a hand went up.

To my surprise, two hands shot up at once. And in this room, aside from me, 'a pair' could only mean one thing.

"It's not particularly important, but..."

"...may we make a request?"

Shoh-san and Ren-san.

As they spoke, four royal blue eyes turned toward me.

"Of course. Anything."

When I replied, they nodded.

""Let's drop the formal speech.""

"...It's like watching Mi-na and Ri-na."

In perfect sync, they presented their 'request.'

"It's partly because you're the leader, but more than that, we're just not used to it. There's a gap with the [Acrobat] we're accustomed to seeing, and it makes it a little hard to interact with you... not that it's a huge problem, but..."

"We'd be happier if you acted more casually. We both enjoyed watching you rampage in the archive videos and took a liking to you because of it."

They followed up with a clear reason. Their words were filled with the very 'goodwill' that Ren-san mentioned at the end, and if that was the case...

"Ah... okay, got it. I'll try."

"We appreciate it."

"You can also drop the honorifics when you say our names."

"Alright, same to you. You can just call me Haru."

It seemed like the smart thing to do was to accept with a smile.

—Incidentally.

"...Wait, what about your formal speech?"

"Our formal speech is..."

"...the same kind of thing as your partner's, Haru, so please forgive us."

"Huh? Oh, well..."

And just like that, my minor counterattack was completely shut down. The same as Sora... meaning, it's just how they've always spoken to everyone, even those they're close to. In that case, I guess there's no helping it.

If I really wanted them to speak casually, I'd have to get as close to them as Shoh is to Ren, Ren is to Shoh, or both of them are to Sayaka-san. That sounds like a monumental task—

........................

"........."

Alright.

I can't pretend not to see it any longer.

"Uh... yes. Sayaka-san, go ahead."

"I would also like it if you would drop the honorifics."

"I was born under a star that prevents me from casually addressing women with such a noble air, so if you could please excuse me from both dropping the honorifics and the formal speech, I would be most grateful."

"Oh my, such a thing... —Fufu... I'm not sure whether to be happy that you've complimented me or sad that you've refused. You've put me in quite a predicament."

I turned to the owner of the hand that had quietly gone up during the twins' (?) conversation, and the expected words came floating out, so I launched a preemptive strike.

I wasn't lying. And her reaction wasn't bad, so she probably won't ask me to drop the honorifics or formal speech for a while. With any luck, forever.

—It was at that moment, after I had asked for and received words from the three people I still didn't know very well, that something else happened.

"Oh, Gen-san?"

This, I have to say, was genuinely surprising.

It was extremely rare for the martial artist, who spent every waking moment in a state of meditation—and frankly, sometimes even fell asleep like that—to raise his hand in a setting like this.

So, I couldn't hide my surprise as I turned my eyes and voice to him, prompting him to speak...

"...This isn't just for you, but for everyone."

Gen-san—the ninth-ranked member of the Eastern Faction, [Twin Fists]—spoke gravely... though in reality, his mouth was probably just stiff from not talking much. He moved his lips awkwardly.

Ever since he started helping me with my martial arts training behind the scenes, the Gen-san *I* know well began to speak.

"...As we'll be working together for a while... I have no intention of holding you back in the raid, but my poor communication skills and bluntness might drag down the mood."

He spoke with such earnestness—so earnestly.

"My unworthiness is a well-known fact. But as a formality, I want to apologize beforehand. My apologies."

And so, Gen-san, who bore what he himself called his 'unworthiness,' finished speaking—and all of us who heard him shared a single emotion.

Namely, a sense of endearment.

Thus spoke the [Twin Fists]—a true martial artist who openly declared training as his hobby, and the Eastern Faction's number one *moe* character, who desperately suppressed his extreme social anxiety behind a stoic mask.

"You're fine just the way you are, Gen-san. We're counting on you."

"Um, I'm kind of similar in some ways. Let's do our best together...!"

"If you're going to say that..."

"...our older sister is pretty out there in her own way, so..."

"Oh my, you two... Genkotsu-san, if you ever feel stressed from the unfamiliar group activity, please don't hesitate to tell us. We'll all support each other."

"...Yeah, sorry. I'll be in your care."

And just like that, we all welcomed Gen-san into the fold. For now, at least.

I guess 'Team B' has finally come together.



    Chapter 900

    Ready to

    And so, our Team B, comprised of relatively calm, cool, and collected members, was spared the fate of a 'third party.'

Setting aside the Saintess, who was a free spirit in her own unique way, I was, frankly, the most 'restless character' of the group—a rare situation indeed.

In my daily life surrounded by rankers, all of whom have strong, distinctive personalities, this was a truly precious experience... Not that I'm trying to act like a normal, sensible person all of a sudden. It's just that my tendency to get hyped up during combat is a rather weak personality trait in this heavenly realm of players.

Besides, anyone who mainly plays the game for combat is more or less the same. The game's system, which boosts performance based on excitement and tension, also plays a part, but—

In any case, after our discussion wrapped up, everyone behaved like model students.

There was no talk of, *How about we clear a floor to celebrate?* like a bunch of reckless college students. We all agreed to rest up and prepare for our start tomorrow.

—And so, tomorrow. Or rather, today.

I woke up, and then I woke up again.

After a smooth dismissal and an immediate bedtime, I got a perfectly healthy eight hours of sleep. I was woken up by my alarm, had breakfast, finished my various preparations, and then drifted off into a guilt-free second slumber.

Wake up in reality, sleep, and then wake up again in the virtual world. It's a strange cycle, but the mysterious function of the dream ark that is my gaming console keeps my real body in good shape, so it's not a problem.

And so...

"Hup!"

My condition was flawless. After spinning a few more times than average, I stuck the landing in my room. The routine check registered a solid 'excellent'—and then,

"Alright, let's go."

*Knock, knock.* A knock on the door, right on time.

It occurs to me now that I'm always the one being visited in my room. I reached for the doorknob to say 'good morning' to my partner waiting on the other side.

◇◆◇◆◇

"—Alright, let's do our best starting today! Raaah!"

"...Haru, did you actually get enough sleep?"

On the fiftieth floor of the Key Tree Maze, in the great hall where the boss had been defeated.

We all gathered at the appointed time. Since our team wasn't particularly rowdy, I tried to start us off with a relaxed cheer, only to be met with an immediate jab.

When it's just the two of us, she's still mostly gentle and soft, but when others are around and we have a serious objective, Sora is always Sora-san.

""We look forward to working with you.""

"Fufu... This is so exciting."

And so, while my partner gave me a suspicious look, the reactions from the others were calm and positive. That included Gen-san, who, after much deliberation with his arms crossed, probably missed his chance to say anything and settled for a nod.

I'll set aside the Saintess, who declared she was 'so excited' while looking only at me.

Anyway, all joking aside for now—

"Is everyone done with all the post-boss stuff? All good?"

I checked on the most important matter at hand.

After defeating the fiftieth-floor boss, [Primvare, the Earth-Eroding Mermaid], we were to halt our progress at the final area, which serves as a save point.

This was the plan we had all agreed on beforehand, which is why we were able to meet up without any issues.

Naturally, the portal to either 'proceed' or 'return' was still active, so if we all jumped into the former, our raid would begin... but as a helpful feature to prevent accidents, the game throws an error and stops the transfer if someone in the party hasn't finished their business, like unlocking skills.

Hence, the quick check.

""We're good.""

"Yes, I've finished."

"...Yeah, I'm good too."

And the replies were all affirmative. Okay, excellent—and of course, I wouldn't be so foolish as to ask for confirmation only to say, 'I'm not ready yet.'

In other words,

──────────────────

◇Status / Restarted◇

Title: Acrobat

Name: Haru | Lv: 51

STR: 60

AGI: 100

DEX: 

VIT: 0 (+50)

MID: 300 (+150)

LUC: 50

◇Skill◇

・Naraka Gandharva

《Mistlurade》

《Volcanate》

《Lumina Raygust》

《Exchange Implode》

《Greed's Basket》

・Water Magic Aptitude

《Aqua》

《Flood》

《Current Haken》

《Maelstrom》

《Laevateinn》

《Water Enchant》

・Active

《Reflect Explode》

《Flash Traveler》

《Shadow Leaf》

《Eyes Oculus》

《Altera-Notis》New!

・Passive

《White Dragon's Blessing》

《Assign's Fate》

《Rega-Lielta》

《Attentive Limit》

《Gigant Figure》

《Goma Soten》

《Talaria Record》

《Floating Star》⇒《Starrest Main》Up!

《Trickster of Zenith》

《Fatal Closer》

《Kensei Futo》

《Dias Lunaria》

《Master of Magic》

《Reject Sentence》

《Shadow Clearer》

《Water Spirit's Blessing》

《Four-Sided Blessing》

◇Arts◇

【Kesshiki Ittoryu】

《Flying Water》

《Striking Iron》

《Heavenly Snow》

《Withered Flame》

《Heavy Light》

《Seven Stars》

《Blade Thunder》

Secret Technique: 《Bound Wind》

【Shifu Ittoryu】

《Gale》

《Droplet》

──────────────────

By clearing the fiftieth floor, I had finally recovered all my skills. My avatar, aside from its level and stats, had its functions restored.

With the new skill and the evolved one I acquired right after the event yesterday, I could say I was in perfect condition, if I ignored the fact that my overall power was still lacking compared to my full potential.

My new skills are fairly straightforward, and my physical stats, which were ridiculously weak, have been adjusted to a point where I can at least handle close combat, despite still being heavily skewed toward MID.

At the very least, I should be able to move well enough to not embarrass myself in front of my companions.

—Everyone is ready. All that's left is to take the first step.

Whether it was Helena-san's, Iris's, or Goldow's intention, I was chosen as the leader, so I have to act the part.

And so,

"Alright, let's stick to the formation we discussed. Sora will be the main frontline, I'll be a skirmisher providing support, and the three of you will be providing support from the very back—"

I exchanged a look with my partner and received her acknowledgment.

I turned my gaze to the Northern 'Trio' and received three nods.

And finally.

"Gen-san, you'll be guarding Sayaka-san and the others—I'm counting on you for the rearguard."

"Leave it to me."

I received a reliable response from the martial artist in his karate gi.

It wasn't so much my call as the party leader, but rather the roles we had all decided on last night, so there were no objections.

"Okay. Well then, let's get fired up!"

All six of us stepped into the 'proceed' portal together.

Now then, with hearts full of courage, let's begin our thunderous assault on the Key Tree.



    Chapter 901

    side: Team.C

    —A dance of two swords flashed, and a tremor in the earth signaled the finale.

Scattered throughout the great hall was the green light of the floor master's dissipating remains. After the fifty-first time, the unique defeat effect of the Key Tree had become a familiar sight.

"Well, with this lineup, it's a piece of cake, obviously."

"Whoa... This is overkill..."

"You're no slouch yourself, Rinne. Don't go stealing my job as a guardian knight."

Lively chatter filled the air—two, three delicate voices that belied the combat prowess they held.

"...Five of us would probably be enough."

And then a fourth, an additional one.

Unlike the first three, who were carefree, lighthearted, and completely relaxed, this one girl seemed slightly unenthusiastic... but she was still doing her job properly.

"If you leave, a useless person will automatically be generated and it'll become four people... I'm sure *his* team is full with six people and has no openings, so just put up with it."

"Mmph..."

It was the samurai, the temporary party leader, who tried to placate her.

"Oi, you! Who are you calling useless? You think I can't hear you?"

"I wasn't trying to whisper, and I only speak the truth."

"Alright, that's it, we're fighting! Today's the day I teach you how to treat a lady—Nyaaaaahhh! That's a cheap shot! Seriously, get down from there, you bastard!"

Irori, who had effortlessly gained complete immunity to the tiny girl by creating a high platform of ice, looked down on her with a cool expression as Mi-na leaped up and down in a futile, furious display.

"Haha..."

And so, Maru II, who was watching this lively party with the most normal sensibilities, was both amused and troubled... While the party was perfectly balanced for combat, as a bystander within it, he foresaw one problem.

He might have to endure some mental fatigue from the romantic comedy sketch of those two.

"Fufu... but still, it seems we won't have any trouble unless it's one of the floor masters that appear every ten floors. At this rate, we might be able to climb the whole thing in a week, never mind two, don't you think?"

"That's if something super-crazy doesn't show up on those ten-floor intervals, right?"

"We can handle 'super-crazy.' Let's just blow them away and climb quickly."

"Wow, Ri-na-chan-senpai, you're so cool. Man, Team C is just so stable, isn't it?"

While the ever-worried [Ever-Changing] was secretly bracing himself, the other women were sitting down and chatting happily, watching the playful banter between the samurai and the mage with amusement.

Resting your body, and by extension your mind, whenever you can at key moments is an ironclad rule of the virtual world. Therefore, even the rankers wouldn't neglect this theory in order to maintain good condition.

Naturally, their chatting would go on, unchecked and lively.

Maru II wouldn't chide his partner for happily chatting away with their seniors at a time like this. And so, led by the [Sound Armor], whose personality and powers were both equally boisterous, the social gathering during the raid cooldown proceeded amicably...

"—Hey. If we were to compete based purely on total clear time, which team do you think would come in first?"

It was then that Aika, the [Knight], who, contrary to her imposing 'faceless, full-body armor' appearance, was friendly and talkative—a gap that, along with her beautiful, clear voice, never failed to charm her fans—brought up the topic.

"Oh, that's definitely Haru-san's team, Team B."

"I think my brother's team would win by a landslide."

"That's gotta be HaruSora's team...!"

"Huh? O-Oh, really..."

It was no wonder that Aika sounded surprised enough to be noticeable even through her armor. Everyone had responded with such certainty, practically cutting her off as if by reflex. Even Mi-na, who was some distance away, joined in.

Maru II, who was watching from the side, had a faint smile on his face, but it wasn't out of sympathy for the overwhelmed Aika or amusement at his partner and the twin wings' instant reply.

It was because he found it funny that he, too, was certain he would have joined in if he had been part of the conversation.

"Right, right. Aika-senpai, you haven't really had a chance to see Haru-san and Sora-chan's tag-team in a *real battle* since the White Throne raid a long time ago, have you?"

"That's... right. I enjoy watching the [Acrobat]... Haru-kun's archive videos in my spare time, but I can't recall any scenes where he and his partner were fighting together spectacularly."

"Exactly. Videos featuring Sora-chan are super rare to begin with."

In that case, the last time the world saw 'HaruSora' display their true teamwork was indeed during the raid against Tsarkalv of the White Throne.

During the recent Green Connect raid, one of them was already badly injured when they finally met up, so—the world doesn't know what the two of them are capable of when they join forces at full strength now.

The only ones who know are, for example... the trio of Rinne, Maru II, and the [Great Tiger], who were fortunate enough to form a connection and sometimes 'play' together as good friends.

And, for example, the rankers of the Eastern Faction, who often 'spar' with them for training or fun. That was probably about it.

"Well then, you'll just have to look forward to it. I think Haru-san said he was going to record the entire Key Tree raid and upload it to his clan's channel, so you'll get to see the current HaruSora."

And so, not just her, but Rinne, a devoted fan of the pair, showed a wicked grin—or rather, the kind of unladylike smile unique to an otaku talking about their favorite thing.

Faced with such a look, Aika seemed to be slightly taken aback, but her curiosity won out.

"...Are they that insane?"

"Insane. It's beyond 'super-crazy.'"

She directed the question to Ri-na, who had been nodding in agreement with Rinne's words, and the girl's reply was an immediate affirmation. And the words that followed...

"—Right now, not even the current [Sword Saint] could beat the two of them."

"————————...That... is certainly..."

Even the [Knight], who wouldn't flinch even from the charge of a giant beast.

"...ultra insane, huh?"

Her vocabulary faltered slightly as she shivered with complete and utter sincerity.

<hr>

And so, tomorrow. HaruSora, at full power except for their levels, in a two-part release.



    Chapter 902

    The Two of Them Now

    Nearly a month had passed since the Key Tree—implemented, or rather, having “germinated”—manifested in the virtual world, and players began to challenge the labyrinthine tree road within. Its true height was impossible to grasp, whether you looked up or walked its path.

While it was possible that powerful players who kept their names hidden had stepped inside, as far as anyone knew, only the rankers had reached the fiftieth floor and ventured beyond.

Correction: the rankers, plus a handful of exceptions who were their equals.

In any case, those who had broken through the thirtieth floor in such a short time and reached the “upper floors” were currently the pinnacle of the general player base. And the reality was that even this elite group was struggling, their progress slowed to a crawl by the hellish, wide-open spaces and infinite enemy tsunamis that began on the thirty-first floor.

In other words, the reason Floor 31 and above were called the “upper floors” was simply because the public had yet to obtain information about what lay beyond. The moment we confidently stepped onto the fifty-first floor, we understood the *true* upper region of the Key Tree.

A great labyrinth composed of vast passageways on an absurd scale. Hordes of diverse and formidable enemies swarming to fill every inch of those ridiculously spacious corridors.

And occasionally, a familiar face from the past—a Key Tree boss, now demoted to a common mob.

Honestly, I don't even need to go into detail. It was insane in so many ways.

The sheer volume and quality of the opposition was a form of violence that made a constant run-and-gun strategy seem like the only viable option. It didn't feel designed for a straightforward, head-on assault. We couldn't help but suspect that we players were currently lacking a key piece of the puzzle needed to reach the summit of the Key Tree.

The difficulty was beyond hellish; it was the kind of thing people call an unreasonable game. Up to the fiftieth floor, it had been within the realm of challenge for top-tier players like the Four Pillar War participants. But for this? “There’s no way a single party of six can do this,” we all instantly agreed.

And so. Here we are, a little under ten hours after we began our spirited assault.

If you're wondering where we—the non-standard players—are now…

"Haaa—!"

"—Nngh, RAH!"

Not a synchronized shout, but voices spun from sheer fighting spirit.

And so, four hands gripped a single sword. On a long hilt befitting a blade well over three meters, our strengths converged. A greatsword of dust, imbued with its master's authority, her status, and the status of her other half, flashed—and the space itself trembled with the impact and roar.

*ROOOOAAAR!* The enemy shone with glossy, gunmetal scales—a dragonkin. Not the lizardman “Dragon Warrior” we fought on the sixth floor, but a genuine draconian humanoid.

A long neck, powerful limbs that were thick yet moved with fluid grace, and a massive, lengthy tail. Its thorny face, complete with vicious horns, framed sharp, vertically slit pupils.

Key Tree Maze, fifty-ninth floor boss enemy: [Elvad, the Supreme Dragon]. A being that embodied the very concept of an “insanely strong boss.” Its colossal frame, towering over five meters, was a deadly weapon that no mere mortal could hope to match, and yet it skillfully wielded a greatsword even larger than itself.

And we, who crossed blades with such an entity, were, of course—

"Ghh, ugh…!"

"—ORRRAAAAAAAAA!"

—not about to lose, were we?

*GRR—!* The moment the draconian's eyes, which held an undeniable intelligence, narrowed. As if asking *what does it matter if our bodies and minds are separate?* our combined strength shattered the stalemate.

The stats of two people, plus the physical might from [Hypothesis: The Wedge-Armor that Sings of the Royal Road (An=Ru Galta)], plus the propulsive force of all my skills and techniques at full power, plus the propulsive force of my partner's skills and techniques at full power—and to top it all off, the blessing of the Scales, which grants strength (STR) to my avatar.

Stacking every single thing we have? At this point, it's a piece of cake.

Though currently, it was just before our dinner break… but let’s set that dumb thought aside.

"—"

No words were needed. I just had to move forward. If I did…

"—!"

See? My partner is right beside me.

And the Scales are right here with me.

As the greatsword was knocked from its powerful grasp and Elvad staggered back with a ground-shaking thud, I dove into its opening… External Output: ‘Kai’—critical convergence, release.

Furthermore, full sixty-shot salvo from both arms’ *Volcanate*, combined with [Rocket] and [Ignition] layered into a full-power [Matoi]—Fourth Form One-Sword, Experimental Unarmed Technique.

"[Tsuzumi]!"

The impact landed square on the dragon's gut. A super-chain-penetrating strike that would have staggered not just any normal boss, but even a low-tier raid boss, pierced through its massive body… and without pause.

"[Rocket]."

A single step to reignite, heading for the ceiling.

"[Elden Kreis]."

The Scales tipped.

"[Terraverme Riesig]!"

What manifested was a colossal sword of blazing sand. Like compacted lava, it radiated a savage heat and light—a demonic blade that could be mistaken for a tower. Its destination was… obvious.

The life of the enemy my master had marked for death.

And so, that blade, part-matter and part-magic, with the lawless ability to pierce through physical substance, passed right through [Elvad, the Supreme Dragon]—and a moment later came…

*Guh… GO—AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAGGGHHHH!* The full might of the blazing sand sword, which it held within. With no way to defend, the draconian, its entire body seared by the attack, let out a pathetic scream, one step away from death.

And then, the Scales tipped.

"—*Then the royal authority rests with me, and none need bow their heads.*"

My magic power, having leaped by thirty levels, filled my avatar. As I continued the chant I had somehow kept at the edge of my thoughts, a greatsword of calamitous water shimmered in my hand.

This was the advanced mage skill, [Stock]… or rather, the stage just before learning it.

Using the intermediate skill [Rest] as a bridge, I activated [Laevateinn]. And from there…

"Manifest, Release."

Wedge-Armor Mastery, Laevateinn version.

"[Angalta]!"

From the ceiling, I swung down the spirit sword of brilliant water. A rain of slashing concepts, like a waterfall, poured down.

Infused with the authority of my Terror Armament, [Laevateinn] became a “cage of slashes” that, upon instant impact, targeted and relentlessly pursued its mark.

*—* Within that cage, the dragon's eyes, facing imminent death, shone with a fierce light.

In that instant…

The Scales tipped.

"[Erde Kreis]."

The pressure of information swelled. From deep within the jaws of the grievously wounded draconian, an ember flickered to life.

Any gamer would anticipate a final threat. In a situation where one should cautiously take a step back and brace for whatever was coming—

My partner, running beside me, didn't retreat a single step from the dragon's maw.

"[Grandierde Tausend]."

She serenely offered the flowers of ice swords that attended her, a final tribute to the supreme dragon.

◇ You have defeated [Elvad, the Supreme Dragon]. ◇

◇ Conquest of the 59th Floor confirmed. ◇

<hr>

Yes, just an appetizer.

What? The others were standing at the edge of the boss room with exasperated looks on their faces. The Saintess, however, was all smiles, getting to see a certain someone's heroic figure in person.



    Chapter 903

    route: Team.B

    *Huh? You've already climbed ten more floors?* 

"It's nine, actually. We'll tackle the sixtieth floor after dinner."

And so, during another break on the first day of our incredibly smooth advance through the Key Tree.

I logged out of the virtual world, got out of my room, and headed to the Yotsuya dormitory's private restaurant. When I reported our progress to Nia, who I met there, her reaction was just as I'd expected.

She put down the knife she was using to elegantly cut her cotoletta, and with her usual impressive speed, her fingers flew across her terminal—*shtatatata*—typing out words that were a little surprised, but mostly exasperated.

The look she gave me was, of course, filled with a sense of, *This guy again.*

"Don't look at me like that. Sora's in on this too, you know."

*Yeah. That's why my face says, ‘These guys again.’*

"Ah, I see… Well, I guess it’s a good thing you two are close enough to not hold back anymore."

In any case, our tree-climbing was going exceptionally well. The pace was certainly fast enough to warrant an exasperated reaction from anyone I told, so Nia's response was perfectly normal.

Of course, it wasn't just my and Sora's achievement.

"Those three… they're just plain broken. I know they come as a set of three, but I doubt a better buffer will ever appear in Arcadia for all of eternity."

That was the Northern “trio,” who inspired nothing but genuine praise and awe.

"And then there's Gen-san. The sense of security you get with him watching your back is insane. You can really go all out without worrying about what's behind you, so both Sora-san and I got totally carried away… and he's invincible even on the front lines."

And that was setting aside his well-known trait of extreme stage fright in PvP.

This was another well-known fact: the reliability of the man they called the “Bedrock of the Eastern Faction,” the one and only [Twin Fists]-sama, who had built up a reputation completely opposite to mine in the truest sense of the word.

"Heh, at this rate, we might just be the second ones to reach the hundredth floor. Hahaha."

I could even make uncharacteristic jokes like that, because in terms of combat power, I had zero worries.

For now, the Saintess was just serenely smiling and watching over me while sprinkling blessings. The brothers, Shoh and Ren—who I learned were not twins but a year apart—were just as friendly as when we first met. And Gen-san was his usual heartwarming self…

All in all, it was a party with a pretty good atmosphere.

—And with that, my report was concluded. Which meant next up was…

"So, what about your team? How's it going?"

*Hm?*

Just as Nia wanted to hear about my progress, I was curious about hers.

After we three combat factions finished our group assignments and left the assembly hall, Ashe, Lady Helena… and the ten artisan rankers had a private meeting.

*The Princess is a princess, and your master is a Sword Saint…*

As a result, four were selected: [Crimson Arm (Enra)], [Scorching Arm (Kokoro)], [Fire-Player (Kagura)], and [Fairy of Aquamarine (Nia)]. It was decided that the top two players would carry them as the artisan squad, just as they had for the first act of the Green Connect raid. And so, after returning from the hundredth floor, they were once again storming through from the very first floor.

How did they get back down, you ask? Simple.

In the short time between reaching the hundredth floor and the start of the third Starry Sky event, they just conquered all one hundred floors again, but in reverse. Well, yeah. Nothing strange about that at all.

*We started this morning. Wanna know what floor we're on now?*

"I want to know, but I'm also kind of scared to hear…"

*You know, that's the feeling I constantly have toward you, the acrobat.*

Well, whatever the case.

It seemed we were both making good progress, and that was all that mattered.

◇◆◇◆◇

"So yeah, that's how it is. Nia might have already overtaken us by the time we realize it."

"Ahaha… As expected of Ui-san and Iris-san."

True to form, Iris seemed to be extremely busy and was absent from dinner. Afterwards, I logged back into the virtual world and re-entered the Key Tree Maze, where I was chatting with my partner.

We weren't in the fifty-ninth floor's boss room, which had turned into a safe zone, but rather…

"Man, the individual strength of the Eastern Faction (Istia) is just on another level…"

"We're basically getting completely carried. There's no room for us to even step in."

…the brothers were letting out voices of admiration I felt I'd heard many times today already, while the Saintess, protected by them, calmly looked down upon the scene with a gentle “fufufu.”

Accompanied by these three support members, who were now looking completely relaxed, we found ourselves standing on an undeniable battlefield—right in the middle of the Key Tree Maze's sixtieth floor.

As for who was providing the extremely lively background music of *BOOM, CRASH, KABOOM* behind our conversation, it was, of course…

"…You know, Gen-san is kind of like… he’s in a slightly different category from Ui-san or Iris, but the word ‘invincible’ just suits him perfectly. As expected of my martial arts instructor."

"Does him being your martial arts instructor have anything to do with it…? I mean, I agree that he's incredible, though."

…the one and only [Twin Fists]-dono, who was single-handedly grinding a monster tsunami to dust with his two fists—a wave of enemies that would have crushed a standard six-person party in seconds.

"—Hmph!"

A silent battle cry. His right fist roared.

And with it, a thunderous sound and shockwave. As if snatched up by the mighty arm of an unseen giant, the group of enemies directly in front of his straight punch was sent flying, scattering into particles of light.

"—Hah!"

A silent battle cry. His left fist raged.

And with it, space and foe were cleaved. Like leaves torn apart by a sudden gust of wind, the enemies in the extended path of his sweeping fist were cleanly punched apart, scattering into light.

Needless to say, it was an absurd scene. But for us Istia rankers, our close friends, and his fans, it was a familiar one.

The current ninth-ranked member of the Eastern Faction, [Twin Fists]—also known as the Embodiment of Aspiration.

Dwelling within him was a rare item that went beyond being body-integrated.

On par with a certain [Screen], his exceedingly rare Anima resided in his entire body. Having once again bonded completely with the vessel of his soul, he was, so to speak, the only Anima-Human in the virtual world.

Sixth Tier [I Am Hero (The Soul's Wish to Chase a Dream)]. Its power was the promise that effort will bear fruit.

Simply put, that Anima, which gave form to the martial artist's deep-seated “aspiration,” meant that—

"—!"

—at the end of an unimaginably long road of painstaking training, numbering well over a hundred million repetitions, he could easily send monsters flying with a single punch… a mere shockwave…

"—!"

—or, like this, cause the earth to shake and easily trip up monsters with a single palm strike to the ground… and finally…

"Mmmph—!"

—from his twin fists thrust forward, he could unleash a fantasy that made you want to yell, *That's not a shockwave, that's a full-on beam!* All of it.

It was a power that made realization possible through his own passion and immense effort.

And yet, because he himself had become an Anima—in other words, *he himself counted as an equipped item and took up a slot*—he was unable to equip any armor or weapons whatsoever. There were various other restrictions and abilities that made you want to ask if it was some kind of joke, but—

Well, in any case.

"Great work, Gen-san. Nice fight."

"Mm… ah, sorry. It took a little while."

"…Um, excuse me. Wh-what part of that was considered ‘taking a while’…?"

He too was a model Istian.

With the hordes of enemies cleanly wiped out, the door to the boss room now stood before us.

Our journey here, with me, Sora, and Gen-san taking turns on the front and back lines, had proceeded without a hitch, and our advance showed no signs of slowing even as we reached the sixtieth floor. We barely needed to support each other, so we had essentially just been taking turns resting and watching.

Thanks to the blessings from our support members, we felt virtually no fatigue. In fact, we felt none at all.

Behind this door waited a floor boss, one that came every ten floors and was expected to be on another level. This time, we would likely all have to fight together… but everyone's condition was perfect.

In other words, with an invincible partner, an invincible senpai, and the invincible blessings of the “trio,” I couldn't imagine losing, no matter what awaited us.

We had an overabundance of firepower; I was starting to feel a little sorry for our opponent—

"Excellent work. That was truly a magnificent display, as always."

Coming forward from the rear… or rather, being carried forward, the Saintess floated in a position above the other five of us, showering us with her *howahowa* smile, praise, and commendations.

What was she being carried by, and why was she physically higher up? It was because she was perched sidesaddle on a splendid “horse.” And what was that “horse”? None other than the Stardust Beast she had tamed.

It was about the size of a real adult horse. However, as you could tell from its hooves and tail, which were indistinct shadows flickering like flames, it was clearly a phantom beast type.

What's more, it was the fifth confirmed special individual with unique abilities, following my Sapphire, Sora's Ruby, Nia's Veshna, and the great wolf Monarch that [Wolf Pack] had unveiled during the Green Connect raid.

And so…

Having been chosen by such a noble and mysterious phantom beast, Sayaka-san had firmly established her status as a “Saintess.” And when she smiled at him…

"…Ah, ah…"

…here we had a blushing Gen-san. He was becoming quite the adorable character himself. But, setting that aside.

"Alright, let's go. This time, even we should get a chance to shine."

"Even if we don't, we need to force ourselves to do some work soon, or it'll just be embarrassing."

Though they said that, the two-thirds of our support trio—who, to be frank, were contributing more to the party with their absurdly overpowered support effects than me, Sora, or Gen-san—put their hands on the door, looking a little fired up.

Again, no one here was tired.

So there was no one to stop the two brothers.

"Alright… I'll charge in first, so…"

"…Um, Haru? Please don't leave me too far behind, okay?"

"I've got your back. I'll move up when I see an opening."

We followed one after another, stepping through the gap in the massive, towering doors into the great hall.

Unafraid and undaunted by the darkness that filled the space, we indulged in the comfort we brought each other, exchanging relaxed words… and threw ourselves into the floor boss's chamber.

What awaited us were sparks of fire, flickering in what seemed to be the center of the room.

And then, in a flash.

"—…I see. Well, it's humanoid, at least."

An explosion of light and heat.

In an instant, the darkness was blown away, and the great hall was filled with the brilliant light of a roaring inferno. It was the floor boss of the Key Tree Maze's sixtieth floor—and its extremely simple enemy name was…

"[Ifrit, the Fire Demon]…"

And so, at the same moment everyone heard Sora's soft whisper of its name…

The battle between man and a great fire that had swelled to over ten meters high had begun.

<hr>

I'm changing plans a bit; the main course for Haru and Sora will be moved to tomorrow. But I'll be posting again tomorrow, so you'll forgive me, right?

[I Am Hero (The Soul's Wish to Chase a Dream)]
Anima: Sixth Tier
Everything is as written in the main text.
It's an Anima that simply guarantees the user will get stronger the more they work at it.

However, even though the results are guaranteed, the growth rate, even at the Sixth Tier, is so minuscule you wouldn't dare call it good. *You'll definitely get stronger if you train. You'll definitely get stronger if you never stop trying.* Just how many people are there who could believe in that promise and continue to walk the mind-numbingly long path of training, one step at a time?

By the way, the name comes from a finger snap. Although the origin doesn't really fit Genkotsu-san himself, his driving force of “aspiration” and various other factors get tangled up in a complex way, making it the perfect meaning for him… or maybe not.



    Chapter 904

    Azure Stars Dancing in a Feast of Flames, Part 1

    "—[Rocket]."

True to my word. The moment the blazing giant of a demon let out a roar like a high-pitched earthquake and took a stance to welcome the intruders, my body shot through the air toward its face.

What assaulted me was a heat wave so intense—no, so ferocious—that “of course” was the only way to describe it. I came face to face with its body of roaring flame, an inferno that would undoubtedly inflict damage on even a superhuman avatar just by getting close—and ignored it.

"*Hundred—*"

Environmental heat slip damage? Too bad, but something like that…

"—*Red*!"

…is well within the coverage of the ultimate, lawless blessing that contains every support effect imaginable: the personal protective barrier, [Mitama no Hafuri], granted by the three sacred instruments of the Northern “trio.”

Raging flames. Sparks of fire filling the space. A scorching heat wave that kicked up a gale. A pure white luminescence clinging to my avatar quelled it all and protected me.

In other words, there was no problem with me shoving my fist into a ten-meter-tall mass of fire.

Without hesitation, I unleashed my right fist, imbued with a hundred punches by the skill, aiming straight for the face of the vicious [Ifrit, the Fire Demon], which had two goat-like, twisted horns—

*—*!

"Whoops?"

Contrary to my expectations, I sent it flying with a solid punch.

How surprising. Even though it had a completely human form, I thought there was a chance its body, being a mass of fire, would be immune to physical attacks and my fist would pass right through. I reignited [Rocket].

"[Drei Riesig]!"

With the solid impact still lingering in my right hand, I immediately retreated from the front of the demon, which had recoiled slightly from the blow. Landing in my place was my partner's magic sword, which had been following close behind me.

And then…

"—[Nel Widersch]!"

Knocked off balance by the triple impact of the sand towers, [Ifrit, the Fire Demon] found itself face to face with my partner, who had imbued her thousand-sanded magic sword with a brilliant light enchantment and was executing a move even more merciless than mine.

*—, —, —.*

Every hit landed. The fact that it showed no particular reaction—was that an inevitable consequence of the stun from my lightning-fast opening salvo, or did it have some other intention?

The Scales were already tipping.

Clad in the blessing of the “trio” just like me, and with her own lawless enhancements on top of that, plus the co-op status boosts from the mutually unlocked [Perdia Eternity] and so on, Sora's avatar was, in terms of specs, not much different from a max-level (Lv. 100) player.

For her to unleash her full power from the get-go and slam a finishing blow head-on—

"Ah, that thing's completely materialized…"

It wouldn't be strange for its massive body to topple backward with a ground-shaking thud.

I see. I was starting to understand, just a little.

I reignited [Rocket] a third time. After a little “detour,” I headed toward…

"Alright, that's what it looks like."

""We can't say for sure yet…""

…my allies, who had been observing the first act. As I was naturally snatched from the air and Sora-san settled obediently in my arms, I put her down and offered a single comment, to which two voices replied in unison.

"To take that much of an assault head-on and receive only minimal damage… even a magic sword with both physical and magical properties didn't seem to do much… It's unnerving that it just calmly took all of that," Shoh observed.

"The physical judgment went through. However, it's strange that neither Haru's punches nor Sora-san's magic sword made a direct hit. Every one of them seemed to impact the space just before making contact with the main body," Ren added.

And so followed the accurate analysis of Shoh and Ren.

Every point was something both Sora and I had already thought of, but the fact that they had followed the entire sequence with their eyes and hadn't missed a single key detail was, as expected, impressive—and then…

The ground rumbled again.

"Haru."

"Yeah."

Above the giant's head, seven HP bars were displayed.

The fact that it wasn't a dedicated oversized gauge probably meant it wasn't quite at the Over-Raid class, but there was no doubt it would be a troublesome opponent.

After all, it had taken that furious barrage of attacks head-on and only lost a sliver of its first HP bar. Including the fact that my fists and Sora's sword had impacted the space in front of its flames, there was definitely some kind of gimmick at play.

It was getting up with slow, deliberate movements, as if to say, *heave-ho*, which, just as Shoh had said, was unnerving.

So, what to do now? Deciding that was the role entrusted to me, the current leader.

"…Sayaka-san, please continue to maintain the barrier. From the feel of it up close, melee combat seems impossible without it, so please defend it at all costs."

"Yes, I understand."

"Shoh, focus on guarding Sayaka-san. If anything happens, I need you to intercept."

"Understood."

"Ren, I want to try and find an attack that works. I'll cover you, so please move to the front."

"Understood."

"Gen-san."

"Yeah, leave it to me."

"I haven't said anything yet. For now, please pummel it from the rear. If you think the back line is in danger, fall back and defend with Shoh."

"Leave it to me."

And so, I wracked my brain and gave my orders.

Fortunately, everyone responded with a simple acknowledgement…

"…"

"Wh-what is it…?"

"Well, I was just wondering… *what do you think?*"

"…Jeez, you're the leader right now, Haru!"

I can't help it! I've got one of the best commanders I know standing right next to me. Of course I'm going to feel anxious and glance her way.

*If something comes up, just tell me. Don't hesitate.*

Well now… Hey, you took your sweet time getting up, didn't you?

The rumbling stopped. I looked up to see the towering figure of the demon looking down on us. Had it already forgotten being sent flying so unceremoniously, or was it looking down on us tiny humans with amusement?

I didn't know… and because I didn't know…

"Alright, let's fight for real!"

…we'd just have to find out by beating it from one end to the other.



    Chapter 905

    Azure Stars Dancing in a Feast of Flames, Part 2

    "Then, if I may, I shall go first—!"

Sensing that he should finish his test while the demon remained passive, one of the brothers was the first to take a stance, heeding my command.

Ren, the fifth-ranked member of the Northern Faction, [Sword Law]—his left arm swung in a wide, fluid arc, forming a hand seal known as the sword sign before him.

The so-called ninja pose.

However, the power dwelling within him was not of the kind that hides.

"Sword Law, Manifest."

As power overflowed at his command, the Anima necklace hidden beneath his fluttering robes shone, and not the “trio of laws,” but a single, individual power was made manifest.

And so…

""—""

Perfect sync. The moment he settled into his stance, without a word or a glance exchanged, a dazzling reflection of light appeared at Ren's feet, launching his body forward at incredible speed.

Compared to me, who makes a living with my legs, it was still within the realm of common sense. But considering his build wasn't purely for combat, it was a step of more than astonishing speed.

Borrowing the power of Shoh, the “mirror,” his figure appeared before the enemy in under a second. The “attack” unleashed by [Sword Law] was… a direct, head-on body slam.

Sixth Tier Anima, [Sanpou Miken: Enten].

Its power, when not serving as a pillar for barrier construction but as a singular Anima, was—the manifestation and manipulation of a single concept within a five-meter radius around Ren.

And the concept commanded by his namesake, [Sword Law], was none other than “sword.”

"—Hah!"

At the moment of impact, a heavy, dull crash resounded through the hall—a deep bass sound that could be mistaken for the multi-layered sound effect of countless overlapping slashes.

It was only the concept—or rather, the phenomenon—that manifested.

In other words, similar to the limbs of a certain [Great Tiger], Ren's “sword” never appeared. Only the event of ‘a sword cutting its prey’ was carved into the world.

Therefore, what our eyes witnessed was—

"That's terrifying."

"…An invisible, naked blender…"

—the sight of Ren, motionless, glaring at the gut of [Ifrit, the Fire Demon], and the invisible storm of sword strikes originating from him, tearing through the demon's fiery flesh with incredible force.

Well, that alone was a power that could stand shoulder-to-shoulder with top-tier warriors, but… as expected, or perhaps, as one would imagine…

A flash of reflected light, once again.

"Guh… No, it's no good. It doesn't seem to be the kind of solution that involves breaking through a single point with a high number of attacks. It appears that conceptual damage, which is neither physical nor magical, isn't particularly effective either. Shoh, thanks."

"Good work, Ren."

Such splendid sibling coordination… In any case, Ren's rapid round trip resulted in the same minuscule damage as ours. If even the special attack of [Sword Law], which bypassed both physical and magical resistance, had that result, then the existence of a gimmick seemed highly probable.

…And…

"Seriously, what's its deal…?"

[Ifrit, the Fire Demon] still hadn't moved.

At this point, contrary to its aggressive appearance, it was possible this was a pure puzzle boss—… wait a minute.

Several minutes had passed since we encountered it, and, well… somehow…

"Haru, um…"

"Ah, yeah…"

…Isn't it getting hot in here?

Because our avatars are incomparably tougher than our real bodies.

"…Haru-sama. My apologies, but—"

Because our tolerance threshold is far beyond that of a normal person.

"—Just now, the heat has surpassed the barrier's protection."

"Figured as much…"

By the time we notice, it's already fatal. That's a situation that happens to us quite often.

Even before receiving the Saintess's apologetic report, my avatar's skin felt the searing heat, and my eyes registered the debuff icon lit up beneath my status bar.

And every one of us, despite being protected by a top-class blessing, was instantly drenched in sweat. In probably less than a minute, it wouldn't be sweat we'd be losing, but life (HP).

In other words, right now.

"Gen-san!"

"Right!"

It seems that for us, who have failed, there is no time left to spare.

My judgment was instantaneous, reflexive. I hadn't been taking it easy or underestimating it before; I had simply been calmly analyzing a new enemy with unnerving behavior.

If that was the wrong answer, then…

"Match me, Sora!"

"Y-yes!"

…we just have to turn things around with a furious onslaught from here on out.

"—ZEAAAAAAH!"

As if to say a fancy technique name didn't suit him, [Twin Fists] unleashed a full-power straight punch with a refreshingly clear roar—and what ripped through space was a wave motion cannon.

A visible mass of ‘ki.’ A ridiculous torrent of energy, fired from a mere fist without the aid of skills or weapons, that would have vaporized any player it grazed.

"[Water Enchant]!"

"[Light Enchant]!"

It nonchalantly, leisurely, wore a gentle smile on its vicious face. The moment the blast struck the solar plexus of [Ifrit, the Fire Demon], who was simply standing there looking down on the tiny humans, with a deafening roar…

"*Tomoyori no Tsurugi*… Version One—"

The brilliant light that followed was the color of the sky.

"—[Souten]!"

The second blow landed.

The great sword of water and light drew a flash across the “wound” in the fiery body, which had been shaken by [Twin Fists]'s powerful technique.

"Experimental Unarmed Technique…!"

Following that was me, trailing the phosphorescence of ‘Desperate Crimson.’ I swung up my right heel, which had been charged with the propulsive force of multiple [Rocket] dashes and the centrifugal force of a high-speed spin.

External Output: ‘Kai,’ critical convergence.

To top it off, I released [Rocket] and [Matoi], and in the same instant, activated the special assault skill of [Lumina Raygust], [Destruct], which had been charged to its limit!

Here, have a taste! The works!

"—[Kamigari]!"

Impact, impact, and explosion.

My [An=Vogalta], which shot out faster than sound, struck the same “space” just in front of [Ifrit, the Fire Demon]… but the impact was immense, and the effect it had was the greatest yet.

The demon's giant body was lifted into the air by the force of the kick to its solar plexus.

Full-power blows from everyone in turn didn't work. A solo ultra-combo didn't work. So next was a three-hit chain attack on a single point in near-perfect succession. This had to have at least some effect—

"—[Ectulus Aurum]!"

In that moment, I almost died.

Or rather, if not for Sora-san's divine judgment in rushing across the magic sword foothold to shield me, I would have definitely died—or so…

…I faintly understood, because a brilliant flash of flame filled my vision.

"Guh, ugh…!"

It seemed I had avoided direct damage thanks to the instantaneous absolute defense of the golden light from her [Dress of El-Clelia], a creation of [Milmarinus]. But the intense shockwave from the exploding [Ifrit, the Fire Demon]'s body sent Sora, who was holding me, flying.

Naturally, it was my turn next. I couldn't let my partner do all the protecting.

[Flash Traveler], activate.

Furthermore, [Dias Lunaria], activate. Acknowledged.

There was no need for a response or confirmation. I didn't doubt the complete trust Sora placed in me—and so the blessing of the guardian hand embraced the one who took my hand and entrusted herself to me, cradling her in a sanctuary of peace.

…And so, after all that…

"Gah, that was close! What the hell is with that thing? That's just cheap! A first-time instant-kill move is unfair!"

"…Are you one to talk?"

*SKRRRT!* I landed with a screech, and then yelled.

Having escaped the deathtrap that appeared in an instant and returned to my allies, I shouted my complaints from the heart, only to receive a rare comeback from Gen-san… and in addition to that…

"—Th… That was… s-surprising…!"

Sora-san, emerging from a crack in the shattered space, seemed to be more in my camp, expressing her thoughts while pressing a hand to her chest.

I had no idea what had happened or what had caused it… but that's a given for any first-time boss fight, so it can't be helped. Still, that move was just too much.

Sora-san, you're a lifesaver. It's a miracle we survived that first encounter—

"…How you managed to deal with that, I'll never know… B-but in any case, we saw it, didn't we?"

"Y-yes, I think so… The general direction, at least."

While Sora and I were still getting our virtual hearts under control, the brothers spoke up.

Starting with Shoh and continuing with Ren, they expressed a perfectly synchronized mix of exasperation, awe, and various other emotions, yet they said they had found a clue to the solution.

Indeed. We'd been put through the wringer, but for any gamer, or rather, any Arcadian, it was a godsend that several clues to the solution had fallen into our laps.

A reaction to a certain threshold of damage.

And, linked to that, the reset of the ambient temperature.

And finally—unless I was mistaken, the figure of [Ifrit, the Fire Demon] had shrunk by a size.

As ever, the demon stood there with an attitude that could only be seen as arrogant… But I see. If this was its own version of a “ritual,” then my perspective changes.

In other words…

"…Does this mean it hadn't even started yet?"

"I believe so…"

Wiping the sweat from her brow with a graceful gesture, Sayaka-san murmured the words that summed it all up.

We had been getting fired up on our own, but the battle hadn't even begun. This was probably—a preliminary trial to test our qualifications for the challenge that lay ahead.

A timed wall-banging exercise. A classic PvE game mechanic, the “DPS check.”

"Damn you, looking down on us like that…"

Okay, okay. If that's how it is, this is simple.

"Sora-san, you're cleared to go all-out."

"Ahaha… Understood."

If it wasn't that our attacks weren't working from the start, then…

"—[Einzige Hunderte]…!"

…we'll just skip this annoying ritual from a safe distance, in a matter of seconds.
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    A tremor ran through the ground beneath my feet.

"Alright then, let's leave the estimated DPS check to my partner."

A shudder traveled up my skin.

"If this is how things are starting, I'm getting a strong vibe this is going to be one of those bosses that's a pain from start to finish… So for the opening of Take Two, are we all good with focusing on a blitz attack?"

[Eintzi Hedate (Earth-Roaring Hundred Towers)]—a technique for annihilating large swarms of enemies or pulverizing giant foes with a wild dance of one hundred greatswords of sand. With it, the angel painted a picture of hell.

And in response, the coming impact was deflected by a "mirror," and the falling rain of fire was swept away by a "sword."

Like a heartbeat, a massive shockwave of flames erupted again and again… a sign that the required damage threshold had been met. I watched the [Ifrit, Fire Demon] continue to unleash these blasts like a racing pulse, and I watched the demonic sword towers pummel the motionless monster into oblivion.

"……………………Y-yes. Whatever you say…"

"We'll leave it to you… is all we can say…"

The brothers' reactions had finally reached a state of resignation.

And why wouldn't they? On this matter, it was Sayaka-san, with her perpetual smile, who was a little off. Anyone who had the sheer absurdity of my partner's power properly drilled into their brain would react like this, to a greater or lesser extent.

From here on out, it was just a matter of adapting. For renowned rankers like you two, that should be easy.

"Okay, then we'll stick with the plan we discussed at the start. Gen-san, no matter *what* that behemoth turns into, just keep hammering it into the dust for us."

Though they were trembling, there was no need to give them orders. My senpais were already perfectly and reliably carrying out their duties. I should leave them to it.

Because, you see…

"Hh… [Ende (Final Act)]!"

It seems it all ended, smoothly and at lightning speed.

"Hammer it… you sure?"

At that, even Gen-san's characteristically terse words transformed into a language of swift communication. It was simply up to the listener to correctly interpret his meaning.

In essence, he was asking, *'If I just keep indiscriminately hammering it with fire support from the rear, won't I get in the way of you vanguards?'* To which I replied—

"Not a problem. I'll read your support, and Sora will read me."

I returned his question with a cheeky grin, and he offered a clumsy smile of his own. "I see." I'm sure the brothers were tilting their heads, wondering what on earth we were talking about, but…

"No problem, right?"

When I called out for her opinion, my partner, who had turned to look back, blinked her large, amber eyes a few times before silently facing forward again… As for the crucial answer, the bashful expression that had graced her cheek just before she turned away, as if to say *'I have no idea,'* said it all.

Our telepathic link was alive and well. Which meant we could pull off any impromptu coordination.

—And so, just as we finished.

Beyond the hundred towers that had dissolved into the void at their master's command, what appeared before our eyes was the [Ifrit, Fire Demon], which had endured the full brunt of the sandy onslaught.

It was the same sight we'd witnessed upon entering its domain. The small pilot light flickering in the center of the hall… but now, it danced with a slightly different, almost joyful air.

As if inviting us, all over again.

"Gen-san."

Then there was nothing for it. In response to the offered hand—

"Leave it to me."

—I returned only a tightly clenched fist.

And thus, the full force of a blow that made space itself creak and groan was unleashed.

"——————————Hee hee…!"

The resulting form stood just over two meters tall.

Having shrunk down considerably, the [Ifrit, Fire Demon]—now renamed [Volkidun, Fire Demon]—showed us a rather smug face… as it crushed the attack with a single outstretched hand.

"Bring it on, you bastard."

My unconscious mutter, paired with a smile, was the signal that truly began the battle.

However, the first and second to charge were not me, but…

"Nngh…!"

Right, then left. The twin fists he unleashed were like a testament to the power of his title, their sheer force becoming visible as they shattered even the screams of the sundered space and soared through the air.

And so, the target of those roaring fists, their destination, was right before Volkidun, who still stood with an unsettling, faint smile, brimming with confidence—…

"—————Seriously? You idiot."

The observer who sneered back was me, having taken a single step to float above the demon's head. And as I overtook the second of the [Twin Fists]'s blows, while still in my run-up right in front of the enemy, I continued,

"Don't you dare underestimate my senpai from the Eastern Faction."

What came surging next was a myriad of roaring cannons, a continuation of the previous blow. Why the surprised look? Those are his *normal attacks*. Of course he can fire off a wild, chaotic barrage of them as much as he wants.

"Hee, hee…————"

In that instant, it scattered flames and took flight.

Its flippant and creepy smirk never faded. However, the torrent of fist-cannons that surpassed ten, then twenty, and aimed for a hundred was apparently too much to block even with both hands.

"[Water Enchant]."

"————,"

And then, on the other side. The two of us, having made a friendly race to the wall of the great hall, were separated. One was slammed against the wall with a deafening roar, while the other stood before him, making his other fist shine.

Left arm equipped: [An=Ru Galta (Hypothesis: The Wedge-Armor that Sings of the Royal Road)]—and now, let's go full bullet loading!

"D'raaaaaaaaaah!!"

[Volcanate]—a three-hundred-shot barrage focused into my left arm, plus [Water Enchant], plus all the thrust from my skills and techniques combined. An immediate follow-up the moment it was pinned to the wall; there was no way it could dodge.

My left fist slammed into its face, distorting its inexplicably smug grin, and then—

"*Shot*."

—a follow-up with my right arm. The point of my [Alv Stella, True White Star Sword] pierced its solar plexus.

And with that, I disengaged with a [Rocket].

"[Schwert Kreis (Sword Circle)]—"

The scales tipped once more.

"—[Sturm Riesig (God-Piercing Single Tower)]!"

The True White Star Sword had pierced the chest of Volkidun, the Fire Demon. In other words, it served as the head of a nail, which was then…

…driven home by a colossal sword-tower, easily exceeding thirty meters in length, that flew in accompanied by a shriek like the world's own scream. Such an outlandish mass ground all mercy and compassion into dust as it struck.

<hr>

A morning greeting. Rest assured, the opponent will get a turn. Probably.
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    Anima, having no durability value, will not fall into a state of being "broken" unless they take an absurd amount of focused damage from something like a weapon-breaking special effect.

Therefore, a grandiose nail-driving session like that wasn't enough to shatter the blade of my [Alv Stella, True White Star Sword]. The white sword plunged into the demon's body became the point of the giant tower, and surely pierced its fiery form.

My Anima is the type of 'sword that can say no,' and if I were to use it as a footstool, it would mercilessly smack me in the face with its pommel without a moment's hesitation… so I do have to be a little careful with how I treat it. But as long as I use it properly as a "weapon," it's surprisingly magnanimous.

"…Um, should I apologize to it later…?"

"Nah, it's fine. In fact, when it comes to the magic swords from your [Cradle of Sword-Craft], I bet it's got more of a 'bring it on' attitude. It's a sore loser, that one."

In other words, Sora-san's concern, offered as I stepped back to stand beside her, was unfounded.

In other words, what we should be concerned with now is the threat right in front of us.

Seconds after impact. The roar, the silence—and then, the massive tower of sand, which had momentarily glowed red-hot, began to bubble and bulge. It was as if bubbles were rising from within water and popping.

In an instant, the magic sword, which had been pressed against the wall, lost its point to its own impact and dissolved from end to end, shattering into a thousand pieces that flew in every direction.

"—Hee…"

"Ha, you still have the energy to laugh?"

And then, a reflective light naturally shielded us from the shower of glass-like shrapnel… I turned my eyes toward the source, trusting completely in the conceptual "mirror" manipulated by the [Mirror Law] user.

There, as expected, stood [Volkidun, the Fire Demon], completely unharmed. It was still laughing, its shoulders shaking, with the star-sword half-buried in its solar plexus.

As if to say, *that didn't hurt a bit*—but the system is honest.

"It's getting through more than before."

"Only a little, though…"

If you looked closely, the HP bar displayed above its head showed a distinct amount of damage compared to the minuscule chips from before. It was proof that our recent barrage was effective.

Excellent. If hitting it makes the bar go down, then all we have to do is keep hitting it.

Then, for whatever reason, the demon, seeming to have finally decided to do *something*, let out a great roar and began to build up its firepower…

"'Whirl, o water vortex; gather, o great waves—'"

Time for round two. Let's prepare a counter.

"'—A shield without form resides in the will; a blade without shape wavers in reality.'"

While classified as mid-tier in terms of base power, [Maelstrom] is considered high-tier when you factor in its overall versatility and adaptability. It possesses a mischievous quality that places it among the top three in the water magic category, a category already prone to enabling all sorts of wicked schemes.

For example, it has an absurdly simple and convenient expandability, capable of becoming an instant large-scale spell just by swallowing nearby water. But more than that…

In the hands of an Acrobat like me, it has one particular trait that allows it to pull off the most exceptional mischief.

"—————!"

It was likely a pre-motion for a charge.

The demon swayed and crouched low, exhaling a breath of scorching heat so intense it was visible not just from its mouth but from its entire body. Just as the embodiment of flame was about to take a step forward…

—Was that, too, just a playful taunt to show it was unharmed?

"[Maelstrom]."

Without even a hint of trying to pull it out, my parting gift, my Alv Stella, had been left behind to join the charge. In other words, a great ring of watery calamity manifested remotely, using the caster's weapon as its origin point.

Yes, a ring. This circle, which had formed with Volkidun and the [Alv Stella, True White Star Sword] embedded in its chest at the center, meant the raging water would not directly strike it.

However…

"Sora, go boom."

No problem. The target wasn't the demon itself, but the ridiculous amount of *heat* it was radiating.

From its aura and the sheer pressure of information, I could easily imagine taking damage that would pierce the protection of the 'Three Laws' just by getting close, let alone touching it. An overwhelming amount of heat.

If "water" were to suddenly appear in such close proximity to that… and if that water was a super-compressed, massive quantity, empowered by the blessing of the great water spirit Rapharn—it goes without saying what would happen in this world of Arcadia.

"—,"

The demon's charge, and even its voice, never reached us. Amidst the roar, steam, and gale that rushed towards us, I braced my partner beside me, who had instinctively grabbed my hand, and focused my eyes.

I focused… and a grin spread across my face at the result. I see, I see—

"Look, Sora-san. It may be insanely tough, but it seems there's some flexibility in how we can hit it."

"…Normally, I don't think people have that many variations on how to hit something."

I was certain the moment its charge was broken, but as the steam cleared, I caught sight of its further-reduced HP bar and came to a conclusion.

Its behavior is consistently unsettling, to say the least, and it's constantly clad in some sort of 'armor.' But still, if I had to give an overall assessment…

"We've got this in the bag, right?"

"Honestly… that's not something the person who was almost killed a minute ago should be saying!"

Especially since I don't feel like we're going to lose.

I pushed the near-death incident aside and offered a grin, which naturally earned me a cute retort and a wry smile—and at the same time, we split left and right.

Through the gap we created, a barrage of roaring cannons from the [Twin Fists] tore through. And so, the demon, which finally twisted its smile into a new expression…

Well, for all its looks, it seemed to be quite the slowpoke when it came to losing its temper.

Only after all that did it finally seem to snap. Ripping the stake from its own chest and tossing it aside with disgust, the demon let loose an explosion of crimson flames from its legs and leaped forward with tremendous speed.

The speed was decent. I guess a normal person would have trouble dealing with it.

It was alone, so it had only one direction, and one target. It was true that all four of us, excluding Shoh and Sayaka-san, had been wailing on it as we pleased, but…

"Ha, that's more like it!"

It was only natural. I was likely the one who had accumulated the most enmity, thanks in no small part to my verbal taunts.
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    —So, when an enemy with unknown behavior and unknown abilities comes charging at you, what is the correct course of action for a person to take?

In most cases, the model of a wise player would be to calmly retreat, or rather, to brazenly execute a full-blown escape.

However, at this moment, I had a card I could play before resorting to that.

Activate new optional active skill: [Altera-Notis].

Instantly, an instance expansion of my sixth sense was drilled into my head. And so, I kicked away the slight sense of unease that came with this new, still unfamiliar sensation.

My gaze locked forward, tracking the crimson demon.

I 'memorized' the quirks in its body's movements as it charged, slamming one piece of 100% certain knowledge into a folder in my brain—

I entrusted myself to a flash of 'intuition' and initiated an evasive maneuver to match its brandished, flaming arm.

*Retreating is bad, left and right are tight, and ducking means getting incinerated… Okay, then it has to be straight up.*

In the instant I made that split-second decision, from what I could see with my eyes, it was still at a distance where it couldn't touch me even with its arm fully extended. But just like its kicking leg during the charge, the demon's elbow exploded, and in that regard, a crimson glow burst forth with magnificent speed.

And so, the phenomenon caused by that crude and violent swing was…

"—Huh."

…a shriek as a heatwave scraped the floor, and a momentary heat haze that formed in a wide, undefined area in front of it.

From directly above, I had a clear view. And upon seeing it again with a focused gaze, I felt like I was starting to get a handle on the true nature of the power it possessed.

—Whoa, getting all fired up all of a sudden, are we?

The alarm bells of 'intuition' rang, so I used [Rocket]. From the several destinations that popped into my head, I chose the one that seemed correct and, this time, landed in its blind spot as it swung its left arm after its right.

In other words, right behind it. And then, for barely a second…

"—————!"

Was it frustration at the pipsqueak who had vanished from its sight, or irritation at having to wastefully swing its arm because it couldn't stop the rocket thrust that had already ignited in its left elbow?

Consulting my 'intuition' once more, I had already pressed my left hand, equipped with the [An=Ru Galta (Hypothesis: The Wedge-Armor that Sings of the Royal Road)], against Volkidun's back while it was still in its attack motion.

"Hmm…"

My avatar, including my left hand, took no damage. After getting a perfect look at it unleashing its 'heat haze' in the wrong direction, I reignited my [Rocket].

And, while I was at it, I shut down my temporary sixth sense, [Altera-Notis].

"I've pretty much figured it out—it's probably heat materialization."

And with that, I leaped in a single bound back to my allies—the [Twin Fists] and the 'Three Laws' users—who were waiting in formation, and announced the hypothesis I had just tested up close.

And, in response to my concise and sudden words…

""I see.""

"So that's the trick behind that strange feeling."

"Well, as expected of you, Haru-sama."

Setting aside the praise from one person who seems to have a tendency to unconditionally affirm whatever I say, the three reliable men all voiced their understanding in unison.

Of course they would. They were all rankers, exceptional players.

Having witnessed my extremely blatant, body-on-the-line experiment, it was probably child's play for each of them to swiftly and precisely deduce the answer on their own.

Including Gen-san, of course.

He might have a cute side, but my martial arts instructor's combat IQ is naturally off the charts.

"Alright, so with that—!"

Our exchange of words and thoughts took less than ten seconds. In the meantime, the demon's attention had shifted to Sora-san, who had bridged the gap with a furious barrage of magic swords.

In that case, there was only one thing for me to do.

"Heeeave—!"

"Hh—ho!"

All I had to do was slap away the fiend trying to lay a hand on my precious, overly-heated partner. That creepy, grinning demon is strictly forbidden from touching cute girls, you hear me!

The scales tipped, and power surged into my dashing avatar.

And in that instant, Volkidun—who was gathering the same crimson glow in its right arm that it had aimed at me ten seconds ago—had its fiery face, which for this one moment was likely not that hot…

"Get the hell outta here!!"

…blown away by a single palm strike. A direct hit from my master's signature penetrating blow, [Shinden].

"And well, that's about the long and short of it."

"W-well, I-I get it, but…!"

If a few concise words were enough for Gen-san and the others, then for Sora, no explicit words were even necessary. That was my conviction. After finishing my attack, I gave my left hand a little wave and saw the demon go flying beautifully from the sideways blow it had taken mid-attack…

A smile crept onto my face at her hoped-for reaction to my deliberately casual explanation.

'Heat materialization'—in short, I suspected that all the flames the boss manipulated were transformed into 'things' with clear physical contact properties and mass.

The invisible 'armor' that had blocked our repeated attacks, and the 'fist' that had clearly struck the floor, creating a roar and a tremor—both made sense under that assumption.

And, most importantly, the chink in its armor was the fact that 'manipulated heat materializes.'

If all the heat radiating from a being made of fire was materialized, we shouldn't have been able to get close to it in the first place. Therefore, there must be some kind of rule for its power to take effect, and I was able to roughly grasp that by observing its attacks earlier.

To put it simply, the 'armor' it wears at close range is a passive, always-on type. And the 'hands' it extends by focusing its body's heat are an active, on-demand type.

It's a simple matter once you've figured it out, but it's a fairly powerful ability, especially since most of it is invisible. Just like a certain tiger, invisible fatal attacks are just cheating.

—And well, with that out of the way.

"So, that's the deal."

"I get it! But if you're going to put it into words, please say something other than just being casual about it!"

We've basically cracked its gimmick. So from here on, it's truly time for the conquest phase.

"Alright, we messed around in the beginning, so let's pick up the pace!"

"Um, really, please don't forget that you were in serious danger a moment ago, okay!?"

With my cute partner by my side, let's bring this demon down, and fast.
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    In Arcadia, those who benefit from the Partner System are rare.

This is relative to the total player population, of course. If you were to group all the partnered players together, the number would be quite large. But still, it remains a rarity.

One reason is the irrevocability of the contract—there is no way to break it—which leads many to hesitate at the real-world-like 'confession.' But more than anything else…

It's because the 'Intimacy' hurdle required to receive the system's official seal of approval is astronomically high.

The shortest time previously recorded for two players who had just met to become eligible for a contract was approximately four months. Excluding pairs who were already connected in the real world and could form a contract the moment the system was unlocked by clearing the [Trial Spheres of Partition], it was four months.

Even that single case held a massive lead over the second-place record, which only served to amplify the special significance players attached to the 'Partner' status.

In other words, if, for example, a pair were to appear who were recognized by the system the very moment they broke through the trial spheres together, less than a month after meeting…

"I wonder… should I just stop thinking and call it amazing…?"

"They are the holders of a record that is, quite literally, in a league of its own, after all…"

Faced with a display of otherworldly telepathy, the prevailing emotion was one of understanding.

Ren mused, and Shoh answered. While serving as the guardian of his ever-smiling, cheerful sister, the two exchanged words, their gazes fixed on the current record holders.

They were like the 'stars' in the sky above, moving in concert with time, guided by reason.

Without the slightest hint of awkwardness, as if it were the most natural thing in the world—or rather, as if to ask what could possibly be strange about it—they moved with an almost frightening synchronicity.

Against a living, raging flame, two stars of the azure sky, embodying their name, danced.

Shoh and the others watched them with the same exasperated look, while the barrage from the [Twin Fists], who had seemingly cast aside all restraint, served as a lively BGM… or perhaps, like the high waves that play with the stars reflected on the water's surface. Receiving support from one who should rightfully be the main star—

""—————!""

Needing no words was a given.

They no longer even needed to meet each other's gaze.

Were they reading each other's thoughts? Were they sensing each other's breaths? Or perhaps, was it a certain telepathic connection of hearts, one that kicked aside all such logic?

A perfect synchronicity that was breathtaking to behold, a coordination so seamless it was utterly terrifying.

A spring breeze, flying about freely with an intensity that threatened to swallow even the roaring waves of fists that were delivered without a second thought, out of pure trust. And beside it, a golden gleam scattered the flames.

One, with a beaming smile.

The other, with demure grace.

Wearing expressions that were nothing alike, yet were so hopelessly well-suited for each other, the partners' hearts danced with the thrill of an all-out adventure… and watching them—

Only one thought came to mind.

"…They look like they're having fun."

"…And that's what matters."

"Fufu…"

With the cheerful smile of their sister as a conclusion, the three of the Law Faction ceased their idle chatter and simply watched.

Wondering just how many seconds were left until the inevitable conclusion.

◇◆◇◆◇

—One and a bit of a health bar left. We've been on high alert for any change in its attack pattern, but there's been no sign of one. We've been hammering away at this rampaging demon with our superior exceptional-player-tier brute force for several minutes now.

Gen-san, Sora, and me. That's effectively the onslaught of three rankers. It's no surprise that even a powerful boss that appears every ten floors can't withstand it.

Frankly, if it could, the game would be far too unwelcoming for general players. It would be a matter of 'game balance, where are you?' so this outcome is to be expected.

I have a feeling we've already deviated from the general balance, but that's just…

…the usual Arcadia thing. We probably just happened to pick the most difficult of the literally countless strategies that exist for each boss. Something like that.

Well, anyway.

"Take—"

"—this!"

An ill-mannered dropkick and a well-mannered, beautiful sword flash.

The sole of my [An=Vo Galta (God-Wedge Flashing Leg)] slammed into its nose, and the tip of a sword from *One of a Thousand Swords (Nel Wiedersch)* pierced its gut. Struck by both direct hits, the [Volkidun, Fire Demon] was sent flying for what felt like the dozenth time, its fiery body scattering—and naturally, something else scattered with it.

Its health bar vanished, leaving only the final one.

And so, what came next was the final, desperate struggle of a powerful boss, something that surely had to exist…

—or so one would think.

"Alright, let's seal this thing completely!"

"Yes!"

What came next was a furious checkmate, made possible by joining hands with my invincible partner.

"—————————!!!"

Our gazes met. The demon, slammed against the wall for the umpteenth time, let out a roar and erupted into a great pillar of crimson flame.

[Trance (Transformation)] and [Trance (Adornment)], activate.

""'Everless Diamond (The Eternal Bond of Hearts Connecting Heaven and Earth)!'""

Stacking the enhancement effect of [Perdia Eternity (The Earth-Sworn Star that Dreams of the Azure Sky)], activate.

And on top of that,

"[Erde Kreis (Ice Sword Ring)]!"

A storm of ice flowers bloomed from the void, gathering and weaving together, their destination: me.

Mana, charging.

[Hellgread Ignis (Crimson Red Hellfire Seed)] awakened form—*Cradle Alter: Glacies (Sword-Principle Bestowal: Ice Sword)*.

""Ready, set—!!""

A pale blue ice-light glowed at the end of my swaying white hair; four white and four black tails swayed, combining to form the eight tails of a fox. Lined up together, the three of us—including my partner's tamed little fox—began to manipulate the magic swords.

Against the great pillar of fire scattering intense heat, we unleashed a raging blizzard of swords to invade it with extreme cold.

—In this world, the relationship between 'fire' and 'ice' is slightly different from the 'rock-paper-scissors' rule applied in many games.

A good example from our Eastern Faction would be Irori (Peerless) and Hina-san (Scorching Gaze).

It's not that 'fire,' which melts 'ice,' has the advantage… The basic principle in Arcadia is that they are polar opposites, each manipulating a conflicting 'heat.'

In other words, they are equals, each other's natural enemy.

When these two attributes clash, only one factor determines the victor—

—the amount of output, and nothing more.

The stalemate, where the inferno of countless sword-blossoms forming an even larger flower of ice and the fiery banquet gushing endlessly from the depths of the demon clashed and stole each other's heat, continued for over ten seconds.

And then, twenty seconds.

Thirty seconds.

A 'final desperate struggle'… in other words, a limit-breaking action performed by literally burning its life away. We met this head-on with our own righteous and unreasonable power for thirty seconds.

That was, most likely, its time limit.

The wavering stalemate was instantly shattered, and what stole everything from the enemy was—

◇You have defeated [Ifrit, Fire Demon].◇

◇Conquest of the 60th layer has been confirmed.◇
  ・A reward will be granted—You have obtained [Verdant Gem of Covenant].

◇Defeat of [Unknown Wedge: Volkidun, Fire Demon] has been confirmed.◇
  ・A reward will be granted—You have obtained [Fire Demon's Treasured Drop: Magic Gift].

—a limitless storm that silently swallowed the fading pillar of fire, along with its light.



    Chapter 910

    After the Banquet, Some Play

    "—First off, as a basic premise, Sora isn't controlling every single one of those magic swords individually."

After defeating the boss—which I still wasn't sure if it was [Ifrit, Fire Demon] or [Volkidun, Fire Demon], not to mention what the heck an 'Unknown Wedge' was—I found myself holding a lecture for Ren and Shoh, who were naturally asking all sorts of questions while we sifted through the spoils of war in the deepest part of the conquered sixtieth layer of the Key Tree.

"With [Cradle of Sword-Craft]… or rather, with the magic sword aptitude skill tree that comes with it, the telekinetic control of the swords actually has a lot of built-in support."

As for the person in question, she was standing next to me, listening to my proxy explanation and occasionally nodding along.

It was because her shyness was still lingering due to her intimacy level with them not being high enough yet, but she was cute, so it was all good. Her partner will handle everything.

"For example, you can give commands like 'automatically target that guy,' or 'loop this trajectory,' or 'you, you, and you three, follow this leader unit as a set.'"

"I see… so you can set detailed, individual programs?"

"Yup. There are times when it looks like she's controlling a thousand swords, but she's actually only directly controlling the one in the lead. …Well, even programming the sets themselves is super difficult, though."

"In the middle of a battle, no less… At any rate, that's a feat I could never hope to accomplish."

"Same here. I can't even begin to imagine it."

Ren and Shoh directed their admiration toward Sora. Sensing the gazes of the two brothers, my partner endured for three seconds before she couldn't take it anymore and looked down at the floor.

So cute.

Anyway—

"So that's the gist of it. When I absorb the magic swords with *this*, I temporarily gain control of them, but there's no way in hell I can perform complex maneuvers like Sora can."

I tapped the [Hellgread Ignis (Crimson Red Hellfire Seed)] that served as the clasp for the one-sided cape—the peris—of my transformation outfit, the [Sakura Hanaori (White Sakura Weave)].

"She prepares a few 'sets' with 'leader units' for me beforehand, and I have to desperately focus my thoughts to control them. That's what you saw back there. So, in other words…"

Frankly, with *Cradle Alter*, Sora-san does the heavy lifting and I'm just an extra. I have other combo moves where I'm the main one, so I'll show those off eventually.

I wrapped things up with that casual explanation…

""We mostly understand. Though we still don't really get what you're saying.""

"You friendly brothers, you. You don't get it at all, do you?"

A bit of playful banter, a sign of our growing familiarity.

Sora still seemed to be a little ways off, but aside from their polite speech, my interactions with Shoh and Ren were steadily becoming more casual.

While they both exuded the air of a ranker now and then, I was surprised by how much they acted like normal people. I might have to retract my theory that all rankers are weird, interesting players.

Their 'sister' too, for now, is just a beautiful older woman who bestows graceful smiles—

"—Haru?"

"Eh, what? I'm sorry. That was just from a general point of view, and…"

"…Um, what are you talking about?"

My name, called out just as I was lost in my generally idiotic thoughts, made me jump. I whipped my head around to see a pair of amber eyes looking at me, blinking in confusion.

Crap, it seems this wasn't a telepathic scolding after all.

Naturally, Sora-san's confusion shifted to suspicion, and I received a sharp look that seemed to say, *'You were thinking something weird again, weren't you.'* Deciding there was no need to confess the specifics of my 'weird' thoughts, I whistled and averted my gaze, only to get a light slap on my knee.

I felt about four pairs of lukewarm gazes on me, but since [Altera-Notis] wasn't active, it must have been my imagination. …As I continued this chain of idiotic thoughts,

"Honestly… I found a card!"

"Oh, really? Thanks."

A second light slap.

This time, a piece of loot was pressed against my cheek, which had gone completely slack after the battle.

A Key Tree Armament (card), which meant a jackpot. What we'd all been doing while chatting away was sorting through the results of my gacha spree, a now-traditional post-ten-floors activity.

Of course, I was the culprit, and I wasn't making everyone else help.

After clearing a neat ten floors, we were about to call it a day with a 'good work, see you tomorrow.' Then I decided to go on a gacha binge, and everyone else just stuck around out of curiosity to watch.

Besides the brothers who were mainly chatting with me, neither Gen-san nor Sayaka-san showed any signs of leaving.

At first, I thought I had chosen a bad time to act like an idiot and was holding them up… but they all seemed to be enjoying themselves, so I guess I didn't need to worry about it.

Really, this party is the pinnacle of peaceful.

"Congratulations."

"What did you get?"

And, since they were likely sticking around out of interest, it was only natural for their attention to turn to the jackpot. Congratulated and questioned by the brothers, I examined the card…

"…Oh? This looks familiar."

"Ah, you think so too, right?"

Drawn within the stylishly designed frame was a picture of a 'greatsword' that was extremely similar to something from a fairly recent memory. In addition, its name was…

"[Elvad, Greatsword of the Supreme Dragon]… a laughably straightforward name."

In that case, there was no need to even say who this Key Tree Armament was modeled after.

Hmm, I see.

"Hmmmm… —'Materialize.'"

After a moment's hesitation, I rose from the sea of loot from my roughly five-hundred-pull gacha spree and chanted the Key Word. As I took a step or two away from Sora and the others, a special effect of green light, exclusive to the first manifestation, gathered in my hands—and in the next moment.

"Whoa…!?"

"Ooh."

"My, my."

"Well."

"…That's big."

A thunderous *thud*.

I had a bad feeling, so I had put some distance between myself and my companions, and that precautionary measure turned out to be the right call. What answered my call was a monstrous weapon.

"Uh, is this size correct???"

It was a ridiculously massive double-edged sword, on a level that couldn't possibly be meant for a human.

It would probably be classified in the 'Greatsword' category, but its size was clearly outside even that top-tier classification. There were other things to notice, like the pattern on the flat of the blade resembling dragon scales, and how the blades near the base on both sides were blunted like a club, but…

More than anything else, it was its sheer volume and mass.

This was on a whole other level from my old [Prologue: Wedge Fragment Singing of Eternity (Angalta)]; this thing had to be four meters long.

"Alright, heave-ho—ah, nope, not happening. Figured as much."

The greatsword Elvad shone with a dull luster, just like the dragon-man Elvad enemy. I tried to lift it by gripping the hilt with both hands, but as I expected, a STR of 200 wasn't going to budge it.

Was this a setting exclusive to this weapon… or perhaps, exclusive to dangerous items?

It was a good thing it manifested lying on the floor instead of in my hands. If it had appeared normally, it would have likely caused a tragedy in most cases.

When you 'Materialize' a Key Tree Armament, there is a grace period before the weight is applied, but it's only for a brief instant, equivalent to the early version of [Quick Change].

If I had stood there stunned by its size, my arms would have been torn off or my hands crushed flat.

"Jeez, what kind of monster is this thing designed for…"

"""……………………"""

—Now, what's with you all? Don't give me that look.

Using my *Recall* and weapon aptitude skills to their fullest, I started swinging the greatsword Elvad around, making it appear and disappear with a great *whoosh*, when I noticed my partner Sora-san, as well as Shoh and Ren, staring at me as if I were the monster.

I know. I'm not going to play the clueless protagonist at this point.

Meanwhile, Gen-san was nodding with his eyes closed, as if to say, 'Not bad,' and Sayaka-san was gazing at me intently with a sparkling smile.

Again, what an infinitely reliable and peaceful party.

Let's keep up this momentum and tackle the next floors with gusto starting tomorrow.

<hr>

Q. Is it okay to put something that heavy in your inventory?
A. All armaments that can't be used during the Key Tree conquest are stored in the clan room, so it was fine.

Apparently, it just barely fit into the space cleared out by the [Giant's Hand Axe] and [Gravidon].

Haru's current Key Tree Ver. stats below
────────────────
◇Status / Restarted◇
Title: Acrobat
Name: Haru　 Lv: 61
STR: 100
AGI: 160
DEX: 0
VIT: 0 (+120)
MID: 300 (+180)
LUC: 50
────────────────
◇Status / Trance / Restarted◇
Title: Acrobat
Name: Haru　 Lv: 61
STR: 200
AGI: 200 (+40)
DEX: 10
VIT: 0 (+60)
MID: 200 (+130)
LUC: 0
────────────────
Unlocked Armaments are listed below in order of [Verdant Gem of Covenant] usage.
  1st Layer: [Alv Stella, True White Star Sword]
  10th Layer: [Aquamarine Rabbit Heart]
  20th Layer: [Perdia Eternity (The Earth-Sworn Star that Dreams of the Azure Sky)]
  30th Layer: [El-Gran Stasia (Azure Sky Six Flowers, White Cloud)]
  40th Layer: [An=Di Galta (God-Wedge Flashing Hand)], [An=Vo Galta (God-Wedge Flashing Leg)]
  50th Layer: [An=Ru Galta (Hypothesis: The Wedge-Armor that Sings of the Royal Road)], [Sakura Hanaori (White Sakura Weave)]
  60th Layer: Haven't chosen yet.

Any Arcadian can guess why two were unlocked on the 40th & 50th layers.
As for the [Hellgread Ignis (Crimson Red Hellfire Seed)], that's an exception because it's a part of the [Sakura Hanaori].

For Comparison - Normal Ver.
────────────────
◇Status◇
Title: Acrobat
Name: Haru　 Lv: 110
STR: 300
AGI: 300
DEX: 0
VIT: 0 (+200)
MID: 350 (+350)
LUC: 300
────────────────
────────────────
◇Status / Trance◇
Title: Acrobat
Name: Haru Lv: 110
STR: 0 (+100)
AGI: 0 (+250)
DEX: 0
VIT: 0 (+100)
MID: 1250 (+250)
LUC: 0
────────────────



    Chapter 911

    Parallel Matters

    Well… it would be easy if I only had to focus my energy on one thing.

But life has its challenges precisely because it’s not that simple. It’s the constant juggling of schedules and worries that makes the sudden moments of 'ease' shine so brightly.

"—Welcome home."

"You know, that's not really something a 'guest' is supposed to say."

So mused this eighteen-year-old man, just before ten at night.

After finishing up an additional, nearly hour-long session of what I can only describe as the hell of sorting through a sea of gacha prizes born from pure impulse and excitement—which was, to be fair, an incredibly fun and harmonious time.

Following Sora-san, who had logged out a bit earlier to prepare for school on Monday, the rest of the party casually disbanded. And so, when I returned to my home—our clan home—a single person was there to greet me.

Namely—

"Wel-come, ho-ome."

"…Yeah, yeah, I'm back, I'm back."

It was the little girl in light blue, who had shot up from the sofa the instant I teleported in and came pattering over to me.

It felt… almost natural at this point. As if it were the most normal thing in the world, she wore an expression that seemed to ask, *what's so strange about this?* as if my sense of normalcy was the odd thing out. This was Ri-na, my recently-materialized, self-proclaimed little sister.

"What floor did you get to?"

"Sixty."

"Amazing. But, just as I expected."

Her merciless headbutt to my solar plexus carried only a faint impact, thanks to her pure-mage build and low strength stat.

Ever since our relationship changed, she’d basically started saying whatever she wanted, whenever she wanted. I was gradually getting used to her whimsical conversational style.

And on that note…

"Staying up late is the mortal enemy of beauty, you know, Idol-sama."

"…It’s not even ten yet. You’re treating me too much like a child."

"What’s wrong with treating a little kid who throws herself at a guy without a shred of shame like a child?"

I was also, however reluctantly, growing a certain level of resignation to this overly close proximity.

I easily unwound the slender arms that had launched into a full-force hug without hesitation, grabbed the collar of her shirt with one hand as if picking up a small animal, and moved her.

Of course, Ri-na shot me a dissatisfied glare—

"Just for ten minutes."

"An hour."

"Demanding six times as much right off the bat… what a skilled negotiator this little sister is."

I tossed her onto her usual spot—one end of my favorite white long sofa—and sat down next to her. The matter was settled in an instant. The little sister, who was both incredibly difficult and incredibly easy to handle, fixed her mood faster than the blink of an eye and claimed my lap with her head as if it were her birthright.

"…What is it?"

"Nothing, really. …Besides, *'what is it?'* is my line."

Back when she started Arcadia… meaning, three or four years ago, Ri-na, or rather, Amau Rina, had an avatar that looked exactly her age—a genuine thirteen or fourteen.

An age where you could easily call her a child.

Even so, as I observed her from directly above, thinking, *her face is so tiny*—a testament to her idol specs—I felt a poke on my cheek from one of her impossibly small, slender fingers.

I understood that if any of Mi-na and Ri-na's fans saw this, I would be erased from the face of the earth… but honestly, what a situation.

"What about you? How far did you get?"

"Floor fifty-five."

"What? Taking it pretty easy, aren't you?"

"We have two weeks, after all."

"Coming from a guy who’s also a student, two weeks isn’t a whole lot of time…"

"And I'm also an idol, you know."

"Can't argue with that. My apologies for the impertinent remark."

"…An hour?"

"After three thousand concessions, I'll give you twenty minutes."

After all the things that happened over those four days and three nights, I had, to my own surprise, gotten completely used to this.

—Yeah, I do think she's cute. Of course I do.

Setting aside her looks and her idol status, I'd always thought of Ri-na as a 'super nice kid.' The fact that she had now transformed into a 'troublesome being who calls herself my sister' didn't change that… and yeah. It doesn't feel bad to be this adored.

But, well, it's precisely because she's so open and honest in her affection that I've found myself completely and utterly made to trust her. There's nothing I can do about it now.

*Ah, it's probably fine to just dote on her like this.*

*She really does see me as a 'big brother,' not as a 'guy'—* though it's still impossible for me to treat her with the level of 'family' she truly desires.

In any case…

"…My head."

"For one second."

"That's just enough time to touch it and be done. Pat it properly. With all your love for your little sister."

"Hah, come back when you've earned some more sister points."

I've completely realized it now, but I'm an absolute, hopeless sucker.

When someone shows me pure affection, I have a reflex to return it. Whether that's a virtue or a bad habit is debatable—…considering my current situation, it's definitely the latter.

Something to reflect on.

However, this… relationship.

Though there are mountains of things to think about, consider, and reflect on, there is one particular point that stands as a clear merit not just for Ri-na, but for me as well.

That point is, simply, that Ri-na is a 'girl.'

To be more specific, she's 'a girl close to my age with whom there is almost certainly no chance of a romantic connection'—and on top of that…

She's 'a little sister who will take her 'big brother's' side'—an incredibly reliable female ally.

Alright, then. Enough with the theatrics. Let's get started.

"So, Ri-na-san. About *that matter* we discussed during the event…"

"An hour."

"Fine, fine, I get it. If anything, I'm the one asking for a favor here. Understood, I'm counting on you."

Along with my goal of reaching the hundredth floor of the Key Tree, there was another pressing 'matter' that was, well, arguably one of my highest priorities for the near future.

"Pats, pats."

"About that, I'm going to have to ask you to earn some sister points first."

"…How do I earn those?"

"By living each day earnestly."

"An older brother should earnestly spoil his little sister."

"'Earnestly spoil'…?"

Adopting the role of a big brother (family), I cast aside my shame and began our consultation—or rather, our strategy meeting.

<hr>

You'll find out what we're talking about soon enough. If you've already figured it out, you must be using *Haze Oculus*. Give it back to Kanata.



    Chapter 912

    10/31

    —A week had flown by since the rankers were sorted into teams and the whirlwind conquest began.

The time was late October. In this modern era, 'late autumn' was but a name; the occasional spring-like warmth would make an appearance, causing one to tilt their head and wonder, *Is winter actually coming?* It was the midst of a crazy climate.

"'Kay then, we should be wrapping up in about two hours~'"

"Right, got it."

But the surging waves of hot and cold were no match for me. Was it the work of Arcadia's mysterious health-maintaining technology, or perhaps the durability of this part-timer warrior's body it sustained?

Today, as always, my only asset was my energy, and I was hard at work with preparations in my room.

It was Sunday, just before four in the afternoon. Two hours from now would be six o'clock… The 'guests' would likely arrive just as the sun had fully set.

*Have the four seasons just vanished?* I couldn't help but wonder. And yet, the length of the days didn't feel all that different—though whether that was fact or just my imagination was a toss-up.

"Hmm… Well, for an amateur, this is pretty darn good."

Phone in one hand after ending the call, I gazed upon my creation and offered my critique.

Though I regularly bake sweets as a hobby, I could count on one hand the number of times I'd gotten serious about making *this*. I had my worries, but… again.

For an amateur's work, it was more than sufficient. I felt my effort would be appreciated.

With that settled, I carefully placed the product of my time and effort in the refrigerator to rest—

"Alright, let's do this."

Time for round two. My time limit was a little over two hours.

I had already finished the prep work, so all that was left was the cooking and finishing touches. But given the sheer quantity, I knew I'd have to push myself to finish in time.

They were kind enough to let me take half of Sunday—a precious chunk of dungeon-crawling time—off. If I didn't deliver perfection, I wouldn't be able to face my party members.

Right then, first up… I suppose I'll take on the pot of gar… garbutsui…—

I mean, the rolled cabbage.

◇◆◇◆◇

"—Heeey! I'm here!"

"You're always so full of energy."

"Energy is all I've got!!!"

"Says the person who's like a whole collection of talents rolled into one."

A doorbell, followed by a scene at the entrance. Just as the minute hand ticked past six-thirty, the first of my guests to arrive was, as expected, a beautiful young woman with flaxen hair.

It had been a few months since we first met. By now, she was a close friend. It was the esteemed Mitsueda-san, the 'Painter, Idol Voice Actress, and Illustrator Archiver.'

And following behind her—

"'Sup!"

"Yo, welcome."

—was a ridiculously handsome, tall guy with stylish black hair that had brown mesh highlights. The well-worn rider's jacket suited him perfectly. His name was Kurakake Hayato.

He was none other than my new friend… or rather, comrade-in-arms.

In other words, Hayagake-shi. Mitsueda-san's cousin.

"Man, seriously. It smells amazing. So you're really a pro-level cook, Haru-kun?"

"That's an exaggeration, and I'd rather you not judge based on smell from the doorway."

This was the second time we'd met in real life.

Mitsueda-san had introduced us during the cooldown period after the Green Connect raid. Since then, we'd kept in touch and deepened our friendship.

Unlike in the virtual world, where he gave off a slight vibe of having communication difficulties, the real-world Hayagake-shi—or 'Hayassan'—was a pretty high-energy guy.

He's a bit forward, but our shared status as comrades made becoming friends in real life instantaneous. He's already invited me on a tandem motorcycle trip, and when I told him I adamantly preferred public transportation, he just laughed it off.

As someone who's heard all about his various heroic exploits (read: stupid stories) from his cousin, I can tell you it's no laughing matter.

—Anyway, putting the dear speed demon aside for a moment.

"What's wrong, you're all hunched over. —Come on in, you two."

"'Scuse me!"

"Same for me!"

Behind Mitsueda-san, and even further behind Hayassan, was today's guest of honor, who was trying to erase her presence for some reason, looking uncharacteristically timid… or maybe just nervous.

*Ah, yes. Excuse me.*

It was the girl with indigo hair, Liliania Vroubely.

Mitsueda-san has been to my room a few times, but she visits the Yotsuya dormitory quite often. Hayassan, on the other hand, was a first-timer to both my room and the dorm, yet he strode in with a fearless confidence.

Compared to those two, the last person to enter should have been far more accustomed to my room. Yet Nia hesitated nervously at the entrance, stopping beside me.

Yeah, I get it.

I knew what was expected. We would all say it together later, but she wanted to hear it first. It was easy to read her, and I'd been planning on it from the start.

And so, since we'd been left alone without any need to force the timing…

"—Happy birthday."

There was no reason at all to hesitate with the celebratory words.

For today, October thirty-first, was a momentous occasion: Nia's twentieth birthday.

As she reached an age that many Japanese people strongly associate with 'adulthood,' she heard my simple greeting—one which I'd tried my best to fill with sincere congratulations.

"…!"

As if to hide the broad grin spreading across her face…

…she delivered an extremely low-power body blow before scurrying into the room.

<hr>

And so, Nia-chan's birthday is on 10/31. Etch it into your hearts, my fellow comrades of the *Milmarinus, Fairy of Blue Jade* fan club.



    Chapter 913

    Big Brother

    "—Alrighty! Let's get Nia-chan's birthday party after-party started!!! Let's get it started! Yaaaay!!!!!"

"…Hey. I thought this might be the case, but is she perhaps…"

*Yeah. She looks drunk, doesn't she?*

"This is her completely sober. I mean, she *has* been drinking a little, but still."

Since they'd given me a final heads-up ten minutes before arriving, all the preparations were perfectly in place.

Just as Mitsueda-san said, there was no need to delay the start of the 'after-party.' The moment everyone took their seats around the table, which was laden with a feast of dishes, the atmosphere was set.

"Aww, you ruined the surprise too fast."

"Whoa, that was an act? That's terrifying…"

The faint scent of alcohol, her flushed cheeks, a voice slightly louder than usual, and a sweet, fluffy tone that was thirty percent more syrupy than normal. Just as I thought I'd detected the 'intoxicated' status effect from these clues, the master actress teased me, marking the official opening of the party.

"She never gets drunk, no matter how much she has. A half-month into her drinking debut, she was already saying cheeky stuff like, 'I don't think I can get drunk no matter how much I have, so this is no different from juice.'"

*Hiyo-chan's probably a stronger drinker than my mom.*

"You're kidding… 'Painter, Idol Voice Actress, and Illustrator Archiver (and Heavy Drinker)'…?"

I shot Mitsueda-san a look of undisguised exasperation, born from our close relationship. But a moment later, Hayassan's and Nia's eyes were drawn as if by a magnet to the spread on the table.

Oh, please stop. I'd prepared everything with a certain degree of confidence, but being stared at with such blatant, overflowing expectation was making me antsy—

"…It feels weird saying this to a guy, but you'd make a great wife, Haru-kun."

—began the handsome man, his tone filled with what was likely one hundred percent pure admiration.

"At this level, I think he's surpassed 'wife' and reached 'mother' status."

—chimed in his cousin, her voice full of what was likely one hundred percent pure amusement.

"…………"

Well, what can I say? I kept the fact that I'd been studying and practicing a secret.

Their surprise was understandable, a sign of my successful surprise… but the silent, sparkling eyes of the guest of honor served as the final word.

"…Uh, it's not for decoration. It's meant to be eaten, so please, dig in. Help yourselves."

My pathetic, embarrassed response was met with two warm smiles.

As for Nia-chan, she seemed to have her attention completely stolen by the dishes before her—a mountain of various Russian foods I had diligently learned to make, one by one, starting with classics like pirozhki and borscht—like a little kid.

And so… a sidelong glance served as her 'let's eat.'

Naturally, I nodded to encourage her. She snatched up a spoon and took a bite of the vibrant red stew—the borscht—from the plate in front of her.

I watched her with a serious poker face, though my heart was pounding with no small amount of nervousness.

"—Ow, hey, what the—! Stop it, that's bad manners…!"

From the seat next to me, I received a barrage of headbutts, which was probably her way of saying, 'it's delicious.'

"…Probably best not to say anything."

"That's right. Don't be tactless, Hayato-kun."

From across the table, I received another round of warm smiles as I let out a sigh of relief.

◇◆◇◆◇

"—You totally passed, Haru-kun. I'd have no regrets giving Nia-taro to you in marriage."

"Nia-taro…"

A little over an hour had passed since the start of Nia's birthday after-party.

We'd all had our fill of the main dishes and were now picking at snacks and appetizers, enjoying a free-wheeling conversation that had no particular destination.

"Hayassan… you see yourself as a big brother figure to Nia, right?"

"Well, yeah. Hiyo and I have been best friends since we were little, so I'm like a childhood friend to Nia too. I've watched her grow up, so in that sense… yeah, I guess I do act like a big brother."

The big brother in question had requested a soda, so we had made our way to the Yotsuya dormitory's unmanned convenience store… or rather, the 'Please Take Freely' room.

One of the two dorm managers, Chitose's mother, Madoka-san, handles the facility's inventory and management. What we call the 'convenience store' is a handy storeroom stocked with non-perishable food and drinks like snacks, as well as a wide range of daily necessities.

We call it that because, to reduce the burden of inventory management, you have to 'beep' the items you take out. The overall atmosphere of the space is just that of a simple warehouse, albeit one with ridiculously high-quality equipment.

I'm also a frequent customer when I get a sudden craving for cup noodles or other junk food.

—When I explained all this, he got curious and said, "I'm coming too," which brings us to the present.

We grabbed some fancy bottled sodas instead of plastic ones, and then some bags of snacks and other things for late-night munching, in case we ended up partying until morning—a youthful assault on our health. As we tossed whatever caught our eye into a shopping basket, we chatted.

"It's because of your grandmothers, I heard."

"Oh, right. My grandma and Eli-san are both painters. They've known each other forever, and apparently, my grandma even orchestrated her meeting with Arikazu-san… I don't know the details, though."

Eli-san, or Elena Vroubely.

Arikazu-san, or Nanasa Arikazu.

Both are well-known in their respective fields—a painter wife and an art director husband. They are, of course, the parents of Nia, Liliania Vroubely.

By the way, Nia always uses her mother's surname, but it's not because Mr. Arikazu married into her family. She actually has surnames in both countries… or rather, she has names for both countries. She uses her foreign name as the standard because it suits the appearance she inherited more strongly, and because her father thought it was 'cute.'

I don't know her Japanese name.

She said she'll tell me someday, but who knows when 'someday' will be—

"So, Haru-kun."

"Hm? Is this too much?"

Just as I was unconsciously drifting into a state of denial…

"Yeah, that—and you don't have to be so tense around me, at least."

"…I have no idea what you're talking about."

He'd hit the nail right on the head. The younger man averted his gaze, while the older man who'd hit the nail on the head laughed heartily and clapped him on the shoulder. Even setting aside age, the hierarchy of our positions was clear.

Well, not so much a hierarchy as a difference in the strength of our positions, or something like that.

"I told you, you passed. This big brother has no complaints, so rest easy."

From his perspective, I was the bad guy who had seduced his cute little sister figure.

"Hearing you say that is a relief…"

"You don't look very relieved, young man."

"I haven't asked, but how old are you, Hayassan?"

"Twenty-nine."

"You're way more of an adult than I thought…"

"The other day, Hiyo told me I was 'almost in the pre-old-man-army,' and we got into a fight."

She's not just picking a fight with her cousin, she's picking a fight with every thirty-something in the world, Mitsueda-san… As that thought—Denial Part 2—crossed my mind…

"It can't be helped. All that stuff about falling in love and what-not is never straightforward."

The still-youthful big brother figure roughly but affectionately ruffled my hair.

I could tell that he had taken a liking to me and opened his heart, even in this respect. But that's precisely why I couldn't escape the inevitable sense of guilt.

By now, I've come to terms with it. I've accepted that this was our destiny. And on top of that, I've resolved to face whatever comes my way.

—However, I should be selective about who I show that resolve to.

If I'm to be a gentleman, if I've decided to face this sincerely… then I believe I must also be devoted to the people surrounding the three girls who told me I was special.

"Hayassan."

"What is it, Haru-kun?"

And so, to one of those people…

To the man who was, without a doubt, Nia's big brother figure, there was one thing I had to declare.

"I am prepared to be struck without complaint, and to face you with the utmost sincerity afterward. Therefore, I ask that you please judge me for yourself…"

"What century are you from?"

Every single word was from the heart. Regarding Nia, I intended to express the same resolve not only to him but also to her father, Arikazu-san, if I ever got the chance.

I wouldn't even mind if her mother, Elena-san, kicked me senseless instead.

That's right. I wouldn't mind.

"One thing I will not let happen is for them to regret falling for me. That, I will absolutely never allow."

Because no matter what happens, I have no intention of betraying the oath I made to myself. On that point alone, I've decided to carry the arrogance of telling him to watch over me with peace of mind.

"Hah, you're a good man. You might be a bad man too, but I get why you're popular."

And so, I received praise that I felt I didn't deserve.

"Well then, now that we've had a heart-to-heart, you wanna spill how you really feel about Nia-taro right now? Don't worry, my lips are sealed. Rest easy and let it all out."

"The fact that you said 'rest easy' twice is what makes me feel the least easy…"

"By the way, if my cousin interrogates me, I can't guarantee I'll stay silent. That girl can instantly tell if I'm trying to touch one of my vehicles or hiding something about her best friend. The time I invited you on that bike trip, she found out immediately and lectured me the next day. Is she psychic? Seriously, it's scary."

"You don't have to lose your big-brother vibe that fast, Hayagake-shi."

Feeling that our bond had deepened a little, I let go of my tension with a small sense of relief. The two of us then proceeded to 'beep' our way through the self-checkout that required no payment.



    Chapter 914

    side: Team A

    A flash of gold streaked through the heart of the roaring gale.

Driven by the lion's spirit hidden within, a brilliant golden hero suit soared. With a powerful stomp that shook the very floor, the warrior launched himself into the air and unleashed—

"Dooo-RAAAH!!"

—a dropkick that ascended to the heavens.

His twin legs, in an arc like an uppercut, caught the 'wind's' jaw. And from the armored greaves, a brilliant, intense light erupted, spreading from the point of impact.

It pulsed outwards, across the body of the foe that had taken the full force of this 'finishing kick.'

Counting down: three, two, one.

"Grr—, —————"

Before the 'wind,' whose face had been trampled, could reach for the golden warrior in its rage, the hero—the General Commander—landed smartly with a light clang of his armor. Behind him…

…the enemy, now serving as the backdrop for a hero's triumphant pose, exploded into a shower of fragments.

A kaleidoscopic blast of flame filled the space like something out of a joke. The light, devoid of heat or impact, served no purpose… no, it had admirably fulfilled the crucial role of hyping up the scene.

◇You have defeated the [Jinn, Wind Demon].◇

◇80th Floor cleared.◇
・A reward has been granted—You have obtained [Verdant Gem of Covenant].

◇[Unknown Wedge] [Tizeroshen, Wind Demon] defeated.◇
・A reward has been granted—You have obtained [Wind Demon's Treasured Drop: Magic Gift].

The giant of the tempest dissipated into green light, and in its place came the fanfare of victory.

"Hah, nailed it…"

Goldow's golden armor dissolved into light as he basked in the praise, a look on his face that was half-joking, yet clearly pleased.

His comrades gathered around the mighty hero.

"Well now, looks like you snatched the big one again."

With a look of half amusement and half frustration, Oume-Momori delivered a slap to Goldow's back that was half congratulatory and half cheeky, holding nothing back.

"That was awesome, Commander!"

Ricky, a character who became a bit of a letdown when romance was involved but was fundamentally an upbeat and grounded guy well-liked by his fans, offered his unreserved praise while gathering his body.

"Well, ain't this a breeze."

"Could you please do some work???"

"Even if ya say that, Rec-kun does the work of ten people in the rear guard."

"What are you talking about? You could do the work of a thousand."

"Nah, nah, against a single target, I'm only good for about five, y'know?"

Jin and Record, who held the rear, exchanged words from a slight distance.

General Commander, Heroine, Long Legs, Wolf Pack, Cloud-Hidden—a lineup of truly formidable members. No matter how difficult the Key Tree Maze was, this was clearly overkill.

And among them was one more person.

"Hey, Kanata. You did good too, great work."

"Whoa, ack…!? Th-thank you very much…!"

The one youth participating without a 'name' of his own, yet no one would dare call him out of place.

It wasn't because he was an Arcadia player who had passed the personality assessment, nor was it because he possessed the mentality worthy of being selected by the rankers. No, it was because the boy, who was now happily accepting praise while Goldow ruffled his hair with a hand large enough to crush his head, had continuously proven his strength.

"If I fought Kanata-kun, I think I'd lose."

"I'm not so sure myself. A one-on-one with a generic acrobat would be tough."

The half-joking remarks from the two top-tier rear-guard members, who could likely crush any ordinary elite warrior with their pinkies, were a testament to the reputation Kanata had earned.

"I-I'm learning so much from watching how you two move amidst such fierce support!"

"And he's a super nice kid."

"He's probably emulating his idol, but with his own disposition, he's a perfectly good kid."

Furthermore, his honest and diligent personality and attitude were bound to be viewed favorably by the rankers, who by nature are always 'aiming higher.'

"You've really gotten good, Kanata. Shall we have that rematch soon?"

"No faa fooey fay (No thank you, please). I feef a fittle fore fime (I need a little more time)."

The sight of the boy being affectionately manhandled by both the mighty hero and the heroine had become a daily scene over the past week.

Though their methods differed slightly, was his ability to effortlessly attract the goodwill of others also something he had gained by emulating his 'idol'…? —

"Ricky-kun. A bit late to ask, but are you okay with that? His head seems to be in a happy place."

Setting aside the roughhousing from the burly man, Jin pointed to the boy being embraced by the beautiful woman and directed a purely mischievous question to his junior.

"Huh? Ahh… well, I'm jealous, sure, but…"

Ricky stared calmly at the boy, who was placidly accepting the affection with a strangely composed expression, and after a moment…

"For some reason, I don't get annoyed even when Kanata's popular… I wonder why?"

"Hey, don't ask me, I got no clue."

—he tilted his head, puzzled by the complete absence of jealousy or envy in his own heart.



    Chapter 915

    After-Party Results

    —And so…

"…What is this? A scene from hell?"

Nearly five hours after the curtain rose on Nia's birthday party (after-party).

The time, which had flown by in a whirlwind of noise and laughter, was now stored away in my memory banks. I took in the scene before me—the disastrous state of my room—and uttered a single sentence.

"""…………"""

But sadly, the only response I received was silence.

Playing cards and other various games were scattered about. A mountain of late-night snacks had been opened with wild abandon. The Twister game that Mitsueda-san had brought, whether as a joke or in earnest, was a Class-S designated hazard that had been relegated to a wrinkly makeshift rug for playing on the floor. The four racing wheel controllers, which Hayassan had dominated with until his triumphant laughter was cut short by a playful slap from his annoyed cousin, were now lying in front of the TV. And all of that was just the opening act.

The main event—

The cousins, completely spent, were sleeping peacefully on the sofa and the floor. The painter-etcetera, passed out defenselessly in a guy's room, was one thing, but the speed demon (29), showing off his innocent sleeping face in a completely unfamiliar environment, was just as bad. You two are definitely cousins. Bravo.

…Anyway.

Mitsueda-san, who had undoubtedly been more hyper than I had ever seen her, and Hayassan, the inconsistent big brother figure, both wore looks of satisfaction.

The reason was simple: they had both celebrated their precious little sister's special day with all their hearts and souls—or so I assumed.

"…Well, to put it mildly, from what I've seen, she's a very lucky person."

"…………"

Mitsueda-san, snoozing on the sofa.

The speed demon, sprawled out on the floor.

My gaze traveled from one to the other, finally landing on the person next to me. While I was spouting off my exasperated commentary, I too was part of the crew that had created this mess. In that sense, I shared in the festive mood, and I found myself unconsciously patting the conveniently located head beside me.

It was a head at just the right height for me, standing and surveying the disaster. It belonged to the one person who hadn't joined her two relatives on their journey to dreamland, but was instead standing right next to me.

"…!"

"Ow—hey, what's with you? Haven't you used more headbutts than words today???"

It was nearly two in the morning, yet surprisingly, Nia-chan's eyes weren't drooping in the slightest. She had officially crossed into the day after her birthday alongside me.

And for some reason, I felt like I'd been getting headbutted a lot today.

It was a special day, so she, more than anyone, was ecstatic… well, at least, if we considered the two relatives passed out over there to be exceptions, she was definitely the most excited. That, combined with her shyness and what-not, was probably causing her to act strangely.

It's cu—… endearing, so I'll let it slide.

"…Haaah… well… so, what should we do about this? I don't really mind Hayassan, but I can't exactly let Mitsueda-san sleep in my room…"

I glanced sideways for confirmation.

*If Hiyo-chan is staying, then I'm not going home either.*

The words (voice) displayed on the terminal she thrust at me were so expected, I already knew what they would say.

That was the last thing I wanted. If, by some mistake, I let Nia stay the night in my room, it wouldn't matter that it was an impromptu stayover with several relatives present.

Without a doubt, two more sleepover reservations would automatically be forced upon me later.

Game over. The end.

"Nia-chan, can you carry this?"

*If there were two of me, probably.*

"That's not what I asked."

Just as I was racking my brain, at a loss for what to do…

*Well then, do your best with the heavy lifting, boy.*

"Hey… is this really okay on multiple levels…?"

There was no need to ask what she meant. Nia pointed at her best friend, assigning me the delivery job as if it were the most natural thing in the world. I gave her a scowl.

*I want to make sure she sleeps in a proper bed. Hiyo-chan is tired from working every day.*

"…, ……"

Her responding with such a dead-serious expression is what makes her so unfair.

*So obviously, your bed is out of the question, right? That means we have to carry her to my room, right? Huh? If that's allowed, then I'm using your bed.*

"You and your way with words."

That part of her is unfair, too.

◇◆◇◆◇

"…Alright, mission complete. Apologize to her for me in the morning."

*What kind of proxy apology should I give? 'Sorry for touching your body without permission?'*

"Could you please try to make that sound a little less criminal…"

It seemed her being tired from work every day was more than just words.

The usual perfect superhuman, who never showed any openings, didn't even stir as I lifted her from my sofa, carried her to Nia's room, and laid her down on the bed.

It's not my place to say, but I sincerely hope she gets some rest from her daily struggles—

*Don't worry about it.*

"About what?"

*According to Hiyo-chan, she says it's fun now that she has a 'teasable little brother.'*

"…Is making me a part of their family a new trend for everyone?"

*Hehe. My first love is so popular.*

"…, …… It's not 'hehe,' you know… honestly…"

I left the task of pulling up the blanket to Nia and quickly finished my job, averting my gaze from the defenseless maiden's sleeping face and stepping away from the bed.

This was absolutely not because the future where I'd be billed for a 'sleeping-face-viewing fee' when she woke up flashed through my mind.

"…Um… the living room. I'll be over there, for now."

Taking the lazy wave of her hand behind her back as an acknowledgment, I left the bedroom.

—Then, I took a small breath in, and let it out.

"…Okay, I'm good."

The hallway, compared to the bedroom, was either a one or a hundred. The difference was that extreme.

Confirming that I wasn't being swallowed by someone's incredibly dense presence… I wondered whose judgment I was even afraid of as I tiptoed my way back to the living room.

<hr>

What's about to start? The third party (the main event), of course.

By the way, on a certain Hiyohiyohiyohiyo's secret 'List of Things I Want My Ideal Man to Do,' the 'snoozing & princess carry combo' is in the top thr



    Chapter 916

    A Celebratory Tail

    I’d been forced into—ahem, spontaneously entered—other people’s rooms a few times before, but I generally don’t go visiting inside the Yotsuya dormitory. I could probably count the total number of times on one hand.

This was the third time I’d properly set foot in Nia’s room. Once when I helped her move in, once when I got an SOS because her hairdryer broke, and now.

Which is why I wasn’t used to it.

There was no way I could be, and that’s precisely why I beat a hasty retreat to the living room.

"…Nothing’s changed."

That’s because Nia, for whatever reason, barely seems to use her living room. I’d heard she’d recently started special cooking training in the kitchen, but only when Mitsueda-san comes over. In other words, she probably doesn’t use it at all otherwise.

The only things here were the same pre-installed furnishings that were in my own room.

There was little sign that the spacious area was being utilized, and therefore, the lingering presence of its owner was faint. I figured I could be at least a little calmer here—

"…………………………Nothing’s changed."

Or so I thought, but it seems the human psyche isn’t built so simply. The restlessness wouldn’t leave my body, so I gave up and plopped down onto the sofa.

I probably wouldn’t be scolded for it. Whenever Nia comes to my room, she takes over the sofa like she owns the place.

"………………………………………………………………"

For some reason, unlike the still-energetic blue-haired girl, I was a bit tired from putting my all into the cooking and preparations. Leaning my weary body back into a cushion and looking up at the ceiling, I was certain I could fall asleep the instant I closed my eyes.

So, I settled for just one eye at a time.

I tried to trick my fatigue by alternately blinking, resting the eyes that had been so busy watching over the three close friends and their affectionate display… when—

*"What are you doing?"*

Suddenly, as I switched my field of vision for the umpteenth time, the words came, blocking my view of the ceiling.

"Eye exercises…?"

*"Eye… strain?"*

"Or rather, a trick to fend off sleepiness…"

*"You know, whenever you say something I don’t quite understand, it’s usually because you’re sleepy."

Then, just as suddenly, a second interruption. Following her terminal, a face blocked my view, peering down at me.

They say most women dislike having their faces looked up at from below for aesthetic reasons, but the beautiful girl—now a beautiful woman of twenty—before me must be exceptionally confident in her looks.

"…………"

"…?"

Though I’ve been trying to be more honest for a while now, I managed to swallow the words.

Suddenly saying something like ‘you’re beautiful’ in a situation like this would be less a sincere expression of my feelings and more a straightforward pickup line.

*Whether I look at her from below or from anywhere else, her face is just as stunning as the first time I saw it, to the point of making me feel inadequate…* I decided to keep such thoughts to myself.

For now, at least.

"What about you? It’s way past your usual bedtime, isn’t it?"

So I kept it secret and asked a meaningless question.

"………………"

In response, she gave a silent, gentle smile.

*"Yesterday—well, the day before yesterday, I was too excited to sleep."

"Like a kid the night before a field trip?"

Her terminal’s voice was childish, but her expression and the fingers caressing my cheek were mature.

"…Happy birthday."

*"You’ve already said that so many times."

"What’s wrong with saying it as many times as I want?"

*"Besides, it’s already yesterday."

"It’s still today until you fall asleep after the date changes."

*"Haha, such strange, student-like logic."

I was sleepy. I was tired. But my mind was sharp. I could trace the sensation of her fingers on my cheek with perfect clarity, so there was no doubt about it.

In that case, I needed to take care of the main event before I got too drowsy to pull it off properly.

"…Nia."

*"Hmm?"*

"Sorry about this. For declining the… first party."

*"We’ve talked about that a bunch of times, too."

As she poked my cheek with her fingertip, my gaze was fixed not on the ceiling, but on her beautiful green eyes.

Now, what were we talking about—

*"You prioritized my private family time, right? I’m happy either way, you know."

The “first party”… In other words, there had been a gathering yesterday afternoon where Nia’s incredibly busy parents had both made time to see their daughter.

And I, having been invited by both her and her parents, had politely declined.

I won’t make such excuses to Nia. But it was absolutely not because I was scared to meet her parents as the bad guy who’d seduced their daughter. It was because I hesitated to take up time during a special occasion like a birthday, when a family that rarely gets to see each other was finally together.

*I thought it was better to treasure your family.*

*Especially if you’re close.*

*"I know,"

she said suddenly.

I wonder if it would have meant anything to feign ignorance and tilt my head in confusion.

*"They both said they’d love to meet you some other time. It’s okay, you didn’t make a bad impression."

"…That’s a little hard to believe…"

*"It’s true. Trust your big sister."

*Shitatatatatata.* The only sound in the dimly lit room was the familiar, faint tapping.

*"We ended up talking about you anyway, even though you weren’t there. Just a little, all of us."

"Please don’t, spare me. I need to be mentally prepared to hear that stuff."

*"Hiyo-chan and Hayassan were the ones praising you the most, even more than me."

"What kind of situation was that…?"

*"It just means you have a lot of allies, right? You’ve got charisma, [Acrobat]-sama."

"I told you to stop calling me by my title, [Milmarinus]-dono."

*"Right back at ya."

"Have mercy, Liliania Blueberry-jou."

*"Don’t use my full name!"*

We continued our deliberately playful banter.

*"It’s not about this time, but…"

"Yeah?"

*"…I do talk about you, here and there."

"Of course you do."

*"Like, ‘I’ve fallen in love with this person.’ I wanted them to know."

"…………"

*"And then, the two of them…"

At some point, the hand caressing my cheek stopped, and the finger poking me grew still.

*"When you… about my voice…"

Her eyes, watching me with calm intensity, looked so much like an adult’s that it was a little frightening.

I felt like I could be swallowed whole, unable to resist.

*"When I told them how you so boldly, so matter-of-factly said you weren’t particularly interested…"*

"…Were they furious?"

*"Hehe, they praised you to the high heavens. They said, ‘He’s looking at her so sincerely, without caring at all about what she’s missing.’ I think they both started to fall for you right then and there."

"…I highly doubt something like that is enough to earn their approval…"

*"Well, maybe. But I’m sure it made them acknowledge you, at least a little."

"…………"

*"It wasn’t just that story, though. They’ve probably seen lots of things about you from videos and whatnot, besides what I’ve told them. Dad said, ‘He’s quite a man.’"

"How embarrassing… What about, um, your mom?"

At that, Nia hesitated slightly.

*"…She said, ‘He’s like the protagonist of a story, isn’t he?’"

"That’s some… rather high praise."

*"You’re happy, aren’t you?"*

"…Well, I wouldn’t say I’m… displeased."

It was an over-the-top assessment, but I couldn’t just dismiss it with humility.

Because I have to become that—no, that’s not right.

"Happy birthday, Nia."

*"I told you, you’ve already said it so many—"

Then and now, I’m just struggling to become the person I want to be. Nothing has changed.

As I spoke, I lifted one hand. In it was a piece of paper—though to call it that would be an understatement, as it was a rather well-made card.

It wasn't anything grand. But as I held it up so Nia could see its surface, her hand, which had been about to form more words, froze, likely having caught sight of the text written there.

"I hesitated. I agonized. And after all that, I came to the conclusion that I couldn’t give it to you."

"…………"

"…A birthday present. Giving you something that would last as a physical object would be wrong, in so many ways."

"………………"

"No matter what my current feelings for Nia might be, it would be wrong. Given my stupid circumstances, where a single action could become a massive act of insincerity, I hope you can forgive me for that."

"……………………"

"But, still… you know."

I touched the card, upon which I had written its “meaning” with my own hand, to Nia’s dazed cheek.

"Because I really, really wanted to give you something."

With that, I couldn’t help but avert my gaze from her motionless form.

"…Come on. I’m always the one receiving things from you, anyway."

Her voice, which had been coming from the phone she always carries, fell silent.

"So… I prepared something like this. What do you think?"

Nia tossed the phone aside and reached out with both hands.

"…, …………"

And then, she plucked the card with her fingertips. My birthday present, a last-resort measure from someone in my delicate position, was… a childish, immature thing.

An *“I’ll-Do-Anything-You-Say-(Within-Reason)-Coupon.”*

Nia, who had been dazed, slowly regained her composure and reacted exactly as I’d expected. As if to say, *“What is this?”*, she tapped a part of the coupon.

The part that said, “Within Reason.”

*Yeah, I knew it.* Which is why I had my confident reply ready.

"That’s for self-preservation. It’s an important—*Oof*."

And just as expected,

I received the punishment I deserved for my calmly cowardly move. I readily accepted the meteor-like cushion that came flying from directly above, taking the hit square in the face.

<hr>

To be continued shortly.



    Chapter 917

    Heat Felt, Rooms Apart

    And so, five minutes later…

"—*Hngh*."

Following the first blow, I was once again on the receiving end of a cushion bombardment.

Where, you ask? To the face, of course.

And where was this taking place? Not in reality, but here in the virtual world. At the entrance to her familiar atelier.

"…I pushed through my sleepiness to answer your request, and this is what I get?"

"Hmph."

And so, catching the soft weapon with both hands as it slid down my face, I sent a half-lidded glare toward today’s leading lady, who was lounging on the sofa in the center of my newly opened field of vision.

She seems to think she can get away with anything today. She doesn’t say it, but the infuriating thing is, she’s absolutely right—anyway, it was past two in the morning. The third round of the party was taking place in the virtual world.

Having delivered my present in reality (my job was done), I tried to return to my room, but Nia stopped me. She whined for another hour, which I refused—*no, impossible, sorry, I’m sleeping*. She then haggled for thirty minutes, which I also refused—*impossible, no, sorry, I’m sleeping*. After a fruitless back-and-forth…

*“Then you can sleep, so just come and see me,”* she’d said. And so here I am, thanks to that wonderfully selfish demand.

"*Ngh!*"

"‘*Ngh!*’ is not an invitation…"

Where exactly was I supposed to sit on a one-person sofa? Today, I was powerless against Nia, who was slapping the chair she already occupied, beckoning me over.

It’s true that I’m sleepy. It’s also true that I feel like I could pass out the second I close my eyes.

…But, well.

*Shwip, grab, thud, poof—*

"…A carnivorous plant?"

"Nhehe…"

*Stand up, capture, throw in, close the lid.*

With a series of magnificent actions that belied her low-status avatar, Nia took advantage of the moment I approached, captured her prey on the sofa, and climbed on top, looking utterly pleased with herself.

Frankly, I could have easily dodged it. Even with my sleepy head, casually brushing off the feeble artisan’s rampage would have been a piece of cake. …But, again, well.

"Thirty minutes."

"Then that’s forty-five minutes in virtual world time."

"Don’t get difficult on me."

Just for today, this much is fine.

Even without her using the present I just gave her—my resigned acceptance is probably, most likely, at least half because my brain is already asleep.

That must be it. There’s no doubt.

And the fact that my hand is automatically stroking the head snuggling against my chest…

I’ll just chalk that up to being sleepy, too. And so—

"What are we going to do for forty-five minutes?"

"Talk."

"I feel like I’m going to run out of steam and pass out in about ten minutes."

"Hey, come on… Are you really that tired? Did you work that hard for me?"

"I worked super hard. Making the cake was, like, the fifty-second hardest thing I’ve ever done in my life."

"What’s with that ranking? It sounds impressive when I think about it, but it’s hard to feel happy about."

"Just appreciate the level of effort based on the fact that an amateur managed to produce that level of quality."

"Well… it was amazing. It really did look like a jewel. I was a little taken aback, honestly."

"I also thought, ‘How appetizing is a blue cake, really?’"

"I think it works for sweets, doesn't it? How did you make it?"

"First, you make the parts."

"Ah, you know what, never mind. It sounds like a pain."

"Listen to me. Listen to the ridiculous tale of my struggles, born from the absurd idea of ‘I’ll make a cake shaped like an aquamarine and surprise her.’"

"It was beautiful, I was happy, and it was delicious!!!"

"Ah, right… I’m glad to hear it…"

"Hey, don’t close your eyes. No sleeping yet, you’ve still got forty-five minutes."

"Hey, start the countdown. It’s already been a few minutes, right?"

"So, why can you cook so well? Or, I guess, why can you do everything so well?"

"Ignoring me… I can’t do *everything*. You know there are plenty of things I can’t do."

"Like not being able to swim?"

"I *can* swim. I just can’t handle being in giant puddles that exist in nature."

"Want to go to a pool sometime? You can teach me how to swim."

"That’s impossible, you’d be knocked out of commission by your own swimsuit."

"Hmph… are you sure *you* wouldn’t be the one knocked out of commission?"

"I said *you*. Don’t think I’d let myself be made a fool of twice."

"Cheh, what an un-cute comeback. So, why are you so multi-talented?"

"I think ‘multi-talented’ is an overstatement… but, well, I guess it’s because I gained a lot of experience from part-time jobs?"

"I hear you say that sometimes, but did you really work that many different jobs?"

"Well, yeah. When you’re trying to skillfully fill your free time while studying, just having one or two part-time jobs isn’t flexible enough…"

"Heeh."

"On top of that, during long breaks like summer vacation, I’d take on any decent-paying short-term job I could find, so I naturally ended up moving between a lot of different workplaces."

"Hoh."

"That said, once I found a place that was convenient and had a good atmosphere, I tended to stick around. So from around the end of my second year of high school, my jobs were pretty much fixed. I had to study for entrance exams, too."

"Hmm."

"You’re not that interested even though you asked, are you?"

"Hey, that’s not true. But if I had one request…"

"What?"

"It’s fine to get absorbed in conversation, but I’d appreciate it if you didn’t stop moving your hands."

"…You know, constantly stroking someone’s head takes a surprising amount of stamina."

"What are you talking about, [Acrobat]-sama, the stamina monster? …So? Your part-time jobs. What kind did you do, specifically? I really am curious."

"I mean, I didn’t do anything that unusual. I worked at a convenience store… though that was way back at the beginning, and I quit immediately and put it on my blacklist. But yeah, the standard stuff, like restaurant staff, or retail at stores where the work wasn’t too complicated…"

"What about the short-term jobs?"

"In the summer, I worked at a beach house."

"What were you doing there, Mr. Afraid-of-Puddles?"

"It’s fine, okay? As long as I’m just looking from a distance, it’s not scary."

"So, just working as a store clerk and stuff? Does that really make you so multi-talented?"

"Again with the overstatement… well, you see. In my case, the connections that branched off from my part-time jobs ended up scattered all over the place, I guess."

"Hmm…?"

"It feels weird to say it myself, but for some reason, I have a tendency to be well-liked at my ‘workplaces.’"

"…………"

"Don’t look at me like that. I really had no luck with *that* kind of thing. And the people who liked me were mostly older. Not just a little older, like older brothers or sisters, but way, way older."

"Important people?"

"…Well, to put it plainly, yeah. And since they liked me for the work I did at their workplace, it means they liked me as a ‘person who works.’"

"I suppose that’s how it would be."

"What’s with that face? I was just trying my best, stop it. …Anyway, since they were all people in positions to hire others, their networks were all incredibly wide. I guess you could say I often had opportunities for ‘introductions’ or ‘requests,’ one way or another."

"Hmm?"

"Like short-term, or even super-short-term jobs? There were times when I’d get some pocket money for doing something like a personal favor. Something like that."

"…What’s this, the story just got a little interesting. For example?"

"I did a lot of things… but an easy-to-understand one would be a private tutor."

"Huh?"

"That shift from ‘sounds interesting’ to ‘sounds uninteresting’ was really fast, wasn’t it???"

"Was it a boy? A girl? A cute girl?"

"Stop with the three choices that sound like you’ve already decided the answer."

"A cute girl?"

"…Look, that doesn’t matter. The people I told my situation to during interviews knew I was studying hard on top of working. They thought it would be a good way to review while earning a little money if the student was close to my age. It was like, a hundred percent pure goodwill."

"So it was a cute girl, close in age."

"………………Let’s set aside whether she was cute or not, since that’s a subjective opinion. I told you, ‘nothing like that happened.’ If anything, I was disliked, so you can rest easy."

"That sounds so incredibly fake that I think forty-five minutes is about to become four hours and fifty minutes."

"That’s morning. Give me a break."

"Ehh…? What could you possibly do to make a girl dislike you?"

"What in the world do you think I am? All this stuff in the virtual world is just a series of miraculous coincidences. I’m basically a scrub with pitifully low experience with the opposite sex."

"But you became friends with Hiyo-chan in an instant."

"That was because I had the foundation of trust as ‘the Acrobat.’ The Haru Kasuga of my high school days was just a stupid boy who charged headfirst toward his own desires without a care for those around him."

"…I kind of want to see that version of you, though."

"Heh, no thanks. —Anyway, it’s an undeniable fact that after the first day’s greeting, she barely spoke a word to me or even made eye contact. Which means I’m innocent."

"……………………You know, about that…"

"What is it?"

"…Nah, well, it’s fine. I don’t really get it."

"Eh, what is it…"

"By the way, ‘close in age,’ how old was she?"

"One year younger—ow! You…! A fist to the nose is not okay!"

"Hmph! Your hand stopped, you know!!!"

"This girl, seriously…!"

"What’s this, you had a perfectly good青春, didn’t you?! What was all that about a ‘gray-colored youth’?"

"I told you nothing happened! If anything, it was mentally exhausting! Just try to imagine it: an introvert boy desperately trying to teach a younger girl who won’t even look him in the eye! It was nothing short of hell, I tell you!"

"I never even got to be tutored by you, my one-year-older senpai!"

"What on earth are you talking about?! You must be sleepy!"

"That’s it, I’m mad! Pet me more, hug me tighter! And while we’re at it, you’re going to confess everything! Every single one of your past crimes from high school!!!"

"What past crimes—hey, stop it! Quit it…!"

And so, and so, the night deepened.

Two people, in a one-person sofa. As for when, and which of them, was the first to start breathing the soft rhythm of sleep…

""……………………—""

Neither I, nor Nia, remembered.

<hr>

It was a nice birthday.

By the way, our protagonist isn’t the dense type; he just has a slightly buggy self-awareness. He can tell if someone likes him or not. Therefore, the fact that his one-year-younger junior he was tutoring, “Osanai Nagomi, 17 years old, the only daughter of the couple who runs Izakaya ‘Nagomi’ where the protagonist last worked, a black-haired girl with a medium-length, straight-banged haircut who attends a different high school and serves as the student council secretary, a literature-type who is generally quiet but is actually strong-willed and stubborn,” had a crush on the protagonist does not exist.

Because this is after the route divergence. Too bad.



    Chapter 918

    Good Morning, Saintess

    —10:00 AM. I woke up.

My body felt light as a feather, every sense sharp and clear—in prime condition compared to my real body. In other words, this was the second time today that my consciousness had greeted an avatar in the act of waking up.

"………………Ah."

I swung my legs off the bed with perfect normalcy, and a second later, I realized I’d forgotten my morning wake-up jump routine. It wasn’t so much a sleepy brain… as it was simply,

"…I’m still out of it."

Last night. I must have gotten a share of the fluffy feeling from the celebration and was still carrying it with me.

My head was still a bit fuzzy.

I’d fallen asleep while talking with Nia, each of us in our own rooms but right next to each other in this world. After a few hours of rest, I’d woken up in the Ark, then without a second thought, dove right back into the world of dreams. I was that blissfully dazed.

It wasn't like I came here for any particular reason.

And the fact that I unconsciously opened my friends list and searched for a certain someone’s name was surely just my imagination.

"…………"

What am I even doing?

Instead of being here in the virtual world, I could just knock on the door of the room next to mine in the real world—

"……………………"

Just as I was thinking that, *knock knock*.

It seemed someone had come to visit my room before I could visit theirs. Since I’d just checked my friends list, I knew it wasn’t the blue-haired girl who was still occupying my thoughts even after the day had changed.

And so, my brain, having perfectly memorized the list of names I’d just glanced at, instantly pulled up the ‘memory’…

"—Morning. What’s up? It’s rare to see you at this time."

"—Morning… I was bored, so."

My deduction from the cross-reference took less than a second.

When I opened the door, it was a given that I’d find not blue, but light blue (Ri-na) standing there.

"Are idols free on a Monday afternoon?"

"Not always, but… a university student definitely shouldn’t be, right?"

"That’s true. But due to various circumstances, I am, regrettably, a delinquent university student."

"For a ranker in the virtual world, prioritizing this side of things is considered ‘excellent’ by society’s standards, though."

"That’s one value system I just can’t seem to get used to…"

I was playing hooky from my lectures today.

Considering the possibility that the birthday party for the renowned [Milmarinus] might extend into the next day, I had already sent in my notice of absence. So, it would be weird to show up now anyway.

That aside, the flow of our conversation felt surprisingly smooth—including the matter of the advice she gave me yesterday, I was starting to feel a new kind of familiarity with this tiny, little-sister-wannabe of a senpai… Well, I was aware of it.

I’m seriously too easy. Am I going to be okay?

"…How was it?"

And so, right on cue. Words that, without even asking, I could tell were about how yesterday’s birthday party went. I gave a thumbs-up in reply to Ri-na, who was tilting her head.

"I think she was happy. Thanks for the advice."

I couldn’t give her a physical object, but I wanted to convey my feelings somehow. I was nothing but grateful to her for racking her brain with me over such a troublesome problem.

An extremely busy idol, taking the time to do so.

"Mm."

"…Yes, yes, as you wish."

And then, as if to say, *“My payment, please.”*

I deliberately and casually ruffled the hair of the little sister who presented her head to me. She seemed to like it, as her soft, childlike cheeks relaxed and melted even further.

…As I’ve said many times, she is cute. And the fact that I don’t entirely dislike it is the most difficult part.

"Mm… —Alright then, see you."

Then, after receiving her report and reward from me, she gave a single stretch. Maybe she was sleep-deprived too; she let out a small noise that was not quite a yawn and opened her system window.

She was probably going to log out right away.

"Huh, that’s it?"

"That’s it. I was just curious what happened as a result of the advice I gave you, that’s all."

I was expecting her to demand more of a reward, so I was a little thrown off. And so, when I couldn't help but ask if she was satisfied, Ri-na replied with a briskness that was rare for her lately, acting like a good kid.

She really is a good kid at heart… or so I thought, feeling impressed with my younger senpai who has, for now, become a troublesome little sister—for all of ten seconds.

"…By the way, you weren’t, by any chance, waiting all this time just for that, were you? Or, you didn’t happen to predict the exact moment I’d log in and come online at the same time, like some kind of psychic, did you?"

I tried asking the question that had suddenly popped into my head.

"………………Fufu."

On the verge of logging out, just before she was enveloped in the light of world transition…

"…Which would make you happier?"

The little sister (or whatever she is) who vanished leaving behind the bewitching smile of a little devil had indeed become a troublesome existence, and I was left alone, letting out a wry smile and a sigh.

—And troublesome things tend to chain together.

A clear sound like the ringing of a bell. The system voice announcing an incoming message. I looked at the notification icon blinking in the corner of my vision and opened the “letter” with a mental command. It was…

【Sayaka】: Good morning. If you have a moment right now—

It was a letter of invitation from the Saintess.

◇◆◇◆◇

"—Good morning, Haru-sama."

"Ah… g-good morning."

The designated location was, as one would expect, a convenient place for us to gather without worrying about prying eyes: inside the Key Tree Maze.

It was the deepest part of the eighty-sixth layer we had recently conquered. The boss floor, which had become a safe zone after we defeated the floor master, some stylish black-robed fellow named [Yumiel the Ecstatic] who spammed magic.

And so, the moment I used the direct teleport after entering, my faint hopes were dashed. What that meant was… the Saintess who greeted me with a beaming smile was flanked on her left and right by…

"I apologize for summoning you so suddenly."

"No, no, not at all…"

No brothers (stoppers). That was the meaning.

This was a grave situation. It would have been strange to just turn her down now that we were in a party and working together, so I had carelessly accepted the invitation, but perhaps I’d been hasty.

Less than ten seconds after meeting her, as I was already on the verge of giving my choice a failing or questionable grade…

"If you would be so kind, please sit here."

*Pat, pat.*

One thing I’ve learned from adventuring with her is that, aside from the bewitching aura she constantly radiates, her actions themselves are often innocent and pure, with a hint of childishness. The Saintess (Sayaka-san) patted the spot next to her, inviting me over.

She must have been excitedly preparing while waiting for me, because on the floor was a cushion sheet with a star pattern—that is to say, a slightly childish design.

She patted the spot next to her, where she herself was sitting with her legs tucked to the side in a modest mermaid-like pose. *Pat, pat.*

"…Then, if you’ll excuse me."

—*She’s not a bad person, you know…* I truly think that.

I don’t sense any ill will, nor do I sense even a hint of what you might call, in vulgar terms, ulterior motives. And because I continue to find such a person ‘scary,’ a mysterious sense of guilt has recently started to sprout within me.

I unequipped my boots and sat down next to her, maintaining a distance appropriate between a man and a woman.

"…Ufufu."

And then, this. It made me reconsider whether her bewitching aura was just my imagination. She had the look of a girl purely in love… —No, let me rephrase that.

After spending some time with her, I might be starting to get a faint grasp of what’s in her heart. Taking that into consideration, if I were to rephrase it correctly…

"…So. What shall we talk about?"

It was the heat of pure, innocent adoration, so intense it might burn you if you touched it carelessly.

"Let’s see… it’s hard to choose—ah, then…"

In other words, with that same childlike innocence…

"I heard a rumor that you enjoy songs, Haru-sama…!"

"And where might that rumor have sprung from…?"

Today, as always, it seemed she wanted to talk about nothing but [Haru] the Acrobat.

<hr>

I’m sorry for the wait. It’s the Saintess’s turn.

By the way, the mermaid sit, or side-sitting, is bad for your pelvis, so be careful. It’s no problem for an avatar in a virtual world, so go ahead and sprinkle that elegance around!!!!!



    Chapter 919

    Understanding, Making Progress

    "—Well, yeah, you’re right. I don’t dislike listening or singing."

His tone was a little light.

*It must have something to do with his ‘errand’ from yesterday.* The thought was heartwarming, and as I watched “him,” he averted his eyes.

It was sad. But, it was an honor.

"You seem like you’d be a good singer, Sayaka-san."

I was aware that he was… that he is… wary of me. I understand that my behavior is the sort that generally causes trouble for gentlemen and those around them.

"Like… your voice would purify the entire area, I imagine."

But, lately.

The “him” I know, acting just like the “him” I know, has been trying to look at me and understand me, despite his caution and discomfort. He’s even started joking with me.

I’m happy. My heart flutters, and I feel like I could burst with joy, like a young girl.

Right now, I am touching a story, a dream.

How could I possibly hold back, how could I possibly deceive my own heart?

"………………Uh, umm. W-what is it? Is something wrong?"

And just like that, I stared at him so intently it felt like I might burn a hole through the pages of a novel.

I stared at him so intently that I made “him” look away again. It was frustrating—but perhaps this was for the better.

Perhaps it was just right for what I desire.

"N-no, it’s not bad or anything. It’s just, well, I’m sorry, but…"

What I want from “him” is… —

"Could you please refrain from staring so intently into my eyes…"

Not to be looked at by him, but to be the one who looks at him.

◇◆◇◆◇

"—…My apologies. I can’t believe I allowed you to be one-on-one with her."

"No, no, it was totally fine, seriously. We were just having a relatively peaceful chat. You don’t have to go that far—…ah, are you also wary that I might make a move?"

"Ah, no, that’s not it."

In the end, my sudden meeting with the ethereal Saintess ended briskly after about thirty minutes.

The reason was simple. Shoh, who bowed his head apologetically, and Ren, who bluntly shot down my whispered, speculative question, had joined us.

"Pardon me for saying so, but Haru, you don’t have the luxury to be looking at anyone else. Neither Ren nor I are worried in that regard, so you can rest assured."

"That’s absolutely true, so you can trust us on that with all your heart."

And so, while I was talking with the brothers…

The subject of our blunt conversation was, of course, not within the circle. The Sayaka-san in question was a short distance away, doting on her own tamed beast and my Sapphire.

She sat on the floor, and the two beasts flanked her like loyal retainers.

The starlit spirit horse coiled its body around her, stretching its neck from behind to have its nose stroked. And on the opposite side, my starlit dragon, seemingly struck by her saintly aura, had lowered its head without any sign of caution to have its beak stroked… In short, to put it mildly…

"Hey, is your sister actually a saintess for real?"

"…Well, how should I put it."

"She basically doesn’t discriminate between people and animals."

"I see, a bewitching charm effective on all living things… No, wait, that’s just pure ‘light’ at this point…"

""We’re much obliged."

"I have no idea what you’re obliged for, but okay."

To put it mildly, the scene was a painting.

What was with that loving smile? It was on par with—no, it didn’t lose to—my own master’s—

"…………"

*No, Ui-san isn’t losing. That’s disrespectful of me, her disciple.*

"I see, so this is it."

"The rumored ‘Acrobat thinking about random things.’"

"What is with the variety of rumors about me?"

""Haha."

"You close-knit brothers…"

And so, the accumulation of friendship points was proceeding smoothly. Although the two of them still used honorifics with me, the distance between us had closed to that of easygoing male friends. They even teased me.

The only problem is that since it’s always two against one, I basically can’t win.

"…Well, anyway."

"Haru, I believe you’ve come to understand to some extent what our sister is like."

And then, the conversation turned a little more serious. Following the two of them as their gazes shifted, I also looked over at their “sister,” who was cheerfully pampering the tamed beasts.

""She’s not a bad person. Just a handful."

"There you go being in sync again."

I managed to slip in a playful jab at their now-familiar brotherly synchronicity…

"I know. Including the fact that you two love your sister Sayaka-san."

""We are not siscons."

When I teased them back, this was their reaction. I’d thought they were relatively calm characters compared to the average ranker (?), but it seems Shoh and Ren are not without their quirks either—and then,

"Ah, sorry, something came up. I’ve gotta go for a bit."

Just like the one I’d received from Sayaka-san earlier, a system notification accompanied by a bell-like sound. The moment I opened the message it indicated in the corner of my vision, my top priority was updated.

"Understood."

"Is tonight’s raid still on as scheduled?"

"Yeah, same time as always, seven o’clock. Thanks."

As I spoke, I stood up.

"Alright, then."

""Take care."

I gave a little wave with my left hand—its forearm now temporarily bare—to the two of them, then started walking over to say goodbye to the Saintess, who was still fawning over the dragon and the horse.

<hr>

Just a jab before moving on to the next thing.



    Chapter 920

    Beyond the Hypothesis

    “—Haru. I have a favor to ask.”

“What’s up?”

“Can you please do something about your princess pestering me for a new sword every single day?”

“Don’t ask me…”

I was summoned and arrived in an instant. Practically bouncing with excitement, I dashed into the player-centric main district of the Garden of Divine Creation, into a certain room in the safe-area branch of [Mirage Workshop].

It was one half of the personal atelier I frequented. The moment I stepped into the familiar, spartan room—a space that radiated a purely practical, artisan spirit—I was greeted not by the business at hand, but by a complaint.

It was a rare sight indeed: my dedicated magic engineer, Kagura-san, looking utterly exhausted.

She was supposed to be busy climbing the tree day after day, courtesy of an ultra-hyper carry by Ashe and Ui-san, but it seemed she was being worn down by a matter entirely separate from her攻略.

“Why not just make her one? You’re secretly enjoying it, aren’t you?”

“Don’t be ridiculous. I’m not the rookie I used to be. If she snaps them left and right now that I have a rank to my name, my body, soul, and *reputation* would be in tatters.”

“Then your next goal is to create a man-made, indestructible weapon.”

“You make it sound so easy…”

We already have something close to that with the Ruby Rabbit weapons, so it doesn’t seem quite as unrealistic as creating an artificial divine armament like my *Sakura*… or so her bronze eyes seemed to say. They also added, *Enough with the pleasantries, out with it.*

Well, I was just as eager to get down to business. Might as well dive right into the main event—and with that, I pulled it out of my inventory.

“Has it been about six months since the last time?”

“Felt short, yet so long.”

“For the record, the fastest anyone has reached the *True Theory* stage is fourteen months.”

“...Ah, it felt like no time at all, didn’t it?”

*Clink.* A platinum bangle sounded against the table.

It was pulsing with the faint light that signified it was awaiting evolution, an item temporarily un-equippable. It was none other than my—no, *our*—Terror Armament, [Hypothesis: An=Ru Galta (Wedge-Armor Singing of the King's Road)].

“Well, in your case, you’ve had your growth accelerated like crazy by a bunch of monstrous veterans. Putting aside the speed of your initial steps… or I guess, your steps as a duo, you’ve at least got an excuse for your current growth rate.”

“An excuse?”

Whether that was meant as a follow-up or something else entirely was debatable, but Kagura-san was no longer looking at me. I was ninety-nine percent sure her words were just idle thoughts, spoken without much consideration.

And that was fine. For now, all I needed was for her to act as my “Weaver of Legends.”

“Sorry I couldn’t get to this right away the day before yesterday.”

“Not at all. We were both in the middle of our own expeditions.”

[An=Ru Galta] had finished accumulating experience just the other day.

Shattering the face of the 84th-floor boss, the [Six-Sworded Asura (Galkamine)], had served as a finishing blow in more ways than one. The timing, however, was likely just a meaningless coincidence.

Starting from the *Prologue*, through the current *Hypothesis*, and now to the *True Theory*—I had expected it to have more than enough experience from the path we’d taken. That’s why its arrival wasn’t much of a surprise… but what came next was impossible to predict.

After all, this thing had a history of making outlandish evolutions, like turning from a greatsword into a bangle.

“Haru.”

“Yeah?”

“This time, it seems there’s only one *path*… Looks like it has *settled*, for good.”

“Hah, is that so?”

That’s what made it so interesting. My excitement was boundless.

“Wanna do it now?”

“Of course.”

“Figured. In that case, *this time* there are *two required items*.”

It was probably something similar to the evolution materials an Anima might demand when advancing to the next tier. As she spoke, Kagura-san pointed to…

“...You little rascal. If you don’t evolve into something worth this investment, I’ll never forgive you.”

…the special-grade unique custom armaments protecting my hands and feet.

My gauntlets, [An=Di Galta (Divine Wedge Flash-Gauntlets)], and my greaves, [An=Vo Galta (Divine Wedge Flash-Greaves)].

“Hand them over. I’m starting.”

“Yeah, I’ll leave it to you.”

But neither I, the wielder, nor Kagura-san, the creator, hesitated, though wry smiles touched our lips.

And why would we? Because among all the gear I’ve journeyed with since the beginning, none has been a more diligent and faithful honor student, consistently meeting my expectations, than this one.

“—”

On the table lay a single bangle, a pair of gauntlets, and a pair of greaves.

Three armaments, all born from a single origin, were swallowed by the flames of the brilliant [Playful Fire-User], beginning to glow faintly… then strongly… and finally, with a blinding intensity.

And beside them.

A few seconds later, after the heat emanating from the crimson magic engineer caressed my cheek.

What remained on the table was a single… item.

““…””

Neither the Weaver nor the Wielder could find the words. The latter, with his limited knowledge, was to be expected, but even Kagura-san, one of Arcadia’s most veteran players, was in the same boat.

It couldn’t be helped. Even now, including the one the Sword Saint had recently unveiled, only six Terror Armaments were known to exist in this virtual world.

This content was still a massive enigma. Even the renowned former master artisan could do little more than tilt her head in fascinated surprise when *something* new happened.

And yet… we wouldn’t defer to one another.

The first to inspect a new creation is the job of the artisan who forged it. Thus, after a beat of suspenseful silence, Kagura-san reached for *it*—

She picked up the item that had transformed from a wide bangle into a delicate bracelet.

In that instant,

“Ha, hahaha…!”

It’s a rule of the virtual world that one can know through touch.

Holding the vessel that had devoured the works of her own hands, the vessel whose path she had guided, she must have understood its existence in its entirety, for she let out a peal of laughter.

Needless to say, the emotion filling my own chest as I watched was clear.

“Haaah… Haru.”

“Hm?”

“You really are… no.”

It was a fanfare of certain victory that soared beyond mere expectation.

“You and I are the best.”

My dedicated magic engineer tended to get openly excited when she crafted a masterpiece, but I couldn’t recall her ever going so far as to declare something like that… at least, not in my memory.

Which naturally meant that to the hand I held out, my heart racing with anticipation…

“Bwa, hahaha…!”

…the moment the *Weaver of Legends* handed me the item with a triumphant grin brimming with confidence, I had the exact same reaction she did.

“Hah! What is this, it’s hilarious. Is this for real?”

“It is not. It’s absolutely not. I can’t wait to unleash this information on the world.”

Arcadia’s specialty: the instantaneous brain-install.

Even without needing to scrutinize the ridiculous amount of information that had just flashed through my virtual mind, the displayed specs were insane from top to bottom.

Nice. Very nice.

“*Which arm* *do you want it on?* Want me to do it for you?”

“The left. That’s its home now.”

There was no reason to refuse her offer, so I handed the item back to Kagura-san. As I did, caught up in the excitement, we instinctively clasped hands in a firm shake, then looked at each other and laughed, as if to say, *what are we even doing?*

And so, with her own hands, she secured the bracelet to my left wrist.

The previous exchange had been a formal presentation to a client. But this time…

“Here we go.”

“Bring it on.”

…it was a small, celebratory ritual between the *Weaver* and the *Wielder*.

◇ Do you accept the body integration of [True Theory: An=Re Galta (Armor Singing of the King's Key)]? ◇

◇ ※This operation is semi-permanent and cannot be undone.※ ◇

There was only one answer.

*Yes.*

The moment I declared it to the *voice of God (the system)* echoing in my mind.

“—!”

The bracelet fastened to my wrist—the *base item* that had become not a *Body-Integrated Anima* but the virtual world’s first *Body-Integrated Terror Armament*—dissolved into my avatar.

Its previous form had merely been a standby phase before fusing with its wielder’s body. Having moved beyond hypothesis to its true form, the real identity of our Terror Armament lay ahead.

After the base item vanished, the next change happened to me. My left arm began to glow faintly from fingertips to shoulder as a subtle warmth spread through my entire avatar, my virtual heartbeat quickening its rhythm.

“Calm down. It’s the same phenomenon as with a Body-Integrated Anima. Nothing to worry about.”

“D-Did I look nervous…?”

If anything, I was so overcome with excitement that I hadn’t even been aware of my own state… and in the brief time it took for that lighthearted exchange,

“Oh.”

“See?”

…the ritual came to an unceremonious end. The light faded, and tranquility returned to my body. And thus, of course, what came to my hand was not merely the *ordinary*.

“Think you can *compensate* for the missing gloves and boots?”

“*Like you even have to ask*…”

Her voice was teasing. Kagura-san, more playful than ever, might actually have been more excited than I was.

Well then, consider this my thanks for another job well done.

“Then behold…!”

I theatrically swung my left arm.

Until today—it may not have been for long, but it had served me well in both offense and defense—the gauntlet was gone. The reassuring fit and weight of the bangle, which had become so familiar, was also gone. And the bracelet that had just dissolved was gone, too.

But on the back of my hand.

—There, a faintly glowing *crest* had appeared, containing everything.

“Become my Armor—”

Activation authorized. Full Armament.

“[True Theory: An=Re Galta]!”

My left arm was merely the vessel. That Terror Armament had made my entire avatar its home, so there was no single *point of origin* for the *transformation*.

And yet, the change was over in the blink of an eye.

Like painting a picture with a bold stroke, or a wave swallowing a sandy shore. With a loud yet nimble *VWOOSH*, it manifested—

—a suit of platinum knight’s armor.

I didn’t need a mirror to know.

Anyone who saw this form, clad head to toe in a *power* I could feel with aching intensity…

“...Hah. You look just like a human-sized [Angalta, God-Wedge Sword-King].”

…would surely say the exact same thing as my *Weaver of Legends*.

<hr>

A practical demonstration is imminent.

Consider the *Prologue* of a Terror Armament to be its infancy. And the next stage, the *Hypothesis*, its childhood. With that in mind, please look forward to what comes next.
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    “—And so, ta-da!”

““Whoa.””

Later that night. After parting ways with Kagura-san, who had promised to ‘go on a rampage,’ I spent some time alone at the training grounds, testing the potential of my [True Theory: An=Re Galta (Armor Singing of the King's Key)].

Then, at the appointed time, I met up with the members of my Key Tree攻略 B-Team and gave them the grand unveiling of its *True Theory* form. As expected, Shoh and Ren had the most obvious reactions.

“A body-integrated type… that went beyond my expectations…”

“But are you sure it’s okay that it absorbed two special-grade armaments?”

And so, looking at the crest on my left hand, they offered one part admiration and one part concern.

Ren’s straightforward awe was satisfying, but to show off the full picture of this thing, Shoh’s question was exactly what I’d been hoping for.

Thus, with my excitement still running high, I gave them a fearless grin—

““Ooh…!””

—and their next reaction was just as gratifying.

Once again, like color flooding a canvas or a wave washing over skin, a *VWOOSH* sounded. The *familiar forms* instantly covered my hands, which had been bare after unequipping my gear, and the two brothers watching the show with rapt attention let out a collective cry of excitement.

Yes, a cry of exhilaration. And why not? It was a sight that would stir the heart of any boy who had ever seen *that* kind of thing, right?

Fine particles flowed and constructed an exterior in a flash—a deployment scene that fully embraced the unique visual pleasure of something both mechanical and biological.

It was the exact motion of a *nanotech suit from a sci-fi hero show*.

“And just like that,”

*Clench, unclench.* My hands felt perfectly normal. The black and silver gauntlets that appeared were unmistakably the supposedly lost [An=Di Galta], and naturally, the two of them glanced down at my feet… where the [An=Vo Galta] had already taken shape.

“It *turned the original gear into abilities*, so there are absolutely no problems.”

Plus, by fusing with a Terror Armament, which has no durability stat, they no longer needed maintenance. Being able to summon and dismiss them at will wasn’t a huge merit for me at this point, but getting bonus features with zero loss in combat power was a true blessing.

—And as for this feature of freely equipping the gauntlets and greaves of the *Armor*, there was one insane point that went far beyond being a simple bonus.

“This is treated as an *ability*, not equipment.”

*VWOOSH.* I let the gauntlet on my left hand extend up to my shoulder, theatrically letting the *Armor* consume the sleeve of my *clothing*, the [Azure Sky Six Petals - White Cloud (El-Gran Stasia)], as I spoke.

That alone should have been enough for them to grasp the insane implications. Shoh and Ren’s expressions shifted from admiration and excitement to a shared look of slight recoil, as if to say, “Whoa…”

Not equipment, but an ability. That means it *doesn’t take up an equipment slot*, which means—

“—*I can layer it*. Even with the full armor on, all the effects of the gear I’m wearing underneath are still active.”

—it established an utterly law-defying reality.

Of course, there were limits. Likely because it absorbed the equipment whole, the gauntlets and greaves could be used constantly with no cost… well, *half* of it was no cost, but manifesting other parts was on a timer and required a significant MP drain.

It was roughly one second per 10 points of MID. Factoring in a player’s base MP on top of a blank Lv. 1 status, a full-body deployment would last for about ‘10 seconds + MID × 0.1’.

So for my complete ‘surface’ build outside the Key Tree, with a total MID of 700 including gear bonuses, my limit from a full MP bar would be about eighty seconds.

As someone familiar with MP-guzzling problem children like [Eyes Oculus], I found the cost almost cute, but it was still a massive drain by normal standards.

Still, given its performance, the fuel efficiency was actually exceptional. The *free deployment* and *layering* were *nothing more than bonus features*, so unveiling the main powers it possessed would surely elicit even greater shock—…

I’d been talking mostly with the brothers, but they weren’t my only audience.

Beside me, Sora-san watched with a look that was half-amused, half-exasperated at me acting like a little kid with a new toy.

As always, the saintess was watching me with a gentle, fluffy smile.

And,

“...Full body.”

As usual, the man known as Twin Fists was standing silently, his expression unreadable… but the moment he spoke, I couldn’t suppress a smirk.

*That’s right, isn’t it? Of course it is.*

“The full-body deployment… what’s it… like…”

His small eyes could look either stern or endearing depending on the situation, but right now, they were definitely the latter. Piercing through the stiff atmosphere he maintained to suppress his stage fright, an aura leaked from Gen-san as he spoke in spite of himself.

What kind of aura? It was none other than the embodiment of his insatiable curiosity and thirst for knowledge as an incorrigible *hero otaku*.

From our country’s *Sentai* shows to giants of light and motorcycle-riding heroes, his interests were all-encompassing. His admiration was boundless, extending to overseas superhero comics and even the super warriors from old Japanese manga.

As the magnificent name of his Anima, his very soul-shard, [I Am Hero (Dream-Chasing Soul's Wish)], suggested, Gen-san’s deep-seated love for heroes was well-known.

And so,

“…”

It was only natural for him to turn his expectant gaze upon me. Our faction’s foremost endearing warrior was as delightful as ever today.

“...Heheh, I’ll show you that in a real fight—Ouch!”

He was so delightful that I got carried away, teasingly extending and retracting the *Armor* from the gauntlets while dragging out my answer, only to receive some divine punishment.

Of course, it wasn’t punishment from the heavens, but from an angel.

“...Honestly, you’re getting too carried out.”

“My apologies.”

After getting a sharp poke in the side from Sora-san, along with an adorable glare… well, she was right that it was a waste of time to keep messing around.

“Alright, sorry for the wait—”

I turned and walked toward the transfer gate at the far end of the Key Tree Maze’s 86th floor, leading to the 87th. The rest of the group, their mood lightened by my childish antics, followed behind…

But today, it seemed they wouldn't have much to do, a fact they each seemed to realize.

“Let’s begin today’s expedition!”

Because a certain kid was about to go on an unrestrained rampage with his proud new toy.
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    —Since ancient times, it has been a rule that *inhuman beings* test mortals.

The more transcendent the existence compared to a puny human, the more likely they are to casually measure the little one’s strength, wisdom, or courage as a playful way to pass the time.

In short, putting all the information together, those so-called ‘Demons’ were exactly that.

Starting with the [Ifrit, Fire Demon] that awaited on the 60th floor of the Key Tree Maze, and the [Marid, Water Demon] we faced ten floors later on the 70th. Even the [Jinn, Wind Demon] we fought ten floors after that on the 80th—it seemed the fundamental solution was the same for all of them.

Through casual chats with other teams—the ‘wasn’t that boss tough?’ kind of talk—it was revealed that the shared gimmick of the Demon series was, in a word, a *maze*.

For [Ifrit, Fire Demon], it was an invisible, body-searing heat; for [Marid, Water Demon], a raging current within a flooded hall; for [Jinn, Wind Demon], an invisible, body-slicing blade of wind, much like the fire.

Though the variations differed by element, what they all demanded was the same. In each case, you had to find the *correct place to punch* indicated by a route within the massive demon’s body and accurately stack up correct answers.

It’s no wonder we were ‘punished’ for ignoring all that and just socking them in the face. In other words, their names changing from [Ifrit, Fire Demon] to [Ifrit, Fire Demon (Volkidun)] meant just that.

It was a *reset mechanism*, basically saying, ‘Nope, you’re wrong, try again.’

So, they weren’t meant to be defeated normally. But for an Exceptional Player who was off the charts, it wasn’t impossible. And if you shattered expectations and defeated them, there was a reward. They were gimmick bosses with a semi-instant-death punishment that was actually a delightful surprise for players—

“—...Um, Haru? Just to be sure…”

And so, we arrived at the *90th floor* of the Key Tree Maze. With the 100th floor now in sight, this was the final ten-floor checkpoint before the goal. Standing before the door at its deepest point,

“You don’t intend to solve the maze, do you…”

“At this point, is there any path left other than completion?”

I replied to my partner’s question.

My immediate answer drew a uniform reaction from her and the others. The gazes of my party members were all gentle as they looked at me, the one who had just single-handedly steamrolled through three entire floors from 87 onward, plus the path to here on the 90th, in a nonstop rampage.

Well, there were slight differences—gently exasperated and resigned, a gentle wry smile, a gentle, stiff expression with crossed arms, or a gentle, fluffy smile…

“...Just do whatever you want today.”

Realistically, given how Ui-san and Ashe had been talking it up, I needed to get my new special-grade gear into perfect condition before facing the rumored ‘seriously tough’ 100th floor.

That meant I should get as much practical combat experience as possible to acclimate to my new power. My rampage up to this point wasn’t just me messing around on a high; it was a necessary warm-up.

She undoubtedly understood that.

Though her words were a bit sharp, Sora-san’s expression was more on the gentle side of resigned exasperation. Her smile, as if to say *you’re hopeless*, even held a touch of motherliness.

*She’s still fifteen, right?*

…I kept that playful thought to myself.

“By yourself?”

“Are you sure about that?”

As I placed my hand on the door to the floor master’s chamber at the very back, Shoh and Ren, standing at their usual spots on either side of me, asked for a perfunctory confirmation. My response to them was, of course,

“Leave it to me—I’ll twist it apart in *five minutes*.”

…a single boast, backed by confidence and conviction.

As the ridiculously overconfident individual and his comrades, who had entered to watch over said fool, stepped into the great hall, the lights flickered on.

At the center of the floor was the same as before with *fire*, *water*, and *wind*.

The quivering *essence* of a demon.

It vibrated, releasing pressure. A small clod of earth exploded in volume, and in an instant, enormous legs stomped the floor while massive hands crushed the air.

A golem… was not quite the right word for its form, which was too delicately humanoid. A being that could only be called a giant of the earth. Its name was—[Dao, Earth Demon].

Now, with all due insolence, first, with words.

“Hah. Not a bad opponent for a *full-power debut*.”

I openly picked a fight with the demon as it stomped the ground, sending up earthen walls to create its characteristically complex maze.

“Become my Armor—”

Next, with my body.

“[True Theory: An=Re Galta]!”

Full Armament initiated.

Clad in platinum, radiating majesty, I kicked off the ground, my first step a declaration of my might.

In that instant. On the other side of the numerous great walls that exploded into dust as if they had been *punched away by the opposing giant*, the [Dao, Earth Demon], whose mask-like face was struck by my knee at full speed, recoiled with enough force to nearly snap its neck.

I don’t give a damn about your maze. Just like the last three—

Just like [Ifrit, Fire Demon (Volkidun)], [Marid, Water Demon (Shenalafan)], and [Jinn, Wind Demon (Tizeroshen)].

“Come on. I’ll make you get serious right away!”

I’ll drag out your true form and beat you down head-on!

‘—, ————’

It reeled back, crushing its own maze, but made no move to counterattack. However, a certain emotion I could feel in the air vibrated, and without any motion, the *punishment* came.

The retribution for the human who insolently kicked a great being while ignoring its trial. From the massive body of quivering earth, it unleashed a volley of what were far too large to be called pebbles.

With high-performance homing, no less—bring it on, you bastard.

*Not that I’ll even* *bother to look at you*!

“[Rocket]!”

The recoil from the opening knee strike. I kicked off the void with my body floating in midair and charged for a second step, my entire armor ringing. Ignoring the barrage of punitive earth clods, I clasped my hands together.

And then, as the earthen projectiles *exploded into dust on contact with my armor*, rendered useless, I moved.

“TAKE—THIIIIIIIS!!!”

I delivered a merciless, full-power double sledgehammer down onto the crown of the demon’s head.
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    The full-force blow to its head sent a roar through the chamber as the giant’s massive frame *buckled*. The [Dao, Earth Demon]’s knees gave way, crushing its own maze and sending a tremor across the entire floor.

The impact felt solid. But just like the other demons I’d faced up to this point, as long as it maintained its gimmick-boss persona and looked down on me, no damage would get through.

However.

‘—, ————!’

What echoed was the roar of the earthen giant, now looking up at the human it had been looking down on.

*Fire*, *water*, and *wind* all clearly had their own *personalities*, but it seemed that among the demons governing the four basic elements, *earth (this one)* was the most short-tempered.

I probably still had some leeway before I stacked up enough wrong answers. But that aside, the body of the [Dao, Earth Demon] quivered again as it let out a roar of raw anger.

It was the precursor to a counter, a punishment for the scoundrel who had kicked its sacred trial—but I ignored it.

“Hmm… well, that’s a needless worry. Okay.”

I threw a sidelong glance with deadly seriousness.

At the edge of the boss room, my comrades were effortlessly dealing with the encroaching maze walls and stray homing projectiles with their swords, fists, and mirrors.

Then, a moment later.

Just like before, the retaliatory barrage of earthen warheads rushed me, only to shatter the instant they touched my armor.

No matter how many hit, the damage was zero. Of course it was no damage—after all, the truth was, *not a single one had actually landed*.

This was the first *basic ability* of [True Theory: An=Re Galta (Armor Singing of the King's Key)]—Reversal.

“[Rocket]!”

As promised, I didn’t even look. Ignoring the dozens of projectiles assailing me from all directions, I soared through the air, leaving a trail of useless, shattered dust in my wake.

Alright, the next shot is…!

“HRAAAGH!!!”

‘—!’

A high-speed, falling heel drop.

Once again, a one-sided critical hit to the face. A satisfying crash, a shockwave—

And so, the reason I could remain unscathed while pummeling this Earth Demon, despite being exposed to a storm of attacks that would normally have wiped out my HP dozens of times over, was singular.

“Hah, now this is—utterly BROKEN!”

It was thanks to the protection afforded by the passive ability that activated only during Full Armament, which *overwrote an enemy’s attack judgment with my own hit judgment*.

To put it simply,

“C’mon, c’mon, what’s wrong? Not working, is it?!”

When fully deployed, the armor of the Sword-King surrounding me would, against any and all threats that dared approach its master—without exception, automatically, and without the slightest opening—*return a counter-attack judgment*.

Thus followed another one-sided assault. Another massive tremor and a roar of fury.

The poor [Dao, Earth Demon] was being beaten senseless, its earnestly fired projectiles all nullified, leaving it unable to even begin the motion to redeploy its maze.

From this angle, it looked like a completely game-breaking scene… but well, this being Arcadia, where *exceptions are allowed but perfection is never born*, it wasn’t quite that.

The absurd constantly active ability of the Full Armament wasn’t invincible. As long as this thing didn’t continue to play around forever, it wasn't so law-defying that I could win a complete victory.

To point out a specific *weakness*,

“Tch—Hah, that was close!”

I reflexively activated [Rocket] to dodge, but retreating was impossible.

That would be against attacks like that massive, careless swing just now—in other words, large-scale, high-power attacks that I couldn't offset head-on with my own strength. I would be overpowered and take damage normally. The armor’s auto-intercept capability was dependent on its master’s (my) specs.

In other words, it was impossible to completely ignore a serious blow from a powerful boss enemy. The Reversal could only reliably shoot down *small fry*.

Still ultra-broken, though—but anyway.

I’d managed to draw out a new motion, but it seemed it was still far from truly enraged.

It showed signs of irritation, but it was still stubbornly trying to repeat the preparatory motions for its maze deployment. Looking at it… I felt a bit bad, but I wouldn’t be holding back.

It had been just under thirty seconds since the battle began. The armor was already draining a fair bit of my MP, so I couldn't afford to dally. Besides, I had already shown off this much.

Since I had smugly declared to my comrades that I would show them its ‘full power’…

“Okay. In that case…”

I had absolutely no intention of holding back.

“Come—”

I raised my left arm.

Bringing my empty hand to my neck, I swung it sharply outward.

“—[An=Re Galta (The Spiraling, Brilliant Spirit-Sword of the Wedge)]…!”

In the hand of my platinum-armored arm, extended out to my side, manifested a single, magnificent and ornate greatsword.

The weight was nostalgic. The form was new. As I called out that memorable, original name (Re-Galta), a brilliance appeared that was nothing like the bladeless iron slab of old.

A true platinum that shone even more brilliantly than the armor’s own. With beautiful gold and silver-blue filigree running down its blade, the artistic double-edged greatsword… was the very image of that King’s Sword.

This was the second *basic ability* of [True Theory: An=Re Galta]—Re-Galta.

“Alright… let’s wrap up this mud-slinging contest, shall we?!”

A knight’s armor in service of its master… No.

The loyal vassal of the *Armored Knight* that dwells within its master carries a *sword* in its soul.
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    Listen up, you blockhead—no, you clay-head. Watch closely. Carve this into your arrogant, giant frame.

In this world… in all worlds where the divine arithmetic of the system code known as the ‘damage formula’ exists, there is an almost absolute, unshakeable truth.

Barring a few exceptions—like the extremely rare beings such as Twin Fists, who through mind-boggling effort has gained a body that surpasses weapons precisely because he cannot wield one—

…as a rule, humans are stronger when holding a weapon.

“Clay-butter!”

One step forward, one clean slash.

The brilliant shine of the platinum blade was no mere decoration; it was the embodiment of its peerless sharpness. Combined with the same overwhelming mass as its *Prologue* stage, the greatsword could easily shatter even the super-hard mineral known as [Black Dragonscale Rock]. Against that, a body of mere *earth* was nothing.

Even as the sword bit into the enemy, my momentum from [Rocket] didn’t diminish in the slightest. I soared through the air, braked just enough to reverse course, kicked off the void, and turned back to face… a wall of earth.

Apparently, getting its neck sliced open was deeply unpleasant, because it had interrupted its maze-building stomps to swing an irritated hand right at me.

A slow, ponderous motion befitting its massive size.

But it was precisely because of its size that boss enemies like this could easily keep up with a player’s speed and agility through sheer scale difference.

—But too bad. I’ll declare it myself to this great being.

“Too… SLOOOOOOOOW!!!”

This little pest before you is not bound by the ‘norm’ when it comes to speed.

Memory complete, route constructed, engine reignited—continuous ignition.

An unending, super-high-speed maneuver with [Rocket]. My armor roared against the atmosphere as I wielded the greatsword as if it were a twig, freely moving in all directions to challenge the *small giant*.

From the top of its head to the tips of its toes was just one step away in the blink of an eye. For me, who could now run on the air as if it were solid ground, the ‘scale’ difference was practically meaningless.

I dodged its hand, and slashed.

‘—, ————, ————’

As I flew, I slashed.

‘——————, ——’

As my whim and my body dictated… I relentlessly cut it to pieces, from head to toe.

The volley of punitive pebbles had finally started firing without pause, but they were literally useless. The demon, completely at my mercy, had no way to stop my rampage.

And so—ten seconds flat.

‘—!!!’

The speed at which it reached a boiling rage was, well, not exactly impatient. It was only natural.

A wave of overwhelming pressure and shock. I guessed it was an unavoidable cinematic effect for the transition to the ‘punishment phase.’ The *pressure* that had been flying around me snared my body, and I was blasted away, putting distance between myself and the [Dao, Earth Demon].

A forced retreat, followed by a landing. I skidded to a halt and looked up…

“Hah. Okay, let’s begin.”

[Dao, Earth Demon Roudonodin]—its form shifted while maintaining its massive size, transforming from a clay doll into a *clay knight doll*. The great being glared down at the irritating pest.

Its entire presence radiated an overwhelming pressure of information, forcing me to recognize a hardness that belied its earthen composition.

I wondered what kind of internal mechanism it had. From the visor of the helmet that had appeared on its head, pure white steam puffed out as if to display its furious breath, which was terrifying in a comical way.

Of course I was trembling. I’m only human.

No matter that I had been treating it like a one-sided punching bag just seconds before… I have never once faced the *mighty* that fill this dream world without my body trembling.

And that was true, even if,

“Unexpectedly, we’re both knight-types. This is going to look damn good on screen!”

…it was a warrior’s tremor, trembling with anticipation.

Alright, the real fight starts now—and once again, I’m holding nothing back.

“Manifestation Release.”

I planted my sword in the floor and chanted the words.

The activation key was acknowledged. What followed was the manifestation of the armament, speaking to the world alongside its *wielder*.

*VWOOSH.* The platinum armor, save for the gauntlets and greaves, peeled away from my body, dissolving into particles of shining light that formed two rings behind me. They were not a form that was majestic in itself.

“Subvert—”

They were a gate, to summon an overwhelming *majesty* from beyond to carve a path for their master.

“—[Angalta, Armor of the King's Majesty]!”

In that instant, shattering the space within the rings, two arms appeared. Two great, dazzling arms of exquisitely carved platinum, their form undeniably that of the great wall I had once challenged.

The arms of that [Angalta, God-Wedge Sword-King], each one easily taller than a man.

And one more thing.

As if attending to a king, floating in wait above and behind my shoulders, a knight’s helmet split the void and appeared, its twin eyes glowing with golden light.

This was the first part of [True Theory: An=Re Galta]’s second phase.

Its names were ‘The Platinum Twin Arms that Carve the King's Road, An-Gar Tramz,’ and ‘The Wise Head of the Proxy Eye that Guides the King's Key, An-Sar Kings.’

…So I’m sorry, but from now on, just as it was before,

“Let’s go, you behemoth. Brace yourself.”

…I have no intention of relinquishing this stage where we, the stars, can do as we please.



    Chapter 925

    A Parallel Routine

    "—Hey, if it isn't the delinquent."

"Ah, it's the delinquent who skips school to play games."

"That's quite a 'good morning' you've got there…"

Tuesday morning, the next day. As soon as we met in the university lecture hall, I was immediately teased by the duo who were both my easygoing friends and reliable teammates.

The reason was obvious. I had missed my classes yesterday.

"Well, in this day and age, showing up here is more likely to get you marked absent, y'know?"

Toyama Toshiki, a sporty young man, said this with a joking tone, but when measured against the current standard, his words were terrifyingly accurate.

"No rest for the wicked, huh, Nozomin?"

And then there was that familiar, all-knowing grin. Ashiwara Shoko, a black-haired beauty who was once again the center of attention for all the male students in the room, seemed to be living freely as always, paying them no mind.

She tugged on my sleeve, and I was made to sit next to her with a soft thud.

""How far'd you get?""

"…Ninetieth floor. Morning."

""'Morning."

They whispered, just in case.

The two of them, assuming I'd spent the entire previous day on the game, tilted their heads at my more modest-than-expected progress, thinking *'Huh, not as far as I thought,'* before casually returning my greeting.

Well, of course. I hadn't told them.

Just like with Sora, and with Ashe… they've probably figured out by now that I'm also acquainted with the remaining *Fairy of the Blue Jade* in the real world, but it's not confirmed information yet.

That goes not only for the public but for my friends as well. There's no reason to introduce them, and Nia has no reason to meet my friends, so the chance of them meeting is zero.

In that case, there's no need to be completely honest about it.

Therefore, today, I am, without a doubt, *the guy who skipped school yesterday to play games*.

"Still, to get to the ninetieth floor in a week or so…"

"Didn't even need two weeks, huh… Wow, as expected!"

In any case, sharing everything that isn't personal is what being a team is all about.

Aside from my private affairs, the two of them are aware of almost all of my activities as the Acrobat, and they certainly know that a party of rankers is currently steamrolling the Key Tree Maze.

Every time I hand them the recorded data for the archives, they scream for two different reasons.

"As usual, I'll pass this along to Mizuki later, along with the data from Saturday and Sunday. Make sure you guys look it over."

"Ugh, great…"

"The data backlog just keeps growing…"

And so, it was the same this time… except,

"………………"

"…Huh? Is that an evil look on your face?"

"…What did he do this time?"

While sharing everything non-personal is the norm, our relationship is built on being close friends. So occasionally, I, the one who's always being teased, get to be the one pulling a prank.

In other words, the fact that I unleashed a rampage yesterday with my newly evolved Terror Armament is a surprise. They can be thoroughly shocked when they see it at their workshop, the Shijo residence—

◇◆◇◆◇

"—Good morning."

"Good morning, Nozomi-kun. …Good work yesterday?"

"Now *that's* a much nicer 'good morning'…"

Before the second period, it was still, just barely, morning.

As soon as we met in the lecture hall, I was greeted with two pleasant greetings and smiles, and I found myself feeling at ease with this pair of best friends, whose bond of trust was in a different category from my other childhood-friend pair.

In any case, they probably had no idea what I was talking about.

In response to my relaxed smile and nonsensical words, the two girls tilted their heads with a shared "?" and I just shook my head, saying, "It's nothing."

"Morning. —Here, Kaede, I need you to take this."

This time, without being tugged on, I sat down peacefully and handed a USB drive from my bag to the stylish and fluffy Shijo Kaede.

And so, the young lady of the Shijo conglomerate and my de facto manager as the Acrobat, Kaede-san, said…

"Ah, yes, of course. I have received it."

She accepted the item reverently, her demeanor half-serious, half-playful.

"Progress?"

And from the seat behind her, her best friend's glasses glinted with curiosity.

Kajisawa Mizuki, more than just the director for the archive video editing, was becoming the Acrobat's producer to Kaede's manager.

"Ninetieth floor."

"…Was it Earth?"

"It was."

"……Four-attribute completion reward?"

"There was one."

"…………Mm, just as I predicted."

Compared to Toshiki and Shoko, Kaede and Mizuki are the calmer pair, but when it comes to their level of nerdiness, they leave the other two in the dust. Her best friend, looking satisfied but expressionless now that her theory had been proven correct, was being watched by the young lady with a fond smile.

As for who's the most far-gone of them all…—

"…Nozomi-kun?"

"Hmm, what should I have for lunch today?"

"I know what you're doing, you know. You were just thinking something rude, weren't you!"

For the sake of peace, I think I'll keep that to myself.

◇◆◇◆◇

"—So, with that, it's pretty much guaranteed I'll have some free time soon."

""""Ooh.""""

And so, after class, during lunch break. As part of a group with zero bento-packers, we were contributing to the usual cafeteria bustle, having secured our respective sources of energy at our table.

"So, like I mentioned a while ago… —I was thinking we should set aside some time somewhere to thank you all for your dedicated support. So, yeah."

""Yeah!""

"Looking forward to it."

As I said, this was a topic we'd been talking about for a while—specifically, since we started the Key Tree conquest and I began placing a huge burden on the four of them. As I brought it up, cheers erupted from the usual direct hype-duo, Toshiki and Shoko.

Mizuki chimed in quietly, and Kaede was smiling elegantly beside her.

"I plan to wrap things up sometime this week. So, if we want to do it as soon as possible, I'm free this weekend, Saturday or Sunday… but what about you four—"

""Yeah!!""

"Yeah."

"Manager, translate."

"Ah, haha… I think they're saying… that Saturday and Sunday are fine………… maybe?"

The last bastion of sanity, Kaede-san.

By the way, if she were to reveal her true self, the one who's the most far-gone of them all is—

"Nozomi-kun?"

"Wait, I thought I did a pretty good job with my poker face just now."

"What exactly are you trying so hard to do, honestly…!"

Is everyone's ability to read me getting a little too good?

Like, seriously? Am I that easy to read these days? Back in high school, people used to say things like, *'I can never tell what Kasuga-kun is thinking,'* but that's beside the point…

"Well, that's the gist of it."

"Ah, he just glossed over it…!"

"So, if any of you have any requests, just let me know."

—The virtual world is important, but needless to say, the real world is too.

"Yes! Can we ask for anything?!"

"You're full of energy, Shoko-kun. As long as it's something I can actually do, I'll probably allow it. Think of whatever you like."

"Yes! So it's okay to show no mercy?!"

"You're full of energy, Toshiki-kun. Bring it on. I don't for a second think I'm earning all this by myself."

"Yes. Is So—Hinata-chan coming along…"

"Ah… I'll have to get back to you on that, Mizuki-kun. I'll try asking her."

It's not just about thanking my friends and rewarding my companions. To be honest, a large part of it is just me wanting to enjoy my youth as a student.

So, naturally.

"…Yes. Let's go bowling, Nozomi-kun."

"Could you please spare me from another session of watching my pathetic failure, Kaede-kun?"

"I cast one vote for the pathetic failure viewing party."

"Oh, I'll also cast a vote for the pathetic failure viewing party!"

"Hey, ganging up on me is a dirty trick, ladies…!"

"Time to pay the piper, you god-awful bowler."

"Don't call me a god-awful bowler…!"

The me over there, and the me over here… whoever said it, neither of us has any 'free time'.



    Chapter 926

    Side: Team D

    ◇You have overcome the trial of the [Dao, Earth Demon]◇

◇Ninetieth Floor cleared.◇
・A reward has been granted────You have obtained [Verdant Gem of Covenant].

◇You have obtained a Title◇
・'Hidden Sage'

◇You have obtained a Skill◇
・"Demon's Favor"

"Well... that's about what I expected. It's just a gimmick boss when you already know the solution."

A deep, gentle tremor, one that seemed to shake the entire floor yet felt strangely serene, vibrated through the soles of her feet. The pure white kitten murmured to herself, completely unscathed in both body and status, her breathing even and calm.

And so, amid the trembling earth, the verdant light, and the lingering remnants of what seemed to be the final demon, shimmering threads of white snow danced in the air before melting away into nothing.

A complete victory—or rather, a perfect answer.

This was the result of unraveling the multi-phased riddle posed by the [Dao, Earth Demon].

"Hah, so there really was a special reward for the *goody-two-shoes* four-element clear."

"Well, of course. I figured there was no way they'd only give a reward for the brute-force route."

"Fufu... Good work, everyone."

"Though, Natsume and Hinayo-san were the only ones really working, you know."

"Hey, Teto-kun, I was trying my best, too!?"

"As the leader, I'd say your limbs moving however they pleased was a net zero."

"That's so mean!"

The six players who had gathered were a colorful bunch, but like the other teams, they shared a complete lack of tension.

Each of them casually ignored the fanfare celebrating the floor's conquest, their words betraying no sign that they had just been in the midst of a fierce battle.

In other words—

"Na-chaaaan! Teto-kun's being mean! He's not nice to me!"

"Ugh—ah, yes, I know..."

The only one with even a shred of tension was the little kitten leading the very seniors she was supposed to look up to.

Known for being 'surprisingly polite' due to her unfailing respect for her elders, Natsume, the [Thread-Weaver], would forgive them for almost anything, weighing it against the gratitude she felt for their past kindness.

The only time she got cheeky enough to try and strangle someone was when it came to impertinent juniors. For instance, if one were to aim a rushing chokehold at a vital point that would be fatal in the real world, her reaction would be, at most, a wry smile.

And so, with a strained expression, she endured the light-green-haired Lux, who had mercilessly leaped onto her.

"Good work—"

She turned her eyes to the great senior from another faction, who had worked tirelessly in every demon battle except the fire one. Natsume was about to offer her polite words of gratitude and praise when—

"Hm?"

"... ..."

A soft smile.

The [Fervent Gaze] silenced her with a bewitching smile that could captivate even someone of the same gender.

"...Good... work. You were a great help again, Hinayo...-san."

"Fufu, you're very welcome. You're so cute, Natsume-chan."

This was the reason. In accordance with the Southern Faction's 'Raid Leader Candidate Training Program,' she was literally lending a hand with a smile for the sake of her cute junior.

"Don't go teasing her *too* much, Hina. She's our precious third-in-command."

"Isn't this just another catalyst for growth?"

"You're just having fun, you black-bellied four-eyes."

"Ugh, you're all so loud...!"

Even the informal way Auerin and Fuji spoke to their great seniors from the same faction was part of it.

She was smart. Quick-witted, flexible in her thinking. She possessed courage and rarely lost her composure. She also had an incredible ability to understand and empathize with others, which made it easy to accept that she had manifested the unique ability 'Resonance'... The sole weakness of Natsume, who possessed an immense aptitude for command.

She was *too* respectful of others. At her core, she was too much of a 'good kid,' which made her struggle with giving swift, sharp, and undeniable *commands*. This was all a strategy to help her overcome that.

*No formal language* was the directive issued by the queen, Helena, who held high expectations for her.

"Fufu... It's all right if you just use my name, you know?"

"I'd rather not—... if that's... alright with you."

It wasn't that they wanted her to be arrogant. Everyone already knew she was a polite and pleasant person, so she didn't need to worry.

The idea was for her to practice 'entrusting them with her confidence' in a rational and unreserved manner, starting with her speech—an extremely clear and easy-to-focus-on form of behavior.

Though she was struggling a bit, she had made considerable progress compared to when she started—

"Agh, would you all stop looking at me with those lukewarm eyes! We're checking the battle results! Report in, everyone!"

Basically, she'd forgive them. Which meant, occasionally, she would get angry like a normal person.

The kitten, who possessed not only a natural talent for command but also a natural talent for being teased...

"She really is adorable, isn't she?"

"Not happening. We're not letting Istia get another brilliant commander. That would be the end of the Four Pillars."

"And she has perfect chemistry with a certain prince, doesn't she? Her coordination with him is unbelievable for someone from another faction."

"...Well, Natsume and Senpai are a good match, personality-wise."

"That's 'cause Na-chan loooves Har-kun!"

Today, as always, she was surrounded by kind seniors who doted on their junior.

"I said, stop it! Why does his name have to come up every single time?!"

And with a look on her face that suggested she didn't entirely mind, she continued to squawk and fuss energetically.

<hr>

A supply of Nacchan's affection. More like 'nyah nyah' than 'waa waa'.



    Chapter 927

    After the King's Might

    ◇You have defeated [Dao, Earth Demon]◇

◇Ninetieth Floor cleared.◇
・A reward has been granted────You have obtained [Verdant Gem of Covenant].

◇Defeat of [Unknown Wedge] [Dao, Earth Demon: Rounodin] confirmed.◇
・A reward has been granted────You have obtained [Earth Demon's Treasured Drop: Magic Gift].

◇You have obtained a Title◇
・'Hidden Outrage'

◇You have obtained a Skill◇
・"Four Pillars' Embrace"

"Well... I guess that's it. Our affinity was pretty advantageous, after all."

A deep, violent tremor, like the roar of the very earth, vibrated through the soles of my feet. I muttered, my words tinged with a sense of anticlimax.

My status... well, we can set that aside for now. In a battle, or rather, a one-sided beatdown that lasted just over four minutes, I took zero hits. Thus, my avatar bore no damage.

And so, amid the trembling earth, the verdant light, and the lingering remnants of what seemed to be the final demon, the shining platinum *armor* danced in the air before dissolving into particles of light.

This was the aftermath of a complete victory—a shutout so absolute it was almost embarrassing.

◇[An=Re Galta, True Theory: Armor Singing of the King's Key] has obtained Skills◇
・«Meteor Buster»
・«Gigant Wave»
・«Jiga Impulse»
・«Primitive Cry»
・«Redilent Heart»

◇The Skills of [An=Re Galta, True Theory: Armor Singing of the King's Key] have grown◇
・«Greatsword Aptitude» ⇒ «Rigalt Order»
・«Grand Smasher» ⇒ «Noa Grandest»
・«Sky Crusher» ⇒ «Cosmosite Nova»
・«Rigast Harpoon» ⇒ «Agastral Ray»
・«Guts Will» ⇒ «Shisshitsu Goken»
・«Meteor Buster» ⇒ «Meteorite Gash»
・«Gigant Wave» ⇒ «Titan Breaker»
・«Primitive Cry» ⇒ «Howl Force»
・«Redilent Heart» ⇒ «Detail Know (Body and Sword as One)»

—And well, the results screen was just so, so long.

It's a consequence of its various specifications, but the flood of logs, line after line, was a little exhausting to read and comprehend in one go.

As my eyes traced the text in the corner of my vision with a wry smile... I tossed the now role-finished [An=Re Galta, the Spirit Sword of the Revolving Wedge] into the air, my heart half-satisfied, half-unfulfilled.

With that, following the release of the Tramz Arms and the Kings Helm, the sword also dissolved and returned to normal. Leaving the DigaVoga gauntlets and greaves—its base state—on my limbs, I had fully unleashed the power of the 'True Theory'...

Well, [An=Re Galta], having put on half a show, remained silent.

"Good work. ...Hopefully, you can go all out next time, huh?"

After jokingly addressing my Teller Armament, which had utterly pummeled Rounodin, the Earth Demon, thanks to an unexpected and perfect affinity—

"For now, at least. That's a wrap for its full-power debut!"

It goes without saying, but I could feel it on my back the whole time. That persistent, intense gaze.

Namely, the stares of my five beloved party members. I spun around to face them, thrusting a fist into the air and striking a dramatic pose. And yeah, I knew it.

Except for one person's gentle,ふわふわ smile and another's high-tension, clumsily-hidden delight behind a stoic face, the eyes of the three more sensible members were giving me 'that usual look'.

◇◆◇◆◇

In short, it's my second 'weapon with a clear will of its own'.

That said, it doesn't move around on its own accord like [Alv Stella] does. But that's probably just due to [An=Re Galta]'s 'personality'.

Compared to Stella, my carefree partner, Galta is my faithful servant of an armor.

Whether it's the freely deployable 'Armor' of its base form or the 'Arms' of its Version 1 release form, the armor only moves on its own when I, its master, don't attempt to deal with an approaching threat myself.

Aside from its automatic defense, which includes that 'Reversal' ability, it never acts rashly without a command.

The key thing here is that what's entrusted to me is 'instruction', not 'operation'. The technique that *twisted* the demon's killer punch in the last battle wasn't something I controlled with my thoughts; it was genuinely a feat of the 'Arms'' own skill.

In other words, it's essentially [Angalta, God-Wedge Sword-King] itself.

The giant armored knight that awaits challengers deep within the forgotten labyrinth hidden in the desert, learning and mimicking the martial prowess of those who seek its trial to become an overwhelming threat, a superior version of the player.

Having reached the pinnacle and perfectly manifested its 'Martial Prowess Learning (Identity),' [An=Re Galta] accumulates power and knowledge from the experiences it reads during my battles—

──────────────────
◇Status / Teller◇
Name: An=Re Galta, True Theory: Armor Singing of the King's Key
VIT (Endurance): 200

◇Skill◇
・Executor of the Offered Sword (Rigalt Order)
«Noa Grandest»
«Cosmosite Nova»
«Jiga Impulse»
«Agastral Ray»
«Meteorite Gash»
«Titan Breaker»
«Howl Force»
«Detail Know (Body and Sword as One)»
«Shisshitsu Goken»

・Passive
«Regalial (Royal Principle Manifestation)»
──────────────────

—and has thus transcended being a mere armament, gaining its own, albeit incomplete, status.

By the way, and this is half speculation, but the skills it can acquire are likely limited to the 'Greatsword' category, which is the base armament of its origin, [Angalta].

Furthermore, given that *I* was able to activate Grand Smasher, a Greatsword tree assault skill, while holding Rigalta, it's safe to assume that this 'status' is—...

"The long and short of it is, it also becomes *my* additional stats, but only when I'm fully equipped or have it manifested."

"That's just plain criminal."

"Oh, and besides the stats, it continues to provide a +100 VIT bonus as equipment."

"Shouldn't you just get arrested at this point?"

And there you have it. ...And with that, this long, long explanation comes to a close.

Shoh and Ren offered their rather scathing opinions in dead-serious tones, whether they were joking or not. Behind them, the Saintess was her usual smiling, howahowa self, which was fine, but since I could only agree with her brothers' words, I just offered a demure smile.

In any case, this debriefing was mainly for Gen-san, who was practically exploding with interest and excitement from behind his stoic expression, but it ended up taking more time than I expected.

This seems like a good place to stop. We'll probably postpone tackling the ninety-first floor and beyond until tomorrow—

"...Haru?"

"Yes, what is it?"

"Please stop smirking."

"No, don't look."

According to my partner, whose sharp eyes were fixed on me, it seemed my smile had morphed into a smirk.

*How embarrassing.*

<hr>
I've managed to disclose about half the information (in despair).

By the way, you don't need to worry too much about the flood of Greatsword skills. Most of them are pure assault skills, and the 'Arms' will just be the one using them to go on a rampage.



    Chapter 928

    Once Off the Battlefield, Just a Normal Person

    "Alright then, good work. See you tomorrow."

We were only halfway to our deadline, and we'd already reached the ninetieth floor.

At this point, we didn't really need to worry about our pace; if anything, we were well past the point where the deadline was a concern. So, our parting was a relaxed one.

Although, aside from our clearing speed, I feel like we've been a laid-back party from the very beginning.

In any case, I watched as the other members logged out or left the Key Tree Maze one by one, exchanging goodbyes. In the now quiet great hall, where the cheerful atmosphere had faded...

"What's up?"

"...N-Nothing's wrong."

Beside me, my partner tugged on my sleeve. I turned to her and placed a hand on her head, and she averted her gaze, giving a reply that was likely the opposite of what she truly felt. It was so predictable I couldn't help but laugh.

The protest against my soft chuckle was a light pinch on the back of my hand.

Yeah, I know. I get it.

"You were pretty quiet today, Sora-san."

"...I don't... intend to be noisy, usually."

"Hmm."

"Wh-What is it...! What do you mean, 'hmm'...!"

Setting aside my personal image of Sora as being on the 'livelier side' thanks to her boundless curiosity and all,

I repeat, how could I not understand?

"There, there."

"...!, ..., .............................................................."

I gently stroked her head... At first, Sora looked surprised, then she looked angry, but that immediately shifted to a conflicted expression. Just when I thought she'd settled on pretending to be angry, her face just—melted.

"...!"

"Oof."

As if to hide her expression, she buried her face in my shoulder with an adorable headbutt.

I know. It's not because you were embarrassed by my antics today, when I was fooling around all day long. It's not that.

I get it. It's just that from the start... you've just been thinking about *what happened yesterday*.

"...Did you... have fun?"

It sounded like she'd spent a long time agonizing over what to say before finally forcing out the words.

Sensing from her presence that I was smiling again without even having to look up, she began rubbing her head against me as a second reprimand.

So cute.

"I think I succeeded in making sure *she* had fun."

Well, let's put aside my doting for a moment.

"...That's a sly way to put it."

My angel, who had been conscious of yesterday—the birthday of her dear friend and now love rival, the fairy—responded to my sly reply with a voice that held a hint of something different from mere dissatisfaction.

Deciphering it is my job and, at this moment, my supreme mission. It's agonizing that I have to rack my brain even if the probability of arriving at the correct answer is less than a decimal point.

And so, after about thirty seconds of swimming in an awkward yet calm silence.

"When your birthday comes, I'll be sure to agonize over it to death, too."

To my reply, which once again had no choice but to be sly,

"To borrow Ren-san's words..."

Sora didn't show her face.

And with a voice that continued to feign anger, she delivered a terribly sweet verdict.

<hr>
An honest girl swayed by her heart.

This one's a bit short to end on a good note. More will be added tonight.



    Chapter 929

    A Parallel Daily Life

    "Hey, look, a delinquent."

"Ah, it's the delinquent who skips school for games."

"What a way to say 'good morning,' you two..."

Tuesday morning, the next day. As soon as I showed up in the university lecture hall, my two easygoing friends and reliable teammates immediately started teasing me.

It was obvious what they were talking about. It was because I'd skipped my classes yesterday.

"Well, in this day and age, showing up *here* is more likely to get you marked absent, y'know?"

Toyama Toshiki, who looked like a student athlete, said this in a joking tone, but when measured against the 'current common sense', his words were frighteningly on point.

"No rest for the wicked, either here or there, huh, Nozomin?"

And then there was the familiar, full-faced smirk. The beautiful, black-haired Ashiwara Shoko was, as always, gathering the gazes of the male students around her, but she paid them no mind, living as freely as ever.

She tugged on my sleeve, and I was made to sit—or rather, plunk—down next to her.

""How far'd you get?""

"...Ninetieth floor. Morning."

""'Sup.""

Their voices were hushed, just in case.

Believing I'd spent the entire previous day on the conquest, the two of them tilted their heads at my modest progress, thinking 'that's less than I expected,' before casually returning my greeting.

Well, of course they'd think that. *I haven't told them.*

Sora, Ashe... and now Milmarinus, the Sapphire Fairy. They've probably figured out that I have some real-world connection to her, but it hasn't been confirmed yet.

That's true not just for the public, but for my friends as well. There's no reason to introduce them, and Nia has no reason to meet my friends, so the chance of them meeting is zero.

Therefore, there's no need to be brutally honest about it.

And so, for today, I was, without a doubt, 'the guy who skipped school yesterday to play a game.'

"Still, to get to the ninetieth floor in about a week..."

"Didn't even need two weeks, huh... Wow, as expected!"

In any case, sharing everything that doesn't need to be kept private is what being a team is all about.

The two of them, who were aware of nearly all of 'The Acrobat's' activities, naturally knew that a party of rankers was currently tearing through the Key Tree Maze.

Every time I hand over the archived recording data, they scream for two different reasons.

"As usual, I'll give the data from Saturday, Sunday, and today to Mizuki later. Make sure you guys look it over."

"Uwaaah..."

"The data backlog just keeps growing..."

So, it would be the same this time... however,

"..."

"...Huh? Is it me, or does he have an evil look on his face?"

"...What did he do this time?"

Although it was customary to share everything that wasn't private, our relationship was, at its core, a casual friendship. So, every once in a while, I, the one who was always being teased, got to be the prankster.

In other words, the fact that I had gone on a rampage yesterday, showing off my newly evolved Teller Armament, was a surprise. They could be thoroughly shocked later in their workshop, the Shijo residence.

◇◆◇◆◇

"Good morning."

"Good morning, Haru-kun. ...Good work yesterday?"

"Now *that's* a fine way to say good morning..."

Before the second period, it was still, just barely, morning.

As soon as we met in the lecture hall, I was greeted with two pleasantries and smiles. I felt at ease with this pair of best friends, who I trusted in a different category than my childhood friend pair.

In any case, they probably had no idea what I was talking about.

I returned their calm greeting with a relaxed smile and a nonsensical comment, causing both girls to tilt their heads in unison with a "?" I just shook my head and said, "It's nothing."

"Morning. Here, Kaede, I need you to take this."

This time, I calmly sat down without having my sleeve yanked, and took a USB out of my bag, handing it to the stylishly fluffy Shijo Kaede.

And so, the young lady of the Shijo conglomerate and the de facto manager for me, 'The Acrobat,' took it...

"Ah, yes, of course. I have received it."

She accepted the item reverently, her expression half-serious, half-playful.

"Progress?"

The question came from her best friend in the seat behind her, her glasses glinting with curiosity.

She was the director of the archive video editing... or rather, more than just Kaede's manager, Kajisawa Mizuki was practically becoming 'The Acrobat's' producer.

"Ninetieth floor."

"...Was it 'Earth'?"

"It was."

"...Four-element completion reward?"

"There was one."

"...Mm, as expected."

While they're a calmer pair compared to Toshiki and Shoko, Kaede and Mizuki leave the other two in the dust when it comes to their otaku level. Her theory proven correct, the producer's best friend looked pleased behind her stoic expression, which the young lady watched with an amused smile.

As for who, in total, is the most intense of them all...

"...Haru-kun?"

"Hmm, what should I have for lunch today?"

"I know what you're doing, you know. You were just thinking something rude, weren't you!"

For the sake of peace, I'll keep that to myself.

◇◆◇◆◇

"So, long story short, it looks like my schedule's going to be free very soon, almost for sure."

""""Ooh.""""

And so, after class, during lunch break. As a group with no bento-packers, we were doing our part to contribute to the bustle of the cafeteria as usual. We all grabbed our fuel and gathered at a table.

"So, like I was saying a little while ago... as a way to thank you all for your dedicated support, I think we should set aside some time to do something. So, there you have it."

""Whooo!""

"I'm looking forward to it."

As I said, this was something we'd been talking about for a while... specifically, since I started the Key Tree conquest and began placing a huge burden on the four of them. When I brought it up, cheers erupted from the usual direct hype-people, Toshiki and Shoko.

Mizuki chimed in reservedly. Next to her, Kaede was smiling elegantly.

"I plan on wrapping this up sometime this week. So, if we want to do something as soon as possible, I'm free this weekend, Saturday or Sunday... but what about you four—"

""Whooo!""

"Whooo."

"Manager, translate."

"Ah, haha... I think they're saying Saturday and Sunday are fine... probably?"

Kaede-san, the last bastion of sanity.

By the way, if she were to show her true colors, the one who's the most intense in total is—

"Nozomi-kun?"

"Wait, I thought I did a pretty good job keeping a poker face just now."

"What exactly are you trying so hard to do, honestly...!"

Isn't everyone getting way too good at reading me?

Huh? What is it? Am I that easy to read lately? Back in high school, people used to say things like, 'Kasuga-kun, I can never tell what you're thinking,' but that's beside the point...

"Well, that's the situation."

"Ah, he just brushed it off...!"

"So, if anyone has any requests, let me know."

—The virtual world is important, but it goes without saying that the real world is important too.

"Yes! Can we request anything at all?!"

"You're full of energy, Shoko-kun. As long as it's something I can make happen, I'll probably allow it. Think of whatever you like."

"Yes, sir! Does that mean we can go all out?!"

"You're full of energy, Toshiki-kun. Bring it on. I'm not arrogant enough to think I'm earning all this on my own."

"Yes. Is it possible... for Hinata-chan to come with us?"

"Ah... I'll have to get back to you on that one, Mizuki-kun. I'll ask her."

It's not just about thanking my friends and rewarding my companions. To be honest, a large part of it is simply that I, myself, want to enjoy my youth as a student.

So, naturally.

"...Okay. Let's go bowling, Haru-kun."

"Could I be spared from the 'Watch His Pathetic Counterattack' party, Kaede-kun?"

"I cast one vote for the 'Watch His Pathetic Attempt at Revenge' party."

"Ah, I also cast one vote for the pathetic attempt party!"

"Hey, ganging up on me is a dirty trick, girls...!"

"Time to pay your dues, you terrible bowler."

"Don't call me a terrible bowler...!"

The 'me' over there, the 'me' over here—whoever said it, neither of us has any 'free time'.

<hr>
Alright, let's just quickly aim for the 100th floor.



    Chapter 930

    The Acrobat, Here and There

    There was no time. No, it wasn't just lying around anywhere.

"...What's with this? Am I that popular?"

Lately, that's been especially true.

Log in the moment I get home and fall asleep, then spawn in the moment I wake up. After fulfilling my duties as a university student, that delicate sliver of time before dinner is spent in Arcadia at a rate of roughly over eighty percent. It's become the norm.

So today, too, I submerged myself in that eighty percent, shifting my consciousness from the mechanical bed in the real world to the one in my clan home bedroom in the virtual world. Ten seconds flat from 'good morning.'

No sooner had I finished my morning routine than a series of five message notifications chimed in succession: *pi-ro-ro-ro-ron*. Getting a flood of private messages the instant I log into a game is the very picture of an online socialite. I'm honestly honored and happy about it, but…

【Tiger☆Lucky】: Yo, you free? Lemme see ya.

【Natsume】: You got time right now? I need to see you.

【Irori】: Haru, my apologies, but could you spare a moment? A prompt reply would be preferable.

【Iris】: We're all having hot pot for dinner tonight. Be here at 18:00, don't be late.

【Sayaka】: Haru-sama. I have something of great importance to discuss. If you would be so kind as to—

…and so on.

Setting aside the one rather relaxing message from a certain foodie, the remaining four all demanding I 'show my face ASAP' were hitting me with a quadruple booking.

From the end of August to September, the flow of events like the Four Pillar War, the Triangle Duo, and the Green Connect raid caused a massive spike in my number of acquaintances. For a while now, I've been getting called out by friends and acquaintances for one thing or another.

It's not just for small talk, either; the number of invitations has been increasing, which makes me happy, but… the number of times I've had to apologize for only having one body has also been on the rise, and that's a problem.

"Umm, ah… let's see…"

Still, today's traffic jam is particularly bad. I don't have the luxury of laughing at how Tiger Lucky and Natsume-senpai, two felines, have accidentally become best buds with their identically worded messages.

Well then, I guess I'll just have to tackle them one by one.

◇◆◇◆◇

"—I'll cast aside my shame and get straight to the point. I need your advice."

"About what?"

And so, the first place I visited was the Eastern Round Table. My companion, therefore, was…

"…About… women."

"Okay, I get it. I understand the internal conflict you must have gone through just to bring that up with me, of all people. I won't laugh, so stop making that do-or-die face."

While we chat from time to time, it's rare for him to go out of his way to summon me. The man in question was Irori, the Peerless, a high-ranking senior from my own faction, also known as the Blonde Samurai.

True to his opening words, the handsome man confessed his clear-cut business in as few words as possible. I offered a wry smile. Just as I said, I banished any thought of teasing from my mind and adopted a sincere posture.

Given my own circumstances, I'm currently one of the world's foremost 'guys who can't afford to take a dismissive attitude toward other people's love lives'… but well.

I suppose that reaction, in its own way, makes things awkward for him.

"…My apologies for the suddenness. I debated whether it was appropriate to bring up this topic of romance with you."

"I told you, it's fine. I'll hear you out, my friend. Can't say you can rely on me, though."

I let out a second wry smile at Irori, who bowed his head slightly with an exceptionally rare attitude.

For a split second, I considered slapping him on the back in a buddy-buddy way, but the potential consequences were too terrifying, so I discarded that bat-shit-insane bad-end option in a literal instant.

"But, sorry. My schedule is a little backed up right now…"

"No, that is fine. I wrote that a prompt reply would be preferable, as you saw. As for the consultation itself, we can arrange it for another day… I apologize, but I would like to ask for a proper block of your time."

"Oh, well, if that's the case, then no problem at all."

"……………………"

"What's wrong? You okay? Seriously, don't worry about it. Did something happen?"

"No… nothing. No, I… yes, nothing. But, it is a little…—"

"Ah, okay, that's enough, don't say any more. I get it. I totally get it. *I don't get it, but I get it.* It's probably the kind of thing I've experienced myself, so rest easy, maybe?"

And with that.

As for my dear friend, who had shown a weakness far beyond rare…

"…Haru."

"What is it?"

"You are a great help. I am sorry. Thank you…"

"Hey, seriously, knock it off. Don't show me any more of that meekness. It's creepy."

I decided to put a pin in it for now.

◇◆◇◆◇

"Alright, here I go! Watch closely…—Transfooooooorm!!!"

"Whoooa?! For real?! That's busted, you gotta be kidding me!!!"

So yeah, I squeezed in and quickly dealt with the Tiger matter.

He must have heard about it from Shohren, another high-ranker in our faction. The tiger-cat-man, who was dying of curiosity about the Terror Armament rampage I'd unleashed yesterday, and I just goofed around for a bit before parting ways. That's Tiger Lucky for you.

As per tradition, I summoned the idiot to the Plains of the Horizon, Istia's beginner area, quickly showed off my full armament, and promptly sent him on his way.

Alright, next.

◇◆◇◆◇

【Iris】: We're all having hot pot for dinner tonight. Be here at 18:00, don't be late.

【Haru】: The real question is whether the main ingredient is meat or fish.

【Iris】: Both.

【Haru】: Motion carried.

Alright, next.

◇◆◇◆◇

"—Hmm… a simple choice between offense and defense. Well, just as I expected."

"Both are pretty useful, right?"

And so, I prioritized Irori's case, which had an unusually serious air to it, then sandwiched in Tiger's, which I figured I could finish in a flash, and had a casual chat with my housemate during my travel time from Istia to Key Tree City… smoothly transitioning through my tasks to the fourth item on the list.

As always, high places seem to be this kitten's favorite. I took one step of tree-climbing to have an audience with the Thread-Weaver. With a literal rocket jump, I landed on a branch hundreds of meters above the ground and sat down next to my senior, who no longer showed any surprise at my antics. We began our information exchange.

It was about yesterday. We had both conquered the ninetieth floor at the same time but via different routes, and now we were discussing the reward skills we'd each obtained.

"By the way, I went back and forth a few times, clearing the Dao, Earth Demon, to test things out."

"As expected of the diligent cat-sama—ouch!"

"The conclusion is, the reward skill seems to be granted *only when your latest result is unified as either 'all questions answered' or 'all questions ignored'*. If you beat it while ignoring the gimmick, the skill disappears. If you solve the gimmick and beat it again, you reacquire it… In other words, you can't have both."

"Huh, that's a shame… On a related note, did you just flick my forehead?"

"Why don't you ask your 'memory' if you said something that deserved it?"

Playful banter aside, the information she'd confirmed was genuinely valuable.

Starting from the sixtieth floor and appearing every ten floors, the 'Demon' bosses share a common gimmick. By solving all the maze puzzles and proceeding, you obtain [Demon's Favor]—a defensive skill that raises the player's resistance to all elemental attacks.

There's another dungeon reward skill with a similar effect called [Four-Sided Blessing], but [Demon's Favor] surpasses it in both breadth and potency.

And of course, it's a passive. Furthermore, the two effects stack without conflict, so it'll be treasured as a durability-boosting skill where the more you have, the better.

In contrast, by ignoring the maze gimmick entirely and simply steamrolling the Demon, you get your hands on [Four Pillars' Embrace]—a purely offensive skill. It grants the effect of ignoring a certain percentage of the opponent's resistance value for all elemental attacks the player performs.

Anyone who's ever played a game would react instantly to the words 'percentage ignore,' and it's nothing short of a powerful effect. While the damage increase isn't massive, it's the kind of thing you'd take without a second thought if you could get it.

This goes for mages, of course, but with the customization of Key Tree armaments, it's become easy for melee warriors to secure elemental attack options these days. Since this is also a passive, a skill that will never be useless can't possibly be weak… and so on.

That look on your face, senpai-dono, what's it for?

"…The kind of thing your partner shouldn't get her hands on—"

"That's enough. It's better not to think about it."

And just like that, the information exchange with Natsume-senpai was swiftly completed. And so, for the final item on the list, the one that somehow felt like it would drag on the longest—

【Sayaka】: Haru-sama. I have something of great importance to discuss. If you would be so kind, might I have a moment of your time, just the two of us?

I suppose it's time to head over to the Saintess. 



    Chapter 931

    Confession, Awareness, and Moving Forward

    "—Once again, thank you for coming all this way…"

"You don't have to be so formal. We're in the same party, aren't we?"

As usual, I rendezvoused with Sayaka-san inside the Key Tree Maze. She led me to the Nortalia player war-time base, a place I was entering for the first time.

It was a unique castle with five giant, twisted towers reaching for the heavens, the same color as the sky above—at Fugrigand, Castle of Tranquil Garden.

I was shown to a private room where, as requested, I sat facing the Saintess, just the two of us.

…I'm sorry to say it, but I still harbor a slight sense of unease around her. However, after fighting alongside her for a week, a certain level of trust and familiarity has naturally developed. I no longer feel pressured when her emerald eyes gaze directly at me… or so I thought.

"…………"

"…Um, er… ?"

—But today, she seems a little different.

Her intense gaze is the same as always, but today there's… how should I put it? It's like…

There's a strange sense of resolve coming from her.

"…—Haru-sama."

"Ah, yes!"

And with that, it seems it's about to begin.

As I braced myself upon being called by name again, she smiled from across the table. In this blue room, differing only in its base color from Istia's, the Orb Law sat upon her sofa and smiled.

"I am now going to make a 'confession.'"

"Wh-wha?!"

"However, it is not the kind that you fear, Haru-sama. So please, I ask that you listen with a calm and peaceful heart."

"R-Right, uh, o-okay… R-Roger that."

She smiled, whether out of innocence or calculation. She flustered me right from the get-go.

"Now then… first, I shall have you get to know me."

She began to speak, composed and unhurried.

"—I was a child who loved to read."

"…………"

I, of course, remained silent, ready to listen.

She had given me a proper preamble, so it wasn't as if she had suddenly started talking about herself. There must be a reason, and it would be incredibly rude not to listen seriously.

"At school, or anywhere, really… there's always one, isn't there? The 'bookworm' who holes up in the library whenever they have a spare moment, devouring every story they can find."

I nod. The kind of person whose library cards are stacked so thick it's a sight to behold.

"I yearned for 'stories.' …To be more precise, I still yearn for them."

She closed her eyes for a moment, as if to take a breath, and then…

"All my life, I've been in love with fairy tales…"

Not the Saintess, but…

"—With a special person, a protagonist, who soars through a world of dreams."

What stood there was surely a dreamer, as innocent as a young girl.

"…It is not 'love.' And yet, perhaps it is 'love' after all."

"…………"

"I will likely carry this 'passion' with me for the rest of my life."

Her story had only just begun. The words were still few—but honestly, it was already more than enough. More than enough of *something* had been conveyed.

That's how much she, right now… no, that's not it.

"…So, Sayaka-san, you're…"

"Yes."

When I think back on it, nothing has changed.

Her eyes have always gazed upon one single thing, with pure, innocent devotion.

"You weren't really looking at *me*, were you?"

"…………—Yes. And, no."

She nodded, then shook her head.

"I adore you. Not you, the person, but *you*, the protagonist."

True to her word, she voiced her 'confession.'

"…The reason I came to this virtual world was to touch a story. To find 'someone' in this unreal world of dreams who could soar like a protagonist from a fairy tale."

As if placing a kiss on the word 'love.'

"To meet the one I yearned for, without the insurmountable barrier of a page separating us… I wanted to exchange words, and if possible, even connect our hearts—"

Ever the young girl, she smiled bravely.

"That's the kind of fairy-tale dream I wanted to make come true."

Her open eyes now reflected the 'someone' she had been searching for all this time.

"………………………………………………………………"

And I,

"…I see."

I didn't show my confusion, nor did I make light of her dream with false modesty. I simply nodded.

Nodded, and showed my understanding.

"I may be about to say something very, very rude, but…"

"That's incredibly rare, a rude comment from the Saintess. What is it?"

At my words, Sayaka-san let out a soft, graceful chuckle.

"…I am happy that you are aware of it yourself."

It wasn't so much rude as it was just an incredibly embarrassing thing to say to me.

…Well, you know?

"Yeah, well… I do have a complete 'memory' of the path I've sprinted down to get here."

"Fufu… Please, have confidence in yourself."

If I still wasn't 'aware' after all this, I'd be more than just your typical oblivious protagonist.

"You are, at least in my eyes—a magnificent 'protagonist.'"

I know that the path I'm on is by no means that of a 'side character.'

And so, I accept it, however humbling it may be. I endure the embarrassment and take it in. When someone lays out their 'dream' so openly, I can't run or laugh it away.

After all, there was a time I myself arrogantly shouted something similar.

"…'This is a world of dreams, so,'"

"'No matter how selfish, the one who dreams is the one who's right.' …I adore those words. Even though we had never met, I felt so strongly affirmed by them that I became completely captivated."

"Haha, you've got me there…"

That was the final blow. I can't escape from this person.

I have a duty to accept the admiration she has spoken of.

"—You said 'first,' didn't you?"

"I did."

"Then there's a reason you spoke of your feelings for me, the protagonist."

"Yes, there is."

I met the gaze of her emerald eyes, sparkling with dreams.

Now that I knew the reason—now that I understood, just as our general commander had intended—I no longer felt pressured by her. All I felt was a slight twinge of embarrassment.

If that's all it is, I'm used to enduring it with a smile.

"Please, tell me. Also, it took me a little while to come to terms with it, but…"

And so, I could now extend my hand without hesitation. I offered my palm.

"I'll do my best not to betray your expectations. It's a pleasure, Sayaka-san, once again."

"…Yes."

As always, she took my single hand in both of hers.

Now that I understood the nature of the 'passion' that enveloped me, it was crystal clear how I should respond. If it was confirmed to be fan service, then surely I would be forgiven.

I hope I'll be forgiven… and with that thought,

"Shall we move on to the main topic?"

"…Yes!"

Let's hear the real reason you called me here, Saintess. 



    Chapter 932

    Concealment, Secrecy, to the Next Page

    The constant praise from those around me, and the entire path my own mind remembers leading to this moment. All of it led me to accept her words, but to be frank, it was a rather strange situation.

On a personal level, a confession like, 'I'm not looking at you for who you are,' would normally be considered a rude thing to reveal.

And as someone passionate about their hobbies, if that hobby involved a real person, aggressively pushing your feelings onto them like, 'I see you as an idol,' isn't exactly commendable behavior.

That's why I could sense it.

The girl who had called me out for an important discussion most certainly hadn't introduced herself just to satisfy her own desires.

Because she, too, was an Arcadian—a person whose character was guaranteed.

"—Haru-sama."

Perhaps relieved to see me accept and understand, Sayaka-san looked up after letting out a small, rare sigh of her own. …And yet, she quickly returned to her usual gentle self.

Her twin emerald eyes regained their typical composure and looked at me.

"This may be forward of me, but I must ask you to keep what I am about to disclose a secret."

She looked at me and gave her next preamble. I sensed she was about to reveal something else astounding, but feeling the hint of seriousness in her voice, I straightened my posture.

"As long as it's not a matter that would make me act dishonestly toward someone…"

"You need not worry. It is not."

"Then, it's okay."

I promised her that much was true. I'm sure my gaze and voice conveyed that nuance, but she simply smiled and nodded as if to say, 'That is enough.'

And then, taking another small breath—

"Now then…—there are currently six confirmed Terror Armaments. You are aware of this, yes?"

"…Huh? Ah, y-yeah. I am."

I braced myself, unable to predict where the conversation was going, and just as I expected, Sayaka-san brought up a topic that was completely outside my predictions.

"I believe you can guess what that fact implies, Haru-sama."

This person might actually be quite prone to leaving things unsaid. She's an exceptional reader, but I wonder if embedding 'reading between the lines' into her conversations is an unconscious habit.

But well, I've also gotten better at reading what people are trying to convey lately.

"…Yeah, I suppose so."

And so, I had a general idea of where this was going.

"You mean that the ones that have been 'confirmed' aren't necessarily all of them, right?"

And with that, the answer to my question was a single smile.

"This is my personal opinion, but I believe there is no doubt. …As someone who has fortuitously obtained extraordinary power, Haru-sama, you must understand this correctly. The existence known as a Terror Armament in this world is something that stands out as 'special' among all others."

"Haha… Oh yes, deeply, deeply so."

It was an existence on par with, or perhaps even greater than, the `Anima` that were extensions of one's soul. It was a thing that embodied a story, evolving as it journeyed through the world with a person.

"If that is the case, then surely there must be those that possess unique 'shackles' compared to others."

That made sense. Even my [An=Re Galta (True Theory: The Armor that Sings of the King's Key)] didn't let me put on yesterday's rampaging spectacle without a cost. The price is still being paid even now.

…At this point, the flow of the conversation became much clearer.

As a picture of what was to come formed in my mind, I couldn't help but feel the skin of my virtual body prickle with goosebumps. As for the source of those goosebumps—

"For example, something that…—requires its very *existence to be concealed*."

—It was none other than the fact that I could clearly envision the future that was *now*, where *it* would appear in the Saintess's hands as she held them up in offering.

"…The seventh one."

If I were to describe it, it would be a 'book'—with a cover, a spine, and pages contained within. Yet, it seemed impossible to open, and the reason for that was its material.

I could tell intuitively, without needing my magus-craftsman's eyes.

It was something carved from someone's 'bone,' in the shape of a book.

"[Will-No-Erma (Prologue: Heroism Recorded in Dragon's Solace)]—This is the story I encountered, the story I now carry."

Following the one wielded by the Sword Saint that was revealed the other day, [Rear Truffles (True Name: The Secret Key of the Divine Hall that Loves the Outer Heavens)], this was another unconfirmed Terror Armament.

"My encounter with it was over three years ago. Not long after I received my rank, during an expedition far to the east. The source was a 'dragon's carcass' that my two younger brothers and I found. …To be precise, it had decayed to the point where it was barely recognizable as a dragon, but based on its name, 'Dragon's Solace,' and the general feel of it, I have assumed it was a dragon."

And then, she spoke.

"Shoh and Ren know that I obtained the material for a Terror Armament, but they do not know what kind I possess. The moment it was completed, the 'Weaver of Legends' who crafted it contacted me and said, 'Do not tell a soul.'"

She explained the reason for its concealment.

"I met with them alone to receive it, and I understood. This was the kind of thing that housed and stored power by keeping the 'three parties' hidden from the world…—a secret book."

"…Three parties?"

"The 'Author,' the 'Bookbinder'… and the 'Character.'"

Her eyes looked at me.

"In other words, a single 'protagonist.'"

"I see… I think I've got the general idea. Well, just vaguely."

It was likely the kind of item with a restriction where 'being known to exist leads to a loss of power.' Of course she would keep it a secret. It was also natural that she, having obtained and understood such a thing, would be certain of the existence of others like it.

Yeah, there are probably quite a few unconfirmed Terror Armament wielders out there.

But, setting that aside for now.

"So, you mean those 'three parties' have some kind of condition where they *have* to know about it… Ah, no, that's not it. I get it now."

Solving these kinds of mysteries on your own is the most fun part.

Sayaka-san, being a lover of books, probably understood that. She watched me with a smile as I worked through it in my head.

"If the condition for gaining power is 'concealment of its existence' from others, then conversely, among the inner circle of three, the condition for activating its power is 'sharing the secret'… something like that?"

"Fufu, as expected of you."

The answer was, once again, correct. She received my deduction, which I'd voiced based on the flow of the conversation, with a happy expression and gently grasped the 'book' that had been floating above her hands.

"If I were to add anything, it would be that for the other two parties, sharing the secret of [Will-No-Erma]'s existence is sufficient. However, for myself, I must pay one additional price… a secret, as the cost for its power."

"And that was your coming-out earlier?"

I hadn't meant to tease her, but when I said that, she—

"…Of course. If it were not necessary, I would never have made such an embarrassing confession."

It was an expression I had truly never seen before.

Her cheeks flushed faintly, and she looked bashful, like any ordinary girl.

"…………"

It's fine. Thanks to my master's whole deal, I've built up quite a tolerance to this kind of thing from older-sister types. The pathetically weak-willed youth who would be shaken by something like this graduated long ago.

I am definitely not thinking, *The Saintess has a surprisingly cute side to her*.

"…Ahem—so, given the circumstances, Haru-sama."

"Ah, yes."

"I, too, have swallowed my shame… and the boorishness of baring my heart to the 'protagonist' I should be watching over, to reveal this secret to you today."

"Yes. …And?"

"Therefore—…um, which is to say…"

Again, I am definitely not thinking, *The Saintess has a surprisingly cute side to her*.

"…If you do not keep this a secret, I may very well die of embarrassment."

Blushing, face hidden, upward glance. A bit different from her usual, but still guilty of being enchanting.

—Who could possibly blame me for thinking, *As expected of the Saintess (this person is so cute)*. 



    Chapter 933

    The Weaver of a Different Branch

    "—Aaaah…"

About ten minutes after we had more or less settled things.

Well, I was aware of it, but I'm a simple guy. After hearing her secret, or rather, her inner self, my sense of familiarity with the Saintess grew instantly. I let her lead me to the Western Faction.

This was also my first time setting foot here, just like the North. If Nortalia was 'blue,' then Vestol was 'green.' Amidst the cityscape painted in the faction's calm colors, a splash of red stood out…

No, not red. You could call it the color of 'scorching' heat.

In the Garden of Divine Creation's main player district, the Safe Area, stood a massive building with a rather elaborate exterior, different in style from the 'tofu block' structures. It was the headquarters of one of the two major artisan guilds, a name known to all in Arcadia, standing alongside the famed Mirage Workshop—the other guild, named, quite simply, Guild.

"Aaaah…"

As for why I was letting out such a dumbfounded sound while my thoughts slid from 'surprise' to 'question' to 'understanding'…

"—What's with that reaction?"

The reason was that in a corner of this massive artisan guild's massive headquarters—more specifically, at its very apex—in a spacious, office-like room, a small figure sat perched on a large chair at a large desk. And that small figure had just been introduced as the 'Bookbinder.'

"Well, you see… Kagura-san. The first time I talked to our 'Weaver of Legends' about Terror Armaments and all that, she offered to put in a word for me and mentioned your name."

"Hm…? Oh, you thought you can't have multiple contracts for Terror Armaments, didn't you?"

"Huh? You can?"

"You can. At least, we artisans can."

And so it was.

A memory from the past. Kagura-san had offered to act as an intermediary for me with a craftsman she said was 'ranked above me'—and that craftsman was now before me, the current third-ranked member of the Western Faction, the Scorching Arm.

…In other words,

"My apologies, I had no idea."

"Well, it's basically useless trivia. Don't worry about it."

I was in the presence of none other than the 'Weaver of Legends' for [Will-No-Erma (Prologue: Heroism Recorded in Dragon's Solace)].

Sayaka-san encountered the 'dragon bone' three years ago. So, at the time I obtained the fragment from [Angalta, God-Wedge Sword-King], she must have already been under contract for a different matter… My mistaken question about 'why Kagura-san would try to introduce us' was corrected.

Come to think of it, since its existence was a secret, there's no way Kagura-san would have known. I had come to my own conclusion, but that wasn't the case at all.

So that's how it is. You can have multiple contracts.

In that case, perhaps it's not just the artisans, but the wielders too…

"But still…"

Setting that aside for now.

The Scorching Arm, Kokoro-san, fixed her golden eyes, which shone from beneath her garnet-red short hair, on me. As always, she was a person who radiated an authority that belied her small stature.

"Sayaka, you really *do* have a thing for that type, don't you?"

But while her eyes were on me, her words were directed sideways. Sayaka-san, who was targeted by the incomprehensible remark, stood next to me, calmly—

"…………"

—smiling her usual gentle smile… or so I thought, but she was making another rare face.

Her cheeks were faintly flushed with embarrassment. She said nothing, averting her gaze from both Kokoro-san's and mine, as if trying to brush something off.

No, not just brushing it off. It was more like she was silently pleading, *Don't touch that subject*.

"Getting rejected by *that one* and now moving on to *this one*, you can't deny it anym—"

And then, in an instant.

"Whoa!"

"…………"

""————""

I was startled by the sudden event. The Saintess remained silent. And the Scorching Arm was *made* silent.

Without any warning, a dazzlingly clear cage of light had appeared. The girl, now trapped in it along with her large chair, seemed to be saying something, but her voice couldn't reach us outside.

As if this were a declaration of defeat, the 'Weaver of Legends' inside the cage of light smirked with a good-natured—or rather, a very smug—smile. Meanwhile,

"…Haru-sama."

"Y-Yes."

Light magic.

And it was a silent, chantless spell, cast as naturally and stealthily as breathing.

As someone who correctly understood just what kind of high-ranker the 'wielder' and Saintess, the Orb Law, was, I swallowed all my retorts and anything else and nodded obediently.

For a split second, I considered sitting in seiza. The pressure was magnificent.

But well, it wasn't me who was teasing her, so…

"Kokoro will say all sorts of things, but they are all lies. She is a very mean person."

"Understood."

As long as I don't do anything foolish, that won't be directed at me.

And so, once the cage was dispelled, their familiar conversational play began.

"…Honestly. You haven't changed, have you?"

"The fact that you said 'you *also*' means you're basically admitting to it yourse—"

"Shall I seal you away for an hour?"

"Man, you're scary. What kind of 'Saintess' are you? You're a light-attribute demon."

"…You truly are a rude person. Besides, I am not the one who calls myself a 'Saintess.'"

"Like you're not secretly pleased with it."

"…………"

"What's wrong, Saintess? You've lost your usual vigor. Are you trying to act all prim and proper in front of the protagonist… no, the hero you finally found? What, you got a cute side to y—"

"…………"

""—, ————""

Even in this short time, I got the gist of it. These two were close.

So, there was no need for me, the newcomer, to worry about their relationship. I decided to just watch quietly. Please, by all means, banter to your heart's content.

And so, after a few minutes of peaceful observation.

"Hey, my bad, Acrobat. Somethin' about seein' this one just makes me wanna tease her."

"Honestly… Haru-sama does not have all day, either. Let us get to the main topic already."

It had been at least several years since their encounter with their shared 'story.'

This odd couple, who had just demonstrated the form of their unbreakable bond, turned to face me, who had been left behind—one with a mischievous grin, the other with a bashful smile.



    Chapter 934

    Intertwining Branches and Leaves

    "Alright, let's get this over with quick."

With those words, the Scorching Arm hopped down from her large chair. For someone facing a turning point for a Terror Armament that was, in fact, also her own as its 'Weaver of Legends,' she seemed remarkably relaxed.

Perhaps I was unconsciously looking at her with a 'Is it really okay to be so casual?' expression, because she returned a look that seemed to say, 'You don't have time either, right?' as she walked around the desk. Her small yet dignified avatar came to stand beside the two of us.

"I've just never been the type to get nervous right before somethin' big. Don't mind me."

"She is the type to dwell on things by herself afterward."

"Shut up, Sayaka. Don't be spillin' my personal info."

"I would rather not hear that from you."

After another round of their friendly banter.

"Here."

"Yes."

Their exchange, too, spoke of a deep, long-standing relationship.

Responding to the 'Weaver of Legends'' request conveyed through a short sound and gesture, the 'wielder' who had caught it without fail replied. And so, in front of Sayaka-san's raised hands, a single book appeared.

It was a book made of bone, something you couldn't even call a 'book' since its cover couldn't be turned, yet it could only be described as such.

"There are only two things we know for sure about this thing right now."

As I gazed at the [Will-No-Erma (Prologue: Heroism Recorded in Dragon's Solace)] floating in its owner's palms, the other half of its ownership duo, who was also watching it, spoke up again, her playful tone gone.

"One, its existence can't be known to anyone but the three of us. …The fact that it still exists even after you found out means that you've given your consent, right?"

"Yeah."

It was because she believed it would be so… because she wished for it, however presumptuous it might sound, that Sayaka-san had revealed its existence to me without hesitation.

I don't know what would have happened to this Terror Armament if I had heard and then refused. I suspect it wouldn't have just ended and vanished on the spot… but still, there's no doubt that it took courage.

I was long past the point of getting cold feet.

When I conveyed my understanding with a nod, Kokoro-san glanced sideways. At the end of her gaze was none other than her partner, a faint, happy smile on her cheeks.

Her subdued demeanor was likely a result of being teased so much. Seeing this, the girlish avatar let out a single, undisguised, amused smile and moved on.

"Two, its form of evolution and all that is different from a normal Terror Armament. This thing is the type to advance by 'fulfilling conditions' rather than 'accumulating experience.'"

"Hm?"

I tilted my head, not understanding at first.

"The fact that it's a powerless ornament at the 'Prologue' stage is weird enough, but it means that even a useless ornament can evolve. Right now."

An additional explanation. That pretty much cleared it up.

"…Oh, huh? Ah, so that's how it is?"

"That's how it is."

"It seems that is how it is."

In other words, what was about to begin wasn't just a ritual to carve my name into a 'book.'

"—Alright, let's get this over with."

It was also a ritual for the story that had chosen me, with great reverence, as its 'protagonist' to finally, after more than three years, turn to the next page.

And so, heat rushed forth.

At the center of us 'three parties,' the moment Kokoro-san held her hand over the [Will-No-Erma] that Sayaka-san was holding up, a scorching flame of magical light overflowed from her small body.

"Tch…"

Magic power, strong enough to be visualized as intense light accompanied by a faint pressure. I used to think it wasn't strange, given that every artisan I met was like that, but it was a magnificent abnormality.

My partner, who kicks up gales, is the same. The ability to cause a 'phenomenon' with the movement of magic even before exercising any power is a type of talent in Arcadia.

Kagura-san, Nia… all of them. So it's no surprise that the Scorching Arm, reputed to be above those two in overall skill, could do the same, but it really makes you think.

Now that I'm something of a magus-craftsman myself, I think it even more.

Even if they have little to no fighting ability, they, too, are truly 'monsters.'

"'Author (Sayaka)'—I ask you."

And then, the master of the scorching flame spoke with a light tone.

"What is a 'story' to you?"

"…It is something that stays by everyone's side."

Were those words prepared, or were they words she believed in so strongly she could answer instantly? To Sayaka-san, who answered the sudden question without hesitation, Kokoro-san gave a single nod.

"'Protagonist (Haru)'—I ask you."

Next, her face and words turned, of course, to me.

"What is a 'story' to you?"

"…………"

Of course, I hadn't prepared an answer. I couldn't respond instantly like Sayaka-san.

But for me, it wasn't that difficult of a question either.

"—The 'now.'"

I uttered just a single word.

The reactions from the 'wielder' and 'Weaver of Legends' standing on either side of me were…

"Fufu…—Do you see now, Kokoro?"

"Yeah, yeah…—I'm fine with losin', so keep the lovey-dovey stuff to yourself."

…each a single smile.

It's quite embarrassing, but I'm glad I was able to provide a satisfactory answer. Just as I was about to breathe a sigh of relief, thinking I had fulfilled my part of the ritual without a hitch—

"And last, the 'Bookbinder (me)'… well, as for that—"

Scorching flames raced, and brilliant light burst forth.

The moment the girl, still holding her hand over the 'book' where the light converged, once again flashed a fearless smile—one that had become familiar in such a short time and suited her so well—

"—I'll let these 'arms' do the talking."

With the heat born from the light, the page of the story was turned.



    Chapter 935

    Absolute Trust

    "…Haru?"

Six in the evening, the real world.

I'd been swept up in a grand tale I never could have predicted, but for now, the various matters had been settled, and the "three parties" had gone their separate ways. Some time had passed since then.

"Hmm…"

The five of us residing in the dormitory sat around a large table.

A massive hot pot sat imposingly in the center of the stylish, private restaurant-like space, completely at odds with the decor, but it was the star of the show. The pleasant bubbling sound set the mood for our communal evening meal.

"Is something wrong? You've been staring into space this whole time."

"Hmm… No, it's nothing."

After Alicia, who sat to my right, spoke to me and I gave a listless reply, I suddenly realized that all four of my dining companions were looking at me.

There was the assistant to Representative Yotsuya… or rather, our exclusive chef, Kazuharu Chitose, a.k.a. Kazu-san, who offered words of concern, though it wasn't quite worry.

And sitting beside him was his mother and the dormitory manager, Madoka-san, who was, as usual, watching over us youngsters with a quiet, gentle smile.

And then there was the person to my left, who was, at this very moment, poking my cheek.

Nia had been enjoying the Japanese hot pot—something she mentioned she hadn't had much experience with—munching and puffing away. But just like Alicia, she'd been watching me intently from the start.

Without exception, they were all older and far more mature—true 'adults' compared to me—so it was normal for me to be the center of their attention even when nothing was wrong.

So, this was a blunder on my part.

"Did something happen?"

"Well, a day where 'nothing happens' is rare when it comes to you, I suppose."

"Perhaps you weren't in the mood for hot pot…?"

If I gave off the vibe that something was up, it was only natural this would happen. I should've acted normal instead of spacing out. What was I thinking?

*Since I can't tell them, I need to act in a way that doesn't make them worry, you idiot.*

"Hmm… In that case, well, Kazu-san."

After a seven-second flat delay, my brain finally kicked into gear. I captured Nia's hand—it was unclear if she was poking me out of worry or annoyance that I wasn't focusing on the delicious food—and spoke.

"I need to talk to 'the higher-ups' sometime soon. Could I ask you to set it up for me?"

A masterful deployment of a cover story.

Well, it wasn't exactly a cover story to hide the truth, nor was it some random excuse to change the subject. It was one of the things I'd already been planning to think about…

"Haha, I see. So you were spacing out thinking about all that."

"Yeah, pretty much."

That's precisely why it came across as genuine.

Nia, who was sitting with us, still didn't know this was a 'Yotsuya' dormitory, so I chose my words carefully. Kazu-san, however, immediately understood that by 'higher-ups,' I was referring to his own boss.

Mr. Yotsuya Togo—the esteemed representative of Yotsuya Development and, more importantly, the secret client of both the [Acrobat] and the [Sword Queen].

And there was one more relationship that couldn't be forgotten.

He was the father of Sora, or rather, Sora Yotsuya, with whom I was in a fake engagement.

Every time we met, I was a nervous wreck for a variety of reasons, and the man who knew every last detail of my pathetic state was Kazuharu Chitose. In other words, when I asked him to arrange an appointment with Mr. Togo, it was obvious what he was imagining.

*What sort of business could he possibly have with his (fake) father-in-law?*

The assistant to the representative wore his usual teasing smile—but then.

"That's a nasty look on your face, Kazu-san. Have some consideration for your juniors."

"Oh, my apologies—Oof! …Mom. You see, this is just some friendly teasing."

"I'm so sorry, Haru-kun. My foolish son has always been a prankster…"

With his mother by his side, the future where I was mercilessly toyed with, as was the norm, never came to pass. A sharp elbow jabbed into her son's side, and the evil senior was vanquished.

It's wonderful that they get along so well.

…And so, with the Chitose parent-child duo successfully diverted.

"…"

"…"

That left the two on either side of me.

For these two, who always seem to see right through me, it looked like an additional 'talk' was in order.

◇◆◇◆◇

"Alright, I'll get straight to the point. I'm now burdened with a 'secret'."

*'What is this?'*

"…A confession?"

And so, after dinner, with a little over ten minutes until seven o'clock.

We had finished our early dinner as usual, in line with our Key Tree conquest schedule. Normally, we would have quietly dispersed to our own rooms and logged in.

However, I was ashamed to admit they had picked up on my unease, so a minimal explanation was necessary. …And why exactly was it necessary?

I was doing this simply to clear up my own lingering feelings, and for no other reason.

"And I'm truly sorry, but as I said, it's a 'secret,' so it's a secret. I can't tell either of you, or Sora-san. It's a lips-sealed, zip-it kind of deal. I'm seriously sorry."

*'What is this???'*

"…A confessional?"

Thus, Nia's and Alicia's bewildered reactions were perfectly natural.

For me to, in a rare—or perhaps first-ever—move, lead them both into my room at the same time, only to suddenly sit seiza-style and start spouting nonsense.

It was only right that they'd tilt their heads in confusion.

"…Haru?"

"Yes."

"What are you talking about?"

Again, perfectly natural. Of course, they'd ask. But again, it was absolutely necessary for me to string together these words and set things straight with them.

I feel bad for the Saintess, but my current top priority isn't being a 'protagonist,' but a 'man.'

"I'm serious, it's just like I said. I'm carrying something I can't talk about. And because I can't talk about it, well, I can't talk about it. Apparently, it's 'not forever,' but…"

That's why I had an obligation to be as considerate as I could within the bounds of what I was allowed to say. It was a far cry from the cool demeanor of a 'protagonist,' but it was something I absolutely couldn't leave unaddressed.

That said, I wasn't thinking about it all that deeply.

I take responsibility for my own words. I have no regrets about accepting Sayaka-san's offer, and I doubt I will in the future.

While it was a decision based on my own thoughts, I don't feel I made it with one hundred percent selfishness. It was a choice made because I believed that if I could share the 'secret,' there wouldn't be a single vote of opposition.

First, there's Sora. She would probably be happy.

My partner seems to take great pleasure in seeing me acknowledged by others. While there might be a moment where she gets angry or pouts, it always ends with a smile.

I'm almost certain she wouldn't praise me for turning down the offer just to protect myself.

Second, there's Nia. She would probably be happy.

My exclusive artisan generally seems proud when I'm well-regarded by others. While there might be a moment where she gets angry or pouts, it always ends with a smile.

I'm almost certain she wouldn't praise me for turning down the offer just to protect myself.

And third, there's Alicia. She would probably hold her head high with pride.

She would just nod and say, "I see," her expressionless face tinged with a hint of pride, as if to say, *'That's how it should be,'* and give me a direct, unwavering smile.

I'm almost certain she believes that the word 'self-preservation' doesn't exist in my dictionary.

And so… at this point, I'll allow myself to be a little conceited.

"In conclusion, I'm just letting you know that I can't say anything. …What's the verdict?"

*'Ehh…? I still have absolutely no idea what you're talking about, but…'*

"…Well, yes. Even if you ask for a verdict…"

Just as they were honing their Haru-reading skills at an impossibly fast rate every day, so too was I, as I looked back at them.

*'If it's something you decided, then whatever? All I can say is do as you please…'*

"If you're the one who decided, then you should do as you please."

I knew, of course, that those would be their words.

*'Ah, but that aside, I'll accept your sincerity, you know?'*

"I'll be looking forward to it."

"Yes…"

Of course, that included these additional comments as well.

<hr>

Their trust levels for each other are maxed out, so it can't be helped. No matter what they do, it turns into a direct express train to flirtatious banter.



    Chapter 936

    side: Team.E

    …

…

…

◇ [Apocryphate Vermicane] has been defeated ◇

◇ 100th Floor clear confirmed ◇

◇ Complete conquest of the Foundation Tree Road confirmed ◇

""Thaaaaat… waaaaas… bruuuuutal…!!!!!""

They had been told explicitly that this was not the true summit, but it was undeniably a dizzying height.

In the depths of the 100th floor of the Key Tree Maze, illuminated by the fading green light of the divine statue whose monstrous form they had just shattered, two warriors collapsed backward in unison, their shouts of shared sentiment echoing toward the ceiling.

"Are you kidding me…?! That was a full-blown over-raid boss, not meant for a small party…!!"

One of them, a spiky-haired brunette in a tiger-striped outfit, let his spear fall to the side with a clatter.

"A complete, superior version is just impossible…!"

The other, with fluffy, steel-gray hair and light armor, dropped his twin daggers limply at his sides.

[Great Tiger] and [Heavy Tank]—the 7th-ranked of the Northern Faction and the 2nd-ranked of the Southern Faction, respectively. Both were known not only for their outstanding PvP combat skills but also for their high-level prowess against monsters.

With two such players sprawled out and complaining… it was only natural that…

"…You two took *that* down? You two swordsmen…"

For instance, there was one in all black, who, for the sake of maintaining his character, had managed to stay seated instead of collapsing.

"…How are regular players even supposed to clear this…?"

And for instance, another in a hero suit, who had run around more than anyone and had been the first to collapse.

[Poet] and [Dispersion]—the 9th-ranked of the South and 6th-ranked of the North, respectively—were considered 'modest' among the rankers in terms of pure fighting power. It was perfectly natural for them to be utterly exhausted.

Overall, it had been a victory achieved without any real danger.

But that was the result of a party of rankers fighting without holding back. When facing an unknown monster at full power for two hours, even those who walked among the heavens couldn't avoid fatigue.

Not everyone was an outlier like the [Sword Queen], the [Sword Saint], or [Peerless]—not to mention the [Acrobat]—with what seemed like an inexhaustible supply of virtual stamina.

Even if they wore crowns, they were still human. When they reached their limits, they would fall.

Which, in turn, meant…

"Faaah… Ugh… Good work… 'night…"

…there was a girl who, as if her duty was done, let out a carefree yawn and drifted off to the dream world.

"…Hmph."

…and there was he, or perhaps she, who quietly gazed at the green light, a frivolous smile touching their lips as they contemplated who knows what.

When facing a monster, if factors like compatibility or playstyle meant one didn't have to fight desperately, then no matter how much they danced, a ranker in the virtual world wouldn't even break a sweat.

Thus, there was the [Castle Lord], who had fallen asleep on the bed of the 'castle' that manifested today as it always did. And there was [Screen], whose beautiful, silvery features were, as usual, colored with an utterly unfriendly expression.

With two party members maintaining their composure and余裕 the entire time for the past two weeks, the collapsed leader let out a quiet sigh that no one else could hear.

"Geez… You're really infinitely un-cute. So disagreeable."

He picked up his spear and sprang to his feet like a coil, tossing the unkind words at one of the two unfazed members—ignoring the girl who was already drifting into slumber.

Of course, contrary to his words, his face and voice were dripping with jest and teasing.

"Hah, don't expect something like that from me."

And the one who received the comment was just as receptive. After nearly two weeks together, plus previous acquaintanceships, the phase of checking compatibility and sizing each other up was long in the past.

[Great Tiger] and [Screen]—the exchange of barbs that naturally began whenever they met was nothing new. It was a well-known fact that their relationship was neither good nor bad, but eternally flat, and their comrades no longer reacted to it.

The former would provoke, and the latter would kick back.

…It went without saying that their comrades, who knew of his or her difficult nature, watched on with warm smiles, thinking that the fact they even bothered to *kick back* meant they didn't actually dislike him.

"Haaah… Anyway, that makes us second place, right?"

Ignoring the routine squabbling of his not-quite-friends, Uni slowly pushed himself up after his leader, muttering to himself.

It was a murmur directed at no one in particular, but expecting someone to respond.

"Yep, second. There haven't been any other reports of clearing the 100th floor yet."

A fellow faction member, Yata, picked it up, replying while looking at his open community window. Uni chuckled lightly at his colleague's words as he retrieved his Anima.

"Well, that makes sense. Our group was just a bunch of people with too much time on their hands."

"The hell you mean? I ain't free!"

"Don't lump me in with you, I'm not free either."

Two quick retorts followed in perfect sync. Then came two shared, wry smiles.

And all that remained…

"Mmm… Uyu…"

…was the sound of one person's peaceful breathing.

And so, on Thursday, with three days left until the deadline, and approximately eleven days after starting from the fiftieth floor.

"Haaah… Well, whatever. Good work, everyone."

"You too, Tora. Good work, leader."

Team E, led by [Great Tiger], had successfully concluded their conquest of the Key Tree, securing second place.

<hr>

Uni and Tora seem even more compatible than Tora and Choro, don't they? It's great.



    Chapter 937

    In the Temporary Ranker Squad Leader Talk Room

    …

…

…

【Tiger☆Lucky】: Yo

【Tiger☆Lucky】: Cleared the 100th floor.

【Tiger☆Lucky】: Second place, right after the Princess and the Sword Saint. How 'bout that.

【Goldow】: Whoa, for real? Damn, you beat us to it.

【Tiger☆Lucky】: Where you guys at, old man?

【Goldow】: We're finishing up floor 97 today. The last push is tomorrow.

【Tiger☆Lucky】: I see.

【Tiger☆Lucky】: Better brace yourselves. To put it mildly, it was over-raid class.

【Irori】: You cleared it? Congratulations.

【Tiger☆Lucky】: Second place.

【Goldow】: You're telling us to do an over-raid with six people? Give me a break.

【Tiger☆Lucky】: Yo, Samurai. How's your progress?

【Irori】: We just finished clearing the 90th floor.

【Tiger☆Lucky】: Huh? Slower pace than I thought.

【Irori】: We have a couple of busy little ones with us.

【Irori】: No need to worry. We scheduled it to take up the full time limit from the start.

【Irori】: We'll finish on Sunday. Go on ahead.

【Tiger☆Lucky】: Man, it's kinda... you know.

【Tiger☆Lucky】: The fact that you're so damn casual about the whole conquest is pissing me off.

【Irori】: Well, you're not wrong about that.

【Goldow】: Those busy little ones are over-raid class themselves…

【Irori】: Exactly.

【Natsume】: Third place.

【Natsume】: Tora-senpai, good work.

【Tiger☆Lucky】: Oh

【Tiger☆Lucky】: What, was it a photo finish? Not bad, Natsume.

【Irori】: Good work. Congratulations.

【Goldow】: Whoa, the young'uns are looking reliable. Good work.

【Natsume】: Yeah.

【Natsume】: Sorry, I can't… I'm taking the rest of the day off.

【Natsume】: I'll report in and chat tomorrow.

【Tiger☆Lucky】: She says.

【Tiger☆Lucky】: Guess she logged off.

【Irori】: She's been on edge this whole time. The thread must have snapped.

【Tiger☆Lucky】: What's that?

【Tiger☆Lucky】: 'The thread snapped' 'cause she's the Thread-Weaver???

【Tiger☆Lucky】: You think that was clever?

【Tiger☆Lucky】: Let me be the one to say stuff like that, you idiot.

【Goldow】: gfhmblgh

【Tiger☆Lucky】: What're you laughin' at, old man? Your thought-to-text is goin' haywire.

【Haru】: You guys getting along as usual today?

【Tiger☆Lucky】: Oh

【Tiger☆Lucky】: Second place. How 'bout that.

【Haru】: I'm looking at the log, you don't have to say it over and over.

【Tiger☆Lucky】: How 'bout that.

【Haru】: What is with this guy…

【Goldow】: Yo, youngster.

【Goldow】: Whoops, my bad. Yo, Haru.

【Haru】: You still call me 'youngster' in your head, don't you?

【Goldow】: Don't sweat the small stuff. How's your team doing?

【Haru】: Yeah, well, whatever…

【Haru】: Anyway, we're about to go plant the flag for fourth place. I'll report back later.

【Tiger☆Lucky】: Hey, Haru.

【Haru】: What.

【Tiger☆Lucky】: We got second.

【Haru】: This guy is so annoying.

【Haru】: Yeah, yeah. Congra-Tora-lations.

【Tiger☆Lucky】: WHO ARE YOU CALLING TO-LUCKY!!!!!!!!!!

【Irori】: I think *you're* the ones getting along.

<hr>

Please forgive the short chapter. Do it for the sake of the feline type who basically turns into an attention-seeker, but only in text chats where he can't see your face.



    Chapter 938

    The 100th Floor

    The 100th floor of the Key Tree Maze, just before the deepest part.

Before us stood a grand door leading to the floor boss's chamber, a sight we had seen ninety-nine times before. But this one was far more lavish than the others, and it exuded an indescribable pressure.

"—And that's the gist of it. Is everyone prepared?"

This was the big one, but by now, we were more or less on the same wavelength.

For the past two weeks, we had met in this maze every single day, sharing the battlefield. We had grown accustomed to understanding each other's condition without the need for words.

So, I didn't think a last-minute meeting was necessary. Instead, as a bit of a jest, I relayed what I had gleaned about the difficult future ahead from the reports of the second and third-place teams…

"Let's do our best…!"

…and the first to respond was my partner beside me, clenching her fist with determination.

The faces of my comrades were free of fear, hesitation, or dread. Gen-san, who loved a strong opponent for the sake of training, had a tense and fidgety expression, but other than that, everyone was calm.

It was something I'd thought thousands of times between the 50th floor and here, but they were so reliable it almost made me let my guard down.

In that case—

"Alright… let's go."

"Yes!"

"Yeah."

""Let's go."

I placed both hands on the massive door that made my neck ache just to look up at it, and instead of looking up, I looked back. I received acknowledgments from Sora, Gen-san, and both Sho and Ren.

""—""

And of course, since her gaze was always, always on me, my eyes naturally met Sayaka-san's, and we exchanged a small smile…

I put strength into my arms.

As if by some form of thought manipulation, the 'gate' seemed to sense the will of the visitor, the challenger—the player. Rather than being pushed by my hands, it opened inward, as if inviting me in.

And as the way forward opened—

"…Yikes."

That was my first word. My eyes instantly scanned the ridiculously designed giant figure that jumped into my view, and I let out a bitter sigh at its sheer presence and the premonition it gave me.

What kind of premonition? Well, that's simple.

"…Whoa…"

"Seeing it in person, it's even more…"

"…This looks like it'll be a pain."

Sora's thin voice, which escaped at almost the same time as mine, and the sigh-filled exchange between Sho and Ren, accompanied by a textbook wry smile, said it all.

This was going to be an absolutely, positively, unbelievably annoying pain in the ass.

It was a premonition that bordered on certainty.

"…"

A silver body easily exceeding ten meters in height. Even from a distance, its skin had a strange texture, a mixture of the organic and the inorganic, that gave off a distinctly 'unpleasant feeling'.

It was a faceless goddess statue. Both of its primary arms were wrapped around its own body as if in a self-embrace, while ten more arms—five pairs—sprouted from its back, like a Kannon statue.

In place of legs, it had a single, tree-like limb rooted to the floor. And… a single, pure white wing floated in the air, shining like darkness without emitting any light.

Just as the intel suggested, it was a parade of deliberately monstrous features. And just as the two brothers had said, seeing it with my own eyes was something else entirely.

"It has the complete presence of a final boss…"

As was the norm in the Key Tree Maze, the floor boss wouldn't attack as long as we didn't step into the room, even after opening the door. Those with reason would watch you with still eyes, and those without would simply stand there quietly. This was a common trait.

That allowed for strategic, pre-battle observation—but to be honest.

"Uh… does anyone have any ideas besides 'the arms on its back are probably going to stretch'?"

"They do look like they'll stretch, don't they…"

"Those are definitely going to stretch."

"They're the kind that will stretch, without a doubt."

"…They'll stretch."

"I predict it will also have regenerative abilities, like the immortal Hydra of legend."

Well, we were all in agreement. That was about the limit of our analysis.

Since its 'foot' was rooted to the floor, the main body probably wouldn't move around. Tying into that, the plethora of arms on its back would likely be the ones attacking us with vigor.

That was all we could easily imagine just by looking. We were tackling this with a 'no spoilers for any team' rule to gain valuable first-time experience, so there was nothing more we could glean.

In other words… we'd have to deal with whatever special abilities it probably had on our first try.

Okay, I get it.

Fine by me. Bring it on.

"Sora, double front as usual. For the start, take a step back and provide support."

"Yes!"

"Gen-san, you'll be in the mid-guard, basically. Move forward or back as needed; I'll leave the judgment to you."

"Got it."

"Sho, Ren, you're on guard duty for Sayaka-san. I'll be counting on you to jump in if there's an emergency."

""Leave it to us."

"Sayaka-san."

"Yes."

Just like always. I gave the same orders that had gotten us through forty-nine floors without stopping, but I had a reason for turning back at the very end.

Well, it was a simple matter.

"Depending on the situation, I might have to rely on the Saintess's divine might. Be ready for that."

"…Hehe. In that case, I'll have to give it my all."

If the opponent warranted it, we might need her to go 'all out'—

"Sora-san."

"What is it?"

"Stop grabbing my side."

"I don't know what you're talking about."

One last bit of banter to lighten the mood, and that was that.

Of course, I had already shared the matter of the Narrator's Armament with Sora. And just like Nia and Alicia, I had received the expected 'do as you please' from her.

So this jab in my side had nothing to do with that.

It was simply a well-deserved punishment for me instinctively looking away from the beaming Sayaka-san, who was clearly thinking something like, 'I'm so happy you're relying on me.'

She was right, it was my fault. Sorry.

…And with that out of the way.

"Alright then… Team B—"

I gave the jealous angel's head a gentle pat. Apologies and making up for it would have to wait. As I stepped forward… I summoned crimson daggers to both hands.

Since the 90th floor, its power had finally been unleashed. It goes without saying that my favorite weapon, which had piled up success after success with trusted reliability, was also at my hip.

────────────────
◇Status / Restarted◇
Title: Acrobat
Name: Haru　 Lv: 110
STR: 100
AGI: 200
DEX: 0
VIT: 0 (+100)
MID: 500 (+350)
LUC: 300

◇Skill◇
・Naraka Gandharva
《Mistlurade》
《Volcanate》
《Lumina Raygust》
《Exchange Implode》
《Basket of Greed》

・Water Magic Aptitude
《Aqua》
《Flood》
《Current Haken》
《Maelstrom》
《Laevateinn》
《Water Enchant》

・Active
《Reflect Explode》
《Flash Traveler》
《Shadow Leaf》
《Eyes Oculus》
《Altera-Notis》

・Passive
《White Dragon's Blessing》
《Assign's Fate》
《Rega-Lielta》
《Attentive Limit》
《Gigant Figure》
《Goma Soten》
《Talaria Record》
《Starrest Mine》
《Trickster of Zenith》
《Fatal Closer》
《Unfaltering Conquest》
《Dias Lunaria》
《Master of Magic》

《Reject Sentence》
《Shadow-Surpassing Death》
《Four Pillars' Embrace》
《Water Spirit's Blessing》
《Four-Sided Blessing》

◇Arts◇
【Kesshiki Ittoryu】
《Hisui》
《Uchigane》
《Amayuki》
《Karehomura》
《Ekou》
《Nanahoshi》
《Hourai》
　Oral Tradition: 《Yuikaze》

【Shifu Ittoryu】
《Hayate》
《Shizuku》
────────────────

Facing us was the master of the 100th floor. [Apocryphate Vermicane]… With one step forward.

"—This is the last battle. Let's have some fun!"

Now, we would bring our true, full power to bear.

<hr>

Could it be? Has it been over a hundred chapters, Mr. Rabbit Dagger?



    Chapter 939

    At the Summit of the Foundation Tree, Part 1

    The instant-boost skill, 《Rocket》, now synonymous with the [Acrobat]—or rather, its post-integration name within 《Rega-Lielta》, which is still called 《Rocket》—has become quite popular with the public, thanks in part to its catchy name… and at the same time, it's widely used as meme material.

It's probably my own fault for using it as my opening move without hesitation in most of my fights.

'Opening Rocket,' 'Just-in-case Rocket,' 'Rocket (the usual),' 'Rocket (greeting),' and so on, and so forth, et cetera.

Yeah, I get it. It's no wonder people see it that way from the outside.

But honestly, it's extremely frustrating. My 'opening 《Rocket》' is a perfectly valid tactic, one I settled on as a basic option after fully understanding my own extremely peaky performance and giving it careful consideration.

For me, whose basic strategy revolves around ultra-high-speed combat, the scariest thing is one simple fact: 'the opponent is faster than me.'

Their movement speed is higher. Their attack speed is higher. Their reaction speed is higher.

It doesn't matter what it is, but if the opponent surpasses my speed in any element… and if that's revealed at the right time, there's a high probability I'll be instantly killed.

That's why, in the one instant where the opponent most likely hasn't adapted to my speed—

In other words, by slamming them with my full base speed at the very start, I drag out any counters they might have.

It's less about eliminating risk and more about forcing a clash of risks.

With my trump cards from the [Aquamarine Rabbit Heart], including its 'fatal damage nullification,' as a safety net, I drag the enemy into my own pace from the very first move… It's a 'clever strategy (Rocket)' for that purpose.

…Or so I passionately explained once in the past.

The Blonde Samurai who snorted, laughed in my face, and then hit me with the sound argument, "In the end, it's just high-level improv and making it up as you go, isn't it?" will not be forgiven.

And that's precisely why this is Improv Ver. 2.

"《Rock—"

Parallel activation of 《Altera-Notis》.

"—et》!"

I can't wait to shove the footage of my new, safety-guaranteed opening move in his face.

────────────────
◇Status / Restarted◇
Title: Acrobat
Name: Haru　 Lv: 110
STR: 100
AGI: 200 + 450
DEX: 0 + 450
VIT: 0 (+100)
MID: 500 (+400)
LUC: 300
────────────────

The phosphorescent light I cloaked myself in upon entering my battle stance was, of course, from 'Desperate Crimson,' my stable opening move. With the additional stats distributed from my total MID, my legs easily reached the fastest theoretical value in this virtual world.

Add to that the insane thrust of 《Rocket》 and the forced, instantaneous activation of 'Matoi' through an infusion of 《Ignition》… in other words, with a pseudo-'Shukuchi' technique, my body left sound itself behind.

In the instant I stepped in, I had already referenced my intuition.

《Altera-Notis》—its hidden power was the functionalization of the sixth sense.

To give a prime example, it was like the battle against [Rep-La Nobody], which I challenged alongside Alicia. It was a skill that let me freely turn ON and OFF the switch for that mysterious ability of mine, a 'hunch' akin to premonition, which had both saved me and bewildered me during that fight.

It's a strange thing, a hunch that doesn't activate unless you flip a switch, but if I can have 'that feeling,' which I myself think is borderline cheating, on my side—

My opening move no longer requires even a shred of fear or hesitation.

` `

A flash through the sky, no reaction.

The crimson twin blades flickered and carved into its face, completely ignoring the height difference, but the goddess statue remained motionless. No voice, no movement, and even when touched by my sword, its presence was faint.

However…

"Yikes, that's… terrifying…!"

A wave of pressure was unleashed. A tsunami of anxiety washed over my mind directly.

The damage recorded on the HP bar that appeared above its faceless head was a mere sliver, but it seems that despite the trivial damage, I had succeeded in massively stoking the goddess statue's hostility.

Now then, was this just me being scared, or was this some kind of special ability?

And was it a coincidence or inevitable that I had slipped behind it without being exposed to a counterattack? From here on, I'd have to move carefully to find the answer…

Aerial control and 'Recall' unsheathing of [Samidorizuki].

Furthermore, Outer Rotation Output 'Kai' Critical Convergence.

"Shifu Itto—"

"<Schwert Kreis>…!"

Does it even have sight? I couldn't say. We sandwiched the giant, faceless form, and our gazes met with mutual trust. As ordered, my partner had waited for my first step before following up.

"《Hayate》!"

"《Nel Widersch》!!"

Our paths crossed at a single point.

The flashing jade blade and the rushing magic sword carved a streak of light across the grotesque creature's neck.

<hr>

The story of the opening three seconds flat.



    Chapter 940

    At the Apex of the Foundation Tree, Part Two

    And then, an unpleasant sensation.

I’d felt it during our initial exchange, but this time, the feeling was so unnerving it could drain the blood from your face—a bizarre, utterly grotesque sensation for a virtual world.

To put it into words, it was like…

“Sora—!”

“I’m… I’m okay!”

…like *actually* cutting through flesh.

The feedback was so realistic that I instinctively worried for my partner as we passed each other. It was nothing like the usual Arcadia experience, where the ‘impact of battle’ is conveniently lightened for gameplay purposes.

Her reply, tossed back from a distance as we swapped positions, was an affirmation, yet she couldn’t hide the wavering shock in her voice. But of course she couldn't.

Even I was spooked. Coupled with its indescribable appearance and overall aura, this thing was clearly more than it seemed—

“—!”

An instinct flared in my mind, and my right hand and both legs moved on pure reflex.

*Deduction reflected, memory synchronized, route constructed, aim complete.* Both launched. With a stomp of my foot, I propelled my body off the floor; with a flick of my arm, I shot a “Shadow Thread” from my fingertips. I fired it, ran with it, and let it fly.

First, I dodged. Evading the *something* that had tried to crush me.

Then, a moment later, I felt the impact. A fraction slower than my own movement but still as fast as a bullet, the tip of my [Nine Tail] touched the hand of my partner as she hung suspended in the air.

“Hmph!” “Ngh…!”

Our movements were almost perfectly synchronized. The “Shadow Thread” stretched taut between us like a rubber band as we yanked with all our might, pulling Sora’s body toward my grounded position.

And second, we dodged again. Evading the *something* that had tried to crush Sora mid-air.

*What was that?*

*Seriously, I have no idea.*

Catching her avatar, retreating, and communicating without a word—all in one motion. The only thing we both knew for certain was that we had successfully weathered the first threat sent our way.

There had been a faint, almost imperceptible sense of wrongness in the space around us. It was a subtle premonition, but one that both Sora and I were attuned enough to notice.

But the power was on another level.

That *something* that just shook the ground and made the air tremble—a direct hit would have likely meant instant death, or critical condition at best. This bastard was going all out from the very start.

In other words, we had to do the same.

“—Ngh!”

A tidal wave of fists filled the void. A barrage from the “Twin Fists” surged forth with enough pressure to warp the air, hammering into the goddess statue, whose mind might be moving but whose body remained utterly still.

The absurd power would have easily staggered an average half-raid boss… but…

“…I see. There’s some kind of trick to it.”

“It seems so…”

We fell back slightly to observe. Even under the assault of more than twenty soaring punches, the visible sign of its life force—its HP bar—had barely budged.

…No, it was worse than that.

“—Okay. Looks like we don’t have time to leisurely observe, huh!”

“I’m with you!”

Little by little, it was moving in reverse. In other words, its HP was continuously regenerating.

—*Functionally and emotionally, that’s the one thing you should never give a boss enemy.* It was a sentiment I, a long-time gamer from before Arcadia, shared with Sora. And so, with a shared, wry smile, we kicked off the floor once more.

And in that very instant.

““—Crossing!””

The twin shields already on our arms split apart with a sharp clang, and a golden chain shot between them.

Mine on my right arm, Sora’s on her left. The partner-exclusive equipment, [Twaibolt Mirari]—its latent abilities were the integration of our STR stats and the sympathetic resonance of some of our senses.

Then, a familiar and reassuring phosphorescence enveloped Sora’s avatar, boosting her abilities even further.

[Scareless] activated.

Now, let us begin.

““—*Kensei Itto*…!””

I drew [Samidorizuki] with my left hand—[Rocket] and [Ignition] activated in parallel with *Matoi*, creating a pseudo-*Shukuchi*. Kesshiki Ittoryu, Seventh Strike Kai: *Kiraboshi*…

And I’ll modify it even further!

““—*Chusei*!””

[Eyes Oculus] opened my golden right eye, tripling my acceleration. Route constructed, movements set, resolve complete.

Now, leap.

A thousand blades deployed all at once. They formed a perfect sphere of magic swords around the enemy—orderly, precise, without a single motion out of place. Into this sphere, I, a meteor, plunged, becoming a ricocheting ray of light that never touched the ground.

Through our repeated joint training, I had memorized the movement of every last magic sword.

I had the confidence that my feet would never miss their mark, and the trust that Sora would manipulate her swords with unerring precision. With both in ample supply, there was no hesitation in my legs or my blade.

And there was more.

This celestial sphere of magic swords was not merely a ‘prison’ that was meaningless against a stationary opponent.

Every time the star drew a line, the stardust it left behind became a chain of follow-up attacks. Every sand-sword that transitioned from foothold to blade was tethered to my soaring form, never straying from the enemy.

Haru-Sora Combination Art, “Kensei Itto,” Part One: Space-Dominating, Infinite-Chaining Sword—*Chusei*.

—It was less a technique and more a ridiculously brutish display of force that pushed our respective talents and blessed equipment to the forefront. It was, to be frank, not what you’d call a refined strategy…

But one thing was certain.

A monster that could take a hit like that and still keep a straight face—

` `

…well, you wouldn’t find many of those, even in Arcadia.

<hr>

The Haru-Sora combination art is `Kensei Itto` (Sword Star One-Sword). The Sora-Haru combination art is `Cradle Alter`.

As usual, the latter was named with the protagonist's penchant for cool-sounding German, but the former… That one has been in planning & training for a long time, conceived as a way for the two of them to reach their master, Ui-sama, the Sword Saint. So the name is a nod to her.

A shooting star (Haru) and a magic sword (Sora), first joining hands to catch up to the Sword Saint (`Kensei`).

By the way, `Chusei` had poor compatibility against the Sword Saint, so she broke through it on her first look.



    Chapter 941

    At the Apex of the Foundation Tree, Part Three

    A tingling sensation made the hair on my skin stand up. Any player in Arcadia knows this isn't some psychological manifestation born from imagination.

In this world, fighting spirit, hostility, malice, and murderous intent are transmitted as palpable pressure. That’s why any player who feels that intense pressure on their skin has the same reflexive thought.

Namely—

“Crap!”

The change came instantly; the crisis unfolded in a flash. The moment the giant, featureless goddess statue before me offered a grotesque smile, the ten arms—five pairs—blooming from its back all vanished.

““—!””

To be precise, it *seemed* like they vanished. It was an absurd level of speed… No, more than simple velocity, it was the zero-to-hundred acceleration I was all too familiar with.

When caught off guard by that perfected transition from ‘stillness to motion,’ the human mind easily loses track of events. Being hit with the same bastardly tactic I usually employ myself, I found a moment to wryly reflect on my own misdeeds and think, *so this is what it feels like*—but of course,

“An=Re Galta!”

I’d save that reflection for later. Right now, I had to focus.

My golden right eye closed; my silver left eye opened. I switched my eyelids like a toggle, changing my thought process from acceleration to attack prediction, and simultaneously entered Full Armament with [An=Re Galta, True Theory: Armor Singing of the King's Key].

As my threefold thought speed vanished, my eyes caught the ten extending arms a split second after they started moving, now perceiving them at a threefold pace. …But it was no problem.

[Twaibolt Mirari]—thanks to the golden chain that connects our bonds and senses, my silver eye, now imbued with the power of Sora’s amber eyes, could follow even the Sword Saint’s blade without thought acceleration.

Threat approaching. Movements ‘memorized.’ Solution protocol, initiate.

“—AaaRAAAAHHH!”

Shield in my right hand, sword in my left. I swapped [Samidorizuki] for the greatsword form of [An=Re Galta] and charged forward, my full plate armor clattering as I went all out. I parried and slashed away the silently approaching arms, closing the distance to the [Apocryphate Vermicane] in one second flat.

And then, another zero-point-one seconds to drive the greatsword’s tip into its gut.

“Four Winds, One Sword—!”

And for good measure, one more push.

Standing atop the embedded An=Re Galta, I summoned [Samidorizuki] in turn, raised it high… and drove the jade blade deep, unleashing a multi-chain release of external rotational output.

“*Echo*!!!”

A penetrating strike delivered through the blade. While the earth-running transmission sword is one aspect of its true form, this was the other half of what I sought from the third strike. Linking together the multi-layered power of ‘Kai’ to amplify it through resonance, then slamming the whole thing into its ‘core’—this demonic act was its true purpose.

And thus—

“Hah.”

A quick glance to check the results. The HP drop still wasn’t huge, but compared to before, it was significant enough to be called a critical hit. Still, it was far from satisfying.

So, as always, stopping was not an option.

[Rocket] re-ignited. I remotely recalled the two weapons I’d left embedded in its massive frame and once again dodged the invisible *something* from the start of the fight by a hair’s breadth, deactivating my silver eye and [Altera-Notis].

I had the rhythm down. From here on out, the shared senses from Sora’s ‘True Eye’ skill and her ‘Uplooking Amber Eye’—both of which terrifyingly enhance one’s ‘eyes’ in a broad sense—would be more than enough.

—…Right, I should probably check off one more thing on my list.

Sayaka-san was spot on. Whether I crushed them or sliced them, the ‘arms’ regenerated in the blink of an eye as their remnants vanished, and they were already coming at me again.

So, against the one leading the charge,

“Heeeave—ho!”

I met it head-on with a straight punch.

In response, its ‘palm’ opened as if to welcome my armored left fist, and…

“Knew it…!”

My hunch was dead on. The instant my fist and its ‘palm’ made contact, the armor of my [An=Re Galta, True Theory: Armor Singing of the King's Key]—all of it, from one end to the other—was completely blown away.

“Hah—”

My ears picked up a gasp of surprise from a distance, but,

“I’m good.”

“—ru… O-Oh, okay.”

No need to worry; my escape was already complete. I had blinked from far to near, regenerating my gauntlets and greaves while giving a brief status report.

And then,

“*Weiss Schwarz*.”

“—*Schwert Kreis*…!”

She answers the call. When I do what needs to be done, my partner responds with a perfect score.

I have no idea what kind of sensory organs it possesses. The ‘arms,’ which had seemed to hesitate for two seconds after losing track of me during my rocket-powered withdrawal, reactivated.

Having fixed their target, they once again accelerated from zero to a hundred. They easily tore through the prison of a thousand swords… and ten of those ‘power-canceling palms’ closed in, silent and swift.

Alright, focus. The shield on my right arm makes things a bit awkward, but it doesn't affect my finger movements. If I can't pull off a performance of this level while humming a tune—

““*Fifth Tail*!””

…my senior, the kitten-lady, would laugh at me.

The ‘formation’ had already been laid in parallel with the infinite trajectory of *Chusei*. From there, it was simple. All I had to do was pull the ‘threads’ tight.

And so, the shadow threads of [Nine Tail], scattered in layer after layer across the floor, soared upwards. Ignoring both the stationary main body and its freely moving arms, they entangled their prey.

` `

Forming the points of a pentagram, evenly spaced.

Giant towers of magic swords erupted from the floor with a roar, acting as anchors to wind the threads. The unbreakable shadow chains instantly sealed and bound the [Apocryphate Vermicane].

And for the finale of our coordinated assault.

It wasn't me or Sora who charged across the field—it was a lone fist-fighter who leaped to the forefront.

“HRAAAAAAAAHHH—!!!”

The logic was brutally simple. If a punch that could obliterate a monster with its mere shockwave were to land a direct hit on its target, what would happen? The answer was provided by…

…a shockwave so intense I had to shield my eyes, and a devastating roar so cataclysmic it felt like a meteor had struck, threatening to rupture my eardrums. And in addition,

` `

Voiceless, expressionless. The eerie, transcendental being was subjected to a ferocious punch to the face, forcing it into a massive backbend.

And as the back of its head slammed violently into the floor, a great tremor shook the entire area.

<hr>

So I'll just note the shocking fact that a certain top-tier melee DPS surpasses even this.



    Chapter 942

    Re: The Observers

    “—Feels like we’ve finally come as far as we can, doesn’t it?”

It was a realistic space, save for the fact that it had no entrances or exits.

Rows of equipment. Dim lighting. And aside from the lively clamor broadcast from countless monitors, a silent observation room where, without exaggeration, not a single sound was made.

A gap in the world, where only a very select few were permitted to tread.

“There’s still plenty of room to expand horizontally, I suppose, but as far as altitude is concerned… this has to be the current peak, right? For both of them.”

If so, the one to spin words in such a place was, as always, the same voice.

If anything ever changed, it was—

“...Yes, you're right. It’s quite moving.”

—the number of voices. The only difference was whether it was a monologue or a conversation.

“Honestly, I’m surprised. A lot of this has far exceeded my expectations. Sora-chan is one thing, but I never thought *he* had this much capacity.”

The youthful voice floated, tinged with its usual smile.

“Even as the second ‘Gifted,’ I figured he couldn’t possibly match the ‘Princess’… I underestimated him. It wasn’t a matter of matching her at all.”

“Haha… I suppose it’s no wonder ‘she’ took a liking to him,” the deeper voice replied, also laced with an affectionate chuckle.

“…………—”

Through the screen, across worlds.

Beside his partner, who had, without knowing it, been chosen and had walked her own path to become a fine ‘vessel.’ He watched the face of the young girl soaring freely, a desperate yet refreshingly alive expression on her face.

As he gazed upon his beloved daughter’s face, his own expression was, as always…

As always, it was one of suppressing the sadness he carried, a sorrow named ‘sin.’

“……”

And beside him.

His subordinate, his only co-conspirator, who, also as always, glanced at his profile.

“...—Togo-san.”

And yet, it wasn't the same as always.

With a voice that was somehow light, almost detached, but still holding a smile… yet carrying a weight that proved it was not just a whim, he called Yotsuya Togo’s name.

“I can’t bring myself to like the virtual world, or ‘her,’ but…”

And then, their respective black eyes met.

“I actually quite like Haru Kasuga-kun. You know, he’s— ”

This was more than rare.

“—He’s the very picture of a protagonist who would kick a bad ending aside and just keep running.”

It was a word of comfort, understood only between the two of them.

A word of genuine consideration, even if it might not offer much solace.

Handed such a thing so unexpectedly, Yotsuya Togo stared at Kazuharu Chitose’s face as if to ask what had gotten into him, before—

“...Even before he dived into the virtual world.”

—it was nothing complicated. He, too, was only human, and it was only natural that he could be captivated by such brilliance. With a small sigh born of an understanding that needed no confirmation, he said,

“He already had a track record for that.”

“Yes, precisely.”

His gaze shifted. From his co-conspirator beside him, to his daughter on the screen.

And then, to the young man next to his daughter.

That innocent smile had long since become a familiar sight. Watching it from a distant world, he—

“Ah, that’s right. I have a message from Kasuga-kun for you. He said, ‘I have something to talk about, so please make some time.’ It’s unclear if it's addressed to his *father-in-law* or his client.”

“………………………Understood. I shall prepare some time, and my resolve, in the near future.”

Though a bitter taste lingered in his mind,

a faint, relaxed smile touched his lips, as if he had caught a cold.



    Chapter 943

    At the Apex of the Foundation Tree, Part Four

    In any game with combat elements, what truly defines a troublesome ‘boss’?

Is it one with complex puzzle-like mechanics? Or one that forces you into a disadvantageous environment? Or maybe one that requires a specific item check, like needing a holy sword to fight a demon lord?

There are as many answers as there are games and players. And so, I have my own theory on the matter.

For me, the undisputed champion of ‘this is the strongest kind of boss’ is…

The type whose numerical specs are so absurdly high that a head-on, full-force, super-prolonged slugfest is the only option.

“—*Hayate*!”

Another step, another flash of my blade as I dashed past. How many times had it been?

No matter how many times I severed them, they just grew back… or rather, it was as if the very *fact* they had been severed was being erased. The arms regenerated instantly with an utterly idiotic lack of motion.

After about ten minutes, I decided it was a waste of resources to even try intercepting them and switched to pure evasion. I slipped past the ‘arms’ and delivered a slash that carved through silver.

And then, a full-power retreat after a solid hit—but of course.

` `

After more than forty minutes of fighting, with eighty percent of its HP chipped away, the mock god-statue, Vermicane, was in full-on player-slaughter mode. It wasn’t about to let me escape so easily.

It’s common knowledge in Arcadia that players aren’t the only ones who learn during a fight. While it’s true that only exceptions like the ‘Colored Monsters’ seem to remember things across multiple encounters, any intelligent enemy will learn from its opponent within a single battle.

An annoying gnat that kicks off at the speed of sound while brandishing a blade would naturally be a top-priority target for learning. So, after a long and desperate struggle, it was only logical that it would devise a countermeasure to my footwork… for instance, laying down a barrage of attacks on my predicted high-speed trajectory.

An invisible, lethal force placed right where I was about to dash. A mere graze would almost certainly tear off an arm or a leg, but—

“Hah…!”

If I don’t get grazed, it’s fine. I stomped to reverse my momentum—aerial pinball is my specialty, after all.

Besides, while the monster was learning about me, I was also learning about it. I’ve already ‘memorized’ all of its quirks and attack patterns!

“[Rocket]!”

I saw the distortion in space and sensed that familiar unpleasant feeling. Memory complete, route constructed, movement set, and then—maximum thrust ignition, interrupting my retreat for another hit.

The invisible ‘force’ was a coordinate-based attack… but since we’d all dodged it since the beginning, its true nature remained a mystery. Weaving through it, I unleashed a flashing seventh strike.

“*Nana—… Hoshi*!”

A seven-hit combo that traced the sides of a pentagram, centered on the giant’s neck.

` `

Felt that one. As usual, the incarnation of silent violence remained voiceless and expressionless, but if I ignored its absurdly tough, trick-free bastardly performance…

It no longer felt like a threat.

Its depths were revealed long before we could even approach the speed record set by the dual-crowned sword masters.

It had monstrously high durability and attack power. An HP regeneration ability that, by all rights, shouldn't be implemented on a boss. And those infinitely extending arms from its back, which boasted an initial acceleration that surprised even me and a top speed that would leave most high-speed warriors in the dust.

On top of that, it had palms that dissipated special abilities and an invisible, high-speed coordinate attack. And whether it was an ability or not, there was the pressure and fear that directly attacked one’s mental state, and so on. Each of these components was more than threatening on its own, that much was true.

In other words, according to my theory of ‘this is the strongest kind of boss,’ this thing… [Apocryphate Vermicane] should have been a truly troublesome opponent.

But, however, a single, certain trait—

Its extremely single-minded targeting system, which relentlessly and obsessively focused on the closest player, was its undoing, for that player was none other than me, the Acrobat.

So… ever hear the saying, ‘If you dodge everything, you can’t possibly lose’?

It’s my motto, as the Acrobat. You’d do well to remember it.

“—*Sturm Riesig*!”

“—Ngh!”

And so, behind the absolute evasion shield enjoying a comfortable battle, flew in a ‘sword’ and a ‘fist,’ both roaring as they tore through space with immense force.

` `

The rooted giant could not dodge.

And so, naturally, the sequence of impact, roar, and tremor was established. At this point, it wouldn't be an exaggeration to say this battle was no longer a battle.

Normally, having an over-raid class enemy focus its aggro on a single person would be beyond unfair—it would be an impossible-to-survive, piece-of-crap boss. Even a ranker would struggle, so I can see why Tiger and the others were complaining.

But if it’s me…

Unless it pulls out moves like that Mole Imposter, flying around freely with its absurd size, or has some unavoidable binding skill…

Without a shred of conceit, if it’s me.

“…Alright. Let’s stop messing around and finish this, shall we!”

Against an opponent of this level, just surviving while landing a few counterattacks is an easy game.

If you really want to make me cry, bring a swarm of [Feidran Tyrantinus] or the [Black Stain That Slays All] next time. And with that thought,

I effortlessly weaved through the relentless barrage of ‘arms’ and ‘forces.’

“‘In the name of the Beginning, I open the Present.’”

Recall and release—[Alv Stella]. Alright, partner. Our long, yet short, yet frankly endless conquest of the Key Tree is coming to an end. Let’s make the finish a spectacular one!

<hr>

A tragic game of compatibility. The boss wasn't designed with someone who flies around non-stop at the speed of sound in mind.

By the way, in terms of simple combat power, the Mole Imposter is actually >>> the Mock God-Statue. The real issue is why an over-raid class enemy is showing up in a single-party-only area. So for those who thought, "that wasn't so tough..." be careful, your senses might be getting Acrobat-ized.

Also, Uni-kun's comment about being a superior version will be picked up later.



    Chapter 944

    At the Apex of the Foundation Tree, Part Five

    Keyword acknowledged. The pulsating star-sword flickered, seeking a ‘name’.

Anima release—the pre-motion for a finishing move, a signal of the coming finale. Hearing my voice, seeing my actions, there was no one here who would not fall in step.

As always, the Trinity of the Three Laws of ‘Tomoe,’ the most broken buffers in this virtual world, had been fulfilling their roles without a hint of boredom, their concentration unwavering. It was their creed to watch and wait when not directly engaged. From among them…

“Sword Law, manifest.”

“Mirror Law, manifest.”

First, two voices spoke.

The sword on the left, the mirror on the right; their respective hand signs marked the beginning. The phenomenon that followed was visible to all—a dazzling, chaotic multitude of reflections.

To reflect and return—the power of the ‘mirror.’ The lines of reflection laid down by Shoh, the Mirror Law, instantly formed a path, which then became a cage surrounding the [Apocryphate Vermicane].

Following that path was Ren, the Sword Law. The power of the ‘sword’ raced forth, an invisible force.

Faster than the giant could sense the new threat and begin its rampage, the concept of a slash shot through the reflective path in an instant, reaching inside the ‘cage’—

` `

—and began an endless, sublime, chaotic reflection, making one imagine a silent scream.

And yet, even that was merely the opening act.

“‘Red—Within lies the infinite, an endless wish for a resonating circle.’”

“—‘It is not a sword that saves people.’”

The voice of the Orb Law, Sayaka-sama, who had stepped forward from between the two who had volunteered for the opening gambit, joined in. A linked chant echoed loudly, as if to color the finale of this long battle.

“‘White—Within lies the boundary, a slumbering wish for true freedom.’”

“‘It is not a sword that brings justice, nor a sword that rights wrongs.’”

In response, the air itself seemed to sing.

Whether reacting to the song or to the swirling vortex of magic, the mock god-statue within the cage of mirrors and swords began to twist and thrash—or tried to.

“*Erde Kreis*!”

Countless snow blossoms seeped into the cage. Though most were annihilated by the conceptual slashes filling the space, an absurd number—enough to be called a ‘concentration’—surged forward.

“‘The four pillars are not yet assembled, the gathered eyes are but fragments.’”

“‘Behold the light, see the light, body of light, walk forth.’”

Its power was usurped and sealed, then its movements were impeded by extreme cold. As the monster, its rampage suppressed, sank once more into a sea of slashes within its cage,

“‘From here to there, the wishing eye is here.’”

“‘The gate of the holy key desires the future, illuminates the past, and weaves humanity together.’”

Footsteps fell in line next to me.

I turned, my star-sword glowing with a brilliant white light, and saw the Saintess smiling, accompanied by a light no less radiant than my own. If so, all that was left was to take a step forward and—

“Open—!”

“‘A melody of blessing that fills all, the name recorded is the hand of the *Starry Heaven*.’—”

—join our voices, and color this passage of the story.

…And so, at the very, very end.

The matter of the one hand that broke through the cage, reaching for the undeniable surge of power,

“Do it.”

—was left to a reliable ‘fist’ that effortlessly blew it away from the side.

“*El Solas*.”

“*Clau Solas*.”

A flash of white brilliance, a downpour of radiant light.

Once thrown, it could not be stopped. A conceptual attack with a guaranteed hit, piercing through matter, space, and even time—all obstacles and impossibilities—materialized on the mock god-statue’s face.

It was a silent, visually subtle scene. Ignoring that opening strike… a waterfall of light, the might of the highest-tier light magic, poured down from the ceiling to the floor.

In that instant, the featureless goddess, who had remained unflinching through almost everything, bowed its head. This was proof that the torrent of light pouring over its massive frame was as powerful, if not more so, than a full-power blow from the ‘Twin Fists’.

In other words, the fact that its head remained bowed after one, then two seconds,

was proof that this immense power was being applied continuously.

*Clau Solas*—a high-end spell that sits at the pinnacle of light-attribute magic, and the one feared as the most merciless, a certain-kill move.

Rare for the wide-area-of-effect-focused light attribute, it was a coordinate-based spell with a diameter of only one meter. It required a long incantation befitting a grand spell and demanded the coordinates be set at the start of the chant, with no changes possible afterward, making it extremely difficult to land.

But once the waterfall of light caught its enemy, it would not cease until judgment was rendered. Or until the caster’s magic ran out, binding its target with the shackles of inaction.

Truly terrifying—but,

having unleashed something similar myself, I’m in no position to judge.

…And with that, I put my words into practice. Let's make it spectacular.

“Show them, partner (Stella)—”

The starting point was the massive body of the [Apocryphate Vermicane], its body pierced by the tip of the white sword.

“—that you’ve cleared the name of the ‘Plain Anima.’”

Nestled against the pure, shining ‘White,’ a great ‘Red’ flower bloomed.

Countless giant blades erupted from within, breaking through the silver, intertwining with the cascading waterfall of light—

◇ You have defeated [Apocryphate Vermicane] ◇

◇ 100th Layer clear confirmed ◇

◇ Complete conquest of the Foundation Tree Road confirmed ◇

And in the final chamber, where its master had vanished, a rain of sparkling green light began to fall.

<hr>

*El Solas*: Ver. Red + White
・Power boost from the dual-name invocation.
・Additional Effect 'White Throne': Absolute guaranteed hit via spatial transfer upon throwing.
・Additional Effect 'Red Circle': Siphons target's HP to generate infinitely multiplying sword blades from within.

Alright, the name of the 'Plain Anima' has been completely cleared.



    Chapter 945

    And So the Sprouts Connect and Grow

    ◇ Title Updated ◇
・'One Who Follows the Tree Road' ⇒ 'One Who Reaches the Key Foundation'

◇ Special Title 'One Who Reaches the Key Foundation' has been activated ◇

◇ The armament seal on Player [Haru] within the Key Tree Maze has been partially lifted ◇

◇ Title Acquired ◇
・'Key Holder'

◇ Special Title Acquired ◇
・'Germination'

◇ Special Title 'Germination' has been activated ◇

────────…

──────…

────…

◇ World phase has not reached the specified threshold ◇

◇ L-e-v-e-l c-a-p r-e-l-e-a-s-e f-o-r p-l-a-y-e-r [H-a-r-u] h-a-s b-e-e-n p-l-a-c-e-d o-n h-o-l-d ◇

◇ Skills have evolved ◇
・[Exchange Implode] ⇒ [Ex Machina Altered]
・[Reflect Explode] ⇒ [Raise Diaverte]
・[Trickster of Zenith] ⇒ [Innocent King of Play]
・[Master of Magic] ⇒ [Root of Magic]

…Hmm, I see.

*Crumple… toss.*

"Ah…"

I physically snatched the system logs that were, as usual, assaulting me with an absurd amount of information, crumpled them into a ball, and launched them into the distance. Ignoring my partner beside me, who let out an involuntary sound, I literally passed the post-mission task of further analysis on to my future self and—

"Alright, that's a wrap! Seriously, great work, everyone—!!!"

—using the momentum from my throw, I smoothly pivoted and shot a triumphant fist toward the sky.

Plus one extremely energetic cheer.

*Well, you know. I was the leader, even if I was just appointed. Of course I'd run simulations on how to act after crossing the finish line.*

*Short and sweet. That had to be it.*

*The important thing was to act before my party members could turn their attention and focus on me… in other words, before the customary, 'And now, a final word from our leader!' moment could happen.*

*Why, you ask? Simple.*

*Giving some formal, drawn-out speech just isn't my style!!!*

And yet, it seems that my clever little plan...

Was seen through not just by my partner, who let out a small, wry smile beside me.

"…Heh."

"Hah hah!"

"Yeah."

It seems I've built the kind of relationship where every single one of them could read me and return my antics with accustomed smiles. In the end, a single phrase is all the 'summary' we need.

"That… was fun!!!"

No reply was needed.

Six smiles, each as unique as the last, including my own. That was more than enough—

—and because it was, yes.

We had conquered the hundredth layer of the Key Tree, a complete clear of what's known as the 'Foundation Tree Road'. And now, there was a question that had likely occurred not just to me, but to the entire party.

The massive 'picture' carved into the floor of the great hall… of the many meanings it held, six were marks identical to the color cursors that float above every player's head.

In other words, they were the six challenger slots presumed to be the keys needed to open the great 'door' depicted at our feet. As soon as we defeated the [Apocryphate Vermicane], a faint light had appeared—

Even with the six of us, the conquerors, standing right here.

The question of why only three of those lights were lit… we'll leave that one for the future as well.

<hr>

──────────────────
◇Status◇
Title: Acrobat
Name: Haru
Lv: 110
STR: 300
AGI: 300
DEX: 0
VIT: 0 (+100)
MID: 350 (+350)
LUC: 300

◇Skill◇
・Naraka Gandharva
《Mistlurade》
《Volcanate》
《Lumina Raygust》
《Ex Machina Altered》
《Greed's Chest》

・Water Magic Aptitude
《Aqua》
《Flood》
《Current Haken》
《Maelstrom》
《Laevateinn》
《Water Enchant》

・Active
《Raise Diaverte》
《Flash Traveler》
《Shadow Leaf》
《Eyes Oculus》
《Altera-Notis》

・Passive
《White Dragon's Blessing》
《Innocent King of Play》
《Assign's Fate》
《Rega-Lielta》
《Attentive Limit》
《Gigant Figure》
《Goma Soten》
《Talaria Record》
《Starlit Mine》
《Fatal Closer》
《Unbroken Discipline》
《Dias Lunaria》
《Root of Magic》

《Reject Sentence》
《Shadow Conqueror's Defeat》
《Four Pillars' Embrace》
《Water Spirit's Blessing》
《Four-Sided Blessing》

◇Arts◇
【Kesshiki Ittoryu】
《Flying Water》
《Striking Iron》
《Heavenly Snow》
《Withered Flame》
《Heavy Light》
《Seven Stars》
《Blade Thunder》
　Secret Technique: 《Yuikaze》

【Shifu Ittoryu】
《Gale》
《Droplet》
──────────────────

And with that, the combat-heavy sixth part of Chapter 5 is complete.
Man, that barrage of action scenes was exhausting. I'm gonna die.

I'll kick off the seventh part around the time the date changes again, but all you good Arcadians, as usual, let's have a good night again.



    Chapter 946

    Lively Days, Calm and Stormy

    Everyone has their strengths and weaknesses.

Studying, sports, work, games—it applies to everything. It wouldn't be an exaggeration to say that every single thing in this world can be classified into one of those two categories for each person.

And so, I've always believed this.

Talented, untalented.

Skilled, unskilled.

Whichever way it goes, it's all just part of one's personality. It's a harsh reality that we're inevitably ranked… but I think true happiness comes from loving both the 'you who can' and the 'you who can't' in equal measure.

Chin up. It's all about perspective.

Yes, even if there's something you're hopelessly worse at than everyone else…

"—Hrrrraaaah!!"

*Whoosh! Thud! CLANG!!!*

"Bwah…!"

"…Hmph, ghh."

"Ugh, s-so clo—phh…!"

"Ahahahaha!!!"

…if that's the case, then you just have to find friends who will laugh heartily with you.

"……………………………………………………………………"

This isn't fine at all. What are you all laughing at? This isn't a gag, so cut it out.

And so, here we were, on a Saturday weekend.

I had brought my delightful group of university friends—my dedicated support team, if you will—to an amusement complex in response to a recent request.

In one corner of the bowling alley, on a single lane, I had just masterfully delivered my third consecutive gutterball. In return, I was showered with a truly lively and unreserved quartet of laughter.

"Hee, heheh…! Oh man, seriously. Seriously, Toshiki, nice intel sharing…!"

Shoko was howling, clutching her stomach in a textbook display of uproarious laughter.

"Hah, haha… y-yeah, I know, right…? I just thought, this is too good to keep to myself…!"

Beside her, clutching his own stomach, was Toshiki, my fellow bro and betrayer, who was looking down on this pathetic weakling—me—with amusement, his own score towering over the rest of the group.

"Mmph, heh… I think… it's good that you have a surprising number of weaknesses, you know?"

There was Mizuki, trying and utterly failing to hide her smile with a quick adjustment of her glasses.

"Nngh… mm…! —Nozomi-kun!"

"What is it?"

"It's okay!!! You! Just stay the way you are, okay?!"

"That 'okay' doesn't make it okay."

And then there was Kaede-san, spirited as ever, though I couldn't tell if she was trying to console me or not.

—…Plus, one more.

"……………So—"

"Nnhh…"

"—…Hinata-san."

"Hahh… —Yes. What is it, Nozomi-san?"

"You're laughing too. You're not holding it in at all. I won't forget this. I swear, all of you, you just wait. You'll see what happens when you make me angry. I'll make you all pay someday."

"B-But…! I can't help it…!"

The young lady of the Yotsuya—no, Natsume—household was surrounded and diligently protected by the older girls.

She's as angelic and adorable in the virtual world as she is in the real world, and over here, her physical specs match her delicate appearance. The fact that I was soundly losing in score to Miss Hinata—Sora-san—was shredding my pride beyond repair.

Seriously, what is with my catastrophic lack of bowling sense?

"Why 'someday'?"

"Probably 'cause he can't think of any actual way to get revenge on the spot."

"Can Nozomi-kun even get angry?"

"Just stay the way you are, okay?!!!!"

And seriously, what is up with the ridiculously high concentration of delightful characters around me?

Again, it was Saturday of the weekend—

In other words, it was the early afternoon of the day after the day after Thursday, when we'd conquered the hundredth layer of the Key Tree Maze.

"You dare underestimate me?! Just you watch! The classic trope of awakening through intense rage is about to unfo—ld!!"

*Whoosh! Thud! CLANG!!!!*

"Why?!!"

"""""What do you mean, 'why'…?!"""""

Today, as always, I was grateful that the prime of my youth had not given up on me just yet.

<hr>

And so begins the seventh part of Chapter 5.

Chapter 5, Part 7. Let's brace ourselves and dive in.



    Chapter 947

    Gentle Warmth

    And so, after a day that began with bowling and was filled with all sorts of physical activities, there was only one thing left on the agenda as we waited for the sun to set.

"Alright, then! To our heroes for conquering the big tree!"

"""Cheers!"""

"Uh… uh…"

"It's okay to join in, Sora-san."

"Ah, ch-cheers…!"

A feast, gathered around a table.

After a rigorous debate, the chosen activity was a 'yakiniku' party—something few young people could ever dislike. But the deciding factor that beat out all the rivals was…

"Here, Sora-chan, take the tongs!!!"

"Huh, ah, yes! Thank y—"

"Help yourself."

"Yes, um, th—"

"The best way is for everyone to just do their own thing. Go on, don't worry about us."

"O-Oh, okay, um—"

"…Um, I think if everyone fusses over her at once, it might be a little… hard for her."

...the fact that my partner next to me, who was once again being showered with attention, had never experienced it before.

This was a familiar restaurant that Ms. Nagomi—the Yotsuya representative's assistant and our dormitory's exclusive chef—had brought me to several times in the past. It was an ultra-high-class establishment with a few completely private rooms, far more secluded than simple partitions.

"Haru…?"

"What's up? I don't think they'll make a move until you go first, Sora."

"Why is that…?!"

Seeing a group of out-of-place youths filling the seats… it felt like we were staging a rebellion against society, which in its own way was a pretty fun and rare experience.

Also,

"……………H-Heave-ho…"

""Ooh!""

"Please stop cheering…!"

"Hey, Nozomi, hey Nozomi-san."

"Yo, yo, Nozomiin."

"What is it? And what's with those obviously fake, sycophantic looks, you two?"

"Just a final confirmation."

"No… holding back… right?"

"Hah? —I already told you, there's no need. Bring it on."

""You're our sugar daddy!!!""

"You guys are getting paid pretty well too, you know???"

"But yakiniku tastes best…!"

"When someone else is paying!"

"Well, that is the truth."

For the sake of our very common mental well-being, which wasn't proportional to the contents of my wallet.

We decided to mentally kick aside all the intimidating factors, like the atmosphere of the restaurant that felt almost sacred and the demonic menu that had no prices listed.

◇◆◇◆◇

"—You full?"

"I am…"

Sometime after the initial toast, I took a temporary break from the banquet, which, for university students, was only just beginning to escalate. A faint night breeze cooled my heated body.

This, too, was a corner of the restaurant—a thoughtful little rest area. I called out to my partner, who had come out to the terrace with me, and she responded with a slightly embarrassed smile and tone.

She'd been fussed over, offered this and that, and was earnestly munching away. No wonder. I was a little worried about her stomach, which she was secretly rubbing.

…And speaking of worries, there was one more thing.

"This is a little late to ask, but."

"Yes?"

"Are you feeling okay? Physically?"

"I am…?"

During the day, we'd been swept up in the boundless energy of university students and had gone from one physical activity to another. I wondered if it had been okay to drag Sora along, knowing she wasn't very strong.

I had been keeping an eye on her, but still…

"Um…? —Ah, I'm fine, really. I know how to manage myself properly."

"I see. That's good."

Hearing it from her directly was the only way to be truly reassured. And I could tell from her voice that she wasn't lying.

This wasn't me being overprotective, by the way.

It was something her own maid had asked me to do—

"Itsuki-san and my father are both a little dramatic, you know."

Sora pouted, lumping her maid and parent together as she grumbled.

"I'm reasonably healthy now. As long as I don't, say, sprint a long distance at full speed… and even that's more of a 'just in case' precaution."

Her tone was sweet, befitting her age.

It was clear she wasn't truly complaining.

"So… it's fine if it's just for fun. I had a great time."

"…I see."

There was something that piqued my curiosity, but I didn't feel the need to press her about it right here, right now… We stood facing the city nightscape and the terrace railing, probably out of sight from behind.

When I accepted the warmth that touched the edge of my hand, her delicate fingers intertwined with mine happily.

And just like that, naturally, with both of us barely conscious of it, the distance between us closed—

"…Sora."

"…Haru."

We looked at each other at the same time, and only one phrase was exchanged.

"…It really smells like grilled meat."

"…The aroma of the meat is quite strong, isn't it?"

We both said something completely devoid of romance and shared a quiet laugh.

Afterward, however.

Even if they didn't see us holding hands, our friends had apparently gotten a perfect view of us looking all 'cozy' from the shadows, and the moment we returned to our seats, the teasing began…

But that's another story.

<hr>

They're all so cute.



    Chapter 948

    Steady Progress in Adapting to Daily Life

    "Haru."

"Yes, that's me."

"You smell good."

"I bet I do—hey, wait…! C'mon, stop taking a deep inhale at point-blank range, stop it!!"

And so, it was just before eleven at night.

It had been a little over two hours since the end of our grand and lively banquet, which we had stretched out as long as possible while still being minimally considerate so as not to be a bad influence on the young lady.

Within those two hours, I'd been coerced into accompanying the maid who came to pick up Sora-san, and upon arriving at the Yotsuya residence, I'd been coerced into coming inside for just a little while… and finally, I'd managed to evade being strong-armed into staying the night.

Well, after all that, it was just before eleven.

Having safely returned to the Yotsuya dormitory from the Yotsuya estate, I was immediately captured in the entrance hall by the 'princess' who had been waiting for me with a blank expression.

"…It's making me hungry."

"…You know, saying things like that every day is what solidifies your image as a glutton."

As I spoke, I peeled off Ashe, who had slammed into me with a soft body check that was like a real-life Shukuchi. The fact that I *could* peel her off meant it was just a prank.

If she, Alicia White of world fame, were serious, there's a high chance I wouldn't be able to match her even in a contest of strength—

"Tomorrow. Nine at night. Meet at El Faria."

"Got it. What's the status on Irori's group?"

"They've already reached the hundredth layer. They said they'll have cleared it by tomorrow evening."

Slipping from my grasp, the princess began to walk, casually laying out the main topic. The abrupt start and direct progression were typical of her, and I responded just as casually…

—but with a perfectly natural motion and an imperceptible first move, two arms slipped through my guard and wrapped around my defenseless elbow, a move I couldn't counter.

"……………Um."

"Aika, Rinne… it doesn't matter if they're physical or ability-based, a counter-type tank has a terrible matchup against that False God… but with two of the Eastern 'Pairs' there, I have no worries."

"Hey, you've been doing this stuff so casually late—"

"Haru."

"Yes, that is still me…"

"Let's go for yakiniku sometime, too. With the members from the dorm, and we'll invite Sora again."

"I told you not to sniff me. …The smell is going to stick to your clothes."

"Hehe, too late."

For the short walk to our respective rooms, in the end, I was dragged along—or rather, escorted—by the princess who always goes her own way, and we walked slowly.

◇◆◇◆◇

"—…Morning."

*'Morning. …Sorry, were you still sleeping?'*

The next day, seven in the morning. A melodic chime announcing a visitor provided me with an elegant awakening, causing me to jolt upright and frantically get myself minimally presentable. And now…

"Nah, it's, well, it's fine. I got enough sleep."

*'Sorry. I should have messaged you first.'*

When I opened the door, there stood the indigo-haired girl who, unusually, had yielded her welcoming duties to Ashe last night… or rather, the fluffy, caramel-blonde girl in the real world.

And a voice I could see reached me.

I'm sure I look half-asleep, and I'm aware that my words are slightly slurred. So Nia, who isn't 'incapable of reading the room' but simply 'chooses not to read the room' depending on the person, showed a flicker of guilt.

In that case,

"I said it's fine. What's up?"

A palm-strike.

My just-woken-up mind is even less hesitant than usual. I didn't have the mental resources for deep thought, and my hand moved almost unconsciously.

At that, Nia, who took the impact on the top of her head with a soft *thump*, let her cheeks relax into a gentle smile.

*'The thing you asked for is done.'*

"Oh!"

*Tap, tap, tap.* She showed me the text she'd typed into her phone.

"Ooh…"

Thirty minutes later. After finishing breakfast and other morning routines, I took advantage of it being Sunday to take a second nap by logging into the game world, making my way to the Artisan's Atelier.

And there—before the room's owner, Nia, I let out a mixed reaction of admiration, awe, and excitement. The reason for my visit was now fitted onto my hands and feet.

Two pairs, one set. A pair of white and pale blue gloves and leggings, both as thin as an undergarment.

Both featured a stylish and practical fingerless design, and their comfort level was a perfect zero. I felt no weight at all, preserving the sensation of bare skin almost completely…

"How is it?"

"Perfect."

Just as I said, the items were exactly as I'd ordered.

With the evolution of my soul-bound armament, it wasn't that I had lost my Digavoga gloves and boots… but that it had become possible to layer them, which naturally created a need for new hand and foot equipment.

Specifically, a soft underlayer of clothing that wouldn't impede movement or sensation even with armor on top.

For this, Kagura-san, who had been in charge of my hand and foot gear until now, had personally recommended Nia, saying, 'This is definitely in Nia's field.' That's why I had commissioned the [Milmarinus] right after confirming the performance of my [An=Re Galta, True Theory: Armor Singing of the King's Key].

The materials used came from three raid-class boss enemies with an affinity for 'water'.

Starting with [Rapharn, the Great Spirit of Sudden Water], followed by the boss of the Key Tree Maze's fiftieth layer, [Primvare, the Earth-Eroding Mermaid], and finished with the one from the seventieth layer, the [Marid, Water Demon]…

...or rather, the loot obtained from [Shenalafan, the Water Demon]. And so, as I gazed at the gloves, on which I could faintly make out a scale-like pattern if I looked closely…

"Did the mermaid material clash with the others?"

"Not at all, just as I expected. It was pulled in by Rapharn's blessing and reversed its properties."

"A cursed mermaid, huh? …As always, it feels like every boss has its own backstory."

Primvare the mermaid, who meets her end by being scorched by 'water' at the climax of the gimmick battle. However, a look at the materials secured through a full-on gacha-fest from a Mako's perspective, along with its flavor text, revealed that it actually had a high affinity with the water attribute.

Of course, it seemed a little tweak was needed… and that tweak was none other than Rapharn, who could be called the epitome of the water attribute in Arcadia right now.

It seemed the blessings held by the materials of the Great Water Spirit and the Water Demon had successfully lifted the curse.

The name was one—[Aqua Veritas, Eternal Body, Four Shores]. It was an unconventional set consisting of four pieces for the extremities, and it would only display its true power when all four pieces—both hands and both feet—were equipped.

An item crafted by the [Milmarinus], currently the sixth-ranked artisan, using materials from three raid-class boss enemies… in other words, a completely flawless, high-end unique piece.

That meant it naturally surpassed the usual limitation of having to choose between a status bonus or a special ability, just like my old Digavoga.

The status bonus was a perfect +100 to Mind (MID). And then…

"—Stella."

My call was answered instantly. [Alv Stella, the True White Star Sword], which had been in a good mood ever since we started the Key Tree conquest, immediately provided a gentle strike as per its master's will, a far cry from its harsh retorts of the past.

Then, I blocked the pommel swinging at a decent speed with my palm—at that moment, the hidden 'power' of the [Aqua Veritas] automatically activated, emitting a faint 'water' light.

As if I had just experienced the resistance of water itself.

The star sword's pommel, having been slowed down ever so slightly but definitely, tapped my palm with an extremely soft touch.

Okay, let me say it again.

"Nia-chan."

"Yes?"

"Perfect. You're a genius."

"Heh-heh! Of course I am!!!"

Immediately, Nia puffed out her chest with a proud look. She deserved applause, not retorts. As always, my personal artisan and tailor had delivered my order in perfect form.

…Well, I'll turn a blind eye to her occasional eccentricities, like the bunny ears currently swaying on her back. In any case, with the gap in my equipment now safely filled—

"So, Nia. About that other matter I wanted to discuss…"

"Oh yeah, yeah, okay, I haven't forgotten. Should we start planning that for real?"

Just like that one time, secretly.

We'll move forward with this matter, one as important as my own life.

<hr>

It's about time, isn't it?

──────────────────
◇Status◇
Title: Acrobat
Name: Haru
Lv: 110
STR: 300
AGI: 300
DEX: 0
VIT: 0 (+100)
MID: 350 (+450)
LUC: 300
──────────────────
VIT+100 = [An=Re Galta, True Theory: Armor Singing of the King's Key] Bonus: 100
(Additional bonus of +200 when fully equipped and manifested)

MID+450 = [Aquamarine Rabbit Heart] Bonus: 200
[Aqua Veritas, Eternal Body, Four Shores] Bonus: 100
[Perdia Eternity] Bonus: 50 (x2 when fighting with partner)
'Embracing Wings of Brilliance' Title Bonus: 100

The effect of the title 'Embracing Wings of Brilliance,' which has been in use for 800 chapters now, is a MID bonus based on LUC.
Opening the details reveals: 'When equipping an item derived from the [White-Shining Bird of Fortune], add half of the player's base LUC stat (excluding bonuses from equipment, etc.) to the MID stat.'

The reason it's only +100 MID for 300 LUC is simply because the bonus from 'Embracing Wings of Brilliance' is capped at 100. 'One Who Conquered the Spiral Crimson Tower,' which has a similar effect but no cap, is truly a reward befitting a high-difficulty dungeon clear.



    Chapter 949

    The Deadline Expires

    Even with time flowing 1.5 times faster than in the real world, a day in the virtual world still passes in the blink of an eye. That much hasn't changed since I was a rookie.

Plotting with Nia… okay, not plotting, but discussing secret plans.

Practicing with the skills that had recently evolved.

And then getting called out by a bored Tiger, getting summoned by my personal Mako when she had a spare moment, and getting beckoned by a free-time kitten. By the time I had made the rounds through the never-ending list of things to do—night had fallen in an instant.

And so,

"First off, congratulations on the clear."

"We made it within the deadline, but we kept you waiting."

The time was 9:00 PM in the real world, and the place was the summit of the Southern Faction's [El Faria, Knight's Royal Castle].

Exactly ten people, including myself, had gathered in response to the summons. Helena-san began with words of praise, and Irori—the leader of C Team, who had conquered the hundredth layer today, coming in 'last'—replied modestly. That made two.

Additionally,

"We deserve to be praised! We worked super hard on a tight schedule!!"

The noisy red one clinging to his side made three. And,

"There, there, good job. You worked so hard, good job, good job, good job."

"Bwah?! Hey, stop it, Papa, you're messing up my hair!!"

Next to them, the leader of A Team, who had finished just before the last, and the de facto top of the East, the [General Commander (Papa)], otherwise known as Goldow. That made four.

Watching the old man gleefully play with the youngster, the remaining two elders stood back quietly, waiting with a relaxed air for the proceedings to begin.

"Lively."

"That it is."

Enra-shi, the current head of the West, [Crimson Arm], and Gin-san, the de facto top of the North, [Wolf Pack]. That made six.

And then me, as the seventh—and next to me.

"…Um."

"Yes?"

"Aren't you a little close, Master?"

"Hehe."

"I mean, 'hehe' isn't really an answer…"

I wonder if I should allow myself to feel proud.

We'd both been so busy with clearing the dungeon that we hadn't had any time for training or relaxing lately. Perhaps because of that, whenever we did meet, she seemed to close the distance more than usual to dote on her disciple. Ui-san, the [Sword Saint], my master. That made eight.

There was no trace of the fatigue from completing the 'round trip' with Goldow and the others last night. Her cheerful, gentle smile was so very like her.

Like her, yes, but she was still too close…

"……………"

See, the ninth person, the other half of the sword duo who had escorted the artisans during that round trip, was now sending a pointed, expressionless stare from atop her throne—

And just then.

"…Helena."

"Yes. Everyone, please look at this."

Called by her master who had risen from the throne, Helena-san nodded and operated a system window. A few seconds later, a large window appeared in the air of the meeting hall.

What was written there was…

──────────────────────────────
Team A / 3: [General Commander] [Heroine] [Long Legs] [Wolf Pack] [Cloud-Hider] [Kanata]

Team B / 3: [Acrobat] [Twin Fists] [Orb Law] [Mirror Law] [Sword Law] [Sora]

Team C / 4: [Peerless] [Left Wing] [Right Wing] [Knight] [Sound Armor] [Ever-Changing]

Team D / 3: [Thread-Weaver] [Heat Gaze] [Undying] [Full Auto] [Adamant] [Traveler]

Team E / 3: [Great Tiger] [Screen] [Heavy Tank] [Castle Lord] [Poet] [Scatter]
──────────────────────────────

...the same team roster we saw at the start of the ranked squad's Key Tree conquest, but with a certain 'number' added.

…I had already been told the topic of discussion. It was none other than…

"The very first time, when Ui and I cleared the hundredth layer, two lights lit up. And this time, when we reached the hundredth layer again with the artisans from Vestol… three lights lit up."

It was about the 'key' inscribed on the floor of the final area on the hundredth layer, the summit of the Key Tree's 'Foundation Tree Road'—specifically, the number of lights indicating the number of recognized challengers.

The numbers were similar, but the data was undeniable. And with even a few data points lined up like this… well, the deduction wasn't that difficult.

I was told to look, so I looked for about ten seconds.

"……………Ah…"

Even I, who wasn't thinking about it all that seriously, figured it out. I'm sure the other rankers, who only feigned cluelessness, all reached the same conclusion with ease.

That is, the rule for how the sigils lit up.

"O-n-e s-l-o-t f-o-r e-a-c-h f-a-c-t-i-o-n, p-l-u-s o-n-e a-d-d-i-t-i-o-n-a-l s-l-o-t f-o-r a p-a-r-t-n-e-r."

The answer in my head was, indeed, correct. The conjecture Ashe voiced was identical to the one I'd come up with.

So of course,

"We can consider it all but confirmed. At least, based on the clues presented so far, no further deduction is possible."

No one raised an objection to either Ashe's declaration or Helena-san's added words.

It seemed the team compositions had been a stroke of luck, allowing us to arrive at the answer without needing further verification. The conclusion must have been unanimous.

Which is precisely why an inevitable question arose.

"Four slots for the four factions. And then one for someone's partner, making five…"

And so, the one to voice the group's thoughts was the [General Commander].

"—Who's the other one? Who's supposed to fill the sixth slot?"

This was the question that had likely occurred to everyone the moment they reached the answer. In response to Goldow's query, however, the 'Princess' and 'Queen' conducting the meeting remained composed.

Everyone here, just as a matter of course, probably trusted them.

That they had already prepared a conjecture that was likely the correct answer.

"…Haru."

"Huh? Oh, yes?"

Though, I certainly didn't expect the conversation to be thrown my way…

"I want to confirm something. You received assistance from an NPC midway through your clear. Is that correct?"

"Huh…? Ah, yeah. That's right."

"From which layer was that?"

"From the seventh layer…"

There's probably a reason for this, I thought. My immense trust in them allowed me to quickly discard my confusion and answer the questions from Ashe and Helena-san.

—And as I answered.

"…I see. So you d-i-d-n't s-t-a-r-t o-v-e-r f-r-o-m s-c-r-a-t-c-h t-o-g-e-t-h-e-r."

"You w-e-l-c-o-m-e-d t-h-e-m f-r-o-m t-h-e s-e-v-e-n-t-h l-a-y-e-r and began your joint conquest."

"……………That's… right…"

With the odd parts emphasized like that, I finally—truly, belatedly—realized the rule that hadn't been working.

In the Key Tree Maze, people with different clear progresses cannot challenge it together.

And yet, in the early stages of my maze conquest, I had hired an NPC and, as if it were the most natural thing in the world, had invited them not to the first layer, but to the seventh, and began our rapid advance.

Of course, it's possible there's a rule that only applies to them, as they aren't players. They're mysterious beings to begin with, so perhaps that's how I should think of it—

But that makes it even more likely.

If the possibility exists that they hold special privileges regarding the 'Key Tree', then considering the current situation… and even the process leading up to this point, my thoughts flow to a single conclusion.

After the 'covenant' of 'Green Connect' was fulfilled… as soon as the 'Key Tree' rose to pierce the world's sky, the virtual world's original inhabitants began to get by, gathering at its foot and building a city.

The door demands one person from each of the four factions: East, West, South, and North.

And then, for reasons unknown, one person bound by the 'partner' system.

That leaves one more, a single remaining slot.

But if you factor in the martial prowess of 'those beings', which is in no way inferior to that of players…

"The sixth slot… isn't for one of us."

Just as our princess said.

"…Yeah, I think… that's probably it."

It was only natural that everyone had arrived at the same conclusion.

<hr>

That aside, I wonder where the tenth person is and what they're doing.



    Chapter 950

    The Next Item on the Agenda

    Alright, with that, I suppose we can put a pin in the process of figuring out the challengers for now.

As for the NPC that seems to be the sixth slot, that's something we can confirm later, along with the theory that it's one from each of the four factions plus someone's partner.

And so, the meeting of the de facto faction leaders moved on to the next issue.

"At this rate, it looks like it'll take close to two months for it to fill up."

"So, right around the new year, huh?"

"Ah, which means…"

"Everyone's got plans, I reckon, so it'll probably get pushed back even further, eh?"

Iris stated it succinctly, Goldow rubbed his chin, Enra-shi folded his arms and looked up at the ceiling, and Jin-san smiled with his usual, supreme elegance.

What were they talking about? The door depicted on the floor of the hundredth layer. More specifically, the gauge inscribed upon it.

Just like the six sigils shaped like player cursors that marked the challenger slots, there was a pattern on the outer circumference that held a light, which seemed to indicate some kind of progress.

This was another thing we could just test later, but it was highly likely that the door wouldn't open even if we solved the details of the challenger slots and lit up all six sigils.

Or, even if it did open, there was an extremely high probability that we'd be met with some progression bug or an insurmountable disadvantage on 'the other side of the door' due to some unmet condition.

Therefore, we'd almost certainly have to wait until the gauge filled up. And Iris was saying that this 'waiting' period was looking to be a little under two months from now.

"—Well, isn't that fine? We finished conquering the hundredth floor in a flash, and even though it's just the slots, we managed to solve that mystery. Think of it as getting a head start on our period for preparation and steeling our resolve."

"Yes. With the next 'Starry Paradise' event and the 'Four Pillar War' in between, we won't have as much time as we think to spend on forming new teams, confirming and mastering our coordination, and holding meetings."

Of course, we'll also need time for adequate rest—Helena-san added, picking up her father's thread and continuing the proceedings.

…As she spoke, her eyes turned toward me.

"We plan to bring this up for discussion again when all the rankers can gather, but… I believe we should inform those present of the confirmed slots now."

"………………"

And with her next words, the meaning was sealed.

Well, it's not like I didn't see it coming—

"First, Iris. Next, Haru-sama. And then Sora-sama. This lineup is unlikely to change."

*Of course, that's how it would be.*

By now, I'm aware that my own individual combat ability is… well, let's just say it's pretty high up there among the rankers. I have to admit that, considering my track record.

On top of that, since my presence can function as a 'support item that maximizes the [Sword Queen]'s specs in party play,' it's only natural that I'd be treated as a confirmed slot.

Iris's [One's Gift (Fox's Fortune Shadow-Cloth)] removes the activation restrictions on the ranker title '[Sword Queen]'s' enhancement effect, `Braver, Lone Hero`, so long as the designated target is on the same battlefield.

In other words, my presence is indispensable for her to get serious in anything other than a solo fight.

And if I'm in the running, then… for the exact same reason I'm tied to Iris, Sora is inevitably tied to me.

Honestly, I think she's a shoo-in based on her specs alone, but when we're paired together, our combat power skyrockets, making it an absolute no-brainer.

And well, since I understood all that….

"Understood."

Although I felt a bit intimidated about pushing past my seniors, I was now a ranker in my own right.

I didn't hesitate to nod back.

"…I'll think about the Northern and Western selections a little longer. We might have to take a vote at the next meeting, so I want you all to think about it on your own as well."

Seeing my nod, Iris spoke again.

And so, within the circle of comrades who voiced their assent to the Princess's proclamation.

"The same goes for the NPC. I'll get to confirming all that right away—…Haru, I need you to help with that, too."

"Hm?"

"Assuming the guess that the sixth slot is an NPC is correct, there might be further conditions. For example… it could be limited to someone who has forged a bond with a player."

"Ahh…"

Following Helena-san's words, a new request was directed at me personally, and I nodded in understanding. Come to think of it, 'registering an NPC as a friend' was a pretty rare case, wasn't it?

If that was the case, then it would indeed be fastest for me—the one who has the name of that boisterous Twin-Shield Knight, Lord Kendy, on my list—to cooperate.

"Got it. I'm ready whenever."

"Good, thanks."

And just as we settled that.

With her usual expressionless face… or rather, a faintly discernible smile,

"…………………………"

"………………"

I exchanged glances with a staring Iris for one second, two seconds, three seconds.

"…………………………………………"

"………………………………"

And thus—

As if she had *finally* reached the limit of her patience.

*Tap, tap, tap.* The [Sword Queen] strode briskly toward me and forcefully grabbed… my stomach.

Or rather—the slender arm that was wrapped around my stomach.

"—Just how long do you intend to cling to him?"

"—Infinitely?"

And so, so began the staredown between the Tenth Seat and the Princess.

Originally, Irori was the only one summoned to the meeting to report on the hundredth floor's conquest. The red one (Mi-na) had tagged along beside him… and the blue one (this girl) had tagged along beside *her*, breaking away the moment we arrived to launch a full-frontal assault on me.

She'd been like this the whole time.

Before the serious meeting started, and even after it began, she hadn't left my side for a moment.

So why had I been ignoring her all this time? Simple.

It was because I knew she wouldn't listen even if I said anything, so I'd just given up.

"Let go. Getting my brother-fix is a little sister's right."

With Ri-na now spouting some seriously wild stuff without a hint of hesitation, almost everyone in the room—with a few exceptions—shot her a strained smile.

"Know your time and place. A normal 'little sister' doesn't cling to her 'brother' so affectionately in public during a serious meeting. Enough already, that's not fair."

With a dead-serious expression, Iris tugged and tugged—though she seemed reluctant to use brute force, trying to get her to release her grip voluntarily while piling on the words.

"There's no one here who'd mind anyway."

The self-proclaimed little sister refused to yield, sticking to her selfish ways. The others, who had been arbitrarily categorized as 'people who don't mind,' moved past strained smiles to looks of exasperated resignation and lukewarm gazes.

"………………"

With a blank mind, I glanced around at each of their faces—

"…………A-ahem. Th-then, for now, that concludes our business. We will contact you again after adjusting our schedules, so please be on standby."

Finally, my eyes met Helena-san's. The fact that her supremely intelligent monocle seemed to have slipped down her nose… well, I'd just chalk that up to a trick of the light or my imagination.

With that, we were dismissed, which meant my next plan was already decided.

"Alrighty."

""—Ah."

With a [Flash Traveler], I made an instantaneous escape from being sandwiched between the 'Princess' and the 'Sister.' I strode over to the one person whose eyes, among all the gazes I'd just met, had been dyed a distinctly exasperated color….

"Yo, Irori. Got a minute?"

"Out of the blue…—No, I understand. Very well."

I invited my friend for a chat.

<hr>

Meanwhile, my master was smiling next to me the whole damn time. So cute.



    Chapter 951

    On the Hell of Those Living in Paradise

    —Basically, when *we* 'interact,' it's either by trading blows with our weapons or our words.

Whether it's for fun, half-joking and half-serious, or a truly intense contest. It's almost laughable how little has changed from the day we first met until now.

Opportunities for us to sit down and face each other calmly are exceedingly rare.

…And so,

"The hundredth floor, how was it on your end?"

"Ah, well… it seems I'm not very good with things that can't be called a proper fight."

"Meaning?"

"I gave up on it early and authorized a full-force bombardment."

"Oh, boy…—How many seconds did it take to sink?"

"Even those two have their limits when it comes to raw firepower, you know. With me, Aika, and Rinne taking turns putting up a wall, and Maru II filling the gaps with harassing fire… well, it took about twenty minutes."

"Twelve hundred seconds, huh."

And so on and so forth, we exchanged some uninteresting, half-hearted conversation.

"………………"

"………………"

"…………………………"

"…………………………"

We were in a room at [Tesshin], a small, hole-in-the-wall restaurant known only to a few, tucked away in a corner of the main player district—the Safe Area of the [Garden of Divine Creation], the primary stage for adventure in the virtual world of Arcadia.

I'd nonchalantly invited him out, shaken off the pursuit of the tiny red and blue twins as effortlessly as twisting a baby's arm, and set up a place for us to drink. So far, so good….

""………………………………—""

Now, what to do? We looked at each other, at a loss.

The two of us, looking completely and utterly pathetic.

"…Look, Haru."

"Yeah?"

But regardless. We had shared the main 'topic' beforehand, so all that was left was for each of us to find our resolve.

"Again, I'm sorry about this…"

"Nah, it's fine. Don't worry about it."

Besides, both Irori and I are, generally speaking, the decisive type. If we weren't, we wouldn't have even gotten to the point of setting up 'a meeting like this.'

Testing the waters, reading the room—three minutes of that was more than enough.

"Alright, okay, Irori, ground rules. As we venture into this frank discussion of things we'll surely look back on later and die of cringe, let's establish some ground rules."

Let's begin. Two guys—

"R-right…"

"As for me, I might stay silent on some things, but I won't lie or beat around the bush. I'm going to face this with absurd honesty and deadly seriousness, so you'd better come at me with the same energy."

"………………Understood. …Haru."

"Yo."

"I'm in your debt."

"Don't be. When this is all over and done with, just do me a favor and forget it ever happened."

—a talk about romance from which there is no escape, a conversation straight from hell…!!

—It all started about a week ago. Irori had suddenly called me out, wearing a weary expression I'd never seen before, and bowed his head, asking me to 'hear him out.'

Because of that prelude, I already knew the 'topic' and had spent a week preparing my resolve. And so, here we were, about to dive in….

The troubles concerning the girls involved with us.

"One thing… ah, if I put it all together, it's just one thing. Our relationship changed… to be precise, it's been over a month since we decided to change it, but…"

So then, putting me aside for a moment.

For Irori, the subject of his troubles was just one person—back in mid-September, during the Triangle Duo, a supremely unexpected confession drama unfolded, and they were struck by lightning into a romantic relationship…—

Rather, they became a couple (in the future tense). The person in question was one half of the 'Eastern Wings,' Mi-na, the red one.

Frankly, in my mind, she's less of a 'girl' and more of a 'monster,' but looking at her objectively, not as a close friend and junior, I can't really come up with any rude impressions.

She's extremely energetic and extremely friendly, always in the middle of a whirlwind of affection, both giving and receiving.

And I do understand that she's always considerate enough to make that dynamic work, so I don't find it strange at all that she's a 'woman' who men would fall for.

But still, as Irori said, it's been over a month, and yet.

I'm still more surprised than anything to hear that *he*, of all people, was so earnestly in love with her that he initiated the confession himself….

"There's something… something that has me utterly, completely at a loss."

I should probably stop being so surprised and just get used to it. He'd swallowed his pride to ask a junior for advice, and on top of that—

He was showing a face so dead serious and full of distress that I'd never seen before, a face so earnestly troubled that I felt sympathy for him even before hearing the details.

Sympathy… perhaps it's rude to call it that.

This senior of mine, even in romance, had in a way become my senior.

Sincerely, earnestly, for once without any teasing, I'll do my best to help him. That's what I decided. While my avatar feigned a relaxed posture, inwardly I steeled myself and waited for his words.

*Alright, bring it on.*

Again, I'm ready.

And besides, while our positions may be different—me, still unable to give my answer, and Irori, who shot past me at lightning speed—we're both blessed with good relationships with girls who are just shy of being our girlfriends. In that one respect, a shared intuition told me—

"…Phew—, …………………………A woman, is…"

"Yeah."

—I could already sense it.

"No matter how young she may look or act."

"Uh-huh."

Literally, as if it were my own problem,

"Hopelessly… different from a man, I see now."

"Yep."

I could see it, as if it were right in front of me,

"Every day, every hour, every second. The more time we spend together, the more I'm made to realize it…"

"I get it."

I knew it.

—Just what was about to come flying out of his mouth.

"………………I thought I could handle it. My own heart, and her actions."

"…Alright, Irori."

So, yeah.

Stop being so embarrassed and just spit it out already.

"I won't laugh, so just say it straight. Okay, three, two, one—!"

"—Tch…!"

…And so, on that day. At that moment.

"She's… she's just too much. Everything she does is too damn cute. Help me."

"………………Even if you ask me to help…"

Inside me, for sure.

It goes without saying that my opinion of the Blonde Samurai, who had just tossed his cool, handsome-guy image far, far away, skyrocketed to an all-time high.

<hr>

As you've probably guessed, from here on out it's just two guys endlessly gushing about their crushes. Yep.

Is it okay if we continue?



    Chapter 952

    A Tale of How Happiness and Hardship Look Alike

    In Arcadia, the difficulty of having a 'secret conversation' is generally extremely low.

It's the reverse pattern of the so-called 'Voice Transmission Assist' system, a feature that helps with vocal communication even in the midst of high-speed battles or deafening noise.

When you're having a very personal and private conversation that you wouldn't want others to hear, an effect kicks in that makes your voice inaudible unless someone is right next to you.

For example, during the climax of the Tenth Four Pillar War where Iris and I first met—

Well, the true climax of the entire event was a while after the two of us were eliminated, but anyway, ninety percent of our conversation during that battle was cut out because of that system.

It was apparently a rare case for such full-throated shouts to be muted… but basically, the system's blessing is kind enough to do us a favor.

For that reason, in the virtual world, while you might have to worry about 'prying eyes,' you generally don't have to worry about 'eavesdroppers' in most situations. Combined with the trust that ladies and gentlemen (Arcadians) wouldn't stoop to such ill-mannered behavior, it's a very kind world indeed.

—And for that very reason.

"Well… it'd be weird for me to agree that Mi-na is cute and all that, so let me just speak as a guy in a similar position, sharing my empathy…"

"Yeah… at this point, anything's fine. Honestly, this is less about seeking advice and more about wanting to vent to someone. If you're willing to make this a mutual venting session, I'd feel a lot better knowing I'm not the only one baring my soul. Please, go right ahead."

"Well, I figured as much, which is why I suggested it. …Anyway, what was I saying?"

"…………"

"————'Cute' is exhausting, isn't it?"

"————Every day, I feel like a piece of me is being shaved away."

This kind of insane conversation was perfectly safe; only the two of us could hear it.

"It's like… that 'cute' is a whole different thing from normal cute, you know? They should be different words with the same sound. Regular 'cute' can't even touch *that* 'cute'."

"…I have absolutely no idea what you're talking about, but I agree from the bottom of my heart."

"Right, well anyway, everything about her just hits you right in the heart, doesn't it? It hits you, and you're like, *oh no, this is bad, I can't, what do I do, can I be forgiven if I get on my knees and beg?* That's how it feels, right?"

"…While I have some issues with your personalized choice of words, I'm mostly in agreement."

"See? So, yeah, I get it."

"…………"

"When a girl you want to cherish is cute, it's so damn hard it could kill you."

Honestly, I was already pretty close to my limit. Having this kind of frank talk with *Irori* of all people was so embarrassing I should have been writhing on the floor by now—

"………………You're right. It is hard."

But that same Irori had fired off the biggest, most over-the-top, ultimate salvo right at the start with, 'My girlfriend is so cute, help me (paraphrased).' If I backed down now, I'd be no man.

…So.

"The reasons why you and I 'can't make a move' are different, though."

I, too, slammed on the brakes, snapped them off, and got ready to hurl them into the distance.

"But the various mental burdens that arise from it… well, since we're both guys, I figure we can relate to each other's feelings. I think. Who knows."

And so, my dear friend, watching the brakes we'd thrown soar into the yonder, said.

"………………Haru."

"What is it?"

"I don't think of you as a playboy. On that premise, and with no intention of provocation or contempt, I want you to hear this as my genuine impression…"

"Man, you're really talkative today. Sure, I'm listening. What's up?"

"For the past month, I've often thought—you, who has been enduring this threefold, are a monster."

With a pathetic… yet, once again, most endearing and relaxed, strained smile I'd ever seen, he looked off into the distance and added those words.

Okay. That's enough for the opening jabs. So then—

Come what may.

"Hah. You want to talk about how, even with a generous estimate, I'm not enduring it at all?"

"…What? You, surely you haven't…"

"Whoa, hold on, that's not what I meant. I haven't laid a hand on them. I'm just saying, as you well know, I'm constantly being pushed around and toyed with. If you put it in terms of wins and losses, I'm on a massive losing streak."

"Ah, so that's what… but still, that can't be helped. Following your lead, I won't comment on your girls, but objectively speaking, all three are extraordinary in their own ways."

"You're telling me. I'm working on changing my mindset, but… on an instinctive level, I still don't feel like I'm a match for them. And there are three of them, you know? I'm getting killed every single day."

"…This might be rude to both you and them, but I sympathize. The reason I can't help but shudder is probably because my imagination is running a simulation with those three in her place."

"A triple Mi-na… that's a disaster in its own right—ah, sorry."

"No need to mince words when it's the truth. I think so too—as for me, I'm often impressed by how you can deal with the 'Princess' on equal footing."

"And what's that supposed to mean?"

"No matter what, any man would naturally be nervous. With beauty like that."

"Oh, ooh… So even you feel that way…"

"What in the world do you think I am?"

"A cool, handsome, blonde samurai."

"…At this very moment, I doubt I have a single shred of coolness left in me."

"Hey, you're not going to be humble about the handsome part?"

"I can't mince words when it's the truth, can I?"

"My opinion of you just dropped a bit, you bastard."

"…Says the colossal heartthrob who's been chosen by three beautiful princesses the world envies, led by a 'beauty that could topple nations' without any exaggeration. The men of the world will get you before they do, you know."

"Leave me alone. I told you I'm working on changing my mindset."

"Well, it's true that by the standards of the virtual world, you're on the plainer side."

"Come to think of it, do you guys have any contact in the real world?"

"Hey. Don't try to counterattack so suddenly, you acrobat."

"You do, don't you? Back at the trip in June, you hinted you'd exchanged real-life contact info, right?"

"………………"

"On that front, I was completely exposed during that very trip, you know?"

"…………………………We don't… meet up that often, but…"

"But?"

"…………When she 'absolutely insisted' and threw a tantrum, just once recently."

"After the confession?"

"…Yes."

"Hoh hoh…—And?"

"………………………………………………………………"

"Looking up at the heavens won't bring you salvation, you know."

"……………………Between the virtual world, and the real world…"

"Yep."

"There's probably an issue of consciousness, but…"

"Mhm."

"It's just, how do I put it, still………… different, you know."

"………………Their breathing, the warmth you can feel even without touching, or rather, the heat, or even more, their presence or aura—that kind of thing."

"…………………………………………"

"And of course, they feel much more like 'real girls' than they do here, in the virtual world."

"……………………………………………………"

"Everything about it is a special attack designed to kill men, and death is the only outcome. But they're so delicate and fragile that you hesitate to push them away. And the moment you accept them, even for an instant, there's no turning back."

"…………………………………………………………"

"I get it, my friend."

"…………………………………………………………………………Haru."

"Yeah?"

"…How much time do you have?"

"Hah—If worst comes to worst, I'll stick with you 'til morning."

"—…Sorry. I'm in your debt."

"I told you not to be, you damn samurai."

"Just accept my gratitude, will you?"

"Shut up and spit out your love-struck stories already. I'll take you on, bring it."

"…………You know, I've started to realize something recently."

"Huh?"

"When you get embarrassed, your speech gets sloppy and rude."

"I didn't ask you to spit out your analysis of me!!!"

──────────……

────────……

──────……

—Now then. As for how many hours that hellish conversation between two guys went on, neither Irori nor I were paying attention to the time, so the exact duration is unknown….

Well, for now.

Let it be known that when I logged out, I was greeted not by the darkness of night, but by the morning sun.



    Chapter 953

    Summoned Follower

    "—…Haru?"

"…Yessh."

"Could it be that you haven't slept?"

"Well, if you're asking if I slept or not, I technically did sleep, yes."

"So you didn't sleep."

No, I really did sleep.

By snatching moments between lectures, and employing my friends as alarm clocks—and so, from Sunday until today. Having pulled an all-nighter in between, I found myself here on Monday evening.

"Honestly… staying up late is bad for your health, you know?"

"I have no excuse."

As usual, we were in the clan home. Accepting the reproachful glare from my partner, who saw through my lack of sleep the moment we met, I returned her gaze, checked her complexion, and said one thing.

"Speaking of which, Sora-san, have you fully recovered from your overeating?"

"…Tch…!"

And thus, a single strike of divine retribution.

Sora, her face turning red, brought down a merciless fist (by her standards). My avatar shuddered. If this were me in real life, or if I didn't have the shock resistance of the 'ring' on my left hand, I might have been seriously incapacitated for a while.

Perhaps my counterattack was a bit too sharp. The reason I hadn't seen Sora on her day off yesterday, the day after we'd hung out with our friends on Saturday—

Was because she was in bed after eating too much grilled meat, which for a young lady, is…

"I-I told you, I told you it wasn't a big deal—!"

"Come on, don't be embarrassed. Shoko was laughing about it today, said she 'seriously died from the grease yesterday.'"

"What are you laughing at!"

"No, Shoko-san was the one laughing, wait, stop, I'm sorry."

In any case, if she was this energetic, her condition must have returned to normal…—Apologizing for my lack of delicacy, I parried the flurry of light blows that had begun, while secretly adjusting my own mental state.

This was because I felt like I was still dragging along some of the events of last night that Sora didn't know about, and an unnecessary attempt to hide my embarrassment was coming out. That was probably the reason for my ill-advised comment.

"Honestly, really—…? Um, besides the lack of sleep, is something… else the matter?"

And the one who could read things like that in an instant was none other than my partner.

What with the camaraderie between guys and the late-night high, I'd spewed out all sorts of things about my infatuation last night. As if to embody a fraction of the 'cuteness' that had erupted from me then, Sora-san tilted her head, and I…

"It's nothing. Come on, let's go."

"Huh…? Oh, y-yes…!"

…took her hand and quickly started walking.

Our destination was—

◇◆◇◆◇

"—…Mm. So far, it's just as we predicted."

Key Tree Maze, hundredth floor.

Five of us had gathered after being contacted beforehand: me, Sora, and Iris, who had just let out a quiet murmur. As for the other two…

"—Alright, all that's left is…"

The top ranker of the West.

"—The last slot, I suppose."

And the second ranker of the North. Both of them leaders of their respective factions.

And so… me from the East, Enra-shi from the West, Iris from the South, and Jin-san from the North. Plus, my partner Sora-san filling the partner slot.

That made five slots. With a selection based on yesterday's theory, five of the sigils on the floor lit up.

It was a simple puzzle to begin with, but it was safe to say this confirmed it. One person from each of the four factions, plus one 'partner,' and then one more 'someone' made six slots.

Eighty percent of the keys—the challengers who would open the door on this floor—were gathered here, with only the unconfirmed 'someone' remaining. And so, the verification moved to the next stage.

"So, should we just summon them now?"

"Wait. If we're right, something might happen the moment the sixth slot is filled."

"True. We should probably leave the floor for a bit."

Nodding at the sound reasoning that came in response to my quick confirmation, the five of us trudged out of the great hall.

A floor where the boss has been defeated becomes a complete safe zone, not just the boss room but the entire dungeon leading up to it. This was no exception for the hundredth floor; since we'd defeated that pseudo-god statue, it had become nothing more than a peacefully silent maze.

Of course, on other floors, the boss would respawn and enemies would start popping up again if you moved forward or back—but for now, we could calmly check the answer to our theory.

With that… although I had given a slight heads-up.

"Haru, if you would."

"You got it. …I'll say it again, everyone, be careful not to get overwhelmed, okay?"

After confirming that the light from the sigils outside the great gate, which remained open and frozen in time, had disappeared, I nodded at Iris's request and repeated my warning.

"………………"

Perhaps because she'd heard the particular details at our clan's debriefing, Sora-san was openly wary, bracing herself just a little. That was fine.

"When you put it like that, it actually makes me look forward to it…"

Enra-shi seemed to be enjoying himself, just as his words suggested. It would be interesting to see how the reaction of Jin-san, standing next to him with his eyes narrowed in a similar fashion, would change.

Iris would be expressionless. No doubt about it—well then, here goes.

"──────────"

Without a word, I called out a single 'name,' one blessed with a bond we shared.

And thus, somewhere far away, a clear, high-pitched ringing of a bell echoed in 'someone's' mind.

A bond exists, a will exists, a call is made… and with the world's (system's) approval, a miracle occurs. A light of transfer, a guide, an invitation, reaches this side.

[Meltraction (Guiding Door of Bonds)]—a power similar to the partner skill [Meltraction (Path of Bonds)], capable of leaping across distances and dimensions. However, this was a one-way door, capable only of 'summoning.'

It was a rare, truly special skill granted only to the supremely lucky players who had managed to 'register an NPC as a friend.'

…Well, now that the gate has opened, there's no doubt that 'he' has accepted.

So here he comes. Three, two, one…

"────────MY DEAR RARE ONE!!!!!!!!!"

At that moment, a massive roar erupted from beyond the gate, causing four people to jump.

Sora-san, who was the most surprised and reflexively hid behind me; Enra-shi, who involuntarily broke his trademark arm-crossing pose; Jin-san, whose narrowed eyes widened to mere slits; and Iris, who, with a dead-serious expression and probably unconsciously, had summoned her 'sword' into her hand.

Four people, four different reactions. Just as I had imagined. Ignoring their various responses—

"I am overcome with joy at your summons!! I, Kendy, have hastened to respond to *your* call—ah, but today it is *you*, my lord! That form, too, is overflowing with kingly dignity, like the sun that burns my very eyes—!!!!!!"

"Yes, yes, glad to see you're doing well…—Anyway, this is the friend I mentioned. Lord Kendy, of the Thousand Memories. A pleasure to meet you all."

Coupled with my own calm introduction of the blond, blue-eyed knight who had just appeared,

"Oh, what's this—Are these your companions!?"

In an instant, the scene was dyed in his comedic color.



    Chapter 954

    Threads of Fate and the Lines that Continue Onward

    In an instant, the scene was dyed in his comedic color.

—However, the purpose for which everyone had taken the time to gather was a serious one. The solemn atmosphere didn't completely vanish….

"…………Mm, confirmed."

"Hahaha, was I of service?"

Lord Kendy, for his part, was fundamentally a serious knight, regardless of his high tension.

His antics—though he probably didn't think of them as such—didn't last forever, and thanks to his straightforward cooperation, the verification concluded without a hitch.

The moment he strode into the boss chamber, light filled the sigil, confirming our theory.

The six challenger slots needed to open the door were now confirmed. Our speculation had fit together almost too perfectly; it was safe to conclude that the final slot was indeed an NPC.

…Incidentally,

"…………He just appeared normally… but weren't both [Meltraction (Path of Bonds)] and [Meltraction (Guiding Door of Bonds)] unable to transfer people inside dungeons?"

"Haha."

For example, Enra-shi's murmur.

"As I thought, there must be somethin' special goin' on with the 'Key Tree,' right? What about it, Sir Knight?"

"Hahahaha."

For example, Jin-san's question.

"…Is being able to rendezvous across floors also a special privilege unique to you two?"

"Hahahahaha."

For example, Iris's question—

"Putting that aside, my fair lady! Could it be that you are one who has forged a bond with my beloved Rare One?! My, my, beauty begets beauty—!!!"

"Eek!?"

Whether he sensed something, or some chord was struck, he suddenly dropped to one knee and began showering Sora with attention. Putting that aside for now.

"Hmm…"

"Seems like direct questions are a no-go after all."

The murmurs of the two older members of the group voiced the thoughts of us all.

It seemed he wouldn't answer the questions that had naturally sprung up from the situation. The fact that NPCs maintained their 'silence' on certain matters remained unchanged.

Why that was, was another question entirely—

"Lord Kendy."

"YES, WHAT IS IT?!!!"

When I called him, he turned around with the loyalty of… if I may be rude, a large, endearing dog, right down to his lovable foolishness.

"Regarding this 'door,' will you cooperate with us—"

"BUT OF COURSE!! THIS BODY IS YOUR SHIELD!!!!"

"Ah, yes, thank you…"

I received the answer I wanted most in a literal instant.

His tendency to cut me off before I finished speaking was questionable for a 'self-proclaimed loyal retainer,' but I suppose I've gotten used to it enough to chalk it up to his charm.

"Well… you heard him, Iris. For now, are we good on personnel?"

Anyway, I turned to Iris… who was watching with a slightly displeased, expressionless face as Sora was the only one being showered with explicit interest regarding her connection to me.

And then,

"………………Right. Now we just need to verify if 'he, who has a bond with you' is special, or if another NPC can meet the condition and would be willing to cooperate—"

"—Fair Rare One. There is no need for that."

Although he was dressed as a knight and acted like one, he was still just polite, not quite knightly in the finer details. Lord Kendy interrupted her again.

…I had a suspicion that he was shallow, given how he fixated on my 'other side,' ignoring my male identity. But it seems that perception might have been wrong.

Before the 'Princess,' whose appearance was often compared to my transformed body for having a 'similar atmosphere' or 'same direction,' he showed no particular reaction.

"We of the 'Thousand Memories,' without exception, shall lend our hands to this 'door'."

With a perfectly natural smile, he offered an answer instead of silence.

"…Anyone?"

"Yes, anyone."

He answered.

"…Limited to those with the name 'Thousand Memories'?"

"Not necessarily, but it would be best to choose from among us, the Thousand Memories."

He answered. And then,

"So, there's a 'battle' that requires military force waiting beyond this 'door'."

"Depending on how you look at it."

An answer…—or rather, not quite one.

It was a rare turn of phrase for them (NPCs), who usually gave a straightforward yes or no. Iris narrowed her eyes at his evasive, deflecting words.

"…I see.—So that's the line you won't cross."

She whispered it, as if to herself, but likely intended for Lord Kendy to hear.

I watched as the knight, who had picked up her voice, gave a faint smile. Then, the garnet eyes that surely held a vortex of thoughts beyond my imagination closed.

"Fair Rare One—It is Lady [Sword Queen], is it not? I have heard much of your valor."

And from there.

"…………"

"Haha. Even your un-tensed gaze is as straight as a 'sword'."

"I wonder if that's a compliment for a woman."

"As a mere wannabe knight, being compared to a sword is the highest praise."

"I hear you don't carry a sword."

"This body itself is the sword I offer to the worthy. Thus, I do not choose the weapon I wield."

"………………The worthy?"

"Indeed. That, in itself, is the honor I, Kendy, have bestowed upon myself."

What unfolded was a lighthearted exchange that tickled the heart.

Lord Kendy, a resident of the virtual world—another world, so to speak—was a given, but Iris, too, with her inherent appearance and atmosphere, fit the part so perfectly it was almost too much.

—Honestly, I could watch this sort of thing forever, so the two of them could just keep playing their game of wits without mysteriously turning to look at me.

Where in the world was this 'worthiness' component in me? Stop looking at me like that.

"Ack, wha—… W-what is it?! What are you doing…!?"

"Well, I thought I'd use a shield of true worthiness…"

"What are you talking about…!"

And so, while I swapped places with my partner who had been hiding behind me,

"It should be a picture-perfect cast of a 'Knight' and a 'Princess,' but…"

"Too bad. Looks like his 'sword' is already dedicated to someone else, eh?"

And as always, the self-proclaimed old men watched the youth from a step back, while,

"…………I think I might dislike you a little."

"Hahaha! Rest assured! I am quite accustomed to being given the cold shoulder!!"

The impromptu meeting and verification was colored, from beginning to end, by the cheerful laughter of the delightful knight.

<hr>

So many hidden plot lines.



    Chapter 955

    A Mischievous Plan

    And so, it was some time later that our little… chat… finally concluded.

"—Then, great champion! Should a battlefield arise where I may be of service, I pray you call my name at any time, in any place! I, Kendy, shall wait with shield polished in eager anticipa—"

"Yep. Right. I'm counting on you."

"What unexpected honor! I shall take my leave—!"

A light of teleportation, just like the one he'd arrived in… A flash of blue that seemed to have a slightly different shimmer than the kind players used. Wrapped in that light, the storm departed first.

"Haha, he's intense… Alright, Princess, I'm taking off too."

"Mm. I'll be in touch."

"You two, see you around."

"Take care!"

"Ah, y-yes, take care!"

He must have been overwhelmed as well.

A faintly strained but amused smile on his face, Enra-san waved to us before bumping fists with the hand Ren-san had naturally raised, and then he was gone.

"Right, me too. Call me if anything else comes up, 'kay?"

"Mm. I'll be in touch."

"You two as well… Oh, and Haru-kun. You too, Sora-chan."

""Yes?""

"Thanks for getting along so well with Sayaka-chan and the others. They were really happy about it."

"Huh? Oh, not at all. We had a great time with them, really."

"Now that you've properly met, you should join 'em on an 'expedition' sometime. A well-planned overnight trip has its own kind of fun, different from that starry survival event."

"I'd love that."

And with that, he smoothly went with the flow. As always, he exuded the generous air of the North's guardian, leaving behind a smile that was nothing but 'nice guy' before departing.

The adults had left, leaving the three of us.

And in situations like this, the first one to speak up is always—

"…Well then."

"Hold on, Ashe, I need to talk to you."

Just as planned, I stopped the incredibly busy princess.

Was it a show of composure, or just a *pretense* of it? In a one-on-one fight, she'd come at me with an absolutely insane ferocity, yet in moments like these, she often deferred to the other two.

And in response,

"Mm."

That was it. No pretense, no deception, no putting up a front. Just that one sound, and her faintly neutral expression broke into a happy smile. With that alone, she easily captured my heart.

"So, about this… this whole thing is on hold for a little over two months, right?"

I tapped the floor with my heel.

"You've got to have *some* free time, don't you? Even for the busy [Sword Queen]."

"…? Well, yes. I'll be busy with something else starting in mid-December, though."

"I know, that's the Four Pillar War. Same for me."

I said, feeling my partner's gaze from my side.

—The thing is, this request actually has a lot to do with my partner, Sora, so…

"Sorry, but could you make some time for me somewhere? It won't be an 'expedition' like the North's talking about, but… I need you to join me on a little trip."

"…?"

"…"

As for inviting Ashe right in front of her, I can only ask for her forgiveness.

She looked conflicted, as if she didn't know how to react. Or maybe she was slightly pouting at her partner for suddenly leaving her out of the loop.

I felt bad for her as she stared at me with that ambiguous expression, but…

I pressed on.

"Come on, Sora-san, you said it yourself, didn't you? 'I want to go on an adventure with Iris-san, too.'"

"…Hah? W-Wha, I… huh?"

This isn't about me—well, ultimately it *does* come back to being about me, but on the surface, she's the star of the show.

…B-u-t- I- p-l-a-n- o-n- r-e-v-e-a-l-i-n-g- t-h-a-t- p-a-r-t- a- l-i-t-t-l-e- l-a-t-e-r-.

For now, I'd have to ask her to be surprised and confused by my 'sudden idea,' I'm afraid.

"…Fufu, is that so?"

"N-No, that's… it's not wrong, but… W-Why so suddenly…!"

If I wasn't mistaken, there was one princess looking even happier than she had when I'd first stopped her. And there was one angel glaring cutely at me for suddenly revealing a past secret.

—Being caught in the middle is just another day for me. I can't let something like this faze me anymore.

"Alright, if you're up for it, send me your schedule. I'll plan everything out on my end."

"Mm. Got it."

"I don't got it at all…! Haru, you're scheming something again, aren't you!?"

"'Again'…?"

"Your daily conduct."

"I don't scheme on a daily basis, you know???"

It was late, I know.

So very, truly, incredibly late.

But my feet had already started moving, with no option to stop now.

<hr>

Well, for now, let's just call it an outing.



    Chapter 956

    Hornless Triangular Pyramid

    When I get an idea, I act on it immediately. And since her thinking and actions are on a level far beyond that of a mere mortal, it's only natural that any related matters proceed at the speed of light.

In other words, when Ashe gets 'in the mood' and makes a move—

"I'm asking just in case, but you're not pushing yourself, are you?"

"Mm. I'm fine."

It means she can conjure up a day or two of free time without breaking a sweat.

And so, the weekend came. We were high in the sky, on the back of a dragon.

Having safely completed a weekday filled with an endless stream of events, we arrived at Saturday morning. Four of us, including myself and Ashe, had gathered early.

"…So, um… where exactly are we going?"

The other two were, of course, my partner, Sora-san, and…

"—Nfufu, it's a secret!"

On the back of Sapphire, who flew with a gentle swiftness, a sapphire-haired girl clung tightly to a golden-haired one.

Nia had also somehow etched the [Riding] skill into her Status recently, so unless I made the dragon perform some extreme acrobatics, she didn't really need any support. Therefore…

"Oh, come on… Nia-san, you're an accomplice in this…"

"It's okaaay, it's okaaay! It's not a 'mischievous plan'! Nfufufufu!"

"That's the laugh of someone who's up to no good…"

Having spent so much time together, Sora-san showed not a hint of resistance. It seems she was being treated not as 'support' but as a 'cushion.'

To be more precise, she was 'something that I'll hug for now because it's comfy.'

Oops, my eyes met her amber ones. I quickly looked away to avoid her deadpan stare.

"…Is it necessary to keep it a secret?"

"Well, it's kind of a retread, I guess. A nostalgic callback."

Ignoring the happy, harmonious duo on the rear seats, the front section consisted of me, straddling the dragon's neck, plus Ashe, who stood with a hand on my shoulder, gazing at the scenery.

"Though, I'm pretty sure it's already half-obvious."

"Half?"

"Maybe all of it."

The moment she found out I was planning something with Nia, the secret was pretty much blown. So, inviting her right after Ashe was basically the big reveal.

Not that I ever intended to keep it a super-tight secret…

"…………Fufu."

A quiet, small laugh. When I turned again toward the sound that drifted down from above my head, the princess was looking not at the scenery, but at me, her silver-blue hair fluttering in the rushing wind.

"…What is it?"

Her expression seemed to be teasing me. As if she could see right through me.

Feeling uneasy, I couldn't help but give her a half-lidded glare.

"Nothing. Not a thing."

"…I see."

She probably saw right through it all anyway.

That I was harboring another 'secret plan (surprise).'

Something separate from what I had 'consulted' with Nia about. Or rather, that whole thing was just an introduction for *this* other thing, so the main event was obvious.

Well, it's only natural she'd notice… after all, it had never happened before. Me, completely on my own initiative, taking the three of them out together.

And so, the time for final mental preparation began.

"So… where are we headed, exactly?"

"East, for now."

Well, let's just enjoy it as much as possible and carry out this date where heaven and hell coexist.

◇◆◇◆◇

—A dazzling beast of light.

What my informant, the Saintess herself—Sayaka-san, the [Orb Law] of the North—had given me wasn't a precise name, but rather a series of words that very roughly described the being's appearance.

I'd already been looking for 'something' promising out of necessity, but the players of the Northern Faction, Nortalia, are the ones who have 'seen and know the world' of Arcadia best. And among them, the core of 'expeditions,' who have accumulated an exceptional amount of experience, are none other than that trio.

There's another exceptional individual known as [Lux the Traveler], but he's too whimsical. You're lucky if you even get a reply, so it's not worth counting on him from the start.

And there's one more super-exceptional being called [Yurayura the Screen], but she's useless. She completely ignores all my messages, so I'm thinking of giving her a good whack next time I see her.

Anyway, that's how it went. During some downtime while clearing the Key Tree Maze, I brought it up with my most promising source of information, and it was a direct hit.

With the promise of both 'adventure' and 'spoils,' I obtained eyewitness information about an 'unknown' that stimulated my curiosity. The place we visited today was…

"—…Whoa."

"Wow…"

"Whaaat, what is this…"

"It's magnificent, isn't it?"

A glistening, shining forest of crystal.

Its name was the [Shogen-no-Mori (Forest of Crystal Source)]—a raid-recommended zone located far to the east of the Garden of Divine Creation's Safe Area, within the 'End Circle,' which ranged from one thousand to three thousand kilometers from the center.

The trees standing in rows were all formed from colorful crystals that emitted a hard luster, and everything that met the eye was a spectacle worthy of the word 'sublime.'

A thin layer of clear water covered the unnaturally flat ground. The crystalline glow, transmitted and released by the sunlight, reflected chaotically, almost searing the eyes.

"…"

When I dipped my toe into the water, I found it was only a few centimeters deep.

No matter how much environmental resistance from water and the like is magnified in-game, the abilities of a superhuman avatar should still prevail against this much… but what surprised me was,

"Is this less 'in the forest' and more 'in its stomach'…?"

*Tap, tap.* Inside the water.

The ground I tapped with my toe was also made of hard crystal. In other words, not just the trees, but the entire space was formed from it.

"…I mean, they say crystals are a type of living organism, in a way."

"Eh, what? You mean we're about to jump into the mouth of a crystal monster?"

"Please don't say such scary things…!"

Ashe murmured something, Nia picked up on it, and Sora's honest reaction capped it off. It was a pretty standard pattern for us, but this wasn't the safety of our daily lives; it was the danger zone of the End Circle.

Of course, we had to maintain a minimum level of tension—

"So… what kind of area is this?"

"No idea."

"Uh, hey, did this guy just say 'no idea'?"

"Haru?"

"Hey, all I heard was that there's 'some kind of interesting enemy (?)' here."

"I don't think the 'End Circle' is a place you just come to on a whim."

"It's fine. Sayaka-san said the two of us, me and Sora-san, would be fine."

"'A pair of top-tier rankers would be fine' is the polar opposite of reassuring information, you know?"

"Haru???"

"I said it's fine. Look, we even have the 'strongest' with us."

"Leave it to me. If necessary, I'll wipe out the obstacles as well."

"Maybe hesitate a little before destroying the scenery?"

—…Well, perhaps even a minimum level of tension.

"…You know, I feel like you guys could actually win a fight against every other ranker team."

"That's impossible!?"

"Well…"

"…The [Sword Saint] and the 'Eastern Wings' would be particularly tough. I wonder what I should do for the next Four Pillar War."

Wasn't necessary after all.

<hr>

A heartwarming field trip (in a danger zone).



    Chapter 957

    The Forest of Crystal Source

    —Magic Crafter players in Arcadia are generally inept at combat and adventuring. There are various reasons, but the biggest factor is their skewed status distribution.

They put a few points into Strength (STR) and Agility (AGI), just enough to stay within human limits and maintain easy control. And since, unlike combat classes, there's absolutely no severity to their build construction, they put a few more into Luck (LUC), believing it must have some effect.

That usually leaves them with about 900 points… which they, for the most part, distribute between Mind (MID) and Dexterity (DEX) at a ratio of about 2:1. That's the Magic Crafter basic.

One might wonder what they hope to achieve with an MID value that surpasses even pure artillery-type mages, but the answer is simple: Magic Power (MP).

In Arcadia, where healer-type players are scarce, methods for recovering HP are also limited. But securing MP is incomparably more difficult.

That one junior in all-black is an exception among exceptions, practically one of a kind.

Normally, the only recourse is potions, which can't even offer instant recovery at the highest grades. Overusing them results in a debuff, so the basic strategy is to wait for natural regeneration.

And—magic crafting requires, fundamentally, a massive amount of MP.

Putting points into MID raises the maximum MP capacity.

Furthermore, in Arcadia, where both HP and MP regenerate over time based on a percentage, a higher max capacity means a proportionally higher natural recovery rate.

It doesn't take much thought to see why it's a stat worth investing in.

Combined with Dexterity (DEX), which is essential for delicate work, it's understandable why there's little variation in the stats of Magic Crafters—though apparently, there's a red-haired beauty in a kimono who reigns as a top Magic Crafter despite also being a capable fighter. But she's another exception among exceptions.

There are other overlapping reasons, like 'basically zero mental fortitude for combat' or 'a tendency toward being shut-ins,' but it simply comes down to a lack of *physical mobility*. Even on an adventure focused on 'travel' that avoids combat, if that adventure involves walking outside, their stats just can't keep up.

Hence their ineptitude at combat and adventuring—but,

"So, what's it look like?"

"Mmmmmm—… well, let's see…"

Just like that red-haired beauty in a kimono, 'exceptions' in a virtual world are born with startling ease.

During the recent 'Green Connect' raid, she grandly showcased the power of her Anima… a pair of magic eyes that could see through and perceive *absolutely everything* hidden within matter: [Celestial Aquamarine, Shimmering Blue Jade Twin Stars]. And recently, a new phrase has been added to the words directed at Nia, also known as Milmarinus.

Namely—'I want a Nia-chan for every party.'

"Sorry, the magic is so dense here I can only get a blurry view, but…"

"Zero information is the norm, so a rough idea is perfectly fine."

And why is that? It's simple.

"Okay then, just a rough, quick look… —First, the enemies here are mimic-types."

"Oh?"

"There aren't many of them. But they're huge. A few elite types? Ah, they're mimicking the trees."

"I see?"

"They're not moving an inch and don't show up on detection skills, so telling them apart without cheating looks tough… Ah, wait. There might be a feature. A faint, twisted pattern on the 'root' part."

"Hoho."

"That's about it for now. It's too blurry to see the whole thing."

"I see… —Sora-san, Ashe."

"Yes."

"Mm."

…Why, you ask? It's as simple as that.

"Is this breaking some kind of law? You think this is okay?"

"Hey, what's that supposed to mean? Are you suggesting Nia-chan is guilty of anything other than 'being cute'?"

This completely broken, logic-defying, unreasonable scouting ability is just too much of a cheat.

Ashe's cool, emotionless smile aside, the wry smile that Sora—who, compared to the beginning, now has a decent amount of game knowledge—couldn't hide said it all.

In a way, she's a complete adventure-balance-breaker, on par with that [Traveler].

Being able to spot most threats with her eyes before even setting foot in an area. There are few powers more effective for dealing with the countless new environments in this vast world.

"…She's truly, truly, exceptionally skilled. The second run was unbelievably easy."

Of course, that also applies to 'labyrinths' and the like, whose structures change with each attempt.

Apparently, Nia's eyes worked their lawless magic even in the 'Key Tree,' which was a zero-magic space like the otherworld on the back of Green Connect. The [Sword Queen]'s assessment, having benefited from this, was just that.

"Hee hee hee, what's this, all this praise will only get a smile out of me…!"

And this was the sapphire-haired girl's reaction to being praised by the princess.

Despite complaining and saying 'give me a break' when the world heaps praise on her… —But setting aside such uncouth retorts.

"Alright, let's go for a little look-see."

Parabellum Bullet, summon—the moment I materialized crimson blades in both hands, the air around Sora and Ashe, who had been wearing nonchalant and lax expressions, changed.

And so,

"Nia, which one's the closest? Can you see it from here?"

"Ah, um, let's see… Yeah. That one, see it?"

"Mmm… right. Got it, that one. Okay."

Pointing from a distance, we selected our target.

"What's the distance between them?"

"Between individual ones? …It's reeeeally far, I think. Even the closest one is over a hundred meters away? I'm not sure if they'll link up once we start fighting, though…"

"That's plenty. Thanks."

Next, situational intel confirmed.

"—Sora, I need you on rear guard for now. Cover Nia, too."

"Right!"

My partner at my back,

"Ashe."

"Mm."

…How to describe it? Well, I entrusted my side to the strongest in more ways than one.

"Rea—"

"—dy."

One step forward, and three flashes of light shot out in an instant.

A preemptive throw. To ensure a simultaneous surprise attack, I'd thrown a Parabellum Bullet at one of the 'trees' as a marker. The moment it struck with a high-pitched ring,

The single crimson blade, which had shallowly embedded its tip in the hide of a creature that *looked just like crystal*, shattered into pieces.

The reason, of course—

"It's so haaaaaaaaaard…"

"…A few elite types. Nia was right."

Two more flashes, one crimson and one silver, followed. My sword and Ashe's crossed, piercing a single point.

And so,

"——————————"

A shriek that was hard to describe, like a thousand gemstones grinding against each other.

With a tremor, something huge emerged, cracking the crystal ground. One great beast, and one law of the world (system).

"[Dilumen Monstro, Great Beast of Crystal Source]… What do you think its motif is?"

"……………A liz… ard…?"

My attack was just a probe, as I'd said, but Ashe's—the [Sword Queen]'s with her Extra-class equipment—had been a surprise blow, yet the damage was still minor.

As expected of a raid enemy dwelling in an area recommended for large-scale forces. It wasn't just its five-tiered status bar, which must be packed to the brim, but its sheer presence was also quite something.

The part that had been mimicking a tree growing from the ground was its long tail.

It had no leaves but did have branches, and just as it had blended in perfectly with the crystal trees, its design was exceedingly vicious, capable of easily skewering a target if swung around in battle.

Including that tail, its long body, surely over ten meters, was supported by a total of seven legs.

Three on the right, four on the left. The instinctively unsettling asymmetrical structure hinted at its 'actions'… and its large front-left appendage, with its subdivided tip resembling the 'root' of a plant, looked just like a morning star bristling with spikes.

Sure, the shape of its head and its body balance might resemble a 'lizard'—

"That's not like any lizard I know…"

Including the fact that it was made entirely of crystal from head to tail, it was just too monstrous. In short, when it came to at least its appearance and intimidating aura…

"…Alright. In that case, Ashe."

"Mm."

"Go easy on destroying the scenery."

"…I'm not that much of a rampager."

It was more than a worthy opponent for us to challenge together.

<hr>

There's so little tension it's basically a picnic from here on out.

By the way, the Dilumen Monstro that appeared this time is a ridiculously distant relative on the evolutionary tree to the super-rare enemy that became the material for a certain someone's outfit.

Also, part 2.

The ridiculously vicious morning star that the protagonist identified as a 'seventh leg' is neither a 'leg' nor an 'arm' but a 'tongue' that evolved to burst out of its body.

It sprouts from around the base of the neck, not quite the torso, which doubles down on the visual imbalance. Due to various past circumstances, or rather out of necessity, it graduated from eating with its mouth, so its original purpose became obsolete. They say it felt like a waste to lose it, so it was repurposed as an organ with a completely different function. Evolution is amazing, isn't it?

Yes, this has absolutely nothing to do with the story. Scary, isn't it?



    Chapter 958

    A Ruckus in the Glistening Forest

    There is a fact about the virtual world that many people misunderstand.

This goes for the players who set foot in this other world, as well as the spectators watching from the outside.

Because they only see the heroic, superficial surface, it can't be helped that they think that way… So, what is it? It's simple.

For example, the one called by the title of 'The Strongest,' the [Sword Queen], or the one praised with the title of 'The Supreme,' the [Sword Saint]. People may have various theories—

But the strongest thing in Arcadia…

Is, without a doubt, not us players.

"—This is way more than just a worthy opponent!"

"What are you talking about!?"

An explosion roared. I used [Rocket] to dodge the buckshot of countless crystal tree fragments raining down, then dashed full-speed to snatch Nia, who I realized had been caught in the danger zone.

As I passed my partner, who was on guard duty, our eyes met in a flash of understanding.

"—Iris-san!"

"I'll take it, from the side."

A split-second switch. The golden flash that jumped forward in my place was there for only an instant when the command flew from the silver-blue warrior. Sora immediately responded, veering off the frontal path—

Point five seconds later.

"[Arte Noir]!"

"—————————————ッッッ!!!!!"

The black of absolute physical defense. The [Sword Queen], her Sixth-Tier Anima, [Anciel Ilize (Goddess of Dreams)], also known as the garment of seven colors, now dyed the color of night, clashed with the great beast whose body was made of glistening crystal.

Stillness and small versus motion and massive.

The two were already on different scales in terms of size, mass, and strength. With the latter having built up additional energy from its running start, not even Ashe's full-power guard could stop the ten-meter-plus cannonball—

But, just as a car that hits a small pebble on the road will lift off the ground, even if only slightly.

If the princess, who was far more than a mere pebble, put her 'sword' and body on the line, it was only natural for even a beast that towered over her to stumble for a moment and lift its feet.

"—Now…!"

And she delivered on her word.

The moment Ashe, who had taken the brunt of the giant beast—the Dilumen Monstro—on the flat of her silver sword as it tore through the crystal forest, uttered a strained murmur while her boots cracked the earth beneath her.

"[Chain of Six Great Towers]!"

Her command was executed.

Sora, who had run to the side and taken her position, swung her staff, and six great towers materialized in succession. They struck the great beast one after another, which had been unable to completely dodge and had slowed ever so slightly.

—The moment I witnessed all of this from outside its range.

"Sora! Ashe!"

""—!""

My voice, shouted from my gut while still holding Nia, rivaled the earth-shaking roar of the toppled crystal lizard. My eyes met with amber and garnet as they turned to me—

Okay, we're on the same page. In that case…!

"—Let's get out of here!"

"Mm."

"Right…!"

"Stop shouting in my ear—!"

With Nia-chan screaming in my arms, we made a swift escape.

◇◆◇◆◇

"…Alright, re-evaluation. This place is Over-Raid class."

"No objections."

"Th-That was strong…"

And so, we forced a break in the battle, made a full-power dash to lose our pursuer, and successfully shook off the giant lizard. As we caught our breath.

"How could you, Sayaka-san… 'Sora and I would be fine,' she said?"

"I wonder what made her think we'd be fine…?'"

"…She can be like that. She."

We hid in the shade of a crystal tree for the time being.

After an unexpectedly fierce battle that had lasted for about thirty minutes, each of us let out a wry smile as we pictured the ever-smiling Saintess's fluffy smile in our minds.

No, seriously, what was that? It was far beyond 'a few elite types.'

I'm not even joking, that thing was a monster on the same level as Feidran Tyrantinus.

A mass-producer of chip damage no matter what you hit it with—slashes, strikes, or even magic. Its vitals, like its head, neck, and stomach, were rock solid from one end of its body to the other. I honestly couldn't believe my eyes when my [Samidorizuki] bounced off its eyeball.

And it wasn't just its defense; its offense was monstrous too.

That super-vicious seventh arm of its could extend and retract at will with terrifying speed, and the tail it had used to mimic a tree could do the same. The spiky branches on it would explode and rain down on us like giant arrows from a ballista—and if those were its 'normal attacks,' of course it had a 'special move' too.

I had to laugh when it started absorbing the surrounding light and blinking, then linked up with all the crystal trees in the area to unleash a super-wide-range laser barrage.

I was one step away from bursting out laughing. Nia, whom I'd barely managed to protect, was on the verge of tears, though.

And not content with just offense and defense, its mobility was… well, just as you saw.

The way it tore through the forest of crystal trees with the agility of a small, lightweight enemy was certainly like a swift lizard.

Give me a break—and so,

"…Sorry, Nia. That was way beyond what I expected. Must've been scary."

"Eh? W-Well, I mean, I came along knowing it would be dangerous, so…"

After putting her through such an ordeal, I first apologized, bowing my head as I should to a non-combatant. In return, I received a somewhat hesitant reply…

""Haru.""

"Yesh?"

"I think you can put her down now."

"I think you can put her down now, but…"

"…Yesh. Shorry."

"Hey, well, I mean, I'm totally fine staying like this—Tch."

I hadn't even consciously realized it, so I released Nia-chan, asking for forgiveness. But the fingers pinching my cheeks from both sides didn't let go.

It seems I'll have to atone for my sins a little longer. Sorry.

…But still.

"Are you okay, Nia-san?"

"Oh, yeah, totally fine. After everything that's happened, I'm kind of getting used to it."

"It looked like you were crying a moment ago, though."

"How did you manage to see that so clearly in the middle of that crazy-intense battle? N-No, it's not what you think! It can't be helped! When you get really, really surprised in this game, that thing happens, the emotional over-expression makes your eyes well up, so it was that!"

"Cute."

"That 'cute' doesn't make me happy…!"

"…Fufu."

"I heard you were also 'cute' back in the beginning, Sora."

"Huh? …Wh-! E-Uh…! —Haru!?"

And so it goes.

It seemed less like jealousy and more like a scolding for my lack of consideration.

"'m 'eally shorry (I'm really sorry), ish not my fault (it's not my fault), one time (one time) when we were reminiscing (when we were reminiscing), I jusht let it slip (I just let it slip), like this (like this), abought how cute (about how cute) Sora-san wash (Sora-san was) when she was shtill shy (when she was still shy), I just wanted to brag (I just wanted to brag)."

"Speak properly!"

"Sora-chan? Maybe you should let go of his face…"

"…Fufu."

This is how it is, so I'll gratefully accept my punishment.

<hr>

Goodbye, over-statted lizard-chan.



    Chapter 959

    Walking Through the Glistening Forest

    "—Okay, question!"

"Yeah?"

Several minutes after we'd cut the battle short, shaken off the giant lizard, and caught our breath in the shade of the forest trees.

Her 'eyes' still glowing, Nia, who was walking through the danger zone with an expression that showed she'd grown somewhat accustomed to it—that it wasn't all bravado—raised her hand.

Her voice wasn't hushed. That probably meant there were no enemies nearby enough to hear her—so, I suppose I'll take her question.

"Why'd we run away back there? It's not like we *couldn't* have beaten it, right?"

"And this is coming from the girl who was on the verge of tears…"

"We're done with that, stop bringing it up!"

As for her question, it was about our unanimous—or rather, three-person unanimous—decision to flee. The answer was simple.

We were in a formation with Nia in the middle, protecting her. I glanced at Sora and Ashe, who were walking a step behind me on either side. It seemed we were all on the same page about this too.

Alright, let's say it together. Ready, set—

""Because it was a pain.""

"It looked like it would take a lot of ti— …me, is all."

One angel, who couldn't quite sync her words, seemed half-annoyed and half-embarrassed, but since we were clearly in agreement, it's fine. You're super cute.

As for the slightly smug, emotionless expression from the other side, it's probably best to ignore it.

"Well, if you're asking if we could beat it or not…"

"I doubt there are many opponents the three of us couldn't beat."

In any case, the words of the smug princess who continued my sentence were true.

Actually, you could even exclude me from that. I can't really think of any opponent that the *combo of Ashe and Sora* couldn't handle, and I doubt such an opponent exists at this point.

However, that's assuming we're willing to spend the necessary time and effort.

"Raid-class enemies are just absurdly tough. Plus, there are many patterns where you need 'numbers' to figure out and overcome their special abilities or gimmicks."

"Exactly. Like how some bosses will only reveal their weak points after a certain number of players have challenged them. That shadow bastard was an exception among exceptions, being limited to a small number of challengers. Raid bosses in games are fundamentally designed to be fought by a large group."

"There were raid-class enemies in the Key Tree Maze, but… aside from the one on the hundredth floor, they were all types that could just barely be defeated by a small group through simple 'puzzles.'"

"The Djinns were pretty much half-raid boss spec on the hidden routes, though. The others… I dunno, they felt more like light-raid-boss-flavored?"

"They seemed balanced to allow even those with no raid experience to feel the thrill of a large-scale battle. A 'good game' provides opportunities for various experiences."

"Yeah, well, I think even getting up to that floor is tough for the average player right now…"

"I'm talking about the future. Four years have passed, but it's still just the beginning. There's no need to rush through life."

"Why are you looking at me? I'm not rushing through life, I'm enjoying a full-on sprint—"

"—Heeey, no hogging the conversation!"

And so, as fellow game lovers from before this virtual world, Ashe and I were trading words back and forth when I felt a pinch on my back from behind… but anyway, the point is,

"If we'd seriously tried to chip that thing down, it probably would have taken over two hours."

"Ugh, seriously…?"

"Seriously. And that's including the optimistic hope that we'd accidentally figure out 'why our damage wasn't getting through' along the way. If we'd just stubbornly tried to beat it as things were, I think it would've taken twice as long as Haru said."

"Seriously?"

"Y-Yes… seriously. Even my 'Flame Sword' didn't get through…"

That's what it comes down to. Since my second magic sword from the [Cradle of Sword-Craft], the defense-ignoring, physical-penetrating 'Flame Sword,' could only do chip damage, it was a certainty that it had some kind of damage reduction ability. To fight it properly, we'd have to figure out its secret first.

I wanted to avoid wasting the precious resource of time without a plan—and the reason I couldn't ignore such a thought, which I would normally kick to the curb, was…

"…Fufu. You don't have to be that considerate, though."

"I have to be, at least for this…"

Because I had brought along the busy 'princess,' after all.

That aside, there was one more—

"—…Hmph."

"Ow."

A tight pinch sent a jolt through me.

Even if it doesn't cause damage, my five senses here are far sharper than in the real world. The numbness that replaces pain dutifully does its job, so it can't be helped that I let out a reflexive cry.

"What was that fo—"

And when I spun around,

"………………"

"Ni… Sora-san."

"Nisora-san, is it? Hmm…"

"Please don't be mad like that. That's the scariest you've ever been, I'm sorry, please stop."

"Hey, you. Do you think Nia-chan is responsible for all the mischief?"

"I do, I'm sorry."

"I see. —Hmph."

"I said ow! It doesn't do damage, but it still tingles, so stop it!"

"…Hmph?"

"You don't have to join in, third person! What are we doing, walk, look forward, let's go…!"

One wrong move and I was in a casual hell. Taking chipping damage to my mental state, which isn't tied to my MID status, even though my HP was untouched, I shook off their fingers and resumed walking.

Again, time is limited. Playing around isn't bad, but…

For now, we had one more thing.

"Search! C'mon, everyone, search! There's supposed to be some super flashy, obviously-a-rare-enemy thing around here, so strain your eyes and ears and everything else! Let's go!"

We had to focus on our original goal, which we didn't even know how long would take—

"He becomes like a grade-schooler sometimes, doesn't he?"

"Cute."

"Ahaha…"

"…………………………"

If I didn't force myself to focus in this demonic 1-vs-3 landscape,

There was no telling what would happen to my heart.

<hr>

It's already happened, as usual.



    Chapter 960

    Surrounded by the Glimmering Forest

    And so.

After flying all this way, a leisurely stroll makes the morning pass in a flash. Next comes noon, and it's only natural that players living in the real world require sustenance.

When an immediate retreat to a safe zone isn't an option, how does one rest during an expedition in Arcadia, the world's only full-dive virtual reality game? Well… it’s just as I learned during that trip with the tiger master and his disciple.

We post a watch and take turns logging out. A straightforward strategy with no twists.

"""——————"""

"…"

And yet, there are three sleeping faces around me.

The feature where your avatar remains on the field when logging out in a non-safe zone is probably debatable, but the incomprehensible technology on display alongside it blurs any objections.

Their consciousness—or rather, their very *souls*—have departed, yet they look for all the world as if they’re simply ‘sleeping’… It’s a little creepy, if I’m being honest.

Their chests rise and fall gently. If I listen closely, I can hear their quiet breathing. The fact that their eyelids sometimes flutter is just taking it too far, leaving me with no choice but to laugh in exasperation.

In these quiet, absentminded moments, whenever I notice these minor abnormalities, I’m struck by a feeling of waking up inside a dream. It makes me wonder—where in the world am I?

"————…What’s with the angsty look?"

"Gah, you… scared me."

A voice suddenly spoke from right beside me, and my head, which had been drifting from the time of day and the post-meal lull, shot back up from the twilight of embarrassment. I glanced to my side.

"Hehe. What a rare expression."

A pair of indigo eyes, now wide awake, were looking at me with the same complete lack of tension as ever. Her fluffy Nia-ness was in full effect. Well then, there was only one thing to say.

"Hey, you guys. Why do you treat me like a pillow as if it’s the most natural thing in the world?"

When I returned from my own quick lunch break, which I’d taken first, the girls had approached me one by one as if it were a matter of course, leaning against me before logging out.

Nia was on my right, and Asche on my left. Sora-san, arriving last, hesitated before settling onto my lap.

Seriously, all of you, get a grip. Don't underestimate the self-control of an eighteen-year-old. It's paper-thin.

"Huh? Because… it’s natural…?"

"Don't give me that confused look when no such 'natural' thing exists."

"Got it."

"I didn't tell you to snuggle up to me with a big smile, either!"

"————…I'm back?"

"And now there's more of you!"

Just as I was dealing with that, Asche returned, and my left arm was promptly claimed. C'mon, I could still act cool if it were just an empty shell that looked like her, but how am I supposed to keep my composure with the real deal here?!

"Ah… Hey, I've been thinking this for a while, but isn't *that* cheating?"

"It is not cheating."

"Even for a short distance, a pure teleportation skill is incredibly rare."

"Don't just brush it off with a straight face."

As usual, I'd activated [Flash Traveler] for a non-negotiable escape, but if I keep using it for such ridiculous purposes, the skill itself might start to hate me. I hope it'll forgive me, since I rely on it as a trump card in serious situations.

And with that…

"……………………Mmm…————Huh? Wha-nya, wha…?!"

"Ah, welcome back, Sora-san. Alright, everyone's here."

"You're the one brushing it off with a straight face now."

"Nia, that's a straight face born from a hundred percent embarrassment."

"Even I can tell that much."

"Everyone's here!!! Let's get started on the afternoon session!!!!"

"U-Um! First…! Please put me down…!!"

I couldn't just drop Sora-san, who had woken up in my arms, so our peaceful real-world break came to a safe and sound conclusion…

Well, in the sense that we weren't attacked by any external threats, it was peaceful.

"Haru."

"What?"

"Me next."

"Huh? Is that how this works? Then after that—"

"This isn't a rotation system."

"I said, please put me down! Honestly!!"

…And with that concluded, let's resume our adventure.

◇◆◇◆◇

Thus, about an hour had passed since we resumed our exploration of the crystal forest.

"Ah…————I think… I might have… found it…?"

"Seriously?"

Thanks to Nia's ‘eyes’—whose continuous activation and duration had been trained to a level incomparable to before—we navigated around the lizard threats while searching for our true objective, the ‘shining beast,’ enjoying a leisurely stroll filled mostly with idle chatter.

It's not that it never happens, but it's rare for the four of us to spend such a long time together, so even if we didn't find anything, I was thinking this was nice in its own way.

It was then that the twin eyes of the [Milmarinus] caught sight of *something*.

I instinctively reacted in a hushed voice, clapping a hand over my mouth as I stopped and concealed my presence. As usual, Sora and Asche, flanking me from behind, also held their breath…

"Um, sorry. It's still really far away, so you probably don't have to be that careful…"

"""…"""

The three of us exhaled simultaneously, each feeling a little embarrassed in our own way.

Well, putting such trivial matters aside.

"*Ahem*… So, what's it like?"

Right now, the top priority was to identify what Nia had spotted. So I asked, and she kept her gaze fixed on a single point, likely peering through objects into the far distance—

"What's it… like………… Mmm… Hmmm, uhhh…………?"

For some reason, her voice trailed off as if she were at a loss.

"————Mmm………………………………a rab…bit…???"

"Is it possible to ask a question with that much uncertainty???"

She described what it was like with a complete and utter lack of confidence.

"W-Wait… um, you know what I mean, right? The super sparkly thing."

"Well, yeah. Sayaka-san described it as a 'dazzling beast of light.'"

"Like, *pika pika*?"

"Yeah, that's it. All I heard was that it's a beast that's basically a mass of light."

"Right, so, um…————It's going… *pika pika*…"

"Is there anything else???"

"There's nothing else! I don't know! What is that thing? I'm the one who wants to ask!!!"

"Sorry, sorry, don't get mad."

Well, for now, it seemed incredibly difficult for her to describe.

"…It's a mass of light, well, yeah. But is it a ‘beast’? To me, it just looks kinda, sorta like a ‘rabbit,’ and it’s all shimmery…"

"Amorphous, you mean?"

"Mmm… Or rather, it has no outline?"

At any rate, it was incredibly difficult to describe. Asche, who had interjected, was also tilting her head, clearly unable to process it with just that information.

"To be honest, I'm not even sure if it's an enemy… Did the Saintess actually ‘encounter’ it? Did she see it up close?"

"Ah, no. Apparently it was more like she just happened to catch a glimpse of it from a distance."

That was while she was exploring the [Shogen-no-Mori] with a large contingent. In other words, a large number of people, including Sayaka-san, saw it at the same time, so while its identity is unknown, its existence is confirmed.

"Hmm… Well, players have good eyesight. If they saw it with their own eyes, I guess it's unlikely they were mistaken………… So, what do we do? Want to get closer?"

"Is it moving?"

"It's perfectly still. Hasn't moved an inch since I found it."

Though she did add that it was shimmering… Well then.

"Let's go take a look."

"Mm, okay."

"You two okay with that?"

"Okay."

"Yes."

For now, I suppose we'll go and have an audience.

<hr>

Setting aside the wild Yurayura (a different species),

The first volume of the manga adaptation is released today. I feel like the manga is so far out of my hands that it feels even less real than a book release, but it seems it's actually happening. How amazing!!!!!

As I've been promoting on my author's Twitter, the manga artist, Haseao-san, has released a rejected illustration of a super-cute maid Sora, which is happy in a double sense. Go burn it into your retinas right now.

And you'd better cheer for her, all you Arcadians. Haseao-sensei is also a hardcore Arcadian, which means she is one of your comrades.

I'm counting on you all!!!!!!!!!!



    Chapter 961

    The Light of the Forest

    The enemies in Arcadia—or rather, the non-human entities, the monsters—can be broadly divided into two types: those that attack on sight (active) and those that are generally peaceful (non-active).

While this sort of ‘enemy personality’ is common in many combat-focused games, the latter type is considered quite rare in the world of virtual reality.

Proof of this can be seen in how most players refer to these creatures not as ‘monsters’ but as ‘enemies.’ I was clueless at first, but now the term ‘enemy’ is completely ingrained in my vocabulary.

Just how rare are they? Well, people casually throw around numbers like “one in a thousand, or one in ten thousand.” Setting aside for now the absurdity of a world with thousands or tens of thousands of monster—I mean, enemy—types, it just goes to show how skewed the ratio is.

Even now, I’ve only encountered a few types myself.

For example, the Fool Boars that graze in the Eastern Faction's beginner area Part 1, the [Plains of the Horizon], or the moonbeam turtles that inhabit a certain lake in the [Garden of Divine Creation].

…Is that it? In any case, the non-human entities of this world are belligerent. No, ‘belligerent’ doesn't even begin to cover it.

The way they bare their fangs the instant they see a player, as if to say ‘let’s kill ‘em now,’ almost makes you think there’s some kind of underlying reason or setting behind it.

In the end, what I'm trying to say is this.

"……………………So, uh… do we… attack? What's the plan?"

"Mmm…"

"…U-Um…"

This isn't a situation like hunting the Fool Boars, which are spread out in ridiculously large numbers across a vast plain as if to say, “Here, fodder for your growth.”

Nor is it like challenging the turtles that, upon taking a certain amount of damage, will detonate their shells like a lizard shedding its tail and flee… a situation where you have to swallow your guilt and attack not for their lives, but for the shell fragments they leave behind.

"…You hesitate in these situations too, huh?"

"Well, of course…"

Even if it isn't real, even if it's all just data.

To point your weapon at a 'generally harmless and peaceful being' that seems so alive in this virtual world—many players feel a sense of aversion to it.

It's not like there's any system-based punishment for doing so. There's no rule promoting non-violence. There's nothing, but…

Well, we are human, steeped in our own egos.

"""………………"""

"W-Well, I'm fine with whatever. I'll leave the decision to fight, and the fighting itself, to you guys…"

For instance, like this.

*————————————……*

It showed no sign of moving even as we drew near, merely turning its face quietly toward us and remaining perfectly still.

When faced with such a being, even in a game meant for entertainment, we hesitate to take up our weapons so thoughtlessly. It’s not just me; we all have troubled looks on our faces, wondering what to do.

Roughly five meters away. Now that we'd smoothly approached to what could be called close range without any obstacles, myself, Sora, and Asche were all tilting our heads in genuine confusion.

Is this lump of light really an enemy?

But first, there was one thing I wanted to say.

""………………How is this thing,""

As I opened my mouth, my voice perfectly overlapped with Asche's. I see, she must be thinking the same thing. In that case, let's say it together again…

"————'a rabbit'?"

"————'a rabbit'?"

"………………Huh? Wha-eh? Uh…?"

"…"

Even though she didn’t join in, she was likely thinking something similar. The only one who reacted to our question with confusion was Nia-chan, not Sora-san.

I mean, even Nia herself had said “a rabbit…???” with extreme doubt, but surely you couldn’t mistake *this* for a rabbit.

Because this thing, no matter how you look at it, is—

"A 'dog.'"

"It looks like a 'dragon.'"

—clearly a giant ‘dog’——————… Wait, what?

Our clearly conflicting opinions made Asche and I look at each other at the same time. Her garnet eyes blinked in puzzlement, and I'm sure I looked just the same to her.

Again, why? I mean, no matter how you look at it…

"…Huh? Wait, no, it's a 'dog.' A big dog. Sure, its outline is blurry, but you can't possibly call this form, so full of the comforting feel of man's best friend, a 'dragon,' can you?"

"…I don't understand what you're saying. It's clearly a small 'dragon,' isn't it? 'Dogs' don't have such a long neck, a thick tail, or magnificent wings."

"………………"

"………………"

""…???""

After stating our cases, only one thing became clear.

"Huh? Um… it's still a biiig 'rabbit,' isn't it? A 'dog' or a 'dragon'… I can't see it as either of those at all… What???"

Something strange was happening.

"…S-Sora-san."

"Sora."

"Sora-chan?"

"————…Ah, y-yes!?"

Naturally, we turned to the last person for her opinion.

"Ah, um… To me, it…"

The girl stared intently at the mass of light, which still showed no signs of moving, and finally…

"………………————a… a 'human'… shape… is what I'm… seeing."

As was largely expected, she gave an answer different from any of ours.

"And now for something completely different…"

"Huh, so that's how it is? Really?"

In other words, this meant one thing.

"…It's confirmed."

This thing, whose name we don't know and whose status as an enemy is uncertain,

"It appears as a different form to each of us."

—is, down to its very existence, a lump of utter incomprehensibility.

*——————*

It was in that moment, breaking its long stillness and silence, that the mass of light finally moved.

"Nyah!?"

Nia let out a cry.

But her surprise was directed less at the ‘light’ and more at the rest of us, who had all instantly taken a ready stance in reaction to its movement.

That was perfectly fine.

Even if her own reactions were slow, we would fulfill our duty to protect her.

I was confident that I could snatch her up and retreat to a safe zone in the blink of an eye. Not just me; Sora and Asche were surely just as confident in their ability to respond.

That's why.

"————Huh?"

"————Eh?"

"————Tch!"

It slipped past the guard and awareness of all three of us, moving from front to back.

One moment it was there, the next it had vanished, reappearing in an instant behind Nia. The feeling of astonishment and the fact that we couldn't do anything about it stained all our thoughts.

And so, quite literally, with nothing we could do—at a speed that surpassed even my own, the speed of light—

"""Tch————"""

"────────…Huh?"

No one could stop it from touching her.

<hr>

To me, it looks like a large crow.



    Chapter 962

    An Encounter Like the Blink of an Eye

    And so, a few seconds later.

"""——————…"""

A few seconds after the light had blinked and moved.

In other words, a few seconds after it had become too late to hinder the mysterious ‘beast of light’s’ actions, whether by kicking off the ground, reaching out a hand, or swinging a sword.

"…………………………………………………………Huh? Wh…"

As our faces were about to flush with surprise, failure, and regret, we could only watch. At the center of the ‘situation,’ an unharmed Nia stood frozen, unable to move.

Surrounding her were the three of us, left behind in front, and,

*——————————*

The mass of light, once again silent and perfectly still, just as it had been before.

And,

*『————……』*

As if to say that where there is light, there must also be shadow.

Perhaps influenced by the clearly anomalous entity before them, or perhaps in response to it, I couldn't be sure—but from the shadows of two people, beasts of the starry sky had burst forth at a speed no less than that of light itself.

A ‘mouse’ and a ‘dragon’… that is, the mouse king, Veshna, who had appeared on her ‘master's’ shoulder, and the dragon king, Sapphire, who always receives orders from his master to know who to ‘protect,’ appearing behind Nia, were staring the beast of light down.

And so,

""""………………""""

*『『『………………』』』*

Four humans, and three others.

For about ten seconds, a silence born of both those with voices and those without continued—

"————…Oh."

"Ah…"

"…Mmm."

"Heh…"

As if to release not only its own tension but that of everyone around it.

Little Veshna relaxed its tiny body and flopped down on Nia’s shoulder, while Sapphire, who had been demonstrating his will to protect by embracing her with his massive form, quietly folded his great wings.

I don’t know why.

I don't, but… somehow, instinctively, we all sensed it.

This thing probably wasn't going to hurt anyone.

"…、…………"

A gaze was directed my way. The sender was indigo, and the receiver was me.

I could understand that Nia, half in tears from the lingering confusion even after her fear had subsided, was pleading for help. *What is this, what is happening, what should I do?*

And for good reason. Even if she hadn't been harmed in any way… from my perspective, the nose of the ‘dog’ was still touching her right hand.

Well then, if it were me, I’d think about how I would act—

"…、…、…"

What I offered was a heartfelt gesture.

"Tch…!? …、…!?"

What came back was a full-throated, back-and-forth shake of her head. The direction, of course, was horizontal.

Well, even if you refuse, I don't have any other ideas. Now that Veshna and Sapphire have lowered their guard… thinking about it from a meta perspective, the fact that our servants, who had manifested at a speed unheard of compared to usual, were showing some sort of connection to this thing before us…

Now that a certain level of safety could be inferred, the only thing left was to prompt the situation forward with an action.

So, you see—

*Just try petting it, okay?*

Nia’s gaze shifted to Asche. The Sword Queen nodded.

Nia’s gaze shifted to Sora. The angel… though it was unclear how the ‘person’ she saw was touching Nia’s hand, she nodded with a troubled expression.

…I’ll just imagine it's holding her hand respectfully. For my own sanity.

Anyway—one quiet step.

"………………"

*————*

One step. Then another. No matter how far I walked or how long I stared, the beast of light didn't move. As I did so, I came to stand beside Nia, took her left hand, and wrapped my other, free hand around her back.

"It's okay. I'm right here with you this time."

"Th… Mmm…"

I sent her my words along with a declaration that I wouldn't be caught off guard again—activating [Altera-Notis] and opening my golden right eye for [Eyes Oculus], accelerating my thoughts to five times their normal speed.

I flipped the switch on my intuition—my gut feeling—and accelerated my consciousness to read any premonitions.

And yet… even as I did all this, the beast of light still showed no signs of moving. After her gaze flickered several times between it and me, standing guard beside her,

"………………*Hic*!"

With a faintly mysterious squeak, Nia’s right fingertips lightly brushed against the ‘dog’s’ nose—or from her perspective, some part of the ‘rabbit’—timidly stroking it.

In that instant.

The number of those who were about to react to the light that filled the world was exactly zero.

Following a strange sense of understanding and trust that ran not through my head… but deeper, somewhere in the core of my body, I simply supported Nia and let it wash over me.

And then, a few seconds later.

The ‘light,’ which had gently embraced and filled the space without burning our eyes even with them open, began to fade—leaving six beings in its place.

That is to say, the ‘beast of light’ that had been touching Nia’s right hand had vanished without a trace.

And the ‘thing’ that remained was on her right wrist.

"………………………………………………………………Huh?"

In Arcadia, ‘objects’ are generally understood the moment you touch them.

It's a specialty of the Arcadia system that creates this virtual world: the in-brain installation technology.

Although you need to tap and open a window to see detailed properties visually, for the most part, you can grasp the basics of an item in an instant just by touching it.

So, of course—if you were to wear it.

Or rather, if you *had been wearing it*, then it was only natural.

"Wha… Whaaa…?!"

It was only natural for her to understand the thing her avatar was touching.

In other words, the single result brought about by this whole series of events, which had unfolded with its meaning and everything else left completely unknown, leaving us all, including the person involved, in the dust, was this:

"Ngh!? Wh-Whaaa…!!?"

Upon the crimson hue worn by the indigo-haired girl—the Crimson Rabbit jewelry I had once given her,

"The Te—rr…!!?!?!?"

—a new story had been bestowed.



    Chapter 963

    A Ladder Journey of This and That

    "———————Whyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyy, of all people, me!!!!"

It was a cry that seemed to come from her very soul. And in response to her, who was singing those words so loudly to the distant sky, I could only feel a detached sense of admiration—

"Well, I mean… yeah. I guess so."

"…This is, as expected, something I never saw coming."

"It's, um, quite a surprise, isn't it…?"

—our reactions were all more or less the same.

About ten minutes had passed since we left the [Shogen-no-Mori]… the Over-Raid class area we had visited in search of a ‘certain something.’

It must have taken her that long to finally process the super-special event. Soaring leisurely through the sky on Sapphire's back, Nia, who had been in a daze, suddenly erupted without warning.

"How did what happen to make that happen and result in this?! It should have gone to Sora-chan!!"

"Ah, no, um… well…………"

She must not have even a shred of a 'scheme' left in her thoughts. Next to Nia, who was loudly proclaiming her wish, or rather, the ideal outcome… or more accurately, inside her arms as usual.

Being held tight as she pleased, my partner also had a troubled look on her face.

The source of the situation was the [Crimson Rabbit Bracelet] on her right wrist—the one she was using to hug Sora half in desperation—its gemstone now harboring a new light.

I've experienced it myself, and now that I hold the title of ‘Magic Crafter,’ I took another look at it, but… well, what can I say? Yes.

There's no doubt about it; it has transformed into the prerequisite form for becoming a [Terror Armament]. In other words, it’s become a material, and I really have no idea how that happened.

It was a memento I had given Nia by taking her out under the pretext of 'thanks for your help,' a gift earned by running together while she was dizzied both situationally and physically.

An undeniably high-end accessory, awarded to those who conquered one of the former three unconquerable dungeons, the [Spiral Crimson Tower]… I can only repeat myself: how can such a thing even happen?

It seems this world is, as always, a place where anything goes. And so.

"Nnnnghhhhheeeeeeeehhhhh… No way, whaaaaat am I supposed to do with a Terror Armament, it’s useless if it comes to me…"

We all, of course, shared in the surprise of encountering an unexpected event that strayed from our original objective. So I can understand Nia's feelings, but…

Frankly, that's a separate issue.

"…………Whether it's useless or not depends on its stats and abilities after it's made, right?"

"This is the first case of a dedicated Magic Crafter becoming a ‘wielder.’ No matter what happens, I'm very much looking forward to it."

"…I don't know what kind of item it will become, but will it become a Terror Armament?"

In reality, this is undoubtedly the kind of unexpected event you can wholeheartedly call ‘fun’.

And there's no particular reason to keep that feeling under wraps… So while it's tough on the person currently swallowed by confusion, the rest of us honestly don't see any negative aspects.

"Hmm… The possibility of Nia-chan's combat debut, perhaps."

"Don't say that. I'll just become a shut-in in the real world…"

Whether consciously or not, Nia let slip her rare, true first-person pronoun. The combat debut thing is obviously a joke, but I wonder what kind of power will reside in her, following the ‘eyes’ she already possesses.

Depending on the future that is right around the corner—

""…………""

I glanced over at Asche.

It might affect the selection of members who will dive through the ‘door’ on the hundredth floor of the Key Tree Maze… but well, I guess that depends on what kind of item gets made.

After exchanging a light smile, I shifted my gaze again.

"By the way, what are you going to do?"

"Hnngh, 'bout wha—…"

I tossed the words her way, and she responded with a limp voice while still draped over Sora, who she was hugging. I couldn't help but chuckle.

"So, the ‘wielder’ has been decided, but are you going to serve as the ‘weaver’ as well?"

"Eeeeeeeeeeehhhhhhhhhhhhhh…???"

The even more listless response she gave made me laugh out loud. She's confident in her own abilities, but at the same time, she doesn't like being praised or standing out. It seems contradictory, but it's a perfect fit—it's just so *Nia*.

I don’t dislike this messy, down-to-earth side of her.

"If that's the base material, it's definitely going to become an accessory… In that case, I, at least, don't know of any jewel crafter esteemed enough for the renowned [Milmarinus] to entrust the task to."

"Among the current rankers in the Western Faction, the only one who specializes in creating jewelry-related accessories is [Raindrop Koropokkuru]-san… right? No, but…"

"Mm. The accessories Shizuku makes are a bit special. When it comes to creating something to be used as proper ‘equipment,’ in the current Arcadia, Nia and one other person are at the top."

"That other person is…"

"On indefinite hiatus. I hear they'll return someday, though."

And I'm not the only one used to Nia's Nia-ness.

Neither Sora-san, who's being used as a body pillow at her whim, nor Asche, who's still standing with a hand on my shoulder gazing at the scenery, seem particularly worried about the listless Nia.

All of this is because,

"What's with all of you, praising me so much… it’s creepy…………"

—even like this, she's a big deal, worthy of the trust she's gathered.

And so.

"Well, let's set aside the sudden event that hit Nia for a moment."

"Don't set it aside…!"

"We're setting it aside."

I'll deal with you later, I conveyed with a look, and brought my focus back to the ‘main topic.’

"Our wishful Plan A… or rather, our impromptu preliminary backup plan ended in a super-lucky (but unfortunate) result, but that just means it's on to the next thing. Let's get to it."

"Mm. We're almost there."

We added the [Shogen-no-Mori] to our schedule after getting information from Sayaka-san, but I wouldn't drag the busy Asche along for a plan based solely on unconfirmed information.

I had high hopes, since it was coincidentally the ‘light’ we were looking for… but if it turned out to be a bust, we had a solid, main-event-like option waiting, so no problem.

Alright, we'll continue on this route. As Asche says, our next destination is already close.

We're heading straight through the windy sky.

"By the way, Asche, you've cleared this before, right? What was it like?"

"…………………………Sparkly?"

"What's that? Are you imitating Nia-chan from somewhere?"

"Could you not say 'from somewhere'…?"

"…………Um, Nia-san. How long am I going to be your body pillow…?"

Our ladder journey from ‘light’ to ‘light.’

To one of the domains where [Apollo, Great Spirit of Light] resides—the [Kiterugen-no-Kyukei, Sphere of Brilliant Illusion].



    Chapter 964

    Passing Like a Flash of Light

    The ‘attributes’ that are the source of ‘magic’ in Arcadia—qualities belonging to nature, such as fire and water—manifested in a tangible form.

That is a Great Spirit. Residing in hidden domains scattered across the endlessly vast Garden of Divine Creation, they are incarnations of power that await players with corresponding abilities, bestowing upon them trials and blessings.

These great beings are unique among the myriad of boss enemies.

It’s not like with some idiot who, despite having no connection whatsoever—or rather, lacking any related aptitude—manages to conquer them through sheer, wholehearted brute force. That's outside the realm of what's expected.

Fire for fire, water for water; clearing the gimmicks using the corresponding elemental magic is generally an indispensable requirement. It's the underlying theme demanded for both traversing the path and subjugating the Great Spirit itself.

I feel a bit bad about what I did to [Epel, Great Ice Spirit Guardian] in the past… but the [Great Water Spirit Rapharn] I conquered after that, I can say I followed the proper procedure to some extent.

By using my own magic to fill the path with ‘water,’ I activated the way forward.

By filling the ‘great water’ with my own magic, I opened the path to victory.

Something like that. In any case, in the special boss event that is a ‘Great Spirit,’ it's always necessary to use the appropriate power in the appropriate way.

Now then, for example.

Its domain is named [Kiterugen-no-Kyukei, Sphere of Brilliant Illusion]… like light that is irregularly reflected and refracted. An ordered chaos, one might say. The master that resides in the depths of a mysterious space where front, back, left, right, up, and down do not exist.

[Apollo, Great Spirit of Light]—because it governs ‘light,’ it controls, absorbs, and conceals all light in the surrounding area, creating a complete darkness contrary to its name, thereby hiding itself along with the scenery from any players who come for an audience… Against such an opponent,

—how would our angel, who also wields ‘light,’ face it?

"—A flicker,’ ‘Manifest quickly, O flicker’————… I'm ready!"

"Alright, here comes the count! 3, 2, 1————!"

Complete and utter darkness. Not a metaphor; it was a true darkness where not a single thing could be seen, not even oneself.

Listening to my partner’s voice, which I couldn't see, I kicked away the approaching, invisible threats that flickered into existence for a brief moment, shouting instructions to time our actions.

The only way to know each other's presence was through our voices and the auras we projected. After nearly twenty minutes of fighting under these abnormal conditions, we were finally used to it—

"Here I go!"

For the umpteenth time, my partner’s ‘answer to the darkness that filled the space’ flashed.

…No, it wasn't on the level of just a flash of light.

"Release!!"

In sync with my countdown and Sora's keyword, the three of us standing on this abnormal, zero-visibility battlefield squeezed our eyes shut. In that instant, a laser-like blast of light so intense it felt like it could pierce our eyelids and the arms we held over them erupted, striking our skin with a tangible pressure.

What was unleashed was [Fast Light]—a beginner-level light-attribute spell with the extremely simple effect of ‘emitting a harsh light that dazzles those nearby.’

However, the one who cast the spell wasn't Sora herself, but her magic swords.

—The hundred-odd magic swords that had been floating in the darkness.

This was a very rare showcase of a skill from Sora’s weapon proficiency tree, [Maiden of Magic Swords], a skill that, while part of her arsenal, is rarely used: [Load Bullet].

Its effect is exceedingly simple: it allows her to imbue her magic swords with a spell in a ready-to-cast state.

In other words… the ultra-short incantations she had been tirelessly repeating had been loaded, loaded, and loaded again into her swords, and this was the result of a hundred laser-like flashes being unleashed all at once.

The pitch-black darkness, devoid of even a speck of light, was blown away as if cut down by a single flash.

*————————————……*

Capacity overload.

Having devoured an absurd amount of light in an instant that it couldn't possibly process, its power glitched, and it let out a roar as it spewed forth the scenery it had stored, revealing its massive form.

A sphere of light sat where its head should be. Its entire body was covered in feathers, and it had magnificent wings.

Besides sharing features common with other Great Spirits, if one were to describe its form, ‘snake’ would be fitting. Its total length was unknowable, perhaps tens of meters long—a colossal and majestic figure.

Divine, yet somehow raw, and terrifying.

When such a thing emerges from the darkness—

"Asche!!"

"Got it!"

—our response is singular: bare our fangs, raise our weapons, and charge.

""Tch————!!""

One step to cross paths.

The flashes of jade and silver traced over the wounds we had meticulously inflicted through the same process time and time again.

Thus, towards the cracks that ran through its form, we deliver the final blow.

"————[Sturm Riesig]!"

A bombardment of light, followed by a thrown tower of swords.

The giant tower of magic swords roared as it flew, finally shattering the core of the majestic body—

◇You have defeated [Apollo, Great Spirit of Light]◇

"Phew………… Well, I guess that's about it."

And so, amid the showering remnants of the Great Spirit that had scattered into light.

"————…Um, eh…? This is, like, pitiful, isn't it…?"

*Crack.* With a sharp sound, a non-combatant peeked her head out from a rift in space beside me.

In other words, with a comment from Nia-chan, who had been safely and securely transported throughout the entire battle while tucked away in the one-person-capacity, comfort-guaranteed alternate dimension known as [Dias Lunaria],

—this act was, for now, brought to a simple and smooth conclusion.



    Chapter 965

    A Calm Gathering of Four

    "────Look, I truly, truly, truly understand this already, but…"

"Hm?"

"The way you guys are so off the charts is just insane. Watching it up close, it feels like my sense of common sense is just endlessly being shattered. It’s exhausting. My heart is just worn out from all the constant surprises."

"Hmm…"

"What’s with that reaction? I thought you’d finally come to terms with it by now."

"I have, but it’s not like ‘insanely exceptional players’ are all that rare in this game…"

"Princess. Be so kind as to tell him."

"? Hmm… Haru, what is Arcadia’s active user count?"

"Eh? Ah, right. Somewhere around thirty million, I believe."

"Excluding the West, how many Rankers are there in the combat-focused factions?"

"Thirty."

"One in a million is not what the general public would call ‘not rare.’"

"…Yeah, okay. You don’t have to spell it out like you’re talking to a child. I get it, you know?"

"If we expand the scope beyond just us Rankers to the ‘top tier,’ I suppose there are… somewhere between two and three thousand players whose names are known in this world right now."

"That sounds like a whole lot when you put it into words…"

"That’s just a rough estimate, of course. …Still, that’s one in ten thousand out of thirty million. By any normal standard, that falls well within the realm of rarity────"

"Alright, I get it, I get it! I know! I told you I understand!"

"Oh really? *staaare*…"

"It’s true, I tell you! I can’t help it! I know it intellectually, but my standards have been completely eroded because the concentration of crazy talent around me is just that high! My whole sense of ‘normal’ is completely shot!"

"…Hmph. Compared to a long time ago, he’s actually become quite a bit more grounded."

"Well, that’s true. …You were super clueless when we first met, after all."

"Mhm. …………This may sound incredibly arrogant of me, but…"

"Eh? What’s with the rare preface? What’s up?"

"…Back then. Meeting someone who knew absolutely nothing about me, aside from my combat abilities, was—and I’m not exaggerating—the first time that had happened in over three years."

"Ah… right…"

"It feels strange to say this now, but I was a little bewildered at the time. …………Heh heh."

"Eh? What’s with the rare laugh? Seriously, what’s up?"

"It’s nothing, really… I was just thinking that it truly was an arrogant thing for a ‘Princess’ to say."

"Princess, in your case, I think that’s less arrogance and more just a statement of fact and common knowledge."

"…Now that you mention it, is my profile really considered common knowledge?"

"Eh, yes. As far as I know, in this day and age?"

"……………………I, I see."

"Whoa, hold on, what’s with all the rare expressions all of a sudden?! What’s gotten into you, Princess? You’re so cute!"

"…Even I get embarrassed when someone I’m close to, other than my family, says things like that to my face. Stop making a scene────…Haru?"

"Yeah, what’s up?"

"Don’t look at me like that."

"You can’t start flirting right in front of me and then tell me not to look. Besides, it wasn’t a weird look."

"Don’t look at me with that gentle smile, like a parent watching over their child."

"That’s not a weird look, is it…?"

"I’m older than you."

"And the one who’s older than you, Princess, is me, Nia-chan!"

"Wha—? H-Hey────"

──────…

────…

──…

"…………………………"

And so, it went something like that.

I’ll set aside the two of them, who started playfully wrestling after the blue-silver one pounced and the azure one was pushed back…

"────…Alright, then."

We hadn’t moved from the spot where we defeated the Great Spirit. We were inside a spherical chamber filled with a soft light and countless platforms that floated weightlessly, defying any sense of up or down. Gravity pulled from the center of the space outward in all three hundred sixty degrees, creating a truly fantastical environment with no concept of a ceiling.

"Sora-san?"

"────Ngh… yes…………"

Ignoring Iris and Nia, who were enjoying their friendship nearby, I lowered my gaze and called out to her. In response, my partner, who was down for the count with her head on my lap, let out a feeble sound.

…This was the result of her giving it her all, so I really shouldn’t laugh.

However,

"Again, great work. You okay?"

"Being cared for with a half-smirk isn’t exactly reassuring…"

Seeing Sora-san so completely limp and drained was, as Nia might say, a rather rare expression. It was so wholesome that a peaceful feeling welled up inside me, and I couldn’t help but grin. It was simply unavoidable.

"Haha, sorry… Think you can get up?"

"…………Just a little… longer."

I’m sure part of it was her wanting to be pampered.

But it was also an undeniable fact that she was suffering from genuine exhaustion. Understanding both, I simply watched over my partner with a grin as she made no move to sit up.

It seemed she had recovered enough energy to shoot me a half-lidded glare… but well, of course she was tired. She had pulled off something absolutely insane during the Great Spirit battle.

The recommended party composition for [Apollo, Great Spirit of Light] was an unconventional one, with over half its members being mages. It was practically a half-raid encounter that demanded a drawn-out, endurance-based approach, where numerous light mages would combine their spells to create enough light to resist the darkness.

And she had dismantled that entire gimmick all by herself.

Repeatedly, in the span of just over twenty minutes until the battle ended.

One didn’t need to think too deeply to understand just how ridiculously incredible that was.

"I’ve thought this for a while, but your diction is amazing, Sora-san."

"…………I think being trained by a certain someone’s naming sense might have something to do with it."

"[Kieferion (Great Azure-Flamed Jaw that Burns All to Cinders)]! [Gränzigt (Embrace of Hoarfrost that Sleeps in the Freezing Night)]!"

"I still don’t really understand what they mean…"

And so, she had put that amazing diction to full use, weaving the same incantation hundreds of times in rapid succession. She had controlled the concentration-demanding skill of ‘magic’ hundreds of times, even if it was a beginner-level spell. And she had perfectly managed her magic swords in parallel. All things considered, of course she was tired. She had my sincerest gratitude for her hard work.

"…………It’s so hard to catch up, isn’t it?"

She murmured, her amber eyes shifting between me and Iris.

"Talking about stamina? Should I give you the speech about how you’re already in the top percentile compared to the average player?"

"Muu… But that’s out of a few thousand people, right?"

"Whoa… My partner is finally starting to make some extravagant demands…"

"I don’t want to hear that from *my* partner!"

And that’s what this was about, more or less.

Although she continued her physical training every day with the [Sword Saint]’s version of ‘tag,’ she was talking about how her avatar’s operational stamina in the virtual world wasn’t improving.

As I said, she was already at a more-than-sufficient level, and that was no joke… or so I thought, but Sora-san didn’t seem convinced.

"It’s a huge difference in style, so it can’t be helped. I’ve said it over and over and over and over again, but if I were to use [Cradle of Sword-Craft], unlike you, I’d be down for the count in seconds, you know?"

"I understand that, but…"

I’ve said this over and over and over and over again as well, but unfortunately—or perhaps I should say reassuringly—my partner is surprisingly stubborn when it comes to things like this.

────Well,

"You’ll help me train again, right?"

"Of course. Not just ‘again,’ but for all eternity, whenever you want."

"…………"

"That was a sincere statement from a partner, so don’t pinch me. ──Ui-san should be free now that the Key Tree Maze is cleared, so why don’t we invite her for a three-way free-for-all for old times’ sake?"

"No, thank you. I can’t do anything in that, can I?"

"That was before. Let’s show our master how much you’ve grown."

"…Grown. Lately, I feel like Ui-san is the most incredible one out of all of us."

"That’s true. …Man, I wonder if I’m going to get my butt kicked again."

"I’ve started to win more often when anything goes, but in terms of pure skill…"

At our core, we’re two of a kind, hungry for growth as an extension of our enjoyment.

It’s always like this. Praising each other, surprising each other, being exasperated with each other, all while we sprint forward side-by-side──── and just then.

"────Hey, is it okay if we launch our attack soon?"

"────I see no reason why not. Let us approach from the front."

"…Don’t plan your assault right next to me. Sora-san, you should probably get up now."

"………………"

"Sora-san?"

"…………J-just a little longer…"

"Seriously… your growth in *that* department is also remarkab—whoa, hey, you guys wai—stop…?!"

After that little bonus scene, it was about time to start packing up and heading home.

<hr>

This is suuuuuuuuuuuper late to bring up, but,

I've never once written that Arcadia is a Japan-only service. If there's a scene where I've depicted that as established fact, please let me know. That would be an unconscious blunder.

An active user base of thirty million in Japan alone is a fantasy on par with a virtual world. No way that's happening.
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    Time Alone (Not Alone)

    And so, a dozen or so minutes later.

"Well, then… I’ll see you later."

"Yeah, see you later."

An ultra-long-distance journey of well over a thousand kilometers was just a quick hop with Star Speed. After returning from the `End Circle` region—a place not typically within a day trip's distance—we decided to temporarily go our separate ways.

Seriously, thank goodness for Sapphire.

In any case, I parted ways with Iris, then Nia, and upon returning to our clan home, I waved goodbye to Sora-san, leaving me all alone. I watched my partner disappear into the light of the logout process, similar to a teleportation, leaving the virtual world… Yep. All alone────

Or so I thought.

"…Do you have some kind of sensor that detects my free time?"

"I do."

"Hold it, don’t just say ‘I do’ and try to hug me with a face that says you have every right to."

As I turned, I grabbed the scruff of the neck of the fool who had been waiting for the perfect moment to strike. The little blue pipsqueak—Ri-na—had her charge cut short mid-run.

"…Hee hee."

"Stop being invincible. No matter what I do, I lose. It’s so frustrating."

Left dangling in the air like a kitten being carried by its mother, she looked perfectly content, as if this was just as good. There are far too few people around me that I can win against mentally.

Well, putting that aside────

"Um… sorry, but while you’re right that I’m free, it’s not that I don’t have anything to do. I’m heading out again for a bit────"

"There. You do feel bad about it, I see."

"While you’re right that I’m free, it’s not that I don’t have anything to do, so I’m heading out for a bit. See ya, pipsqueak. Go enjoy your free time and stay healthy."

"I’m going too."

"Huh?"

"I’m going too."

"What?"

"I’m going too."

"………………Seriously…"

────I was planning on putting it… aside, but.

"I’m going too."

"I-I get it, okay. Stop repeating yourself in the exact same tone of voice, it’s creepy."

It seems I wasn’t going to be alone after all.

◇◆◇◆◇

The expedition, which ended up being more of a half-day trip than a full day-trip, was over in a flash. Despite the unexpected event encounter, we successfully achieved our goal and were able to return by evening.

Unlike before, we weren’t aiming for the special reward for defeating every type of boss; this time, we were simply after materials, so taking down a single one was more than enough. As for the other half of our objective, Nia said she would “talk it over with Kagura-san,” so I could probably leave that to her.

We could discuss the details again after everyone had finished dinner and regrouped.

As for my other objective, I was satisfied with the results myself, so────

"…………………………Hmm, well, yeah. As expected, I guess…"

It was now evening in the real world. With the day still far from over, a rare moment of alone time had presented itself, and I immediately put it to use.

Perhaps because I was almost always surrounded by my wonderfully boisterous friends, I found myself muttering aloud more often when I was alone. Was I lonely, or was it just a habit…?

"Even I don’t think *this* is normal anymore, you know."

I maneuvered my avatar, now as familiar as a second body, with complete freedom. Within the spire reaching for the heavens, I danced among countless crimson projectiles.

It had been a long… well, only about six months, but after such an intimate relationship, it was all committed to memory.

To be honest, I was confident I could dance with my eyes closed for a few seconds, so at this point, even with a slight handicap, the chances of me being blown to smithereens were…

Well, they were practically zero.

"Hh────────"

That’s why I relaxed my guard and focused.

Remaining natural and loose, I carefully deciphered and familiarized myself with the power that dwelled within me.

To confirm the strange feeling I had during its first real combat use today, I used the floor, the walls, the ceiling, and the very air as my stage, stepping on them all without distinction────

And just like that, for a little while, I continued to play with what the system called my “kin.”

………………………………────And then,

"You demon… brother… ugh…………"

"Who was it that I warned a hundred times, but who kept insisting they’d be ‘fine’???"

I had planned to continue my personal training for at least several dozen minutes, an hour if possible, but I cut it short after just a few minutes. Now, at the top of the tower, my self-proclaimed little sister was berating me unreasonably.

What happened was,

"………………Your thought process, reaction speed, body control… and everything else, how does it all work…? Experiencing it from the same perspective, I now understand. You really areおかしい, big brother."

"Honestly, I told you to keep your eyes closed. This is what you get for not listening."

It was just that.

Ri-na, who had gone down for the count after experiencing the [Acrobat]’s rollercoaster ride by sharing my perspective, was now angry, conveniently forgetting it was her own fault for ignoring my warnings.

My transportation skill────or rather, my absolute protection escort skill, `[Dias Lunaria, Star Moon Guardian Hand]`.

It’s a bit of a strange history to have, I admit, but it’s likely because I’ve run across countless battlefields while carrying my partner since the early days. This unique skill, which has evolved to specialize in transporting people rather than objects, has a power that is, to put it simply, ‘the isolation and accompaniment of one target in a separate dimension.’

It has a capacity of one. It activates upon verbal agreement or mutual consent with an eligible target, with physical contact being the final condition to welcome the one to be protected into my domain.

The whole dimension thing feels a lot like the authority of the `White Throne`. When I bring someone in, they vanish in the blink of an eye, but I love the flashy, fantastical effect when they come out… but I digress.

What elevated this skill to the top tier of my personal arsenal, one of my most broken abilities, is one thing and one thing only:

It guarantees the target’s *complete safety*.

A player invited into the separate dimension of `[Dias Lunaria]` has their physical connection to the outside world completely and utterly severed. In other words, mutual interference becomes impossible, effectively making them invincible.

Since it's mutual, they can't take advantageous actions from their safe zone, but it goes without saying that's not a major issue. Being able to secure instant, absolute safety for even one person opens up a wide range of applications, from escorting non-combatants on the battlefield to many others.

Furthermore, even if I were to fall while carrying a companion, they would remain unharmed within the space. While they would be forced to leave the battlefield, they would avoid ‘death’ by simply accompanying me to my respawn point.

It’s not a metaphor. It’s genuine, bona fide invincibility.

As a bonus, while ‘accompanying’ me, they can share my perspective to grasp the surrounding situation. Of course, those who aren’t used to it or aren't suited for it will experience a hellish rollercoaster ride, but the choice of whether to watch or not is thoughtfully left to the companion.

In short,

"This is not my fault. Definitely not."

"Demon… brother…!"

"Stop that, you’re going to give me a bad reputation!"

At the apex of the tower────the goal point of the `[Spiral Crimson Tower]`, which, as far as I knew, only four people had ever reached. Here, in this brilliant, crimson chamber.

Her lying there, breathless, was one hundred percent her own damn fault.

<hr>

Useless-little-sister Ri-na-chan is adorable.

Q. There were some dangerous moments, so why didn't you put Nia-chan away during the expedition? A. Because it would be absurd to exclude only one person from a friendly picnic.

When it comes down to it, the other two besides Iris are confident in their own abilities. Haru was genuinely panicking because he thought he could handle and protect them no matter what happened.
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    flying step

    Anyway, let’s set aside the state of my useless little sister, who’s in off-mode for various reasons.

"Hmm………… This is gonna take a while to get used to, I bet."

Though it wasn’t a solitary muttering, a stronger sense of exasperation and resignation unconsciously tinged my words this time. What was I referring to…?

"…………It already looks like you’ve mastered it, you know?"

Ri-na pushed herself up into a sitting position, her completely upside-down face doing its best to broadcast cuteness as I continued my practice with the skill in question.

It was `[Innocent King of Play]`────the evolution of `[Trickster of Zenith]`, the very backbone of my [Acrobat] build. It was a rather tricky skill.

My body was currently in mid-air, with nothing beneath my feet. But that was thanks to the power of my existing skill, `[Talaria Record]`, so it wasn't relevant.

The new power was the thing that was allowing me to maintain this perfectly upside-down posture.

In other words…──

"Nah, using it isn’t the problem. When I say it’ll take a while, I’m talking about getting used to the sensation."

"The sensation?"

"Yeah, the sensation."

"………………Isn’t your head always spinning around in mid-air anyway?"

"Shut up. Even I have never experienced the concept of up and down completely disappearing before."

It was an active-passive skill that could be toggled on and off at will.

‘The power to designate footholds’────that was the first new ability granted by `[Innocent King of Play]`, and the tricky little thing whose ins and outs I was still trying to figure out.

Simply put, it’s a skill where whatever I place my feet on becomes “down” for me. As demonstrated by the fact that even ‘the void’ is included in its range when used in conjunction with `[Talaria Record]`’s aerial walking, there are basically no exceptions.

Even an unfixed object… like a small stone I toss into the air, becomes my new ground the moment I fly towards it and land on its surface. It’s so ridiculous it’s practically saying goodbye to the laws of physics.

…And, as I told Ri-na.

"Haha, this is so weird I don’t think I’ll ever get used to it. This is hilarious."

"…If you ask me, *your* movements are what’s getting more and more bizarre."

"What a thing to say."

The problem I was facing was the massive sense of disorientation that came with using it. In short, my brain was getting scrambled by the constantly shifting direction of gravity.

────That said, I’ve already found some huge strengths and ways to abuse it, so I have no intention of letting it gather dust. Compared to the other problem-child skills I’ve had to wrangle in the past, this one’s performance is as straightforward as it gets. I’ll just take my time getting friendly with it.

The self-destructing enhancement effect from the original `[Trickster of Zenith]` has also been updated in various ways, so I can finally lift my policy-driven seal on it and start relying on it more freely from now on…

"────More importantly."

"No, it’s not ‘more importantly.’ The main event right now is this training."

Ri-na tossed the topic aside, seeming to have quickly lost interest. The pipsqueak, now fully recovered from her grogginess, stood up.

"I haven’t heard your thoughts yet. Fulfill your duty as a proper ‘brother’."

"Seriously… what is this obligatory duty? First I’m hearing of it."

She puffed out her flat chest, showing off the crimson, glittering accessory.

Her outfit consisted of a school uniform-like shirt and skirt paired with a wizard-style robe. It was a look I’d grown quite accustomed to lately, but a new accent had just been added.

The `[Crimson Rabbit Brooch]`—the very reward for conquering this place, the `[Spiral Crimson Tower]`—now served as the clasp for her robe.

…Just like the times before, when I brought Sora and Nia here,

"Yeah, yeah, it’s cute, it’s cute. Looks good on you."

"I don’t hate that super-casual response. I like it."

"I told you to stop being invincible."

I can’t help but wonder if this is appropriate for a once-unconquerable dungeon. But hey, I’ll gladly take what I can get… and, well, you know.

It wasn’t planned, but the timing was just right.

"I didn’t intend for this at all, but should we just call that your birthday present?"

"…, …………? ………………Huh?"

Because────

"It’s the twenty-second of this month, right?"

"…Yes, but."

────Well, that’s why.

"…Is it okay?"

"It’s not a matter of okay or not, I’m just saying it as it comes to mind… Like I said, I really didn’t plan this. And I’m not just saying that to hide my embarrassment, I’m serious."

We may have ended up in a strange relationship, but I thought it would be awkward to start making a big deal out of anniversaries and whatnot so soon. So, I was actually planning on just ignoring it.

Well, not ignore it completely, but I didn’t intend to bring it up myself.

So, again, this wasn’t some joke to cover up my shyness.

"It’s just a bonus, an afterthought. From a ‘brother’ to his ‘sister,’ something like that is good enough, right?"

This was absolutely, positively the case────and yet,

"…What’s with that look? I’ve never seen that expression on you before. I’m taking a screenshot."

"Hee hee… Make it something only you have, okay?"

"You know, sometimes the way you say things… it feels so calculated, it’s kind of annoying."

As if she didn’t know or care about my true feelings, my self-proclaimed little sister was, judging by the facts, utterly delighted.

Her default deadpan expression vanished, replaced by a smile befitting her age… well, in just over ten days she’d be the same age as me, but I mean befitting her appearance here in the virtual world.

"Hee hee, hee…"

"Hey, stop pulling on me. Gravity is upside-down, remember?"

I dodged Ri-na as she playfully latched onto me.

As I did, I turned off the various things I had running in the background────

"Alright, let’s go. …Since we’re at it, want to take a stroll through the sky on our way back?"

As a sign of my own, ever-so-slight, not-unwilling feelings, I gave her head a gentle pat.

…As for that,

"Big brother."

"What is it?"

"That was such a textbook example of a tsundere, I think I might catch a cold."

"Go right ahead, you idiot."

I’ll make a note to myself that perhaps that was a bit too much service.

<hr>

Mi-na and Ri-na's birthday is 11/22.

That aside, these siblings(???) are cute. I like them.



    Chapter 968

    Absolute Order

    ────And so, after that little episode, night fell.

"Sora-chan, Sora-chan. Can you try gripping this for a sec?"

"Huh? Yes, um… okay?"

We regrouped after everyone had finished dinner.

The usual members—me, Sora, and Iris—had made our way to Nia’s atelier. As soon as the four of us were assembled, the workshop’s owner pulled something out and offered it to Sora.

"Squeeze it. Just give it a good squeeze, that’s all you need to do."

"O-Okay…"

It looked like a simple piece of plain white cloth. Not something as proper as a handkerchief, but truly just a scrap that looked like it had been hastily cut out.

At a glance, it was just ordinary ‘cloth’────but on closer inspection, it had a strange, hard-to-describe luster. Sora took the mysterious fabric and, as instructed, gave it a firm squeeze…

"Hyeh…!"

""Whoa.""

The sound she made was just short of a shriek. Iris and I, watching from the side, let out dumbfounded exclamations, not really understanding what was happening.

And then,

"Hmm, looks okay? Rises up fast, and the shape is stable…"

Nia muttered to herself as she tapped the band of light that had materialized around Sora’s right hand, the one gripping the cloth, making a hard, clinking sound.

She observed it up close for a few seconds.

"…………Is this…"

"Yeah, probably…"

From the light—that is, from its familiar radiance—Iris and I had figured out the general nature of the ‘cloth,’ and our exclamations of confusion turned into sounds of admiration.

Honestly────one amazing thing after another, she was really something.

""Atiomart.""

"Nyeheheh, you figured it ouuut?"

"………………"

As Iris and I correctly identified the item, Nia flashed us a smug, triumphant look, which in turn earned her a deadpan stare from Sora-san at point-blank range.

Furthermore, that deadpan gaze slid over and struck my face as well.

"…Um."

"Yes?"

"How long are you going to keep up this surprise charade?"

"My thoughts exactly."

At that point, I figured it was time to reveal the plan that was already painfully obvious.

"Sora-san’s gear upgrade. Your old equipment just can’t keep up with your specs anymore, so we decided to get you some new stuff, at least unique-grade."

"…I understand that, but why did you have to keep it a secret?"

"Well, it’s a rehash, I guess?"

"A rehash? It is not! Please stop making surprise-pranks a regular event!"

And yet, the original ‘prank’ was from about six months ago. In fact, it was impressive that she had managed this long without any major issues… but I suppose that was natural.

Her gear was a no-holds-barred collaboration between `The Flame Artisan` and `Milmarinus` to begin with, so it was already high-end spec from the start.

────But even so.

"Her `[Dress of El-Clelia]` is fine with just a few tweaks, but her hand and feet gear, you know. Even Kagura-san has been saying for a while, ‘I wonder when she’s planning on upgrading’ and stuff."

"I-Is that so…"

Nia was mostly right.

Her `[Dress of El-Clelia]`, which had special abilities nearly identical to my `[Sakura Hanaori]`, was fine to keep as her main outfit. But the `[Meteor Serpent]` series for her hands and feet was seriously outclassed.

Kagura-san’s craftsmanship was perfect, but the grade of the materials was now insufficient.

…So, that was the gist of the situation, but I was still genuinely surprised. Or maybe I shouldn’t have been?

"First ‘Sakura,’ then ‘Rain’… what’s next?"

"Hmm? Oh, that."

When I thought about it, there was no way that person, `The Flame Artisan`, would hold back on a technique he had gone to the trouble of mastering. If he was going to make something ‘interesting,’ it was only natural that he would incorporate it into everything he could.

Which meant that the true identity of this ‘cloth,’ the key to Sora-san’s new equipment, was…

"────`Tears of the Sun`, he said."

"T-Tears of the…"

"…Sun?"

"Here we go with another one of these incomprehensible items…"

It was a drifter of time, holding secrets from the virtual world’s distant past.

The foundational stage of a magic-manifestation weapon, containing a `Lost Echoes` artifact.

◇◆◇◆◇

And so, a dozen or so minutes later.

"────Alrighty, that about covers it, I think. You okay with all this, Sora-chan?"

"Yes, um… I’ll leave it to you. Thank you for doing this."

"I have been entrusted! I’ll coordinate with Kagura-san right away and get started, so just wait. It should be done in three or four days, so… well, look forward to it!"

"Y-Yes!"

We spent some time discussing the details of her new equipment. Iris and I chimed in from the side here and there, and all in all, it was a productive conversation.

It seems it’s going to be a joint project between Kagura-san and Nia, which I’m honestly looking forward to. I have no doubt that some ridiculously amazing piece of gear will be the final product────

And with that.

"Look forward to it… and with that, I guess that’s… everything… for today… right…?"

"…Mhm. I suppose… so."

Nia started, and Iris nodded. It was a rare sight, for both of them.

Nia is usually the type to blurt things out, either sharply or casually, and then get flustered or confused. For her words to trail off, her speech the complete opposite of crisp, was not unheard of, but it was rare.

And then there’s Iris. It’s rare for her to yield the floor to someone else and simply nod in agreement. Unless there’s an expert present who surpasses her, like with the magic crafting just now, she has a habit of taking the lead… so it’s usually her who says things like this.

And finally, one more person.

"Uh, um…"

My partner, fidgeting beside me. They were all different, yet reading their feelings was all too easy────because, after all, I felt the same.

Today,

"Was fun, wasn’t it?"

I said.

"…It was. Heh heh."

"Mhm…"

Two verbal replies came back.

"…………"

And one, by hand.

Whether consciously or not, Sora-san grabbed the hem of my clothes, her expression much the same as Nia’s and Iris’s────………………Perhaps, surely, I think.

There’s a not-insignificant chance that my own wishes are mixed in with this thought, but.

"…………Haha."

This right now, it was only because I happened to be the one closest to her.

If Nia or Iris had been next to her, I think Sora would have reached out just the same.

"………………*Suuuu*────…*haaah*."

I let a smile slip, then took a deep breath. My obvious posturing, as if to say ‘I have something to say,’ naturally drew their gazes.

Amber, azure, and garnet. Each color held its own thoughts.

As I took in the dazzling eyes of all three of them… preparing my resolve was something I'd done long ago. What I sought today wasn't that, but confirmation, so there was no room to hesitate.

────So, take the step.

"…There’s something I need to talk to you three about."

I think my nervousness was probably showing.

Perhaps because of that, the moment I spoke, the shoulders of two of them trembled.

Sora and Nia.

"………………………………Ah, uh, wh…at…"

Honestly, I get it. If I were in their shoes, I’d be freaking out too. That’s why I returned a smile to Nia’s voice, which sounded almost like a faint cry.

"I have a pretty good idea what you’re thinking, but that’s not it. Calm down."

"Ah, it’s not, huh…………"

Right, it’s not. Not right now, anyway.

However,

"Calm down, and… ah, but, I am planning on saying something that will probably surprise you, so I’d like you all to brace yourselves a bit. Okay?"

At least, for me, this wasn’t exactly a ‘casual conversation.’

When I laid out my words like a safety measure… the “three esteemed ladies” who had naturally lined up before me in a three-on-one formation looked at each other, and then…

"""…………"""

They quietly adopted a listening posture.

…It’s strange for me to say after telling them to brace themselves, and I know it’s mostly just my own perception, but the pressure was so intense that if I let my guard down, a weird smile might take over my face.

So, the best solution was probably to just get it over with and confess without dragging it out.

Alright, let’s do this. Three, two, o-one────…!!

"So, um… hey, ……………………………………………………"

*Get a grip, you idiot! Are you scared?! Speak clearly!* 

"Sometime, before the end of the year, it doesn’t matter when."

"""…………"""

"If possible. That is, if it’s at all possible, you know? Your schedules, or, well, what should I call it. If… your… ‘free time’ happens to align, then if it aligns, this is a proposal of a possibility, is what this is about."

"""………………?"""

"………………………………────"

*Of course I'm scared. From a normal perspective, this is insane────but then again, the whole situation has been insane for the last six months, so of course it is!!!*

If that’s the case, then a man’s gotta have courage (*whatever happens, happens*)!!!

"────…………I’m, uh, going home, to my parents’ place."

"Huh?"

"…Mhm?"

"You what?"

"…………I’m planning on going home to my parents’ place once before the end of the year, you see."

"…To your parents’ place."

"Going home."

"A plan…"

"And so, you see. A while… ago? My mom… that is, my esteemed mother, mentioned that she’d like to say hello to you young ladies, and told me to bring you with me once, or something like that… and…"

"Your mom…"

"Your mother."

"‘Esteemed mother,’ he says."

"And, um… it’s because the situation is so unique, she wants to apologize as a parent for the chaos her worthless, idiotic son has created, that’s her stance… I think…"

"""…………"""

"My mom, when she gets an idea like this in her head, she absolutely won’t bend, you see… If I don’t somehow accomplish this mission, I’ll probably go home and never return────no, well, that doesn’t matter, that’s not what I meant…!"

"""………………"""

Deep breath.

There are facts I can share now, and intentions I cannot.

So, all I could manage to put into words was one last syllable.

"……………………………………………………Will you… come… with me?"

The answer, as it turned out.

"────I’ll go."

"────I’m going."

"────Wait, we’re going, right…?"

"……………………Yes. Then, um, let’s coordinate our schedules…"

I’m sure a large part of it was them just getting swept up in the moment.

I’m sure of it… but well, it was the answer I had expected.

<hr>

And so, the countdown to the main event of the seventh arc begins.



    Chapter 969

    Similarly Shaken

    “—Alright, well, I guess that’s it for today…”

“Mm. Good work.”

“Thank you for your time. Good night.”

With their farewells exchanged, two types of keys—three in total—were brought out.

One was the Portal Pass held by the rankers, granting direct access to the top of their faction’s war-time base. The other was the Home Key to their organization’s headquarters, given to every player who joins a clan.

“Okay, see ya later!”

And with that, I watched the three of them—one heading to the throne room of the Southern Faction, the other two to the clan home of the Eastern Faction—disappear in the light of teleportation… —

“………………”

Alone now, the blue-haired girl left behind in her atelier slowly lowered the hand she’d been waving.

She held it there. One second, two, three… and after more than ten seconds had passed.

“…………—Nnnnghhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh…???”

The emotions she had been bottling up, feigning composure until that very moment, finally burst forth. Ni-na clutched her head, let out a bizarre cry, and collapsed into a squat on the spot.

—*Wanna come to my parents’ place?*

“N-N-No, no, no, no…!”

That wasn’t it. My memory was embellishing his words like crazy. He hadn’t said it with the casual, flippant air of a guy who could smoothly invite a girl home. Not at all.

To be blunt, he had been an absolute mess of nervous fumbling, which was just plain cute. Whether he realized it or not, that side of him—the one he sometimes even showed the *Princess*—was just unfair—

“That’s not the point…!”

More importantly.

There was something much more important.

“His mother…?! Wh-Wha— It’s so sudden…!!!”

—*Uh, you’re coming, right…?*

If I had to confess to someone, anyone, I’d say I was completely swept up in the moment. Then I was dragged along by Sora, who answered immediately as if she’d made up her mind, and Iris, who nodded as if it were the most natural thing in the world, barely batting an eye.

I’d gone along with it too, putting on a face like it was perfectly normal, but if I were to be completely honest, I hadn't been able to follow the conversation by even a single millimeter.

I barely even remembered the brief discussion about scheduling that came after. I was in a state of utter chaos.

—*His mother… Wait, his mother? He calls her ‘Mom,’ ‘Mother,’ and ‘Ma,’ his naming sense is all over the place, but that’s not important right now, I’m going to meet his parents?! Why?! An apology? What for? If anyone should be apologizing, it’s me! I’m so, so sorry for constantly troubling your son to the point where he barely has time to breathe!! Wait, what kind of person is his mother? He said something like, “Once she makes up her mind, she doesn’t back down,” so is she the strong-willed type? Didn’t he also say something about “being made into one of the departed”? Huh? Will I even make it back in one piece? Huh—*

“I’m scared…!!!”

Utter chaos, indeed.

No, I didn’t know anything yet. Nothing had even started. The as-yet-unseen mother of the man I loved… and his father, who I would presumably be meeting as well.

It was incredibly rude to let my imagination run wild and cower before these phantoms I’d created. I couldn’t face this battle with such a weak mentality. It didn’t matter that this was sudden, that I hadn’t wished or hoped for it. There was no escape.

I had to calm down… —And having reached that conclusion.

“H E L P M E , H I Y O - C H A N . . . ! ! !”

The name the blue-haired girl called out was, naturally, the only one that came to mind.

◇◆◇◆◇

“—…”

It had become a habit over the last four years or so. Leaving her avatar on the throne that had become her designated spot, she awoke from the virtual dream. For a few dozen seconds, she remained still.

Her mind, which was unusually slow to process… or more accurately, was spinning uselessly in circles, preventing any real thought from taking place, remained resting on the mechanical bed.

“………………Haru’s… mother.”

Blinking her garnet eyes, the princess of the virtual world remained in a dreamlike state even after waking.

*I’ll go*—in truth, it was a word that had simply tumbled from her lips, pulled along by Sora who had taken the lead. Even the great Alicia White was no omniscient prophet; when faced with the unexpected, she, too, could be shaken.

It was so sudden. It truly took her by surprise.

…However.

“………………Yeah.”

She recalled his hesitant, stumbling, almost endearing state… yet, pushing through his nervousness, he had woven his words with determination and resolve.

It wasn’t sudden. It wasn’t out of the blue.

For him, it must have been something he had been thinking about, all by himself, for a very long time.

And that meant.

“Mm…”

It was for none other than them.

And so—fueled by the warmth in her cheeks and the light in her heart, the invincible princess rose from her bed. There was… without a doubt, only one thing to do.

“…Sometime before the end of the year, huh.”

As always, it was time for a staring contest with her jet-black schedule.



    Chapter 970

    And So the Days Pass Merrily

    —……

—……

—…

“—So yeah, that’s more or less the situation.”

*“Got it. I’ll prepare for that.”*

“Prepare what, exactly?”

*“Planning a welcoming party that won’t be at least a little rude to your ‘young ladies’… and, well, a plan to mentally fortify your father so he doesn’t pass out on the day of?”*

“…Please do your best with the latter. As for the former, you don’t have to worry so much.”

*“Like hell I don’t. Do you have any idea who you’re bringing home? We’re talking about a lineup of faces that would make most celebrities pale in comparison. You get that, don’t you?”*

“Yes, well, I’m fully aware. In fact, it might sound conceited, but I’d say my statement comes from being more than fully aware of each of their personalities.”

*“…I’ve rarely heard a son gush so infuriatingly.”*

“Eh… well, about that…”

*“Honestly, well………… I’m only acting calm because, in the end, my own sense of reality is thin… or rather, almost nonexistent. Good grief…”*

“………………”

*“He was always a popular kid, but this current situation is just, well, I never would have imagined…”*

“…Huh? Wait. I’m terribly sorry for this unbelievable situation, but I have no idea what you mean by ‘always popular.’ When and what are you talking about?”

*“You goddamn idiot son of mine.”*

“Aren’t you a little harsh with your own child???”

*“Whatever, it doesn’t matter now.”*

“Hold on, Mom, it absolutely matters. I just got verbally assaulted for no reason—”

*“Anyway, a high possibility for sometime in the next two weeks, right?”*

“………………Yes. Well, yes, that’s right.”

*“Okay. We’ll make sure to keep our schedules open.”*

“Mkay, thanks… You sure it’s okay?”

*“A family emergency takes priority, obviously. We can manage for two or three days.”*

“…I see. Well then, I’ll leave it to you.”

*“But, well, the detailed schedule. The sooner the better, okay?”*

“Roger that. Okay then—”

*“Nozomi.”*

“Y-Yes?”

*“…………Never mind. We’ll talk when you get back.”*

“What is it—”

*“Bye now.”*

“Wait—……………… She just hung up. My mother is intense…”

—……

—……

—…

◇◆◇◆◇

—And so, to get back on track, this was the next day.

Now that I’d steeled myself and made the call, all I could do was let nature take its course… Not that I intended to be so irresponsible, but in the end, what will be, will be.

I’d made my peace with it a long time ago.

And so, I got the three girls’ immediate schedules via group message and had a quick preliminary chat, then shared the rough timeframe we’d settled on with my dear mother. I did what needed to be done calmly, methodically, and steadily.

Once set in motion, things wouldn’t stop. Time would surely fly by, and two weeks would feel like a literal instant….

Well, I didn’t quite think it would be *that* fast.

I didn’t, but… —Okay, let’s take this one step at a time.

First, what happened the very next day.

“—Welcome, my junior, Haru. Alright, you’re up.”

“…Hang on a second, senpai. An explanation. I believe I have the right to know why I was suddenly and forcibly summoned here without a word.”

“Hey, Haru. It’s been a while… or not? Oh, well. Let’s play.”

“Uni, you don’t get to just say ‘let’s,’ either. And you, cat, don’t move. Don’t even think about leaving. I’ve pretty much figured out what’s going on, and I don’t really mind, but at least fulfill your duty and give me a proper handover.”

“Who are you calling a cat? Haven’t you been getting a little too big for your britches lately?”

“Right back at you.”

“Ahaha, Haru and Natsume are so close! It’s great!”

“Well, that’s…”

“It’s not ‘well, that’s…’! And Uni, stop with the ‘HaruNatsu’! I told you to knock it off, I’m gonna clock you!!!”

“Okay, let’s go! One-on-one-on-one!”

“Hold on, I’ve already been at this for two hours! You said you just needed me for ‘a little while’! You said my junior would take over so I could rest—”

“Alright, bring it on! Let’s do this, c’mon!!!”

“And you! Don’t just jump in on the spot!! If you’re gonna fight, do it between the two of you! Hey, wa— Nngh-ahhhhhhh! You stupid boys!!!”

…And so went a scene in the training room of the Southern Faction’s war base.

Then, on the day after that.

“—Ugh, what the—? Get off me, you little squirt! Stop swarming me! Are you a bug or something?!”

“A bug?! Of all the things to say, you call the cute, adorable Mi-na a bug!!! Hmph, this guy’s getting way too cocky! Go get him, you two!!!!!”

““………………””

“Go get him!!! Hey!!!!!”

“…Hm?”

“What, it seems she was talking to us.”

“…………Should we?”

“If you ask me, I think the one on top is the one who needs to be taught a lesson.”

“I agree.”

“If you think so, then maybe you could help me out?!”

“…Hey, is this okay?”

“Hmm? What do you mean, ‘is this okay’?”

“Ah, no, they’re not even looking! Dammit, you useless bystanders…!!!”

“They’re extremely close. Practically glued together.”

“Ah… well, it’s fine. As long as it’s just some harmless roughhousing, I don’t mind.”

“Are you the type who doesn’t get jealous?”

“I wouldn’t say that… but well, it depends on the person, I guess.”

“Is he someone you can let it slide with?”

“It’s not so much that I can let it slide, but more that it’d be foolish to even bother… Let me ask you this, instead. Does that not make *you* jealous? Seeing that.”

“Not at all.”

“What, so we’re the same, then—”

“But I *am* jealous.”

“—we’re not… huh? Wait. Uh, you *are* jealous?”

“Right now, I’m about half-furious.”

“Eh? Ah… eh?”

“I’m just wondering who gave them permission to be all over *my brother*.”

“………………I-I see.”

“Yes.”

“………………”

“………………………Should we get them?”

“Let’s wait until you’ve calmed down a bit. …I’ve never seen you make a face like that before.”

“Hm… What kind of face?”

“…………The kind of face that makes me think I’d rather not be your enemy.”

“Is that so.”

“—H E Y Y Y! ! ! Y O U T W O O O ! ! !”

“I won’t let you get away!! You’re gonna pay for the crime of so casually ruining our matching outfits!!!”

…And so went a scene at the Round Table of the Eastern Faction’s war base.

—And then, on the day after that.

Which is to say, three days after the invitation to my parents’ place.

“And we’re here! That’s right! So anyway! My agitation and everything else kinda turned into motivation and I started crafting with super high energy and… I made a masterpiece!!!”

“W-Wow…”

“………………Ooh…”

Our next stage is the personal Atelier of the [Milmarinus]. The stars of this scene are Ni-na, presenting her creation, and Sora, whose future as a dress-up doll awaits her.

Thus, the reason I—who was, of course, obligated to attend—am half-collapsed on the side is… yup, well, for that very reason.

“Anyway, that aside… what’s with the tired look on his face?”

“Ah, haha… Well… he was very popular, as usual? Or something like that, it seems…”

It wasn’t just one scene a day; it was a constant storm of daily life events.

So many… so many things kept happening…………—And at this rate.

It seemed that reaching the two-week mark, in both real time and perceived time, was still a little ways off.



    Chapter 971

    Limitless Potential

    The [Dress of El-Clelia]—an outfit crafted by the [Milmarinus], who stands at the apex of all players as a jewel crafter, and can also be called a top-tier tailor without exaggeration. It is a special garment made by weaving jewels as if they were fibers.

It’s not a technique that no one else can replicate, apparently, but it is an exceedingly difficult and rare method that cannot be accomplished without mastering both jewelry and costume crafting to an extremely high level.

It is an undisputed unique-grade item, created through what is effectively a secret art that made even the famous ranker from the costume-focused Western Faction, Saishoku Kenbi, exclaim, “Oh, no way, no way, absolutely impossible. In fact, I hate it. It’s way too delicate, I’d NEVER wanna do that.”

While there may be minor differences in base specs compared to the [Sakura Hanaori] my transformed body wears, the power it holds is the same. It also possesses the versatility to be imbued with various special abilities by swapping out the core accessory, making it an item you can essentially call ‘good enough’ in any situation.

—So, with the dress itself only needing minor adjustments, the main event this time was updating the hand and foot gear that was previously created to match it.

“Mmm-hmm…—Okay, the compatibility is perfect!”

And so, it was equipped. Prompted by the hyper-energetic Ni-na, Sora gave a single, respectfully cute bow to the [Meteor Serpent] series that had served her so well….

“Woah… I-It’s strange. I don’t feel like I’m wearing anything at all, it’s a bit unsettling.”

Sora stood in the atelier, clad in her new equipment.

The El-Clelia itself was a masterpiece, a sleeveless shirt flowing into a flared skirt, adorned with a magnificent gradient from pure white to sky blue. With decorations reminiscent of wings and the line of her legs peeking from beneath the faintly translucent hem, it was a splendid garment that always accentuated Sora’s beauty… and at its extremities.

Where the [Meteor Serpent] armor used to be, her hands and feet were now clad in a fabric of deep blue dotted with white specks, like stars scattered across the night sky. And from it emanated a wondrous ‘white’ brilliance that was bright yet did not burn the eyes.

[αtiomart -Ele=Memento-]—a magic power manifestation weapon, born from the joint production of the renowned [Milmarinus] and Yukajin.

“Does it feel uncomfortable?”

“Ah, no! Not at all.”

Just as she said she couldn’t feel it, it was likely incredibly light and had been specially processed, much like my own gauntlets and greaves. Protecting Sora’s limbs as she fidgeted with the unfamiliar sensation was gear shaped identically to her well-worn previous set.

Fingerless opera gloves that hooked over the middle finger, and lace-up long boots. The base color was white, with black and multiple other accent colors like red, blue, and green, but the exquisite color sense that made them all harmonize perfectly without clashing was nothing short of brilliant.

While Kagura-san is also incredibly reliable in that department, Ni-na’s production sense was likely the major influence here. I could discern her distinct ‘style’ in a good way.

She probably used the red of the [Crimson Rabbit Choker] at Sora’s neck and the belt on her chest as a base to harmonize the colors. I wouldn’t be so presumptuous as to try and emulate her innate talent, but as a magic-crafter-in-training, it was something to learn from—

“Oh, the boy is mesmerized.”

“Huh?!”

“Yes, I was mesmerized. What of it?”

“Hweh…?!”

And with that, Ni-na’s teasing brought me back to reality. As I absentmindedly observed my partner’s new outfit and stated the simple fact, a stray bullet—or rather, an intentional ricochet—struck the angel nearby.

Forgive me, Sora-san. I might have said it casually, but it’s the truth.

“The zero-wear sensation… I was bewildered by it at first too, but you’ll get used to it surprisingly fast. And once you do, it’s just supremely comfortable, so I don’t think you need to worry.”

“I-Is that so…”

“Oh, so you can handle that level of teasing. Sora-chan, you’re strong.”

So, the matter of comfort will be resolved in due time, or rather, immediately. In the virtual world, Sora’s adaptability is easily greater than mine.

And as for her appearance, there are no complaints.

The design was a gift from Ni-na, so of course it was perfect. On top of that… the set equipment, woven primarily from items plundered from the Great Spirit of Light, Apollo, and infused with rare materials from various Demons, radiated an information density you could perceive just by looking at it.

A flawless, high-end full set was now complete.

—And with that.

“Alright, let’s see the basic abilities! Let’s go!”

“Y-Yes! Um…”

It also held a hidden ‘power,’ just as one would expect.

“—[Light Enchant]!”

Then, the moment Sora channeled magic into her limbs.

“Whoa…”

“And that’s a success! Ahh, I was a little nervous. Thank goodness it worked…”

Shining ‘gauntlets’ and ‘greaves’ of light materialized on the girl’s hands and feet.

“How is it, Sora-chan? Try moving. Does it feel strange?”

“Not at all. I really don’t feel like I’m wearing these, either…”

The armor of light followed Sora’s movements in perfect sync as she lightly moved her limbs. Its lines were extremely delicate and smart, blending in surprisingly well with her dress.

…The fact that it looked familiar was, of course, to be expected.

After all, it was based on and aimed to replicate the ‘Hypothesis’ stage of my own armament.

“Alright, next! Show me the switch!”

“Y-Yes…!”

Sora seemed to be constantly pushed around by the hyperactive creator (one half of the duo), and if I wasn’t mistaken, she was even starting to pull back a little… but, well, I understood how she felt.

Because, if the specs I’d heard beforehand were to be believed—

This thing… this [αtiomart -Ele=Memento-], was undeniably a ‘masterpiece.’

“—[Vermeil Kreis, Flame Sword Ring].”

She summoned the Flame Sword.

“—Attribute Loading…!”

Mastery, loading.

Once again referencing the pre-stage of my armament, the [Hypothesis: Wedge-Armor that Sings of the King’s Path], the power hidden within this ‘man-made art approaching divine creation’ was—dominion over attributes, not just swords.

“[Erde Kreis, Ice Sword Ring]… Attribute Loading!”

From light to fire, and from fire to ice.

“………………Hah, okay, okay. Perfect. As expected of me and Kagura-san…!”

Watching their joint creation switch the power it was clad in—glowing, burning, and freezing in turn… I had a feeling, but her high tension must have been a front for her nervousness.

Ignoring Ni-na, who had finally calmed down and plopped into a chair.

“Sora-san.”

“Y-Yes, what is it…?”

“You know, you’re looking more and more like… that.”

“Huh? Ah, ‘that’ would be…”

Leaving aside the details of its abilities, which were no doubt demonic in performance, I had but one thing to say to my partner, who was currently moved by the fantastical sight before her.

“You’re starting to look like a Demon Lord.”

“………………I’m not exactly happy to hear that.”

My partner, as always, was barrelling down the highway of lawlessness.


